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iam
Narratives of the Holocaust

ReflectSpace at Downtown Central Library in Glendale and the Los Angeles Museum of 
the Holocaust at Pan Pacific Park (LAMOTH) present “i am: Narratives of the Holocaust” an 
exhibition that brings together contemporary photography and rare artifacts/archives to 
examine various histories of survival and identity created during the Holocaust and today. 
“i am” explores the core genocidal process of de-humanization and presents works from an 
inclusive and deeply personal perspective that affirm as well as disrupt historical narratives of 
inheritance of historical violence. 

“i am: Narratives of the Holocaust” runs from December 8, 2017 to January 17, 2018. The 
opening is Saturday, December 9, from 6 - 8 pm and includes an artist talk by Jeffrey Wolin. “i 
am” is co-curated by Ara and Anahid Oshagan of ReflectSpace and Eric Hall of LAMOTH.

“i am” explores notions of identity and identification—person, place, time—through a rare 
collection of artifacts from the LAMOTH. Identification armbands, numbers and symbols worn 
by prisoners of concentration camps and identity cards (often stamped with a letter for further 
classification) from a multitude of European countries are on display. Their owners range from 
a broad cross-section of groups persecuted by the Nazis: Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Romani 
gypsies, political prisoners, habitual offenders, and the LGBTQ community. 

An extraordinary instance of identification—through portraiture—was made by 21-year old 
artist Dina Babbitt. In 1944, while imprisoned at Auschwitz, she was recruited by the infamous 
Nazi doctor Josef Mengele to draw portraits of Romani inmates subject to horrific medical 
experimentations. “i am” presents four of her Romani watercolors that are simultaneously 
portraitures of identification and an intervention to enable her own survival. We present 
reproductions donated to the LAMOTH by the artist. The subdued color and unsettling beauty of 
these portraits run counter to all intuitions of that dark time.

Curated by Ara & Anahid Oshagan/ReflectSpace
Eric Hall/Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust
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Similarly against-the-grain and disruptive of the traditional narratives of sites of trauma are 
contemporary artist James Friedman’s vivid color photographs of Holocaust sites from his 
series “12 Nazi Concentration Camps.” Friedman rejects the tendency to picture these sites of 
depravity, torture and murder in somber black and white; instead his work explodes with color 
and documents the often surprising juxtapositions of the mundane activities at these sites in 
the 1980s with the historical memory of the horrors that occurred there. Including himself in 
many of his images, Friedman’s work places the second and third generation witness at the 
very center of the spaces occupied by the Holocaust and forces viewers to reconsider their 
perceptions of these sites of unimaginable violence. 

Photographic artist Jeffrey Wolin is also a post-Holocaust witness. Sourced from a deeply 
personal space, his series “Written in Memory”, merges photography with testimony and creates 
a different kind of identity of the survivor. He creates portraits of Holocaust survivors and 
writes their testimony directly onto the photographs. Here the visual and textual narratives 
are intractably intertwined alludes to the core identity of survivors: their inability to imagine 
themselves outside their survival.

Rounding out “i am” in ReflectSpace is an impossible remnant from the Holocaust. Selma and 
Chaim Engel met at Sobibor camp. Although they did not speak each other’s language, they fell 
in love and somehow found each other and escaped together during the Sobibor camp uprising. 
They went into hiding for two years and during that time, they wrote a diary. Of the 160,000 
prisoners at Sobibor, only fifty survived and even fewer kept a diary. Their diary, every single 
page, in its actual size, is reproduced and presented in “i am” as an installation: a statement of 
“presence” and a narrative of survival. The digital scans of Selma and Chaim’s diary are courtesy 
of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.

Expanding on the themes of “i am”, original artwork from Erich Lichtblau-Lesky’s “They Shall be 
Counted”,  a pictorial diary of ghetto life, will be displayed in the PassageWay, lent by LAMOTH. 
Lichtbau-Leskly was deported to Theresiendstadt Ghetto where he made graphic pictorial 
narratives depicting ghetto life. His wife hid his sketches in the floorboards in their barracks 
and was able to retrieve them after liberation. Later, Leskly re-worked them into larger images. 
His ironic and deeply-felt pre and post pictorial narratives are displayed alongside each other in 
the PassageWay gallery. Also available will be Lichtblau-Leskly’s book, “They Shall be Counted”, 
published by LAMOTH.
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Selma Wijnberg and Chaim Engel met and fell in love at the Sobibor death camp where 
160,000 people were killed. Only about fifty survived including Selma and Chaim who 
found each other and escaped during the famous Sobibor uprising together, went into 
hiding in a barn and wrote the diary. And then spent the rest of their lives together.

Selma was twenty when she was deported to Auschwitz from the Netherlands. Chaim 
was Polish and was deported to Sobibor about six months before Selma. They met the 
day Selma arrived at the camp in April 1943. They were forced to dance with each other 
while one of the transports was going through to the gas chambers and the crematorium.

Selma starts the diary ten days after the Sobibor uprising. "Poland, 24 October1943. All of 
a sudden I have the feeling that I have to write everything down."

For the most part, the diaries document their time in hiding. Selma becomes pregnant 
and so there's a lot of writings about her belly and wondering about the baby's health. 
And on various occasions, she draws clothing as well as  the outline of her family's home 
in the Netherlands. And throughout, she writes, "Selma Wijnberg Engel, Selma Engel, 
Chaim Engel Wijnberg"--she mixes their names up like a schoolgirl with her first crush.

They didn't speak the same languages. They fell in love without being able to talk to each 
other. And part of the diary is this little dictionary, written throughout--it translates words 
from from German (which they both spoke a little), to Polish which Chaim spoke. Or from 
Polish to German. The diary enabled them to speak to each other while in hiding.

In one entry, Selma writes about what it was like to arrive at Sobibor: "Sobibor, 9 April 
1943. In the afternoon, two o'clock. We entered this 'lager.' A lot of screaming from 
Ukrainians with mean faces and wooden sticks in their hands. An older lady who walks 
in front of me is getting hit. All of a sudden we hear, 'Throw your luggage down!'" For this 
moment to be captured so soon after her time at Sobibor is just incredible.  So few people 
survived and of those few, so few wrote about their experiences. To have something 
written in 1943, 1944, describing that experience is a one-of-a-kind historical document.

-- Rebecca Erbelding, curator, USHMM

The Diaries of Selma and Chaim Engel



Jeffrey Wolin: Written in Memory

There was a lot of talk about the Holocaust during my childhood in a Jewish community in 
suburban New York. My grandparents, immigrants from Eastern Europe, became furious 
whenever conversation turned to Hitler and the Germans. My mother’s parents grew up 
in Lublin, Poland. Her father had a brother and a sister who remained behind in the Old 
Country when he emigrated to the United States early in this century. His sister had twins. My 
grandfather was unable to find out exactly what happened to his family, but they did not survive 
the war.

In 1988 I made a photograph with inscribed text of Miso Vogel, an Auschwitz survivor living in 
Indiana. For the narrative I used notes I had taken while talking with him during our portrait 
session. I wanted to show his tattoo, which is in and of itself a powerful visual statement about 
the brutality of the German war against the Jews. I also had him hold a photograph of his father 
who died at Auschwitz. This image acted as a window and Miso was, for a moment, transported 
back to a terrible time in his past. 

During my year off from teaching as a Guggenheim Fellow in 1991-92, I decided to build a series 
of images around the photograph of Miso. I began each session with survivors by videotaping 
them prior to making portraits with my still camera. Instead of rewriting accounts of the 
survivors in my own words as in the earliest pieces from the series, I began to excerpt whole 
chunks of the testimonies verbatim, letting the individuals speak for themselves. In so doing I 
tried to keep the flavor of the European accents, which often reminded me of the speech of my 
own grandparents. I looked for small, intimate details in their narratives rather than grander, 
more general experiences or statistical data. 

I am fully aware that no one who did not directly experience the Holocaust can truly understand 
the depths of horror that Jews in Europe endured at the hands of the Nazis. Nevertheless, 
it is my hope that by opening a window to an individual through his or her image with an 
accompanying story of great power, an audience will gain a better understanding of the 
survivors.

Faced with the loss of home and family and confronting a future in a strange land with 
new language and customs, many of the survivors I met had learned to live with their pain. 
Most were able to move their lives forward, deciding that life is too short and precious to be 
consumed with hatred and remorse. This work is a testament to the strength of the individual 
and to the resourcefulness and resiliency of Holocaust survivors, who have an important lesson 
in humanity to teach us all. 
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Mieczyslaw Weinberg, b. 1912, Warsaw, Poland, from “Written in Memory: Portrait of the 
Holocaust”, 1997 © Jeff Wolin



Ida Paluch, b. 1939, Sosnowiec, Poland, from “Written in Memory: Portrait of the Holocaust”, 1997
© Jeff Wolin
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Miso Vogel, b. 1923, Topolcany, Slovakia, from “Written in Memory: Portrait of the Holocaust”, 1997
© Jeff Wolin
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 Among the first victims of persecution in Nazi Germany 
were political opponents—primarily Communists, 
Social Democrats, and trade unionists. Jehovah’s 
Witnesses refused to serve in the German army or take 
an oath of obedience to Adolf Hitler and consequently 
were also targeted. The Nazis harassed German male 
homosexuals, whose sexual orientation was considered 
a hindrance to the expansion of the German population. 
“Habitual” homosexuals were incarcerated in prisons; 
many were later remanded to concentration camps 
following the completion of their sentences.

The Nazis persecuted those they considered to be 
racially inferior. Nazi racial ideology primarily vilified 
Jews, but also propagated hatred for Roma (Gypsies) 
and blacks. The Nazis viewed Jews as racial enemies 
and subjected them to arbitrary arrest, internment, and 
murder. Roma were also singled out on racial grounds 
for persecution. The Nazis viewed Poles and other Slavs 
as inferior, and slated them for subjugation, forced 
labor, and sometimes death. Jewish prisoners received 
the most brutal treatment in Nazi concentration camps.

Classification System in 
Nazi Concentration Camps
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From 1938, Jews in the camps were identified by 
a yellow star sewn onto their prison uniforms, a 
perversion of the Jewish Star of David symbol. After 
1939 and with some variation from camp to camp, 
the categories of prisoners were easily identified by a 
marking system combining a colored inverted triangle 
with lettering. The badges sewn onto prisoner uniforms 
enabled Nazi guards to identify the alleged grounds for 
incarceration.

Criminals were marked with green inverted triangles, 
political prisoners with red, “asocials” (including Roma, 
nonconformists, vagrants, and other groups) with 
black or—in the case of Roma in some camps—brown 
triangles. Homosexuals were identified with pink 
triangles and Jehovah’s Witnesses with purple ones. 
Non-German prisoners were identified by the first 
letter of the German name for their home country, 
which was sewn onto their badge. The two triangles 
forming the Jewish star badge would both be yellow 
unless the Jewish prisoner was included in one of the 
other prisoner categories. A Jewish political prisoner, 
for example, would be identified with a yellow triangle 
beneath a red triangle.

The Nazis required Jews to wear the yellow Star of David 
not only in the camps but throughout most of occupied 
Europe.

--US Holocaust Memorial Museum



Dina Gottliebová Babbitt 
(1921-2009)

Dina was an 18-year-old art student in Prague in January 1942 
when she accompanied her mother to the Theresienstadt 
concentration camp. After surviving there for roughly 18 months she 
was deported to the concentration camp at Auschwitz, where she 
was housed for several months in the infamous children’s barracks 
or Kinderblock. To help soothe the children, who were kept separate 
from their parents, she used her skills to draw pictures from the film 
Snow White on the walls children’s barracks. Her artwork came to 
the attention of Dr. Josef Mengele, the notorious camp doctor who 
conducted gruesome experiments on inmates, especially children. 

Mengele ordered Dina to paint portraits of Gypsies before they 
were subjected to his experiments. Mengele felt that her color 
portraits were better records for his experiments than black and 
white photography. Dina also painted portraits of Nazi officers. 
Because of her artistic talent, Dina was kept alive while so many 
others were murdered.  She was even able to persuade Mengele to 
protect her mother. All of the other Czech Kinderblock children who 
were unprotected were gassed and murdered on March 7-8, 1944 to 
make space for new arrivals.

Dina managed to survive and after the war she met and married 
Art Babbitt, an animator who by coincidence had worked on Walt 
Disney’s Snow White movie. Dina moved to Los Angeles, where she 
also worked on cartoons, including Wile E. Coyote. Several decades 
after the war, Dina’s watercolor portraits of the Gypsies at Auschwitz 
were re-discovered and sold to the Auschwitz camp museum. Dina 
tried very hard for almost thirty years to recover these artworks, 
but the museum refused to return them to her. She obtained 
reproductions and donated them to the Los Angeles Museum of the 
Holocaust. Dina Babbitt died in July 2009.
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Like nearly everyone in my generation, but particularly Jews, I grew up 
acutely aware of the events of the Holocaust and of the lasting impact 
of its horrifying images; those stark black-and-white photographs of 
piles of cadavers, emaciated prisoners and factory-like death camps 
made an enduring impression on me. But as an adult, and a profes-
sional photographer and professor of photography, repeated viewings 
of images of the Holocaust began to deaden my emotional responses, 
to desensitize me. In 1981, I determined to experience directly some of 
the very places where the Holocaust happened and to try to find a way 
to reawaken my responses and those of viewers. 

In planning the project that became “12 Nazi Concentration Camps,” 
it seemed to me there was no credible reason to present yet more 
predictable, elegiac photographs of the camps, to make pictures that 
looked as if they could have been made shortly after the war ended. 
Those solemn, black-and-white images are how I and most of the 
world learned about the Holocaust, and most contemporary photog-
raphers have continued to emulate them. Such images allow viewers 
a buffer from discomfort because of their familiarity.

My photographs are not gruesome, and they are not overtly shocking 
or horrifying, unlike so much of the black and white photographic 
record of the Holocaust made during and just after the war. In my view, 
the horror in my pictures surfaces because viewers overlay onto these 
sometimes mundane scenes both their knowledge of what happened 
in these places and the grotesque images that are in their own inter-
nal archives of Holocaust imagery.

I did not want to create pictures of the Holocaust that viewers 
could comfortably absorb and easily dismiss, so I chose to employ 
unconventional strategies to develop a different and against-the-

James Friedman: 12 Nazi Concentration Camp
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grain documentary approach. Among the tactics was using an 8” x 10” field camera and 
color film. The photographs include self-portraits and images of tourists and survivors, 
schoolchildren on field trips, people sitting at caffes, workers tending the grounds. These 
elements bring the modern world, or at least the modern world of the early 1980s, into 
these horrific historic sites.

The images in this exhibit are two of the nearly 500 photographs I made at Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau, Bergen-Belsen, Dachau, Flossenbürg, Fort Breendonck, Majdanek, 
Mauthausen, Natzweiler-Struthof, Theresienstadt and Treblinka in 1981 and 1983. The 
color photographs have inspired visceral responses in many viewers. During a lecture I 
presented at the International Center of Photography in New York, an enraged audience 
member screamed, “You can’t photograph Nazi concentration camps in color, on sunny 
days. There weren’t any deep blue skies or puffy white clouds during the Holocaust. Don’t 
you know that the Holocaust happened in black and white?” 

I was interested to read film critic Manohla Dargis’s comment in The New York Times last 
year about Raoul Peck’s film on African American writer and civil rights activist James 
Baldwin titled “I Am Not Your Negro.” The critic mentioned the director’s decision to use 
many color images of the civil rights movement, rather than the more familiar black and 
white photographs and films, and noted that this strategy “closes the distance between 
past and present.” My decision to photograph Nazi concentration camps in color had 
precisely the same goal.

My photographs of the camps have never had more relevance or greater resonance 
than they do now – with white supremacists and neo-Nazis marching in the streets with 
swastikas, shouting slogans like “Jews will not replace us.” When “12 Nazi Concentration 
Camps” was shown at the Skirball Museum in Cincinnati last year, the museum sign was 
defaced with Nazi swastikas, a hate crime that was investigated by The Department of 
Homeland Security and the FBI. 

And this comment was posted in response to an article about an exhibition of “12 Nazi 
Concentration Camps” in The Columbus (Ohio) Dispatch in October of this year: “We live 
in a dangerous world. Now is not the time to indulge in the holocaust fantasy.” Such 
responses confirm the urgent importance of art that closes the distance between the 
past and the present.



Mannequin of Nazi SS Officer, Fort Breendonck concentration camp, near Brussels, Belgium, 
1981, from “12 Nazi Concentration Camps” © James Friedman
A long corridor of former prisoner cells in the grisly dungeon at Fort Breendonck housed eerily 
lighted displays, including a mannequin of a political prisoner and this one of a Nazi SS officer. 
The light-colored smudges and drips on the mannequin’s face and chest are from where a 
visitor had spit on the glass. 
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Signpost for gas chamber and self-portrait, Natzweiler-Struthof concentration camp, near 
Strasbourg, France, from “12 Nazi Concentration Camps” © James Friedman
Despite the brutally direct signage, I was not able to find a gas chamber at Natzweiler-Struthof.



Local resident with scythe and self-portrait, Auschwitz II (Birkenau) concentration camp,
Oswiecim, Poland, 1983, from “12 Nazi Concentration Camps” © James Friedman
Since the end of World War II, local residents of Oswiciem, Poland had been assigned small 
plots of the 17-square mile former Auschwitz-Birkenau Nazi concentration camp site to tend 
and maintain. During my photographing there, this man was using a scythe to cut the grass 
on his plot. Through an interpreter, he told me he had helped prisoners escape from the camp 
during the war.
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Wall where Jewish prisoners were shot, Theresienstadt concentration camp, near Terezin, 
Czechoslovakia, 1981, from “12 Nazi Concentration Camps” © James Friedman
I set up my camera in front of this wall and its forty-year-old bullet holes. I saw an East German 
man and his son nearby and immediately decided to include the boy in the photograph because 
the color of his sweater nearly matched that of the number “37” on the wall. Though I didn’t 
speak German, somehow I was able to gain the father’s permission to photograph his son.
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Erich Lichtblau-Leskly
(1911-2004)

LAMOTH’s Erich Lichtblau-Leskly Theresienstadt Collection of original 
paintings or ghetto-picture diaries is the largest collection of this 
artist’s work. Through their technical excellence, the works reveal 
defiance, humor, satire, and indifference to the madness of the world 
run by the Nazi regime.

Theresienstadt (Terezin), besides being a main incarceration center 
for the Central European Jews, also served as a place used to deceive 
the world that the Jews of Europe were alive and being treated well. 
The Nazi regime used it as a stage for filming propaganda and a 
tourist stop for international commissions. The Lichtblau-Leskly 
works capture the complications and ironies of Theresienstadt. They 
universally depict the fundamental desperation lurking in every 
moment of life in the ghetto.

Lichtblau-Leskly’s artworks significantly differ from a “typical” 
Holocaust graphic. Instead of a barbed wire, striped uniform, and 
death scenes, we see ghetto life through the prism of everyday 
errands and chores, depicted in grotesques and caricatures. 
Lichtblau-Leskly convincingly challenges the Nazi anti-Jewish 
concepts by depicting and interpreting the ghetto life in a style he 
would use for a “normal” commercial advertisement in his pre-war 
practice.

In the spring of 1945, Lichtblau-Leskly cut most of his pictures into 
pieces to protect himself and his wife. Fortunately, his wife hid these 
fragments, rescuing them for posterity. The collection includes these 
fragments as well as recreated watercolors done by the artist in Israel 
during the 1950s, throughout the 1960s when he changed his name 
to Eli Leskly.



Contemporary Artist Biographies

Using his family’s Kodak Brownie Hawkeye camera, James Friedman took his 
first photograph as a five-year-old – commencing an immediate and lifelong 
passion for photography as a means of expression and a way of both seeing and 
interacting with the world. Of his initial attempts at photography, he has said, 
“When I looked through the camera’s viewfinder as a child, a world that could be 
confusing and sometimes fearsome seemed harmonious and balanced.”

Friedman is grateful to have had as mentors two luminaries of 
20th century photography, Minor White and Imogen Cunningham, 
who taught him not only technique and vision but also how to 
devote his life to the medium. 

He is the recipient of the Aaron Siskind Foundation Individual 
Photographer’s Fellowship, the Governor’s Award for the Arts in 
Ohio and eight photographer’s grants and fellowships from the 
Ohio Arts Council.

Friedman lives in Columbus, Ohio where he is a prolific and award-winning 
photographer and teacher, offering workshops, mentoring, private instruction and 
portfolio reviews worldwide. 
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Jeffrey A. Wolin is Ruth N. Halls Professor of 
Photography at Indiana University. Wolin’s series of 
portraits of Holocaust survivors, Written in Memory: 
Portraits of the Holocaust, was published by Chronicle 
Books, accompanying solo exhibitions of this work at 
the Art Institute of Chicago, International Center of 
Photography in New York, Chrysler Museum in Norfolk, 
VA and the Indianapolis Museum of Art. His solo 
exhibition of portraits of Vietnam War Veterans with their stories opened at the 
Museum of Contemporary Photography in Chicago in 2005 and will travel to other 
museums in the US and abroad beginning summer 2007. Umbrage Editions of NYC 
published the accompanying book, Inconvenient Stories: Vietnam War Veterans. 
His photographs are in the permanent collections of numerous museums 
including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Los Angeles County Museum 
of Art; San Francisco Museum of Modern Art; Houston Museum of Fine Arts; Art 
Institute of Chicago; Cleveland Museum of Art; New York Public Library; Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New York; Bibliotèque Nationale de France, Paris; and 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. 

Wolin is the recipient of two fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts 
and a Guggenheim Fellowship. He is represented by June Bateman Fine Art in New 
York and Catherine Edelman Gallery in Chicago.



 Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust in Pan Pacific Park, the oldest of its kind in 
the nation, dedicates itself as a primary source institution, one that commemorates 
those who perished, honors those who survived, and houses the precious artifacts 
that miraculously weather the Holocaust.  For over 55 years, the Museum has 
provided free Holocaust education to students and visitors from across Los 
Angeles, the United States, and the world, fulfilling the mission of the founding 
Holocaust Survivors to commemorate, educate and inspire.  Through engagements 
and education programs that value dialogue, learning and reflection, the Museum 
believes that we can build a more respectful, dignified and humane world.
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ReflectSpace at the Downtown Central Library is a new hybrid exhibition space 
designed to explore and reflect on major human atrocities, genocides and civil 
rights violations. Immersive in conception, ReflectSpace is both experiential and 
informative, employing art, technology and interactive media to engage viewers on an 
emotional and personal level. ReflectSpace strives to reflect the past and present of 
Glendale’s communal fabric and interrogate current-day global human rights issues.

The approach is intimate. Emphasis is placed on the 
witness narrative: who saw, wrote, spoke or has been 
affected by social justice and human rights issues. 
The narratives unfold through multiple technologies-
-projection, interactive media and immersive sound 
design--and multiple disciplines of thought and arts. 
ReflectSpace also presents installation art and engages 
with archives, books and texts from various sources 
including the library in which it exists.

ReflectSpace is an inclusive exhibition space. Its inaugural 
exhibit explored the Armenian Genocide, presenting 
personal was well as reflective narratives from survivors 
and artwork from descendants. The second exhibit was 
about Asian “Comfort Women.” In the coming months, it 
will present the fate of the Rwandan Tutsis, the Holocaust, 
as well as other genocides. With a focus on Glendale as 
well as an international perspective, ReflectSpace will 
also delve into contemporary issues like immigration, 
violence in society, Japanese internment, as well as the 
disappearance of Native Californians and the Palestinian 
Nakba. And this is just the beginning.

ReflectSpace is an intimate experiential space for reflection and exploration. At times 
it will be immersive, at other times disorienting and yet at other times overwhelming. 
But it will always engage.

ReflectSpace @ Downtown Central Library




