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ARTIST/VICTIM: ANALYZING THE CONSTRUCTION
OF SUBJECT POSffiONS 1N THE VHA-INTERVIEW WITII
DINA GOTillEBOVA-BABITT
(interviewer.· Hilary Helstein, interview conducted in 1998

in California in English)

ln this paper my aim is to analyze the way Dina Gottliebova-Babbitt and
her interviewer, Hilary Helstein, construct Babbitt's subject positions during
her time in Auschwitz as part of the interview conducted with Babbitt in
1998, more than 50 years after her liberation. Soon after her incarceration
started, Babbitt became a painter for various SS officials, who all wanted her
to reproduce postcards and photographs in painting form. Her appointment
by Josef Mengele as portrait painter in the Gypsy Camp turned out to be the
event that saved her and her mother's life. She was, from the beginning of
her internment in Auschwitz, given varying degrees of preferential treatment
by kapos, officers and Dr. Mengele himself, based on her artistic talent. The
interview was made as part of the Visual History Archive (VHA) project, and
can be watched online through the archive's website. I will focus on the
segments of the interview that deal with arts-related forced labor during Dina
Babbitt's incarceration at Auschwitz, mainly segments 50, 55, 56, 59 and 60.
My interest lies in the many intertwining and sometimes contradictory ways
that Babbitt portrays herself in her testimony, and also Hilary Helstein's contributions to, or challenging of, these portrayals. Furthermore, focusing on
Babbitt's position as an artist, my aim is to point out how oral history can
enrich our conceptions of art as a practice always embedded in certain social
conditions and webs of power relations. I would like to advocate a nuanced
understanding of artistic production, and I will focus on the ways in which
such an understanding is progressively formulated through the interactive situation of the interview. As part of my research on arts-related forced labor in
concentration camps, I have come up against many fascinating interviews tackling this contradictory subject•, but none of them highlighted the various ways
in which the artist, the prefererítially-treated prisoner, the witne,ss, the victim,
and the survivor all come together in the figure of the painter/ dancer/ actor
forced to paint or perform as part of his/her everyday work in the camp.
My decision to analyze the contradictory nature of the various subject positions constructed by Babbitt and her interviewer was inspired by Lynn
Abrams' notion that oral history is always a "three-way conversation" 1 with
oneself, with culture, and with the interviewer. I will therefore look at the
1 Lynn Abrams, "Subjectivity and Intersubjectivity," in Oral History Tbeory, ed. Lynn
Abrams (London: Routledge, 2010), p. 76.
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three aspects of Abrams' understanding of oral history as a multi-layered
conversation, through which various aspects of subjectivity are co-constituted by speaker, interviewer, and culture. I am interested in the ways in
which oral history as a method can highlight how the formulation of one's
subjectivity is the result of various interwoven threads of understanding.
These threads are often contradictory, and their exact role in the formulation
of subject positions is always subject to negotiation. I view the interview situation of Babbitt and Helstein as a space for such negotiation. ln addition,
this interview situation is a special one, as it tackles a very specific and traumatic topic, that of Holocaust experience and memory. The testimony (especially the Holocaust testimony) as a discursive mode and genre has to be
taken into account in the analysis of this interview. Consequently, I believe
that in the case of this particular analysis, certain modifications of Abrams'
theory have to be made. Let me introduce these aspects that will enrich
Abrams' theory in a way that it can serve as a framework for understanding
Ms. Babbitt's testimony.
First of all, the Holocaust testimony as a genre introduces the figure of the
witness to further complicate the oral history process. As described by Dori
Laub in An Event without a Witness, witnessing involves a further tripartite
layering: one is a witness to oneself within the experience, to other testimonies, and also to the process of witnessing itself. 2 Furthermore, Aleida
Assmann points out in her article in Poetics Today that contrary to the icon
of the religious martyr, "[i]n the figure of the Holocaust witness, [the] two levels of witnessing are conflated. The person who experienced the ordeal and
the person who testifies to it are one and the same. "3 lt is in this sense,
through the act of witnessing, that we have to interpret the self-reflexive element in Abrams' analysis of the testimony. The interview with a Holocaust
survivor, when seen from the point of view of a conversation with oneself,
is always channeled through the witnessing process, an automatically selfreflexive aspect of the construction of memory.
While Dina Babbitt's testimony definitely involves this self-reflexive conversation, and also one with the various expectations and interpretations of Hilary
Helstein, the interaction with culture at large is focused on the backdrop that
the VHA, as an archive of other survivor testimonies, constitutes. It is important to understand the subject-position often implied by the VHA as an interpretative framework: as the project is primarily interested in accounts of
Holocaust-survivors, it focuses on an aspect of the self that is tied to a very
particular period within a lifetime, one that is often made sense of through the
subject position of the víctím. Therefore all other life occurrences recounted in
the testimony are conditioned by the assumed victimized position during World
2 Dori Laub, "An Event Without a Witness: Truth, Testimony, and Survival," Testimony.Crises qf Witnessing in Líterature, Psychoanalysis, and Histo1y, eds. Shoshana Felmand
and Dori Laub (New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 75.
3 Aleida Assmann, "History, Memory, and the Gerue ofTestimony," Poetics Today27
(Summer 2006), p. 269.
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War II. Ms Babbitt's self-perfom1ance is also highly influenced by this focus, and
her negotiation of the position of the victim is central to the interview.
ln addition to these three aspects of conversation, w ithin this analysis I have
to take into account my own position as a viewer and interpreter of the intersubjective happening of the testi.mony. When Denzin and Lincoln in their
Handbook ofQualitative Research describe the researcher as a bricoleur, bringing together interpretative paradigms, they also emphasize the fact that being
in this position always needs to imply self-reflexivity in order to evade the
universalist assumptions of science-production that (feminist) qualitative methods seek to undermine.4 Therefore when viewing and analyzing Dina Babbitt's
testimony, I am conscious of the framework that I have been working in:
focusing primarily on arts-related forced labor in concentration camps, my
interest in1mediately qualified the ways in which I would select material from
the interview to be analyzed. Expecting to hear an artist speak about her
experiences, I was ready to focus on issues of subjectivity, self-expression,
resistance. Accordingly, my analysis is conditioned by the fact that the way
these topics were discussed in the testimony is in stark contrast with my liberalhumanist assumptions about the figure of the artist and artistic production. My
focus on the construction of subject positions within the concentration camp
therefore stems from certain prejudices resulting from my interpretative framework, while my analysis is modified by the contrast between my expectations
and the actual testimony. It is through these complex ways that I become the
fourth participant in the interview as a process of interaction.
Let me highlight the following segment (from segment 60) of the interview
as a point of reference for analyzing the ways in which "interpretative interaction"5 forms and re-forms the subject positions associated with Dina Babbitt.
Inte,viewer (I): Aside from affording you more food, what else did being a
painter do for you?
Ms Dina Babbitt (D): Nothing. (hesitates) It was just, it was a little bit of a racket,
you know, I didn't have to go cany rocks around, or do any hard work, it
was just something pleasant I could do, in relatíve safety, and, (if there weren't
gas chambers), I mean, safety from the elements, I had my little room,
I: What did it ...
D: I had a little bit of privacy,
I: What did it do for you, fot your identity?
D:l think these are all questions above my head, "identity," I. don't understand that, it's almost like psycbobabble for me, when you say that.
I: Weil, I mean, erm, as having a purpose, versus ...
D: If you say now something like ·'finding yourself," that's anotber thing that
I can't understand.
I: No, that's not wbat I'm saying.
4 Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, J-Iandhook of Qualitative Research
(London: Sage Publications, 2001), p. 3.
5 Ibid., p. 99.
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D:OK.
I: Erm, when you came to Auschwitz, you were given a number. Like everybody else.
D:Yeah.
I: Now you were a painter.
D: Yes. It always put me a part.
I: Far Mengele.
D: Yes it always did. Always, everywhere. The minute I started painting or
drawing something, I was apart. And I was a loner, since I was a child,
so I liked being apart.
To me, after having watched the interview's relevant segments multiple
times, this piece of interaction serves as a condensed mini-conversation that
contains many relevant moves of negotiating subject positions in an intersubjective manner. This segment of the interview demonstrates the ways in
which Helstein's interpretative framework (which is very similar to my initial one, as explained above, concerning liberal, humanist beliefs about artistic expression) collides with that of Babbitt. This layered piece of interaction
points out that the interviewer had certain expectations relating to artistic
identity that were probably based on assumptions about the nature of art
stemming from a liberal-humanist Western understanding that is outside the
exceptional zone of the concentration camp. This framework is also well
exemplified by Helstein's previous question regarding Babbitt's experience
of painting a murai far the children's barracks:
I: Now, getting back to what I asked befare of what it did far you, erm,
mentally (pause, D shakes her head), being able to paint this scene of
Snow White, and participate in this, . . .
D:No, erm ..
I: ln such horrific surroundings.
D: Weil, I was delighted that I could do anything, I thought it was all Freddy
Hirsch's good idea, to do something far these children, to make it more
cheerful far them, because it was terrible, and a drab, and I wasn't very
much involved with kids at the time, but I did feel far them of course, and
I was very happy to be able to do that, that's all, but I don't think it had
any big menta!, erm, (pause), 1 don't know, I don't exactly understand
what you want to know (. .. ).
This segment, along with the previous one, makes the clash between the different interpretations of the artist's position in the camp visible. While Helstein insists on an understanding of art as a liberating, self-expressing farm
of work, Babbitt makes it clear that artistic production had no relation to
self-exploration or identity formation within the world of the concentration
camp. It has to be added here that interestingly (and tragically), a framework of painting as a liberating and joyful event was appropriated by a certain Holocaust-denial group in relation to Ms Babbitt's painting far the
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children's barracks at Auschwitz. Their website6 claims that the fact that there
was a painting of Snow White in the children's barracks undermines the
camps' reputation as places of suffering and extermination. This group takes
a point of view on artistic production that automatically associates it with
freedom and a farm of agency. A more careful analysis of art-related forced
labor in camps, including the one performed by Babbitt herself, however,
makes it clear that such a framework becomes very problematic when applied within the zone of the camp.
As the interview unfolds, the interviewer becomes increasingly interested ina more qualified version of the figure of the artist, one that is more
suited to the difficult living conditions within the camp. My füst quotation
from segment 60 exemplifies a layering of different understandings of the
artistic position: on the one hand, her questions are still based on the
assumption that producing artwork meant a special kind of menta! state
for the interviewee, or that it was somehow productive for her formation
of identity. On the other hand, however, Helstein becomes more interested in the artist as a controversial figure within the camp, as a figure of
the gray zone.
Let me return to the subject position of the victim as a central theme to
be negotiated throughout this interview. ln order to understand the complexity of this process better, it might be useful to recall Primo Levi's notion
of the "gray zone," as developed in his book Tbe Drowned and the Saved.7
Levi employs the notion of the gray zone in order to better elaborate the
possible subject positions taken up by both SS officials and inmates in the
world of the concentration camp. Levi, himself a Holocaust-survivor, resists
the "desire for simplification"8 that divides people in the camp into the binary of victim and perpetrator. He introduces a number of different figures
who moved in the in-between zones, most of them performing tasks that
maintained the camp as a system ín hope of better chances of survival.
These forms of forced labor ranged from the position of the kapos, those
actually employing physical violence against fel!ow inmates, through the
Lageralteste, who regulated everyday life in the barracks, to the artist or
performer, who played the role of entertainer, often for the benefit of the
SS officers.
Dina Babbitt's position as victim and artist, if we work with the concept
of the gray zone, is made mőr~ complex by her involvement in forced labor
of the artistic type. The subject position is no longer just that of the painter,
but that of the painterfor Dr. Mengele, the one who was given a number like
everybody else, but now was alluded to as an artist. Within the interviewer's
!ast question of this segment, the label artist is transformed from the expressive notion that had previously been associated w ith it, into one that is
granted by the power relations within the camp as a form of preferential
6 lmp://thisiszionism.blogspot.com/2008/01/ true-story--of-snow-white-in-auschwitz.html
7 Primo Levi, Tbe Drowned and the Sa ved (London: Abacus, 1993), p. 36.
8 Ibid., p. 37.
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treatment. It is this second meaning of being an artist that the interview's
focus is moving rowards.
As her subject position as artist is negotiated as part of the conversation,
Ms. Babbitt's position as victim receives a more complex treatment. The
viewer is assumed to approach the VHA with certain expectations of hearing accounts of passive suffering; the interview first alludes to possible sites
of resistance through artistic activity, something that would confidently
negate victimhood. However, as Babbitt makes it clear in segment 59: "you
just didn't say no to anybody there, it was not a request, it was an order,
everything in the camp was an order." It was not through revolutionary statements of resistance that Babbitt's victimhood was somewhat negated, but
through her strategic tactics of survival, which often took the form of bartering with Mengele over her own and her mother's life, backed up by her
knowledge that he needed he r as a painter for the Gypsy Camp.
These forms of negotiation often resulted in preferential treatment, gaining small portions of extra food, a few cigarettes or a private room for Babbitt. Although her agreement to perform artistic tasks to back up Mengele's
racist taxonomies in the Gypsy Camp was evidently not based on the kind
of consent or decisive power that we assume from outside the camp, nor
was it a form of artistic creativity in our sense, but it definitely moved her
into the gray zone that stretches between victim and perpetrator, washing
the two extremes together. We definitely cannot analyze Babbitt's position
by thinking of her as a mere victim, because it cannot be denied that her
work in some way contributed to the workings of the concentration camp
as a space of living together and as an ideology. This is not to deny the fact
that she was suffering a long with everybody else, it is only to propose
a more complex, more nuanced analysis of subject positions, in line with
Primo Levi's theory.
Furthermore, it is this more nuanced analysis that can finally bring us towards a more complex, layered, and multidimensional understanding of art
as a form of agency within the world of the concentration camp. As we
(the interviewer, the audience of the VHA, and myselt) move away from an
uncontextualized understanding of art, and leave behind our expectations of
artistic agency, we arrive at appreciating a1tistic agency as a set of survival
techniques, granted by the few loopholes "in the web of power relations
characterizing the camp.
ln addition to the intersubjective world conjured up by the interview's participants and the VHA as a cultural formation in the backdrop, an interesting addition to the figure of the artist ín Dina Babbitt's testimony could
be a n analysis of her ongoing attempts to procure her paintings from the
Auschwitz Museum. As reported by the New York Times in August 2006,9
the paintings she created following Mengele's orders in the Gypsy Camp

9 http://www.nytimes.com/2006/ 08/ 30/ arts/design/ 30surv.html?_r=l
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are now the property of the Museum, which is unwilling to return them to
the artist. The New York Times quotes a petition signed by illustrious artists
and curators from California that states that "[r]euniting Mrs. Babbitt with
her paintings would be a sign of the museum's dedication not only to history but also to humanity. "10 This atticle, and Babbitt's campaign to acquire
her paintings assumes an artistic subjectivity that is very d ifferent from the
one she develops in her testimony. lt is, if anything, much closer to the liberal-humanist-expressive assumptions that both Ms Helstein and I had
entertained before submerging ourselves in a more complex understanding of arts-related forced labor. ln the attempts to procure the pictures,
Ms Babbitt constructs herself as a conscious creator of them, and therefore as rightful owner, a relationship taken for granted in today's art market. This is a very different way of self-fashioning from the one she
performed in the interview, where she presented herself as being separate
from the paintings, without any agency in their production apart from her
initial attempts to select the people she would portray based on their
beauty. In her narrative, clashes between her and Mengele's perspective on
how the pictures should be produced are reported, which make obvious
the ways in which Mengele's racist medical purposes overshadowed the
visual representation of the inmates.
This is indeed a curious turn in Babbitt's self-representation. On the one
hand, in her self-presentation as an artist attempting to regain her works,
Ms Babbitt portrays herself both more conscious and much more victim-like
than she does in her testimony. As quoted by the New York Times, she says:
"Every single thing, including our underwear, was taken away from us (. .. )
Everything we owned, ever. My dog, our furniture, our clothes. And now,
finally, something is found that I created, that belongs to me. And they
refuse to give it to me. This is why I feel the same helplessness as I did
then. "11 ln this announcement, she stages herself as both an artist and victim. This ties in much more neatly with the automatic assumptions we have
about these positions. On the other !1and, her six-hour testimony reveals the
contradictions inherent in plainly assuming these subject positions within
the world of the camp. Partly due to the interaction with her interviewer,
the testimony arrives at a refashioning of artistic agency, but also reveals a
form of compliance that is at odds with, or further complicates, the victimized position. The notion of survivor guilt rnight help disentangle these conflicting notions of the self. Wh·e n facing Helstein's questions, Babbitt often
reacts defensively, and their conversation could be analyzed as a negotiation of survivor guilt, as drawing and re-drawing the line that would make
Babbitt a subject of preferential treatment and set her apart from the rest
of the prisoners. In her account of claiming the paintings, she also relies on
a mode of self-representation that highlights her passivity in the face of

10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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events but alsa canstructs herself as an artist wha has the right ta claim
awner~hip aver her warks.
Dina Babbitt's testimany is a layered and camplex example af the three(or mare) way canversatian that arai histary is. Its camplexity is further expanded by the background af Ms. Babbitt's project ta procure her paintings.
Abrams' cancept af arai histary as a three-way canversatian is therefore a
praductive way af approaching Babbitt's interview, especially when enriched
with an understanding af the Halacaust testimany as a specific genre. The
apenness and multi-layered nature af the testimany-as-canversatian helps
facilitate a mare nuanced analysis af artistic productian and agency as
embedded within the pawer relatians af the camp; and alsa as förmed and
negatiated in an intersubjective manner. This can foster a mare saphisticated
and respansible cantemparary understanding af the pawer relatians and
passibilities far agency within the warld af the camp.
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