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In the theatre of the world art is a conveyor of dreams, a mobiliser of imagination, and a 

conduit for emotion. When we find beauty sometimes we need look no further. 

—Jean-Hubert Martin, curator of Theatre of the World 

MONA, 23 June 2012–8 April 2013 

 

Association, so far as the word stands for an effect, is between THINGS THOUGHT 

OF—it is THINGS, not ideas, which are associated in the mind. We ought to talk of the 

association of objects, not the association of ideas. 

—William James, ‘Association’ in The Principles of Psychology 

edited by eBooks@Adelaide, University of Adelaide, 2014 

 

  



 

 

Sometime I’d like to write a book 

but today I’ll begin by telling a story—I may not have time 

to tell the whole story 

but at least I can make a beginning 

 

There are many ways to begin, all involve digging 

 

 

 

 

 

Excavation 

 

One way to begin is with a book 

Another is with family, those who remain, and those who do not 

Another way is with a photograph 

And another way is with a journey, Yes 

All involve unearthing, dismantling 

Taking to pieces the past and the future 

But no matter what people say, regardless of the vehemence of their denials 

The first story begins with family 



 

 

 

Let me begin with mine 

 

My name is _____ (I can’t tell you) And I am Australian 

No, that can’t be right 

I am 

Aš esu _____ (aš negaliu jums pasakyti) Ir aš esu lietuvaite 

Am I Lithuanian? No 

That’s not right 

 

My parents are Lithuanian, I was born here 

My parents were refugees 

They came to Australia and met 

in Torquay 

in Victoria 

Places that sound British—I should have been English 

No, that’s impossible—My parents should never have met 

I should not be here 

 

 

 

 

 

Perhaps I should begin with a fairy-tale— 



 

 

My parents are Hänsel and Gretel abandoned in the forest 

The world outside is the forest full of wicked, dangerous beings 

The outside world is not to be trusted 

The gingerbread house is their salvation 

The gingerbread house is built of their hopes and dreams 

The experiment is bound to fail 

 

My parents saw terrible things in The War— 

I have the piece of shrapnel that wounded my father in the neck 

and saved his life; I remember the day 

my mother locked the door of her home 

and threw the key in the gutter—she was thirteen 

I see her clearly 

but I don’t remember the day I first heard that story 

 

Their common background and experience brought my parents together 

Fear made them cling to each other 

The marriage was not happy 

These are statements of fact 

 

I grew up with tales of Home—my father’s rural idyll 

my mother’s cosmopolitan city inhabited by sophisticates and intellectuals 

 

My parents bequeathed to me a nostalgia for places I have never seen 

for places I can never visit 

because they have been obliterated 

or because they never existed, these places 

that exist only in a lost time 

 

My parents bequeathed to me a nostalgia for people I have never met 

because they are dead, or distant 

and events I have never experienced 

because those, too, are impossible 

 



 

 

Marianne Hirsch coined a term for what I remember 

and why those memories are more important than my own 

and how that should make me feel— 

‘postmemory’1 (or ‘fictive memory’ 

if you prefer) 

 

 

Today I began with family. 

 But I might have begun with a book. 

 Or Stéphane Mallarmé’s extravagant statement that ‘all earthly existence must 

ultimately be contained in a book.’2 He means the ideal of a book, the apotheosis of a 

book, the one repository of all knowledge, all connections and elaborations. 

 This Book, and every other book, is a museum which contains both wilful and 

unintentional silences, repressed and half-remembered memories, fantasies, dreams and 

nightmares. 

 This Book is always in process; is always attempting an authentic equivalence 

with a place, an object, a person, a sound or an experience. When an actual image is 

inserted into the text, the synergy between the visual and the written leads to increasingly 

complex interconnections, provocations and convolutions. Another process has begun, a 

journey. 

 The journey is in the writing and the reading. 

 Hélène Cixous says that ‘writing, in its noblest function, is the attempt to unerase, 

to unearth, to find the primitive picture again, ours, the one that frightens us.’3 This un-

erasing serves the purpose of remembering. To turn the pages of this book is to 

remember, and remembering is essential to verifying the world and redeeming the past. 

This Book, with which I began a second time, has become the idea of a book, my 

idea of a receptacle filled with thoughts, concepts and visions, which might be an actual 

book or a reticule, an album, a work of art, an article, an artefact 

Or a photograph. 

‘The true content of a photograph is invisible,’ says John Berger, ‘for it derives 

from a play, not with form, but with time.’4 

 

 



 

 

 

  

 

Berger says that we keep photographs as ‘memento[s] of the absent.’5 

 Absence is what gives photographs their emotional charge 

That is why looking / seeing / knowing are often associated with pain 

 Which brings me back to 

 Excavation 

And the impetus behind this excavation of the past—family 

Or the absence of family 

 

 

In 2012, I flew to Tasmania for the first time since I was eleven years old 

I went there because of MONA 

I wanted to see what everyone was talking about 

And I did 

I was Alice and I fell down the rabbit hole 

 

 

You can imagine how cold it is in Hobart in late June. 

Behind me Mt Wellington is shrouded in mist and the streets leading down to the 

harbour from the Blue Hills Motel where I am staying are slippery with ice. But the sky is 



 

 

blue, heavenly, I’m tempted to say. And I am warm, rugged up in gloves, beret and 

boots, and a coat that can stand up by itself and might have come straight from a Russian 

novel. The staff at the Museum of Old and New Art (MONA) recognise me the second 

time I step off the ferry. Clearly, my imitation of Julie Christie playing Lara in Dr 

Zhivago (dir. David Lean, 1965) has made an impression. 

 Walking into MONA is like entering a womb, a dream, passing through the 

barrier between the known world into the Theatre of the World, a labyrinth of dark 

corridors, cavernous spaces and Escher-like walkways. There they give me a device that 

allows me to map my journey, maps that remain forever. Yes, years later, I have just 

checked, ‘Friday 29 June 2012’ and ‘Saturday 30 June 2012’ remain online as they first 

appeared, a mad scramble of dots and lines criss-crossing between objects glimpsed 

around a corner or over a banister, running between levels up and down and up again, an 

inspired series of visual connections between objects and artworks from disparate times, 

places and cultures. 

 Corridors 

stairways 

doors curtains borders barriers 

a rabbit hole 

a burrow 

burrowing 

an excavation— 

the gallery spaces are literally carved from the sandstone rock face. The interior 

walls seep water. We are below River Derwent level. 

In the dungeon of this cavernous space, Julius Popp’s Bit.fall (2001-2006) sends 

messages in falling water. Depending on when you stand in front of Bit.fall, you will 

receive a different message. A computer program trawls through the internet searching 

for statistically frequent words, then sends pixel information to a pump. Timing is 

everything— 

The word is perfectly visible 

Words formed of droplets fall 

The word disintegrates 

Depending 

You might be standing under Happiness (with your mouth open) 

Or Holocaust 



 

 

It depends on your timing 

 

The map is only half the story. 

The map ‘hides as much as it reveals.’6 

 

Online I can plunge further into the labyrinth and retrieve information on each 

piece that caught my eye, not everything I saw, of course, only those artworks that made 

the strongest impression. 

The map leads to a door 

not a door into a Waiting Room 

a door into a White Library 

The room hits me 

and I remember 

 

a photograph 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Midway between outside and inside, I arrive at Wilfredo Prieto’s Untitled (White 

Library) (2004-6), an installation of five to six thousand blank books. To be honest, I 

don’t know whether the books are blank. That is what I surmise. 

White is not a negation of colour; white is a summation of all colours. 

I dare not look inside to find out what is beneath the books’ white jackets— 

Do you begin to see? 

Cixous says ‘The book is the Door.’7 

She equates the book with the dream that does not escape. 

Perhaps it is the dream that will not leave us alone, 

that teaches us how to write without transition, moving quickly and without 

pause between states; the dream that reminds us of secrets and mysteries. 

The Book is the key. 

 

The photograph I remember is from Austerlitz (2001) by W.G. Sebald. 

 

I am in the White Library but I am seeing the negative version of the double-page 

photograph Austerlitz finds in an American architectural journal in the Bibliothèque 

Nationale in Paris. That photograph shows a ‘room filled with open shelves up to the 

ceiling where files on the prisoners in the little fortress of Terezín, as it is called, are kept 

today.’8 

One room with no words no pictures no stories 

a ghostly reflection of that other room loaded with too many stories 

unbearable, unspeakable— 

Prieto’s white books are a silence 

as silent as the Jews going to their deaths 

‘so silently that she had never in her life seen or heard such silence’9 

Prieto’s White Library is a response to those who bear witness 

to overwhelming horror; horror without precedent, beyond words, beyond form, 

beyond the human capacity for comprehension 

This silence is what philosopher Theodor Adorno meant by 

‘to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric’10 

 

  



 

 

  

 

 

Terezín / Auschwitz / Austerlitz 

Jacques Austerlitz is Sebald’s eponymous character. 

Surely, the phonic collision of Auschwitz~Austerlitz must be deliberate? 

 

The narrator of Austerlitz begins with his unexplained journeys from England to 

Belgium in the 1960s, and goes on to describe one such occasion, when he arrives in 

Antwerp and feels unwell. The narrator walks and finally takes refuge in the zoo near the 

Centraal Station, where he enters the Nocturama recently built to showcase nocturnal 

animals. He lists the animals he might have seen there but does not actually remember. 

 What he does remember is that ‘several of them had strikingly large eyes, and the 

fixed, inquiring gaze found in certain painters and philosophers who seek to penetrate 

the darkness which surrounds us purely by means of looking and thinking.’11 Close to 

this description are the photographs of four pairs of eyes: an owl-monkey, an owl, the 

artist Jan Peter Tripp and the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. Neither animals nor 

men are identified in the text. Their significance is tangential to the idea that truths will 

be revealed to observing eyes and enquiring minds.  

 The narrator returns to Centraal Station where the travellers in the waiting room 

remind him of the animals he has just seen; where he meets Jacques Austerlitz for the 

first time. Austerlitz reminds the narrator of Siegfried in Fritz Lang’s 1924 silent film Die 

Nibelungen, an ironic comparison considering Austerlitz’s Jewish heritage, and that the 

Nazi Party appropriated Siegfried, the quintessential Teutonic hero, as their Aryan 

poster-boy. 

 Austerlitz feels that he has ‘no place in reality.’12 

 



 

 

(Don’t we all feel that way? 

Or only the children of refugees? of Displaced Persons? of survivors? 

Or the survivors themselves? How does it feel 

to escape mass destruction, mass dislocation, genocide? 

In 1948, on her way to Australia, my twenty-one-year-old mother wrote her diary 

in English to practise for her new country: 

 

How nice would it be to travel under normal conditions, to do whatever you like. 

But we are only Displaced Persons and can enjoy life only from the outside, we 

are no longer enough to be members of world society. I am sometimes afraid this 

depressing feeling will never leave me. It will be twice as hard for me as my 

character asks to be accepted as full member of society.) 

 

Austerlitz uses an old Ensign camera with telescopic bellows, a camera which 

harks back to the first half of the twentieth century and is already old-fashioned in the 

1960s. He develops and prints his own photographs and is entranced ‘by the moment 

when the shadows of reality, so to speak, emerge out of nothing on the exposed paper, 

as memories do in the middle of the night, darkening again if you try to cling to them.’13 

His need to capture details and moments in photographs stems partly from his need to 

construct a reality for himself, partly from his desire to avoid the passage of time. 

In 1967, when the narrator first sees him, Austerlitz is taking notes, making 

sketches, and photographing the station waiting room, which looks to the narrator like a 

subterranean (i.e. underground, i.e. dungeon) version of the Nocturama. The narrator is 

intrigued by Austerlitz’s intensity, and their chance encounter develops into a friendship 

spanning more than thirty years. 

During their subsequent conversations, the subject is primarily architectural 

history, not Austerlitz’s origins or his life. Later Austerlitz expresses surprise at how 

much energy he has spent recollecting as little as possible. He admits that he ‘knew 

nothing about the conquest of Europe by the Germans and the slave state they had set 

up, and nothing about the persecution [he] had escaped.’14  

Austerlitz’s memory has been in quarantine against the pain of remembering the 

trauma of his departure from Czechoslovakia on a Kindertransport. His English foster 

parents tell him nothing of his former life, and it is only by chance that his elusive 

memories begin to return, and force him to hunt for truth of his family’s fate. 



 

 

 In answer to a question from Michael Silverblatt, Sebald confirmed his vocation: 

‘to write about the history of persecution, of vilification of minorities, the attempt, well-

nigh achieved, to eradicate a whole people,’15 and that the only way to approach or write 

about the Holocaust, the invisible subject of Austerlitz, is indirectly, obliquely. To repeat 

the images with which we are all familiar would, he said, ‘militate against our capacity for 

discursive thinking, for reflecting upon these things. And also paralyse, as it were, our 

moral capacity.’16 

 By playing out the trajectory of Austerlitz’s life as the search for a past he cannot 

remember, and by generating manifold connections and comparisons through the 

insertion of photographs in the text 

Sebald attempts to articulate the silence. 

He answers Adorno’s challenge 

by a metonymic accretion of images, information and associations arguably more 

powerful than direct confrontation. That Austerlitz’s ‘sense of rejection and 

annihilation’17 is not alleviated by the revelation of his origins attests to the gravity of his 

trauma— 

‘the emotional pain of loss, the pain that has broken a heart. Such pain fills the 

space of an entire life.’18 

Sebald understands the enormity of this pain. 

 By circuitous means, 

by the acts of walking, reading, seeing, seeking 

Austerlitz wends his way closer to revelation. He is forced on by the degree of his 

discomfort, by mental and physical breakdown, and by the feeling that he is ‘living the 

wrong life.’19 Time collapses and reality is displaced until every view appears to him both 

‘familiar and utterly alien.’20 He describes Marienbad, for example, as if looking through a 

grease smeared window, the decrepit resort town almost collapsing under the weight of 

his distress, and the Palace of Justice in Brussels like a surreal nightmare with ‘corridors 

and stairways leading nowhere, and the doorless rooms and halls where no one would 

ever set foot.’21 

Landscapes and buildings are the blueprints for Austerlitz’s state of mind. 

 

 

After the war, when Yiddish writer Chaim Grade returned to Lithuania from exile in 

Russia, he wrote about the silent ruins of the Vilnius ghetto. 



 

 

 

Day after day I disappeared into the labyrinths of courtyards and alleyways. They 

confused and ensnared me like tunnels full of ancient graves. The desolation 

bewitched me, the emptiness struck me dumb. I felt that the motionlessness 

behind every broken-down door and gate crept into my body, I felt the broken 

windows staring out from behind my eyes.22 

 

In 1947, Grade wrote a poem called Amidst the Ruins (Af di khurves, Lodz 1947). 

In 1955, Grade published his detailed impressions of Vilnius after the war in ‘The 

Seven Little Lanes’ (Der mames shabosim, Chicago 1955). 

In 1969, he gave the lecture from which the extract above is taken. 

In 1978, the first time I was in Vilnius, I could go nowhere without an NKVD 

(KGB) shadow. 

In 1982, when my father returned to his homeland for the first time, he was so 

happy and so traumatised there was no question of a second return. My mother never 

returned. My grandmother never returned. 

In 1990, when I returned to Vilnius, people remarked that I was obviously a 

foreigner. When I asked why, they told me that I walked with my eyes to the sky, that I 

looked people in the face, that I smiled. 

In 1990, Soviet monuments were being torn down and new monuments were 

being erected to the fallen, the oppressed, the tortured and missing, those exiled to 

Siberia, the victims of kolektyvizacija (collectivisation). As far as I know there was then no 

commemoration of the Jewish ghetto in Vilnius, no restoration of the Jewish cemetery, 

no genocide museum, no acknowledgement of responsibility, nothing. My only memory, 

and perhaps I am mis-remembering, is having an empty space pointed out to me—this is 

where the Jewish cemetery was. Otherwise, nothing. 

Before the Second World War, there had been nearly 100,000 Jews in Vilnius, 

105 synagogues and prayer houses, six Jewish newspapers. Vilnius was called the 

Jerusalem of Lithuania. Now there are what? About 5,000 Jews in Vilnius. And one 

synagogue. 

 

 

Surely, Sebald must have read a translation of Chaim Grade’s 1969 lecture. How else 

could Sebald’s description of the Theresienstadt concentration camp, Austerlitz’s Terezín 



 

 

in the current Czech Republic, so closely resemble Grade’s Vilnius ghetto? Or is it that 

eye-witness accounts from any torturous place—Klaipėda, Kaunas, Kedainiai, Gargždai, 

Mikališkės, Skaudvilė, Šiauliai, Švenčionys, and Vilnius, in Lithuania alone—repeat the 

same silence, the same shadows, the same labyrinth, the same trap? 

How else could Sebald have known what Austerlitz would dream after passing 

through a (magical) door into the disused Ladies’ Waiting Room of Liverpool Street 

Station? After Austerlitz realises that this is the very waiting room he came to upon his 

arrival in England on the Kindertransport? After Austerlitz is overcome by memories? 

How else could Sebald have written: 

 

I was at the innermost heart of a star-shaped fortress, a dungeon entirely cut off 

from the outside world, and I had to try finding my way into the open, passing 

down long, low passages which led me through all the buildings I had ever visited 

and described.23 

 

I am Alice 

And I am Jacques 

And I have descended through the labyrinth, into the dungeon 

The place where memories are buried 

Through which Austerlitz has just passed; where he is forced to retrieve the 

memories he has spent most of his life repressing. 

 While Austerlitz continues his search in the reading room of the Bibliothèque 

Nationale, I leave the White Library to pursue my rabbit through a tunnel of sound 

(Christopher Townend, Untitled (Sound Installation) 2010) leading out of MONA’s 

subterranean darkness to a glassed-in promontory projecting from the main building. 

Not many people find the pavilion at the end of the corridor; the silent, quasi-sacred, 

light-filled sanctuary which houses Anselm Kiefer’s Sternenfall / Shevirath Ha Kelim. 

 Sternenfall means falling stars, and refers to the sheets of glass falling from 

between the pages of Kiefer’s monumental lead books, and the broken shards which are 

scattered across the floor, and which bear the numbers given to stars by NASA 

astronomers. The title might also be a metaphor for the Star of David or the yellow star 

Jews were forced to wear by the Nazis. The stars symbolise the universal cycle of birth, 

death and rebirth. The numbers given the stars remind me of the numbers tattooed on 

the arms of concentration camp prisoners, and of Austerlitz’s star-shaped fortress of 



 

 

Terezín. Kiefer’s desecrated and partially destroyed books refer to the savagery inflicted 

during war. 

 The book is dangerous. 

 In an interview Kiefer said, ‘The book, the idea of a book or the image of a book, 

is a symbol of learning, of transmitting knowledge. The story of our beginnings always 

begins in the oral tradition, but eventually finds its way into the form of a book.’24 

 

 

     

  

 

 The second part of his title, Shevirath ha Kelim, is Hebrew for the breaking of the 

vessels. Interpretations of the Kabbalah tell of the ten vessels which proved to be too 

weak to contain God’s power and light during creation. When they shattered, it is said all 

that exists entered the universe, including all that is good and all that is evil. The book is 

the symbol of perfection and the repository of all wisdom, but Kiefer’s lead books and 

broken glass pages also allude to Nazi book burnings and the destruction on 

Kristallnacht (the Night of Broken Glass).  

 The shelves of Kiefer’s library are in ruins, and the books are relics of a mythic 

age, so weighty that only giants could ever lift them and open the stained and patinated 

pages. Whatever arcane wisdom is enshrined here remains inaccessible, but, unlike the 

blank books of Prieto’s White Library, there are stories to be read by any who bother to 

penetrate the texture of layered glass and lead; to make connections which resonate with 

trace memories. 

Sebald was born in 1944. 

Kiefer was born in 1945. 

Both are non-Jewish Germans of the haunted Nachgeborene (‘born-after’ the 

Second World War) generation. Both attempt to reconcile the complexities of German 



 

 

history, and their inherited grief and shame, through their creative practice. Both make 

use of philosophical, literary, architectural, photographic, and artistic references as 

metaphoric, structural, or compositional devises in their work. 

 The text and the image facilitate the journey. The book and the work of art 

contain the journey, but the story continues. I have ventured through Sebald’s journey to 

articulate the evolving psychology of memory, and Kiefer’s journey to build a monument 

which shatters boundaries between moments. They share a vision of the manifold 

connection of stories without beginning and without end, only more connections, more 

before and more after. 

 

 

My grandmother died in 2000 

 A little over a year later in New York City, the World Trade Centre fell 

The world watched 

I was reading Fury (2001) by Salman Rushdie 

The book seemed prophetic (I have never been able to watch 

The footage 

The fall) 

Sebald died soon after 

My father died in 2010 

 

In 2015, I found out what happened to the family of my mother’s childhood 

friend. This was not easy to do. Her friend’s name was Sigi Simon, which is like asking 

someone find out what happened to my friend John Smith. Naturally, she didn’t know 

his father’s name, he was always Mr Simon, but she did know that they lived across the 

road from No. 7. 

In 2015, I found out that my grandmother, widow, was listed as a resident of No. 

7 Ferdinand St from 1929 to 1942, when the records stop. And I found out that Ida 

Burstein, the wife (though there is no record of their marriage) of Chatzkel SIMON, 

businessman and factory owner, is listed as the owner of No. 6 Ferdinand St from 1926 

to 1935. Their children, Hanna, Shashana, SIEGFRIED Jakob Simon, my mother’s best-

friend, must have lived in No.6 with their parents. 

 

Between 1935 and 1942, there are no records. 



 

 

By 1942, there is no further mention of a Burstein or a Simon. 

 

Thanks to the genealogical website for the Memel/Klaipėda Region25, this is 

what I find out: 

Chatzkel SIMON, b. 16.02.1897 in Kretinga, d. 1941 in Lithuania (city 

unknown), cause of death: Holocaust 

Ida BURSTEIN-SIMON, wife, b. 1902 in Pilkalnis, d. 1941 in Kaunas or d. 1944 

in Stutthof concentration camp, cause of death: Holocaust 

Siegfried Jakob SIMON, son, b. 17.12.1931 in Klaipėda, d. 1941 in Lithuania, 

cause of death: Holocaust 

Yes, the website really uses that term Todesursache: Holocaust 

And there are more— 

Both Chatzkel’s daughters and his two brothers, Ida’s mother, two brothers and 

three sisters, their spouses and children, and more, and more 

Died in Klaipėda, Kaunas, Vilnius (perhaps), Lithuania, Stuffhof (Sztutowo, 

Poland) 

Died in 1941, 1944, 1945 

By 1945, the family of my mother’s best-friend are all dead. 

 

In 2015, I confirmed what my mother already knew. I can’t say she was happy to 

have her fears confirmed, only that it is better to know. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

In ‘The Absence of the Book’, an essay framed as a series of questions, Maurice Blanchot 

wrote: 

 

Culture is linked to the book. The book as repository and receptacle of 

knowledge is identified with knowledge. The book is not only the book that sits 

in libraries—that labyrinth in which all combinations of forms, words and letter 

are rolled up in volumes. The book is the Book. Still to be read, still to be written, 

always already written, always already paralysed by reading, the book constitutes 

the condition for every possibility of reading and writing.26 

 

 

Sometime I will open the book 

 And begin 

 

My mother died in 2016 

I alone 



 

 

remember 
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Unless otherwise stated, images were photographed or scanned by the author and come 

from her personal collection. In order of appearance: 

 

• Vilnius University Library 

http://www.gidas.mb.vu.lt/2011/12/08/is-praeities-i-dabarti/ 

• California bungalow style house, not my family home, Melbourne, c. 1952 

• My father’s family home, Višeikiai, Lithuania, c. 1922 

• Author’s map from MONA leading to Wilfredo Prieto’s Untitled (White Library), 

2012 

• Wilfredo Prieto, Untitled (White Library), 2004-6 https://theo.artpro.net.au/saved-

visits/day/2012-6-30/exhibit/576/#exhibit 

• Double page spread from Austerlitz (2001), pp. 284-5 

• Anselm Kiefer, Sternenfall / Shevirath Ha Kelim, 2007 (fragment) 

• Interior of the Fasanenstrasse Synagogue in Berlin after Kristallnacht 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kristallnacht 

• Left to right: my mother, great-grandmother and grandmother, Klaipėda, 

Lithuania, 1938 
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