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Abstract 

 

The history behind the works produced by artists within Nazi concentration camps 

and ghettos between 1940 and 1945, and especially the art created by the survivors 

during the decades after the war, is a complex subject that has so far remained 

unattended by the majority of art historians. This study is an initial attempt to 

investigate and analyze the works of Jan Komski, a relatively unknown artist who 

survived five concentration camps and who created, between the 1940’s and the 

1990’s, more than two hundred drawings in addition to watercolor and oil paintings 

that depict scenes of Auschwitz and other camps during the years of the war. The 

present thesis has two major purposes. First, it will analyze Komski’s works depicting 

three scenes: torture by reverse hanging, executions in the gallows, and executions by 

shooting at the “Death Wall” in Auschwitz. Second, it will discuss three problems that 

have interfered with the reception of Komski’s and other survivors’ works of art: the 

problem of the “forgetful memories,” the “unwanted beauty” and the legitimacy. By 

studying Jan Komski’s works and considering such problems, I will attempt to 

understand how it is possible to approach the tension between testimony and artistic 

expression in the images created by artists who were victims of the Nazi 

concentration camps. 

 

Keywords: Jan Komski, concentration camp art, Auschwitz, memory, torture, 

executions. 
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中文摘要 

 

1940年至1945間，納粹集中營與猶太區藝術家之作品，以及特別是戰後數十年

間集中營倖存者所創作之作品，其背後之歷史主體相當複雜，迄今仍未受多數

藝術史研究者之注意。本文將初步嘗試研究與分析揚‧科姆斯基（Jan Komski）

之作品；該藝術家是經歷五座集中營之倖存者，於1940年代至1990年代間創作

超過兩百件繪畫作品，二戰期間更有描繪奧斯威辛（Auschwitz）與其他集中營

之水彩畫和油畫，而該藝術家相對較不有名。本研究有兩個主要目的，其一為

對科姆斯基描繪三類場景的作品進行分析：奧斯威辛集中營中倒吊之酷刑、絞

刑台處決和「死亡之牆」之槍決；其二為探討妨礙科姆斯基與其他倖存者之藝

術作品為人所接受的三個問題：「善忘的記憶」、「令人生厭之美」以及合法

性。作者希望藉由研究揚‧科姆斯基之作品與思考這些問題，試圖釐清如何可能

的理解，在納粹集中營之受難藝術家所描繪的圖像中，親身見證與藝術表現之

間的張力。 

 

 

關鍵字: 揚‧科姆斯基 (Jan Komski)， 集中營的藝術，奧斯威辛 (Auschwitz)，

記憶， 酷刑，處決。 
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1. Introduction: Finding Jan Komski 

 

The first time that I ever saw Jan Komski’s works was in Krakow, during a trip that I 

made to Poland on February 2013. While traveling around the south of the country, I 

visited what used to be the concentration camps of Auschwitz and Birkenau, currently 

part of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum. Throughout the tour of the 

camps and their blocks, barracks and the debris of the gas chambers, the guides 

commented on the existence of thousands of artistic artifacts and images produced 

between 1940 and 1945 inside the camps by inmate artists and amateurs. The pieces 

include decorative objects, wall decorations, drawings and paintings, and some can 

still be seen in the museum and on the walls of some bathrooms and cells. The images 

the prisoners created that I saw while visiting Auschwitz and Birkenau were the main 

trigger that sparked my interest in the art produced inside the concentration camps. 

Even though I had a general awareness of the Holocaust and overall knowledge about 

the artistic production in Europe during the Second World War, I was not conscious, 

until that moment, of the many artistic works created inside the concentration camps 

and ghettos. As a student of art history, I started to speculate about why this kind of 

artistic production has been rarely or never been mentioned in books that discussed 

the development of European art during the first half of the twentieth century.  

I spent the following days walking the streets of Krakow. One day, I entered 

into a small gallery-bookstore, and there I saw, hanging on one of the narrow walls, 

three or four small drawings that caught my attention. The drawings depicted scenes 

of the Auschwitz concentration camp. I remembered one in particular: Through Work 

to Freedom, a black and white drawing depicting a man dressed in a striped uniform 

in front of the gates of Auschwitz, in the exact moment when he is dropping a cart full 

of bricks while a guard is hitting him on the back (fig. 1). According to the captions 

under the images, a Polish artist named Jan Baraś-Komski, a survivor of the 

Holocaust, had created them in 1945. I promptly assumed that Komski was a Jew, 

given the fact that most victims of the Holocaust were Jewish and the bookstore-

gallery was located in Kazimierz, the Jewish neighborhood of Krakow. That area of 

the city used to be part of the ghetto during the Second World War. I did not know 

that he was not Jewish, but Catholic, and that I was looking not at his original works, 

but reproductions of drawings he made in a refugee camp in Germany in 1945.  

I wrote down the name of Komski, but I forgot about him for a while, until I 
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traveled to Cambodia in August of the same year. After arriving in Phnom Penh, I 

decided to visit the Choeung Ek Killing Fields and the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum. 

Inside the museum, formerly the S-21 prison, are displayed the photographs of the 

victims of the Cambodian genocide and the paintings of the Cambodian artist Vann 

Nath, one of the seven survivors of the prison during the dictatorship of Pol Pot in the 

1970s (fig. 2). The similarities in display of the photographs of the prisoners in Tuol 

Sleng reminded me of my visit to Auschwitz six months before: both museums 

display the photographs that had been taken of the victims’ faces to familiarize the 

viewers with the process of registration of the prisoners (figs. 3-6). The paintings of 

the Cambodian artist also reminded me of the works of Komski I had seen in Krakow, 

not because anything in their style was distinctively similar, but because both artists 

painted scenes of violence, murder and torture that the prisoners in Auschwitz and the 

S-21 suffered and witnessed. Jan Baraś-Komski and Vann Nath were two artists and 

survivors I would not have known about without having had the opportunity to travel 

to Poland and Cambodia that year. Perhaps because of the similarities I found in both 

museums and works, and the background of my study field, I could not help inquiring 

about the nature and meaning of these paintings.  

Additional research about the works of these two painters still needs to be 

done from an art historical perspective. However, it is not the purpose here to 

compare the particularities of the contexts, life experiences and artistic works of 

Komski and Vann. Instead, the central proposal of this study is to provide a 

comprehensive interpretation of the works of Jan Komski to achieve in-depth 

understanding of its artistic and testimonial qualities. The present study dusts off the 

works of Jan Komski and studies them to make them visible and evaluate their 

integration into the field of art history. The questions I asked after my encounter with 

Jan Komski’s works led me to investigate further, and the more I researched him, the 

more noteworthy and complex information I uncovered about his artistic production. 

 Jan Mieczysław Komski was born on February 3, 1915, in the town of Bircza, 

located in the Southeast of Poland. He was a Catholic Polish artist who survived five 

concentrations camps during the Nazi occupation of Poland in the Second World War. 

Before the beginning of the war, from 1934 to 1939, Komski studied fine arts at the 

School of Fine Arts in Krakow. Soon after he graduated, the Second World War 

started with the German occupation of Poland, and Komski decided to join the army 

of the Polish resistance in France. However, on April 29, 1940, the Gestapo arrested 
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him when he tried to cross the border between Poland and Slovakia. 1  After his 

detention, he became one of the first 728 male prisoners ever sent to Auschwitz. On 

June 14, 1940, these prisoners arrived by train in what Komski describes as “an 

obscure deserted place with a sign that bore the inscription ‘Auschwitz,’” 2 fifty four 

kilometers from Krakow. He was registered in the camp under the name of Jan Baraś 

using the false identification he provided to the Gestapo when he was arrested, and in 

Auschwitz, he was assigned the number 564.3  

Komski’s artistic production is extensive: Since 1939 and until his death in 

2004, he executed a corpus of more than two hundred works that include images 

made officially in the concentration camps; drawings, paintings and watercolors 

depicting scenes of Auschwitz after the war; works created while he worked for the 

Washington Post as a graphic artist; and landscape watercolors executed during the 

last years of his life. His artistic repertoire comprehends a wide range of techniques, 

materials and styles, and the larger amount of his production was done intermittently 

between the 1970s and the 1990s.4 Nevertheless, his works have been rarely exhibited, 

published or commented upon by scholars.  

One of the first obstacles one encounters when researching Jan Komski is a 

dearth of primary and secondary materials about him. It is possible, however, to find a 

few references containing important information about his life and work. The first 

traceable source is Za Drumami/Behind Barbed Wires, a book published in Munich in 

1946 that compiles fifteen drawings with scenes from the Auschwitz concentration 

camp that Komski painted in a refugees camp right after the war.5 These drawings are 

complemented by legends in English, German and Polish. Nevertheless, with the 

exception of the catalog Eyewitness: The Artwork of Jan Komski published by the 

Houston Holocaust Museum for the exhibition of Komski’s works in 1998, 6  the 

documentary film Eyewitness (1999) directed by Bert Van Bork,7 and the descriptive 

cards in Komski’s catalog of paintings in the archives of the Auschwitz-Birkenau 

                                                        
 
1 Jan Komski, “Jan Komski,” in: Richard C. Lukas (ed.), Forgotten Survivors. Polish Christians 

Remember the Nazi Occupation, Kansas, 2004, p. 53.  
2 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p. 53. 
3 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p. 53. 
4 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p. 58.  
5 Jan Komski, Za Drutami, Behind Barbed Wires, Munich 1946. 
6 Jan Komski, Eyewitness: The Artwork of Jan Komski, exhibition catalogue, Houston Holocaust 

Museum, Houston 1998. 
7 Bert Van Bork, Eyewitness, documentary, Los Angeles 1999. 
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Memorial and Museum, relevant secondary literature that analyzes his oil paintings, 

drawings or watercolors does not seem to exist.8  

However, there are some brief comments about his biography and work in 

certain secondary sources. The most important are Richard Lukas’ Forgotten 

Survivors. Polish Christians Remember the Nazi Occupation from 2004,9 and the 

descriptions of some of the paintings Komski made while imprisoned in Auschwitz 

that appear in the book Kunst in Auschwitz 1940-1945/Sztuka w Auschwitz 1940-1945, 

published in a bilingual Polish and German edition in 2005.10 Therefore, considering 

the lack of consistent and comprehensive secondary literature that comments upon his 

work with rigor and depth, the main goal of the present study is to make a first 

attempt to interpret, analyze and understand the complexity of his works. Bearing in 

mind that Komski’s works have been little discussed by art historians, and that only a 

few secondary references exist, the outcome of the present study will be based on 

visual analysis of the works of art, as well as on other primary sources: interviews 

with the artist and archival images and documents from the Auschwitz-Birkenau 

Memorial and Museum and the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow. 

Jan Komski’s paintings and drawings have an unquestionable historical value. 

Most of his works were made after he had survived the concentration camps, and they 

portray the horrors that he and many others had experienced. At some point, it even 

seems reprehensible to ask ourselves whether these works have artistic value or not. It 

might also seem problematic to make a critical judgment about images that are meant 

to be, above all, a tribute to the memory of those who had suffered and had not 

survived. These images were not created mainly and uniquely to be displayed in art 

galleries or museums and subjected to aesthetic criticism, but as “artistic works” that 

bear witness.   

This might be perhaps one reason that could explain the lack of studies about 

Jan Komski’s work, as well as of other works created by artists who survived the 

                                                        
8 The works of Komski can also be found in other sources. However, while developing the present 

research it was not possible to have access to that material, or obtain relevant information about them. 

Therefore, the following publications will not be studied in the present research. The first one is 

Remember that/Denket Daran!/Pensez-y! a visual guide to the former concentration camp of Dachau 

published in Munich in1950, written by Erich Preuss and illustrated with drawings by Komski. The 

second one is the publication in Japanese 絶望の中の光 /Zetsubō no naka no hikari, published in 

Tokyo in 1996 that presumably narrates the story of the artist. And third Dlaczego/ Warum?/Why? the 

personal memories of Józef Czarski illustrated by Komski and published in Boston in 1999. 
9 Lukas (ed.), Forgotten Survivors. Polish Christians Remember the Nazi Occupation. 
10 Jochen Boberg and Hermann Simon (eds.), Kunst in Auschwitz 1940-1945/Sztuka w Auschwitz 1940-

1945, Bramsche 2005. 

 

scrivcmt://7DC6F132-3B65-46F0-AD9D-79A931A61D03/
scrivcmt://7DC6F132-3B65-46F0-AD9D-79A931A61D03/
scrivcmt://7DC6F132-3B65-46F0-AD9D-79A931A61D03/
scrivcmt://7DC6F132-3B65-46F0-AD9D-79A931A61D03/
scrivcmt://7DC6F132-3B65-46F0-AD9D-79A931A61D03/
scrivcmt://7DC6F132-3B65-46F0-AD9D-79A931A61D03/
scrivcmt://7DC6F132-3B65-46F0-AD9D-79A931A61D03/
scrivcmt://7DC6F132-3B65-46F0-AD9D-79A931A61D03/
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camps. The case of the artworks made by well established artists such as Christian 

Boltanski and Harun Farocki, among many others, that deal with the subject of the 

Holocaust and that are hosted in art museums and institutions is different. During the 

postwar period, numerous responses from the arts to the Holocaust emerged and have 

had an influence until this day. The art concerning the Holocaust and the 

concentration camps has been created by artists who survived the war, by artists who 

had not suffer directly or by those with few or no connections with it.11 However, it is 

peculiar that among the artistic responses to the Holocaust, the works created by those 

who actually lived through it and survived it, especially by the ones who were artists 

before the beginning of the war, have not been commented upon carefully enough.  

The particularities of these works makes the task of judging them from the 

point of view of their artistic qualities harder. However, this fact does not imply that 

these particular works do not have any artistic value at all, particularly if we take into 

consideration that many were created by inmates who, like Komski, had an artistic 

formation and background before being confined in the camps. The objective of this 

study is to consider the problem of the tension between the artistic expression and the 

testimony present in the works of art representing the concentration camps, taking Jan 

Komski’s works as example. My aim in this research is dual. First, I will analyze 

three groups of images Komski depicted about three motifs: the torture by reverse 

hanging he suffered in Block 11, the executions on the gallows and the shooting 

executions at the “Death Wall.” My objective will be to evaluate them from an art 

historical perspective to comprehend their artistic characteristics and qualities. Second, 

I will explore why Komski’s works have been overlooked by scholars and discuss 

three major problems that have interfered with the reception of Komski’s and other 

survivors’ works of art. I will close my study by discussing how the tension between 

the artistic expression and the testimonial value of such works can be approached.  

  

                                                        
11 Monica Bohm-Duchen examines multiple cases. See Monica Bohm-Duchen (ed.), After Auschwitz: 

Responses to the Holocaust in Contemporary Art, London 1995. 
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2. Who Was Jan Komski? 

 

Everywhere he went, it was the painting that kept 

 him [Komski] from the mines, the gas factories, the  

                                                                                 killing jobs. Like the singers and soccer players  

                                          and boxers, he was valued by Germans.  

 

Michael Kernam, The Washington Post, 197912 

  
During my incarceration, I worked as a portrait  

artist for the Nazis and also created architectural  

renderings; my profession help me to survive.  

If I had tried to create a body of work like these  

while I was at Auschwitz [sic], I would have  

been killed. 
 

Jan Komski, 199813 

 

 

Bearing in mind that Jan Komski’s life and works have not been extensively 

commented upon, I will describe the events and circumstances that determined his 

artistic formation and career. Thus, I will review key biographical data from the 

moment he started his artistic education at the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow until 

the end of his life. 

 

2.1. 1934-1939: Artistic Formation at the Academy of Arts in Krakow 

After starting to study art history at the Jagiellonian University of Krakow at the 

beginning of the 1930s, Jan Komski developed a strong interest in arts that led him to 

enroll in a fine arts program.14 On October 5, 1934, Komski joined the Department of 

Painting and Sculpture at the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow,15  where he was 

                                                        
12 Michael Kernam, “Muted Works of One Man’s Silent Rage,” in: The Washington Post, April 29, 

1979, at https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/1979/04/29/muted- works-of-one-mans-

silent-rage/215f484e-db39-4944-a9f2-f5c7dfd963f3/ (accessed June 12, 2015). 
13 Jan Komski quoted in Ellen Rosenbush Methner and Bert Van Bork, “Jan Mieczslaw Komski,” in: 

Jan Komski, Eyewitness: The Artwork of Jan Komski, exhibition catalogue, Houston Holocaust 

Museum, Houston 1998, p.6.  
14 Linda G. Kuzmack (interviewer), “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” Transcript, USHMM, 

RG-50.030.0115, at http://collections.ushmm.org/oh_findingaids/RG-50.030.0115_trs_en.pdf  

(accessed October 2, 2014), p. 2. The videotape of this interview is also available at the website of the 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. See Linda G. Kuzmack (interviewer), “Oral history 

interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” Videotape recording, USHMM, RG-50.030*0115, at 

http://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn504609 (accessed October 2, 2014)  
15 See Komski’s certificate of enrollment at the Academy: Jan Komski, Rodowód  (Filiation), October 

5, 1934. Do. L. podania 755/3h, L. księgi wpisowej (Book of Enrollment) 47zw/stu30. Archives of the 

Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow, Poland (December 11, 2015). The school was renamed in 1979 in 

honor to Jan Matejko, the Polish painter who founded the academy in 1879. It is currently known as 

Jan Matejko Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow. See Monika Żarnowska, “History,” in: Akademia Sztuk 
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trained in the studio directed by Professor Władysław Jarocki, a Polish artist member 

of the Vienna Secession.16 According to the academy’s archives, during the five years 

that Komski studied there, he took courses in art history, drawing, architecture and 

painting techniques.17 He was especially outstanding in the course of graphic arts and 

painting given by Professor Wojciech Weiss, an artist who also belonged to the 

Vienna Secession. 18  Other professors Komski studied under included Kazimierz 

Sichulski and the painter and sculptor Xawery Dunikowski, who shared captivity with 

him in Auschwitz.19 The records also reveal that Komski was greatly commended 

during the last years of his studies for his graphic and painting works, and he also won 

drawing and painting competitions in the school.20 

After Komski graduated from the academy in 1939, the Nazis occupied 

Poland. Ellen Rosenbush Methner and Bert Van Bork state that when the war started, 

Komski was initiating his artistic career while supporting himself by restoring 

furniture and church buildings.21 During the months that followed the invasion, the 

Polish Underground was established, and Komski decided to take part in its activities. 

He worked actively on the underground’s newsletters and was in charge of doing the 

lettering and political caricatures and cartoons that accompanied many of the texts.22 

 

                                                                                                                                                               
Pięknych w Krakowie im. Jana Matejki, at https://www.asp.krakow.pl/index.php/en/academy/history 

(accessed May 8, 2014). 
16 See Jan Komski, Rodowód  (Filiation), October 5, 1934. Do. L. podania 755/3h, L. księgi wpisowej 

(Book of Enrollment) 47zw/stu30. Archives of the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow, Poland 

(December 11, 2015). Władysław Jarocki joined the Vienna Secession in 1911. See Stefania 

Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska and Piotr Mizia, “‘Sztuka’, ‘Wiener Secession’, ‘Mánes’. The Central 

European Art Triangle,” in: Artibus et Historiae 27, n. 53, 2006, pp. 217-259, p. 221. 
17 The courses in graphic arts were taken during the last two years of his studies (academic years 

1937/38 and 1938/39). See Jan Komski, Book of Grades Academic Years 1934-1939, No. 103, 

Archives of the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow, Poland (December 11, 2015).  
18 Wojciech Weiss joined the Vienna Secession in 1909. See Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska and Mizia, 

“‘Sztuka’, ‘Wiener Secession’, ‘Mánes’”, p. 221. 
19 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p.53. 
20 Jan Komski, Book of Grades Academic Years 1934-1939, No. 103, Archives of the Academy of Fine 

Arts in Krakow, Poland (December 11, 2015).  
21 Rosenbush Methner and Van Bork, “Jan Mieczslaw Komski,” p.6 
22 On January 20, 1992, Komski commented in an interview that during that year he depicted many 

caricatures including one of Hitler. Some years after the war, those caricatures helped him to prove in a 

Bavarian court that he was engaged actively with the Polish resistance movement against the Nazis. 

This evidence allowed him to win his case in the court and shortly afterwards he immigrated to the 

United States. See Sandra Bradley (interviewer), “Interview with John Komski January 30, 1992,” 

Transcript, USHMM, RG-50.042*0016, at http://collections.ushmm.org/oh_findingaids/RG-

50.042.0016_trs_en.pdf (accessed October 2, 2014), p. 4. The video interview can be seen at: Sandra 

Bradley (interviewer), “Oral history interview with John Komski January 30, 1992,” Videotape 

recording, USHMM, RG-50.042*0016 at http://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn505569 

(accessed October 2, 2014).  

 

https://www.asp.krakow.pl/index.php/en/academy/history
http://collections.ushmm.org/oh_findingaids/RG-50.042.0016_trs_en.pdf
http://collections.ushmm.org/oh_findingaids/RG-50.042.0016_trs_en.pdf
http://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn505569
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2.2. 1940-1945: Working as an Artist in Auschwitz and Other Concentration 

Camps 

When Komski’s activities in the underground became dangerous, he decided to leave 

Poland and join the army of the Polish Resistance in France. However, on April 29, 

1940, he was arrested while attempting to cross the border of Poland with the former 

Czechoslovakia. On June 14, 1940, after spending a  few months in Tarnów’s prison, 

he joined the first mass transport to Auschwitz with other 727 prisoners.23 Describing 

his entrance to Auschwitz when he and other prisoners were forced to get off from the 

train, Komski narrates: “We had no time to gather our few personal belongings. We 

grabbed what we could while the beatings continued. Without food and our personal 

belongings, we were assembled into columns. Assigning us prisoner numbers (mine 

was 564), they ordered us to perform gymnastics, to jog, and to jump.”24 When he 

was arrested, however, Komski showed false identification provided by the Polish 

Underground and was registered in the accounts of Auschwitz I under the name of Jan 

Baraś (fig. 6).  

Shortly afterward, Komski and the rest of the prisoners were moved into a 

complex of 21 brick buildings that originally had seen military use. In that moment, 

the full operation of Auschwitz as a concentration camp officially started.25 Once they 

established it, the Gestapo used the skills and labor of those first prisoners to enlarge 

the camp. That expansion resulted in the construction of the crematorium and gas 

chambers in the area of Auschwitz II, which later would be known as Birkenau. 

During those first months, Komski and other fellow prisoners artists started their 

artistic activities in the camp.26  

It is well documented that some ghettos and concentration camps such as 

Auschwitz had art workshops in which the prisoners painted under the supervision of 

the authorities. Some ghettos and camps even had separate crafts, drawing and/or 

painting rooms, the most notable being those in Terezín, Auschwitz, Sachsenhausen, 

Mauthausen, Buchenwald, and the ghettos of Białystok, Kovno, Łódź, Warsaw and 

Vilnius (fig. 7).27 However, the vast majority of the art created in such spaces was 

                                                        
23 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p. 53. 
24 Komski, “Jan Komski,”p. 53. 
25 Komski, “Jan Komski,”pp. 53-54. 
26 Bradley, “Interview with John Komski January 30, 1992,” pp. 6-7.  
27 See Mary S. Costanza, The Living Witness: Art in the Concentration Camps and Ghettos, New York 

& London 1982, p. 23. These camps and ghettos, unlike the extermination sites, were also places where 

some prisoners were selected to make works of different natures. Since the camps were different from 
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requested by SS officers and produced for functional purposes. Mary S. Costanza 

describes the various types of works created at these workshops:  

It was partly mechanical and technical. All types of graphic work were 

needed: maps, charts, graphs, diagrams for construction of roads and buildings, 

signs, posters, emblems, post-cards, and greeting cards. Some of the camp 

Kommandants had artists do portraits of them, their families, or the staff. 

Artists were also required to paint landscapes and genre pictures for the Nazis’ 

personal pleasure and for propaganda. In additions, artists were asked to copy 

masterpieces stolen from the museums of Europe that were intended for 

eventual resale in Germany and elsewhere.28  

The official duties of the artists in the camps and ghettos were diverse and served the 

general purposes of the Nazi regime; furthermore, they contributed to the particular 

inner dynamics and needs of each camp or ghetto.  

  In Auschwitz, there were several craft shops and an artist workshop.29 The 

official works produced by artists in those spaces had two main goals: to be displayed 

in the internal Museum of Auschwitz or to fulfill any useful purpose related to 

expansion of the camp and its daily life. The art created there ranged from woodcrafts, 

portraits of SS officers and capos, decorations on the walls of the baths, posters, 

architectural rendering and landscapes (fig. 8).  

 It is important to stress that Auschwitz was the place where countless pieces of 

art were created and, in addition, it was the first concentration camp in which Jan 

Komski worked as an “official artist” for the SS guards. Costanza observes that the 

first artistic workshop in Auschwitz opened eight months after the official 

inauguration of the camp, when Kommandant Rudolph Hoess wanted to create a 

space in Block 24 of Auschwitz I in which the prisoners could create arts and crafts 

for him and other SS functionaries. Because the interest of other officers in the arts 

was increasing, a second room was created to employ more artists who could create 

plans, paintings, postcards and other items.30 In the winter of 1941, the Museum of 

KZ Auschwitz was officially created, and a section of paintings and photographs that 

                                                                                                                                                               
each other in many ways, the conditions in which art was produced at this time varied depending on the 

place. However, those ghettos and camps in which the inmates carried out various physical works 

made largely possible the creation of art, in contrast to other places such as Majdenek or Treblinka that 

were only establish as extermination camps. 
28 Costanza, The Living Witness, p. 21. 
29 Costanza, The Living Witness, p. 23. 
30 Costanza, The Living Witness, pp. 25-26. 
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“(…) could show the inferior racial characteristics of the prisoners” was opened under 

Hoess' orders.31 The museum also had a second purpose: to have a cultural and artistic 

space to display in case a committee of the International Red Cross arrived to review 

the living conditions and activities of the prisoners.32 

 In addition to the artworks created by commissions in the workshops, the 

artists were also ordered to make other works. Some of them, for example, were 

requested by Josef Mengele to draw pictures of the victims of his experiments. 

Among the artists who fulfilled this task were Leo Haas and Dinah Gottliebova 

Babbitt. Hass’ drawings for Mengele’s experiments on twins are lost, but the 

watercolor portraits of German Romani and Sinti Gypsies depicted by Dinah 

Gottliebova Babbitt survive (fig. 9).33 Other projects, frequently ordered by the capos, 

included the decoration of the walls in bathrooms and cells (fig. 10).34  

 Many other artists created art within the camps and ghettos that was prohibited 

by the authorities. Some of this art inmates did secretly and hid, in contrast with the 

works created “officially” in the workshops. Apart from scenes of death, violence and 

torture, some inmates executed devotional and religious drawings, landscapes, still 

lifes, abstract art, cartoons and even sculptures (figs. 11-13).35 Among many others 

who painted numerous forbidden works in Auschwitz-Birkenau are Peter Edel, Jósef 

Szajna, Maria Hiszpańska, Mieczysław Kościelniak, Władysław Siwek, Włodzimierz 

Siwierski, Waldermar Nowakoski, Marian Ruzamski and Xawery Dunikowski.36 

After Jan Komski joined the camp and due to his artistic formation, he was 

promptly assigned to the architect’s office at the Baubüro Zentralbauleitung. In a 

                                                        
31 Costanza, The Living Witness, p. 26. 
32 Bradley, “Interview with John Komski January 30, 1992,” p.8. 
33 Sybil Milton, “Gypsies and the Holocaust,” in: The History Teacher 24, n. 4, August 1991, pp. 375-

387. See as well Sybil Milton, “Culture Under Duress: Art and the Holocaust,” in: F.C DeCoste and 

Bernard Schwartz, The Holocaust’s Ghost. Writings on Art, Politics, Law and Education, Edmonton 

2000, pp. 84-96, p. 88.  
34 Joseph P. Czarnecki explains that: “Decorating the washrooms and latrines seems to have been one 

of the capo’s favourite projects. Images of cherubs splashing each other with water and young men 

riding horses in a pond immediately suggest the Nazi obsession with youth and cleanliness- but, 

perhaps, with more sinister undertone.” Joseph P. Czarnecki, Last Traces: The Lost Art of Auschwitz, 

NewYork 1989, p. 25. Czarnecki explains that were also many drawings and paintings on other walls 

made illegally and anonymously around the entire camp. Some of these images sought to document the 

daily life, while others were satirical or did not seem to have an obvious connection with the conditions 

of the camp, as in the case of the countless landscapes or the image of a ballerina found in the wall of a 

basement that served as the storage area, painted by an unknown artist. Czarnecki, Last Traces, p. 72. 
35 Sybil Milton, “Culture Under Duress,” p. 94.  
36  Agniezka Sieradzka, “Examples of Illegal Art from the Auschwitz Museum Collections,” in: 

Agnieszka Sieradzka and Gabriela Nikliborc (eds.), Forbidden Art: Illegal Works by Concentration 

Camp Prisoners, Oświęcim 2012, pp. 84-101.  
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letter dated April 10, 2001 and addressed to Corinne Granof, the curator of Academic 

Programs at The Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Komski writes:  

The majority of my pictures in Auschwitz were done at “Baubüro” (The 

Central Management of Construction Works) where I was a draftsman. While 

I was in “Baubüro,” my official function was to make perspective renditions 

from the architect’s plans and occasionally I helped surveyors draw up the 

first map of Auschwitz and its environs. On the side I painted portraits and 

landscapes. Some landscapes were done in the neighbourhood of Auschwitz 

far from the concentration camp....I was in a favourable position in “Baubüro” 

right from the beginning. As an artist, I was able to learn skills quickly, 

(lettering, perspective, architectural renditions) which later became critical to 

my survival in Auschwitz and in other concentration camps.37 

In addition to the skills Komski had learned while studying at the Academy of Arts in 

Krakow, in the camp he also learned new artistic abilities that proved crucial for his 

survival. Thus, although the years of imprisonment in Auschwitz and other camps 

were for him years of intense anguish and suffering, they were also a time of artistic 

formation, practice and exchange with other artists who worked in the workshops.38  

After Komski was arrested and sent to Auschwitz, he remained active with the 

Polish Underground. Besides the drawings and works he made in the architect’s office, 

and because of his knowledge about the camp expansion, he also managed to draw 

maps of the region surrounding the concentration camp and its defense. He relates:  

On one of my trips, the SS supervisor allowed me to paint landscapes. For 

more than an hour I was alone, abandoned by guards. For that brief time, I had 

freedom. I even flirted with the idea of escaping. Back in the office, I drew 

secret maps that contained information about the defenses of the camp. The 

Polish Underground requested this vital information. In return, we were 

promised that an attempt would be made to recue us. It never happened.39 

                                                        
37 Jan Komski’s letter quoted by Corinne Granof and David Mickenberg in: Corinne Granof and David 

Mickenberg, “Complexity and Contradiction: An Introduction to The Last Expresion,” in: David 

Mickenberg, Corinne Granof and Peter Hayes (eds.), The Last Expression: Art and Auschwitz, 

Evanston 2003, pp. xiv-xv, p. xv. Komski comments these circumstances as well in as: Komski,  “Jan 

Komski,” p. 54. 
38 Komski estimates that during his confinement in Auschwitz he was able to share the Museum’s 

workshop with around 500 artists. See Kuzmack, “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” p. 12. 
39 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p. 54. 
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Some works Komski created in that period are still preserved: portraits, landscapes, 

paintings of flowers and letters.40 The maps he drew for the architect’s office and the 

Polish resistance seem to be lost. 

One of these works is Troubadour (fig. 14), an oil on canvas executed 

between 1940 and 1942.  On the right side of the image, a troubadour is singing for a 

group of knights. The architecture of the chamber the group inhabits is characterized 

by Gothic pointed arches. The architectural space, the clothes the knights are wearing 

and the armors hanging on the walls suggest a medieval atmosphere.41 Although the 

circumstances in which the painting was executed are not completely clear, it seems 

that it was part of a commission for the Auschwitz Museum and was created to please 

the taste of SS officers.42  

Mieczysław Kościelniak, a Polish artist who attended the Academy of Arts in 

Krakow with Komski and who at the time worked at the Auschwitz Museum, 

depicted the moment in which Komski was painting Troubadour. In the painting 

Interior of the Auschwitz Museum (fig. 15), perhaps made illegally by Kościelniak in 

the workshop, we can see Komski in the studio painting a canvas.43 Komski’s face is 

not shown, nor are the red triangle and the identification number sewn to his clothes. 

However, it is possible to identify the image on the easel, which shows the shapes of 

the knights and the Gothic pointed arches. In the background of the scene, the red flag, 

                                                        
40 These works are part of the art collection of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and State Museum. 
41 It is not my intention here to analyze this painting in detail. However, I shall add that currently it is 

also possible to see the sketch of Troubadour, depicted by Komski using colored charcoal on cardboard. 

Both images remain in the archives of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and State Museum (PMO –I-

16 and PMO –I-12-1395). The Italian scholar Letizia Evangelisti in her book Auschwitz e il ‘New 

Humanism’ commented Komski’s study of the painting as follows: “L’opera, creata con la tecnica del 

carboncino colorato su cartoncino, che dà l’effetto “sfumato”, con dimensioni 19x23,5 cm, è stata 

realizata, como le altre, mentre l’artista si trovava ad Auschwitz. Essa prende ispirazione dal modo dei 

trovatori, ossia dai poeti in lingua d’Oc dei secoli XI-XIII, che erano soliti svolgere la loro attività 

artistica all’interno delle corti feudali, a volte anche declamando i versi, in qualità di cantori 

accompagnati dalla musica. (…) La scena proposta da Komski, quindi, si inserisce in un contesto 

architettonico conforme alle tendenze gotiche del periodo rappresentato, con la descrizione di volte ed 

archi a sesto acuto. Il soggetto declamatore risulta circondato da altri personaggi, che lo stanno 

ascoltando, dando l’idea del movimento, pero come appaiono collocate sulla sedia, o in piedi.” This is 

perhaps the most extensive comment on Komski’s work done so far by any scholar. See Letizia 

Evangelisti, Auschwitz e il ‘Nuevo Humanismo’: Il Canto di Ulisse delle vittime della ferocia nazista, 

Roma 2009, pp. 120-121.  
42 Boberg and Simon, Kunst in Auschwitz/Sztuka w Auschwitz, p. 246. Even though Komski did not 

worked officially at the Museum but in the architect’s office, he was able to work in its workshop 

doing commissions. When commenting in an interview his artistic activity in the camps, Komski 

explained why he painted such scenes: “[I painted] the things that German allowed and really were 

interested in. So, for example, troubadours; you know, medieval scenes. They were very fond of it (…) 

and the knights in medieval times. Himmler himself, I think he organized it that way. So I painted this 

kind of scenes.” See Kuzmack, “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” p. 26.  
43 See Evangelisti, Auschwitz e il ‘Nuevo Humanismo’, pp. 148-149. 
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desks, papers and other items decorate the space of the workshop. Bearing in mind 

that Komski did not paint any self-portraits while in the camp, Kościelniak’s 

representation of his artistic activity there is invaluable. Between 1940 and 1942, 

Kościelniak painted a second portrait of Komski (fig. 16). In the watercolor, 

apparently unfinished, the colorful face of a young Komski in the middle of the paper 

can be recognized. 44  

 Painting other prisoners was not an unusual activity: The portrait was one of 

the most popular genres the artists executed both legally and illegally in the 

concentration camps and ghettos (figs. 17-18).45 Scholars such as Sybil Milton believe 

that this category of works constituted twenty-five percent of the total art produced 

between 1939 and 1945 in the camps. 46  This appears to be particularly true of 

Auschwitz-Birkenau, where it is still possible to find many portraits and self-portraits 

executed with pencil, charcoal and wood chips on paper, although other less 

traditional mediums were employed as well.47 Other techniques and materials that 

were less commonly used include watercolors, pastels, ink and oils.48 Kościelniak’s 

portraits of Komski were depicted in these less used materials because of the access 

he had to them in the artistic workshop. 

 Besides landscapes and works such as Troubadour, Komski also executed a 

few portraits of other prisoners and the SS officials and kapos. In 1943, right after 

escaping from Auschwitz, Komski made portraits for a member of the Polish 

                                                        
44 This portrait was featured in Bert Van Bork’s documentary. See Van Bork, Eyewitness, 17:42 min. 
45 Monica Bohn-Duchen, “Art of the Holocaust: Creativity in Extremis,” in: Bohn-Duchen, Art and the 

Second World War, pp. 190-211, p. 194.  
46 Sybil Milton, “Culture Under Duress,” p. 88. Today thousands of portraits of inmates that died and 

survived Auschwitz remain. Most of them show the prisoners wearing the camp’s uniform and their 

distinctive bench and number. Among the inmates depicted in different styles and media can be seen 

Jewish, Catholics and political prisoners from various nationalities. 
47 Regarding the variety of materials used by the artists, Janet Blatter comments that: “Auschwitz 

artists scavenged empty toothpaste tubes from officer’s garbage bins and used them to store and mix 

pilfered paints. Brushes could be made with human hair, straw or feathers. Daghani used hairs plucked 

discreetly from the fur coats of Nazi visitors. Partisans on the woods used twigs and even blades of 

grass. Boris Taslitzky used old SS circulars and target papers full of bullet holes; Léon Delarbre used 

torn-up office forms. (…) Other artists squeezed colors from vegetables and other foods or from scraps 

of clothing. Zoran Music tinted his paintings with rust from the bars of his jail cell in Dachau. (…) 

Jacques Gotko found an old type in Compiègne and made a printing plate similar to a linoleum block. 

Yeahda Bacon would save some of his potato rations to make potato cuts; when they were finished, he 

ate them.” See Janet Blatter, “Art from the Whirlwind,” in: Blatter and Milton, Art of the Holocaust, pp. 

25-26. Monica Bhom-Duchen in also quotes this passage in: Bhom-Duchen, “Art of the Holocaust: 

Creativity in Extremis”, p. 193.  
48 Costanza, The Living Witness, p. 117-134. Commenting the works he painted inside the camps, 

Komski affirmed that panting portraits gave him better chances of survival: “I painted practical pictures, 

like portraits. This is how I could survive and live a little bit better than other prisoners, because they 

were bringing me food for that.” See Kuzmack, “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” p.26.  
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resistance and his family. In late 1942, Komski succeeded in escaping with the help of 

the Polish Underground and three fellow prisoners: the German Otto Küsel and 

Bolesław Kuczbara and Mieczysław Januszewski from Poland.49  

On December 29, 1942, the escape came to fruition. On that day, Mietek 

[Mieczysław] and Otto went to the head of the Landwirtschaft to borrow a pair 

of horses and a cart in exchange for two office cabinets. They drove back to 

the camp and loaded four cabinets on the cart, and delivered two of them to 

the Landwirtschaft as part of the bargain. Then they set out for the pre-

arranged meeting place. At the meeting place, Kuczbara was already dressed 

in an SS uniform, and he looked dangerous. 

 It was 10 o’clock when we all set out through the Bauleitung, towards 

the gate. Otto drove, with Mietek assisting him. I sat behind them facing 

backwards. Kuczbara—the SS man—took a place on one of the cabinets, at 

the far end of the cart. Halfway to the Bauleitung, we had to stop and our 

whole plan threatened to go disastrously wrong. In front of us, 60 meters down 

the road, Lagerführer Aumeier appeared out of nowhere. He stopped and was 

thinking about something….Then we saw him move…as if he intended to 

come our way…then he stopped again….he waved and turned back towards 

the camp, and our cart sprinted like lightning through the gate. Kuczbara 

waved the exit pass (which the Arbeitsführer had signed the previous day), the 

barrier went up, and in the twinkling of an eye we were on the public road 

along the Soła. The cart flew along so that we could get away from the labor 

columns as quickly as possible.50  

Komski depicted their escape years later in the watercolor Big Escape (fig. 19). In the 

image Komski represents himself carrying some papers that he smuggled out of the 

camp to give to the Polish Underground.51  

                                                        
49 Otto Küsel was a German Kapo. While in Auschwitz he was the prisoner number 2 and he wore the 

green triangle. Kuczbara and Januszewski were Polish Catholic political prisoners with the numbers 

4308 and 711 respectively. See: Monika Bernacka, “Otto Küsel- Green Triangle (On The 100th 

Anniversary of His Birth,” in: Oś—Oświęcim, People, History, Culture magazine 5, May 2009, pp. 8-9, 

p. 8. According to Komski it took them one year to plan the scape. See as well Bradley, “Interview 

with John Komski January 30, 1992,” p.9. 
50 Bernacka, “Otto Küsel- Green Triangle”, pp. 8-9.  
51 In addition of his artistic activities, Komski was also assigned to the office in charged of the archives 

and files that contained the records of the death prisoners. When he escaping he took along with him 

registers with thousands of names of prisoners that had died in Auschwitz until 1942, and gave them to 

the Polish Underground. See Bradley, “Interview with John Komski January 30, 1992,” pp. 13 and 19. 
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After leaving the camp. the fugitives hid in the home of Andrzej Harat in 

Libiąż.52 That evening, a photograph of the group was taken during dinner (fig. 20). 

Komski and his colleagues appear on the photo alongside Harat and his daughter 

Władysławy. 53  Between that day and the following morning, Komski made six 

portraits depicting Andrzej, Władysławy and Stefanii Harat.54   

Shortly afterwards, however, Komski was captured in a railroad station trying 

to take a train from Krakow to Warsaw and was shot in the foot when he tried to 

escape.55After several months at the Montelupich prison, where he painted portraits 

for the SS officers, he was sent back to Auschwitz on October 1, 1943.56 Once in 

Auschwitz I, he was quickly transferred to Auschwitz II and registered under another 

false name, Josef Nozek, and received the number 152884. Unlike the first time he 

entered the camp, the number was tattooed on his forearm.57 Living in constant fear of 

being discovered by the SS and kapos of Auschwitz I, Komski volunteered when the 

officers of Birkenau were selecting prisoners to transfer them to Buchenwald. 

From 1943 to 1945, Komski lived in four different concentration camps: 

Buchenwald, Gross-Rosen, Hersbruck (sub-camp of Flossenbürg) and Dachau. While 

in Buchenwald, he suffered from a strange case of eczema on his face that kept him in 

                                                        
52 Komski continues his narration as follows: “We changed into civilian clothing, threw the striped 

camp uniforms and the SS uniform down the well, and went out onto the road. Once again, things 

turned dangerous. The surveyors, with SS [guards], were coming our way. We had to linger in a lane 

and wait. When they had passed, we set out towards the Vistula Bridge where four men were waiting 

for us. One of them was Andrzej Harat of Libiąż, the brain behind the escape. We walked from the 

bridge to Libiąż in pairs, at intervals of a kilometer, taking all cautionary measures because we had to 

pass two German police outposts. It was afternoon when we met up at the Harat house, and then came 

dinner and we posed together for a picture. As we talked with our hosts, we realized that, in the general 

haste, our camp documents had been left behind in Broszkowice. A special Messenger delivered them 

that evening. Later, they were sent to Warsaw.” See Bernacka, “Otto Küsel- Green Triangle”, p. 9. 
53 Bernacka, “Otto Küsel- Green Triangle”, p. 9.  
54 Komski made two portraits of each one of them in different poses and with different techniques. The 

portraits are currently at the art collection in the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum. See catalog 

numbers: PMO-I-1-209, PMO-I-2-703, PMO-I-1-210, PMO-I-2-702, PMO-I-1-211 and PMO-I-2-701. 
55 Bernacka, “Otto Küsel- Green Triangle”, p.9. After interviewing Komski Michael Kernam describes 

this recapture as follows: “Suddenly the station was surrounded by tanks. Everybody on the scene was 

hauled in, bound for the labor camps. This sort of mass kidnaping -- much like the British press gangs 

of old -- occurred whenever the slave labor force slacked off. (…) Realizing that if he went back to 

Auschwitz he would be recognized and instantly executed, Komski seized his moment as he was being 

loaded onto a police truck, raced off into the night. He was shot in the right ankle, recaptured, beaten 

and taken to a prison infirmary. Through a window he saw one of his friends being put on the trucks 

for Auschwitz. He never saw the man again.” See Michael Kernam, “Muted Works of One Man’s 

Silent Rage,” (accessed June 12, 2015).  
56 Rosenbush Methner and Van Bork, “Jan Mieczslaw Komski,” p.6. When describing his stay in the 

prison, Komski comments in an interview: “(…) And then we start talking (with the SS officers), and 

they found out that I am an artist. In two days, they brought, you know, all the paints and materials, and 

I start painting portraits.” See Kuzmack, “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” p.17.  
57 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p.54. 
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the hospital under the care of a curious German doctor.58 Komski narrates: “My stay 

at Buchenwald was largely limited to the hospital, where I needed to recover from 

eczema, which attacked my face and head. Upon my release, the Germans transferred 

me to the Gestapo in Krakow, where I underwent an extremely harsh interrogation.”59 

Komski was then sent to Groß-Rosen concentration camp in 1944.60 Commenting his 

stay at Groß-Rosen in an interview in 1990, Komski describes how, once more, his 

artistic skills saved his life:  

I was always able to utilize this [artistic skill], someway. So I painted 

landscapes mostly, and portraits; and, of course, by working in that office, I 

was assigned a map that was hanging—a huge war map—in the 

commandant’s office. And on it, I had to write in Gothic characters all the data 

concerning that particular camp, and all the camps, you know. So to the very 

end I had to do it, even when we all were already locked up in the camp. There 

was no work. They still were calling my name. I would have to go to the 

commandant’s office and change that map on a given day. Therefore, I knew 

completely everything what is going on, all the secrets.”61 

Shortly after his arrival at Groß-Rosen, the SS ordered the evacuation of the camp, 

and he was transferred to Hersbruck, where he was assigned to the employment 

division of the camp.62 

Less than two months later, on April 13, 1945, the day after Easter, Komski 

was forced to join a death march of 3,800 men moving from Hersbruck to Dachau.63 

After two weeks, on April 14, 1945, only 2,000 men, including Komski, reached 

Dachau.64 He relates that upon his arrival, the Dachau camp was ready to collapse: “In 

spite of the confusion, they processed us and even gave us numbers. But we had no 

clothes. We were naked to the end. We had to wrap ourselves in blankets, which 

proved to be an advantage. They did not require us to stand for roll calls or go to work. 

                                                        
58 Kuzmack, “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” p.18. 
59 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p.55. 
60 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p.56. 
61 Kuzmack, “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” p.20. 
62 According to the records on February 15, 1945 Komski was registered in Hersbruck, sub-camp of 

Flossenbürk concentration camp, with the number 85000. See Ceil Wendt Jensen, “Discovering 

Displaced Persons,” in: Ancestry, March-April 2010, pp. 30-33, p. 32.  
63 From Hersbruck to Dachau additional 1,600 prisoners were transferred by train, and reached their 

destination two days later. See Daniel Blatman, The Death Marches. The Final Phase of Nazi Genocide, 

Cambridge, Mass. & London 2011, p. 208. 
64 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p.56; Blatman, The Death Marches, p. 208.  
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Actually, no serious work was done anyway. The camp was lifeless.”65 A few weeks 

later, on April 29, 1945, U.S. troops led by General George Patton liberated Dachau.66  

 

2.3. 1945-2002: Migration to The United States and Postwar Works 

After the liberation, Komski spent over a year in a Displaced Persons Camps 

in Bavaria, and then he moved to Munich.67 During his stay at the camp in Bavaria, he 

painted 15 drawings using Indian ink on paper that depicted scenes of death and 

torture and the life of the prisoners in Auschwitz. In 1946, these works were  

published in a book in Munich under the name of Za Drutami/Behind The Barbed 

Wires.68 Some of the drawings anticipate certain scenes and memories that Komski 

painted repetitively in his postwar works.69  

In 1949, Komski, his wife Zdzisława “Jean” Komski and their daughter 

Christine immigrated to the United States.70 From 1949 to 1954, after moving to New 

Jersey, he had to stop his artistic production because he did not had enough time to 

paint.71 As he explained in an interview in 1998:  

The beginnings were very difficult. They called us “greenhorns.” It took me 

some time to get a job that paid enough to provide a modest standard of living. 

                                                        
65 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p.56. His assigned number in Dachau that day was 161260. See Wendt 

Jensen, “Discovering Displaced Persons,” p. 32. 
66 Rosenbush Methner and Van Bork, “Jan Mieczslaw Komski,” p.6; and Michael Kernam, “Muted 

Works of One Man’s Silent Rage,” (accessed June 12, 2015). A detailed account of the liberation and 

they days that follow it was narrated in detail by Komski in an interview in 1995. See Sandra Bradley 

(interviewer), “Interview with John Komski February 14, 1995,” Transcript, USHMM, RG-

50.470.0013, at http://collections.ushmm.org/oh_findingaids/RG-50.470.0013_trs_en.pdf (accessed 

October 2, 2014). The video interview can be seen at: Sandra Bradley (interviewer), “Oral history 

interview with John Komski February 14, 1995,” Videotape recording, USHMM, RG-50.470.0013, at 

http://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn511058 (accessed October 2, 2014). 
67 During his stay at the Displaced Persons Camp Komski met the woman who would become his wife, 

another concentration camp survivor, and got married in 1945. He relates: “Shortly after the liberation, 

I met my future wife. We married in Garmisch. Interestingly, we were both freed on the same day, 

April 29, 1945, but in two different camps. The camp where my wife was incarcerated as a forced 

laborer was a hundred kilometers away from Dachau.” See “The Sarmatian Review interviews Jan 

Mieczysław Komski,” in: The Sarmatian Review, iss. 02, 1998, pp. 529-532, p. 530. 
68 Komski sold his 15 drawings for 25000 RM (Reichsmark) and the rights to publish them to Stanisław 

Siwiec in 1946. The original agreement between them is currently at the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum. 

See Jan Komski and Stanisław Siwiec, Umuwa zawarta pomieddzy p. Komskim Janen a p. Siwcem 

Stanisławem, 1946, p. 9, Jan Baraś-Komski’s File, Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, 

Poland (December 10, 2015). The original drawings published in Za Drutami are currently hosted at 

the art collection. See catalog numbers from PMO-I-2-1256 to PMO-I-2-1270. 
69 This exercise of re-painting, re-drawing and re-composing memories seems to be very strong in Jan 

Komski’s work. This will be discussed further in chapter 4. 
70 “The Sarmatian Review interviews Jan Mieczysław Komski,” p. 530; and Michael Kernam, “Muted 

Works of One Man’s Silent Rage,” (accessed June 12, 2015). 
71 Komski affirmed: “When I came to this country, I had no time for painting, I had to look for a job.” 

See “The Sarmatian Review interviews Jan Mieczysław Komski,” p. 531. 
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That job was with the Yellow Pages: I was doing logos and layouts. Then I got 

a job as a graphic artist with The Washington Post. I worked there for nearly 

thirty years. It was then that I started painting again. I have a lot of 

watercolours, not just camp watercolours but also others. I retired at the age of 

68.72  

After his retirement in 1984, he kept on painting scenes from the concentration camps 

and landscapes.  

Jan Komski started to paint his memories between the 1970s and the 1980s. 

He was not the only survivor doing so. As Monica Bohm-Duchen affirms:  

A substantial time lap seems to have been essential before some of the 

survivor-artists felt able to confront their wartime experiences in their art. The 

first to do so, in the early 1970s, was Zoran Music, whose new images, 

tellingly, were given the collective We Are Not The Last. In the mid-1990s 

(prompted in part by the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the war?), the 

floodgates of memory seemed to open. On the whole, the art produced by 

survivors in later years (an important subject that strays well beyond the 

boundaries of this volume) tends to be either more anguished and 

expressionistic, or more oblique and/or universalizing in its approach, more 

allegorical and/or symbolic.73 

Many writers also described their concentration camp memories throughout the 

second part of the twentieth century. The Italian author Primo Levi can be taken as an 

example. Many years passed between the publication of the books that constitute his 

“Auschwitz trilogy.” If This is a Man (Se questo è un uomo) was published in 1947, 

The Truce (La Tregua) in 1963, and The Sunken and the Released (I sommersi e i 

salvati) in 1986.74 The process of remembering and the question of how to cope with 

the memories are fundamental to comprehending the images and writings created by 

the survivors during the decades that followed the war.75  

Jan Komski painted almost every day, especially landscape watercolors (figs. 

21-22), until he died on July 20, 2002. 76  At the time of his death, his artistic 

                                                        
72 “The Sarmatian Review interviews Jan Mieczysław Komski,” p. 531. 
73 Bohn-Duchen, “Art of the Holocaust: Creativity in Extremis”, p. 209.  
74 See Carmen F. Blanco Valdés, “The Auschwitz Trilogy by Primo Levi: Language as a Form of 

Survival,” in: Linguistics and Literature Studies 4, no.2, 2016, pp. 149-157, p. 149.  
75 I will comeback to this important question and Primo Levi’s writings again in chapter 5.  
76 Jan Komski died from cancer at 87, at the Virginia Hospital Center in Arlington, Virginia. See 

Komski’s obituary at: Bart Barnes, “Artist John Komski Dies; Survived 5 Death Camps,” in: The 
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production depicting scenes of the concentration camps included more than 200 pen 

drawings, oils on canvas and watercolors.77 Since 2008, most of the works have been 

housed in the art collection of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum. On 

January 16, 2008, the collections department of the memorial acquired 37 paintings 

and 69 drawings by Komski, which were donated by the American Institute of Polish 

Culture in Pinellas County, Florida. The collection of 190 of Komski’s works is 

according to the museum “one of the largest postwar cycles depicting scenes from the 

life of prisoners.”78 

 

2.4. The Eyewitness Documentary and the 1998 Exhibition  

Jan Komski’s works were discovered in 1995 by Chicago art patrons Granvil and 

Marcia Specks and the artist and filmmaker Bert Van Bork, who were researching in 

the archives of Buchenwald and Auschwitz for materials for a documentary film.79 

After contacting the artist through the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum and the United 

States Holocaust Memorial and Museum, Van Bork decided to change the original 

idea of his documentary and instead record the story of three artists in the 

concentration camps: Jan Komski, Dina Gottliebova Babbitt and Felix Nussbaum. 

Inspired by their discovery, Sperks and Van Bork arranged an exhibition of 

Komski’s works in the United States. His works were exhibited for the first time in 

1998 at the Holocaust Museum in Houston, between January 22 and March 31, 1998. 

The exhibition Auschwitz Witness: The Artwork of Jan Komski, co-curated by Ellen 

Rosenbush Methner and Bert Van Bork, included more that 50 pen-and-ink drawings 

and 18 paintings.80 By the time Komski’s works were exhibited, Bert Van Bork was 

producing the documentary Eyewitness, which was finally released in 1999.81 

                                                                                                                                                               
Washington Post, July 23, 2002, at https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/local/2002/07/23/artist-

john-komski-dies/a3ad8a05-8bed-4447-a8ef-50844f2db43a/ (accessed June 12, 2015).  
77 Komski, “Jan Komski,” p.58. In addition to the concentration camps works, Komski had about 700 

landscape watercolors at his studio in Arlington by the time he was 82 years old. See Rosenbush 

Methner and Van Bork, “Jan Mieczslaw Komski,” p. 6.  
78 Report 2008/Sprawozdanie 2008: Memorial Auschwitz-Birkenau/Miejsce Pamieci Auschwitz-

Birkenau, Oświęcim 2009, at http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/museum-reports/ (accessed April 11, 

2015), pp. 9 and 37.  
79 Ellen Rosenbush Methner, “Introduction,” in: Jan Komski, Eyewitness: The Artwork of Jan Komski, 

p.3. By the time they met Komski he had already a large amount of works depicting Auschwitz. As the 

artists explains: “At that point, I had about three-fourths of the paintings you now see in this exhibit in 

my workroom. Mr. Van Bork spent a long time looking them over, and he took many photographs. The 

paintings were not framed, they just stood by the wall in random arrangements.” See “The Sarmatian 

Review interviews Jan Mieczysław Komski,” p. 531.  
80 Komski, Eyewitness: The Artwork of Jan Komski, p. 2. 
81 Van Bork, Bert, Eyewitness, documentary, Los Angeles 1999.  
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When asked about his first exhibition, Komski commented: “I had never 

exhibited these paintings before, partly because they were not framed. The framing of 

so many pictures is an expensive and time-consuming enterprise. They were framed at 

the expense of the Museum. Paintings were dispatched to Houston long before the 

exhibit opened. They made a favorable impression on another Museum curator, Ms. 

Ellen Methner, and her associates. This is how the project started.”82 Since 1998, his 

works have been exhibited in Arlington and Fairfax in Virginia, DePaul University in 

Chicago and University of South Carolina at Greensboro.83 

The largest collection of his works is in Poland. On June 14, 2008, the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum inaugurated the temporary exhibition It 

Was My Skill at Drawing that Saved Me featuring 47 of Komski's paintings and 

drawings (fig. 23), to commemorate the proclamation by the Polish parliament of 

June 14 as the Memorial Day for Victims of Nazi Concentration Camps.84 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
82 See “The Sarmatian Review interviews Jan Mieczysław Komski,” p. 532. 
83 Barnes, “Artist John Komski Dies,” (accessed June 12, 2015).  
84 Report 2008/Sprawozdanie 2008, (accessed April 11, 2015), pp. 13 and 41. 
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3. Understanding Jan Komski’s Artistic Style 

 

After a while, after the escape, after I have  

been liberated….sometimes, very often when  

I work at night in my studio, in my home, I  

sometimes remember…. it comes to my mind  

all those things….  

 

Jan Komski, 199085 

 

To comprehend Jan Komski’s artistic style, it is necessary to take a general look at his 

overall production. This chapter will discuss the general artistic context in which 

Komski was trained as artist in Krakow and will offer a bird’s-eye view of his works. 

My objective in this section will be to identify general motifs and characteristics of 

his works from the 1940s to the 1990s, and to point out possible artistic references 

and influences. A more insightful analysis and interpretation of selected works will be 

addressed in the next chapter. 

 

3.1. The “Central European Triangle” and the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow 

The artistic context in which Komski was immersed during his formal training as an 

artist might hold important keys to understanding his style. Therefore, the particular 

atmosphere of the arts in Poland, especially in Krakow, before the outbreak of the 

Second World War should be taken into account. 

 In the 1880s, when the south of Poland was still part of the Austro-Hungarian 

empire, Krakow was the historic and artistic center of Polish culture, part of what 

some scholars have named the “Central European triangle,” along with Vienna and 

Prague.86  Since Poland was not a free nation that only gained independence in 1918, 

during the end of the nineteenth century and the first part of the twentieth century, 

many Polish art historians and artists tried energetically to preserve Polish cultural 

                                                        
85 Kuzmack, “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” p. 26. 
86 Within each city were created different artistic groups. The strongest ones were: the ‘Vienna 

Secession’ in Vienna, ‘Sztuka’ in Krakow, and ‘Mánes’ in Prague. These three groups were also 

engaged with the publication of their own literary and artistic journals: the Viennese Ver Sacrum, the 

Polish Życie and the Czech Volné Směry. However, the contacts between the groups definitely ceased 

with the start of the First World War. As Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska explains: “The last act in the 

drama of mutual contacts between the Vienna Secession, the Prague Mánes and the Cracow ‘Sztuka’ 

had already been written by history: it was punctuated by the outbreak of World War I, the collapse of 

the Austro-Hungarian empire and the recovery of national sovereignty by the Czechs and the Poles.” 

See Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska and Mizia, “‘Sztuka’, ‘Wiener Secession’, ‘Mánes’, pp. 217, 239 and 

256. 
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and artistic traditions. 87  Nevertheless, numerous scholars and artists in Krakow 

considered Polish arts an integral part of the European legacy.88 As a result of this 

cultural exchange, Polish arts flourished between 1890 and 1918, especially the 

graphic arts. This period of Polish Modernism has come to be known as “Young 

Poland.”89  Even after Poland regained its independence, connections with artistic 

trends developed in other parts of Europe did not cease. This exchange promoted the 

contact of many local artists with the Post-Impressionist, Symbolist, and 

Expressionist movements, especially those developed in cities such as Munich, Berlin, 

Vienna, Prague and Paris.90  

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, various Polish artists 

started their artistic training at schools in Krakow and Warsaw, and many of them 

continued studying in other countries, including Austria, France, Germany, Italy and 

Russia, facilitating the integration of new artistic trends into Polish arts.91
  Such was 

the case of Wojciech Weiss, Kazimierz Sichulski and Xawery Dunikowski, who were 

Jan Komski’s professors at the Academy of Fine Arts. After traveling to France and 

Italy, Weiss, for example, developed an interest in French Post-Impressionism that 

was evident in his paintings.92 In addition, his later graphic works were influenced by 

Francisco de Goya’s prints, Art Nouveau and the Vienna Secession (fig. 24), of which 

                                                        
87 During this period the art history studies formally became part of the academic curriculum in Krakow, 

and some scholars were influences by the art historical practices in Vienna and Berlin. However, the 

“Polonization¨ of some scholars in the twentieth century in the long run caused a marginalization of 

Polish art history that continued until the beginning of the twenty-first century. See Woiciech Bałus, 

“A Marginalized Tradition? Polish Art History,” in: Art History and Visual Studies in Europe. 

Transitional Discourses and National Frameworks, Matthew Rampley & Thierry Leiden [et al.], 

Boston 2012, pp. 439-449, pp. 439-440.  
88 The scholar Jan Cavanaugh comments extensively the paradox of incorporating both national and 

international artistic trends, which seems to be in the center of the Polish Modernism. See Jan 

Cavanaugh, Out Looking in: Early Modern Polish Art, 1890-1918, Berkeley 2000, pp. 103-126. 
89 See Irena Kossowska, “Graphic Art in Poland, 1890-1914,” in: Print Quarterly 16, n. 3, September 

1999, pp. 229-246, p. 229. The graphic arts in Poland were also influenced by Japanese art, in 

particular Japanese woodcuts. Irenna Kossowa studies the cases of numerous Polish artists who were 

inspired by both Western and Eastern printing techniques.  
90 For example, as a result of this connection between Polish arts and the rest of Europe, in 1924 was 

created the Paris Committee, also known as Kapiści or the Colourists. The members of this committee 

opened a section of the Academy of Fine Arts of Krakow in Paris during the same year. See Marek 

Bartelik, Early Polish Modern Art: Unity in Multiplicity, Manchester & New York, 2005, p. 56. 
91 Kossowska, “Graphic Art in Poland,”p. 229. Jan Cavanaugh in her book explains some details about 

the artistic education at The Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow and The School of Fine Arts in Warsaw. 

See Cavanaugh, Out Looking in, pp. 55-58.  
92 Wojciech Weiss stayed in Paris between 1899 and 1900. In Paris he came to admire particularly Paul 

Cézanne’s paintings and Pierre Bonard’s paintings and prints. In 1901 studied at the Regio Istituto di 

Belle Arti in Florence, and in 1902 went to Rome and joined the Regio Istituto di Belle Arti. See Weiss 

Albrzykowska, Zofia, “The Prints of Wojciech Weiss,” in: Print Quarterly 6, n. 4, December 1989, pp. 

403-413, pp. 405-408.  
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he became member in 1909.93 Also influenced by the Vienna Secession, the artist 

Kazimierz Sichulski was especially known for his caricatures, illustrations and 

paintings depicting the Huzul tradition (figs. 25-26).94 Xawery Dunikowski, on the 

other hand, developed a strong interest in sculpture, principally influenced by Rodin 

while Dunikowski was working with him in Paris.95 

Even though artistic exchange diminished during the First World War and 

right after Poland regained its independence, by the time Jan Komski started his art 

education in Krakow, cultural and artistic exchange was still permeating Polish arts.96 

In addition, when Komski joined the academy in 1934, foreign art students were 

studying in his school, including Russians, Ukrainians, Frenchmen and Italians.97  

When commenting on the teaching method of his professors, Jan Komski once 

stated: “My teachers were academic artists, who believed in a traditional approach to 

art education.”98 While most professors in the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow were 

in touch with the artistic trends of Western and Central Europe and their own work 

was not strictly academic, the artistic education they gave was more traditional and 

structured. Therefore, students were required to learn about art history and classical 

references, composition, perspective and painting and drawing techniques before 

experimenting with other media and other less academic styles. 99  Jan Komski’s 

artistic style was influenced by his academic formation, but also by some of the 

artistic movements that developed in the first decades of the twentieth century.  

                                                        
93 Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska and Mizia, “‘Sztuka’, ‘Wiener Secession’, ‘Mánes’”, p. 221. 
94 Kossowska, “Graphic Art in Poland,” pp. 242 and 245. After studying at the Krakow Academy of  

Fine Arts, Kazimierz Sichulski studied at the Vienna Applied Arts School. See Jeremy Howard, Art 

Nouveau: International and National Styles in Europe, Manchester & New York, 1996. p.126.  
95 Jürgen Kaumkötter, Der Tod hat nicht das letzte Wort. Kunst in der Katastrophe 1933-1945, Berlin 

2015, p. 22. Andrew Ciechanowiecki states that, among the many Polish artists working in Paris during 

that time, the work of Xawery Dunikowski was particularly outstanding, because he was able to find an 

artistic style that eventually evolved from a “post-Rodinesque expressiveness to a personal, 

aggressively monumental style.” See Andrew Ciechanowiecki, “Polish Art Treasures at the Royal 

Academy”, in: The Burlington Magazine 112, n. 803, Italian Sixteenth-Century Art outside Venice, 

February 1970, pp. 120-124, pp. 123-124. 
96 The tendency of rescuing the ‘Polishness’ of culture and arts was still strong at the time, as opposed 

to other tendency that tried to understand the place of Poland between the Western and the Eastern part 

of Europe, and the relationship of Polish arts with the rest of the continent. After the independence 

Poland had the chance to make visible its arts in the rest of Europe. For example, in 1920 the country 

participated for the first time in the XII Venice Biennale, and was represented by 33 Polish artists, 

among them three professors of Komski: Wojciech Weiss, Xawery Dunikowski and Władysław 

Jarocki. See Bartelik, Early Polish Modern Art, pp. 44 and 50.  
97 Kuzmack, “Interview with John Komski June 7, 1990,” p. 4.  
98 Jan Komski quoted in: Rosenbush Methner and Van Bork, “Jan Mieczslaw Komski,” p.6.  
99 When looking Komski’s book of grades one can notice this tendency in the way classes were 

arranged in the curriculum. See Komski, Book of Grades Academic Years 1934-1939, No. 103, 

Archives of the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow, Poland (December 11, 2015). 
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3.2. Artists in Auschwitz: The Case of the Polish Catholic Political Prisoners 

Understanding the artistic context in Krakow before the war is vital to comprehending 

Komski’s artistic style, as is the fact that he was imprisoned in Auschwitz as a non-

Jewish political prisoner. It is unquestionable that the Jewish population in Europe 

was the major target of the Nazi regime before and during the Second World War. 

Nevertheless, the victims who were murdered and forced to work in camps included 

many non-Jewish Polish people, most of whom were Catholic.100 Komski was one of 

the numerous Polish artists and intellectuals of his generation who were arrested and 

taken as political prisoners to Auschwitz and other camps.101 This situation was not 

strange, considering that within the first two years of the war, the majority of 

intellectuals in Krakow and Warsaw were murdered or taken to concentration 

camps.102 This circumstance might explain why Komski’s representation of Polish 

political prisoners in Auschwitz is present in most of his paintings, watercolors and 

drawings created after the 1970s.  

When the Second World War started, several former students and professors 

of the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow ended up in Nazi camps, especially in 

Auschwitz, and some were able to work at the museum or the arts and crafts 

workshops.103 It is important to consider this, since the phenomenon is traceable when 

one looks in detail at the works created in Auschwitz between 1940 and 1945. While 

it is certain that many artworks produced in the camps and ghettos were made by 

Jewish inmates of different nationalities, particularly in Terezin and Auschwitz, an 

outstanding group of non-Jewish Polish artists played a key role in the artistic 

production inside the fields and in the postwar years. Monica Bohn-Duchen explains 

why these artists should be taken into account:  

                                                        
100 Monica Bhom-Duchen comments that: “Indeed, it is hardly accidental that Poland, the country that 

first fell victim to Nazi expansionist policies, was home at the outbreak of war to ever three million 

Jews, the vast majority of whom would perish in the Holocaust. 1.9 million non-Jewish Poles would 

also be murdered, as a result of the Nazis’ determination to eradicate not only the Jewish but also the 

‘inferior’ Slavic races.” Bohm-Duchen, Art and the Second World War, p. 191. 
101 From 1940 until 1945, between 140,000 and 150,000 non-Jewish Poles were imprisoned in 

Auschwitz. See “Number of deportees by ethnicity”, Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum at 

http://auschwitz.org/en/history/the-number-of-victims/number-of-deportees-by-ethnicity (accessed 

January 23, 2015) 
102 Abraham J. Peck, “The Killing Fields of Auschwitz,” in: Komski, Eyewitness, p.4. 
103 The prisoners who had skills the SS officers would be interested in had more changes for survival. 

As Komski comments: “Of course, in Auschwitz, a painter had his place in museum, where he could 

do his thing, and also earn a little more food. A musician could survive by playing in the orchestra. 

Good cook would go and cook for SS people in the SS club.” See Bradley, “Interview with John 

Komski January 30, 1992,” p. 16. 
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It seems, moreover, that non-Jewish (often Polish) prisoners felt more able to 

depict the horrors without flinching: notable and shocking examples here 

include Waldemar Nowarokowski’s Nazi and Child, Auschwitz (1940-1944), 

which shows a guard almost gleefully aiming a pistol at a dangling infant’s 

head; Bruno Furch’s Christmas Eve (Flossenbürg, 1944), a graphic depiction 

of three hanged men; and Ludwig Surowski’s Memories of Torture of New 

Arrivals in Gross-Rosen (Mauthausen, 1944). They also appear to have been 

more able to express their anguish and despair without restraint: consider, for 

example, Konieczny’s Howl (Buchenwald, 1944) and Marian Bogusz’s Tired 

(Mauthausen, 1943).104 

These examples include works created in different concentrations camps by Polish 

artists, with the exception of Bruno Furch, who was born in Vienna.105  

Among the Polish artists who also were imprisoned in Auschwitz with Jan 

Komski were Włodzimierz Siwierski, who studied fine arts at the Sorbonne 

University in Paris; Józef Szajna and Maria Hiszpańska, who attended the School of 

Fine Arts in Warsaw; Mieczysław Kościelniak, Władysław Siwek, Franciszek 

Jázwiecki, Jerzy Potrzebowski, and Mariam Ruzamski, who studied at the Academy 

of Fine Arts of Krakow, and Xawery Dunikowski, Komski’s professor at the 

academy. 106  Even though these artists’ access to materials to paint and draw 

sometimes was limited and their artistic styles varied, when one looks closely at their 

works, it becomes evident that some shared similar motifs and used similar techniques. 

As will be seen in the next chapter, it is possible to make thematic and stylistic 

comparisons between the works created by some of these artists and those executed 

by Jan Komski to better comprehend his artistic style. 

 

3.3. Jan Komski’s Works from 1940 to 1945: Landscapes and Drawings 

                                                        
104 Bohm-Duchen, Art and the Second World War, pp. 196-197. 
105 Bohn-Duchen and Milton, After Auschwitz, p. 248.  
106 At the camp Komski often encountered Polish people from Krakow who know him, especially those 

who studied with him. Bering in mind that he had a false identification name while confined in 

Auschwitz, he was afraid that those encounters would undercover his real identity. In an interview 

in1992, Komski related the moment he realized his professor was captured as well: “So, even to the 

friends, you did not say to anybody, absolutely to anybody that you have a false name. And it happened 

to me very often, that the people knew me. In certain point, to Auschwitz was brought one of my 

professors from the Academy of Arts. You know, Professor Dunikowsky, the sculptor. And here I am 

with the name of Baraś, and he knew me! In the school!” See “Interview with John Komski January 30, 

1992,” p. 20. 
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As mentioned, Jan Komski painted mostly architectural renderings, portraits, 

landscapes and art commissioned by the SS officers, as in the case of Troubadour (fig. 

14), while he was imprisoned in Auschwitz. From that period, I will only consider 

two landscape paintings he did between 1940 and 1942. The first is Village with and 

Orthodox Church (fig. 27), an oil on canvas probably made in the surroundings of the 

camp while Komski was working with the survey team that drew maps of the territory. 

This landscape depicts a house partially covered by a tree in the foreground. In the 

background, the horizon line guides the eye to the left side, where three golden domes 

of an Orthodox church glowing under the sun can be seen. This landscape is not 

detailed or pretending to show a faithful representation of reality. Komski uses loose 

and thick brushstrokes to give color and texture to the sky and the shape of the forms.  

The technique used in this painting also resembles that of Sunflowers (fig. 28), 

another oil on canvas realized during this period. It depicts a countryside scene in 

which the sunflowers are the focal point of the image. Like Village with an Orthodox 

Church, the sky is depicted using a palette of blue and different tones of violet, and 

the brushstrokes are loose and do not attempt to create a fully realistic landscape. 

Therefore, the technique that he uses to paint these works is not strictly academic or 

realistic, and it resembles more the way some Post-Impressionists created their 

artworks. I use here the term “Post-Impressionist” intentionally because Komski’s 

paintings of this period, in particular Sunflowers, could be linked with the works of 

artists such as Vincent Van Gogh, who since the beginning of the century was 

profoundly admired by many Polish artists.107  

Considering Komski’s artistic formation and Krakow’s artistic context during 

the first decades of the twentieth century, it is not surprising that he might have 

known Vincent Van Gogh’s paintings of sunflowers. In her study about the art of 

Auschwitz, scholar Letizia Evangelisti connects Komski’s Sunflowers with those Van 

Gogh painted, in particular with Allotment with Sunflower (fig. 29).  She also gives 

further examples of artists who depicted them in Auschwitz, such as Mieczysław 

Kościelniak’s black and white print titled Sunflowers (fig. 30). Evangelisti affirms 

that the reference to sunflowers is part of the artistic memory of the artists imprisoned 

in the camps, but it is also a symbol of the tragedy of the existence. Moreover, 

considering that the flowers are not cut in any of the images, the sunflowers might 

                                                        
107 Marek Bartelik mentions several examples of artists in his book. See Bartelik, Early Modern Polish 

Art, pp. 76, 100, 126, 130 and 197.  
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also be interpreted as a symbol of the prisoners' resistance.108 Komski’s choice of the 

motif should not be considered innocent: His representation is attached to an artistic 

tradition and, therefore, it is not a simple landscape.109  

Shortly after his liberation in 1945, Jan Komski created fifteen drawings while 

beginning in a displaced persons camp in Germany. Those are the drawings that were 

published in 1946 in the book titled Za Drutami/Behind the Barbed Wires (fig. 31). In 

these drawings, Komski represents for the first time what he lived and saw while 

imprisoned in the concentration camps, depicting in this way scenes belonging to his 

personal and collective memory. Scenes of torture, murder and death are done with 

India ink on paper, with rushed strokes that create a strong contrast. In drawings such 

as Ewakuacja/Evacuation (fig. 32), for example, Komski’s evident use of the 

hatching and cross-hatching techniques gives a sketchy effect to the image, which 

seems to express the artist's urgency to capture the moment. As the title suggests, in 

this drawing, Komski illustrates an evacuation from a concentration camp, when he 

was forced to leave Hersbruck for Dachau at the beginning of 1945. The image 

revolves around two men sitting down on the floor, surrounded by corpses. The two 

prisoners are gazing down as the rest of prisoners and officers walk away, and are left 

to their fate probably because they were too weak to continue the march. The short 

parallel lines create the effect of shading, producing the illusion of light and shadow 

in the scene and emphasizing the figures sitting among the corpses. Due to the thick 

and hurried strokes of the painting, several details are blurred and lack clarity. This 

effect is not exclusive of this particular drawing—it is present in all the drawings in 

the book (fig. 33). 

The circumstance of drawing in a refugee’s camp shortly after the liberation is 

not limited to Komski, and several surviving artists also drew and painted what they 

experienced. Other artists also adopted the materials Komski used to make his 

drawings in 1945. Mieczysław Kościelniak’s drawings Father and Son (fig. 34) and 

Spilled Soup (fig. 35) are remarkable examples in this respect. Interestingly enough, it 

is possible to find some artistic similarities between these two artists who shared 

captivity in Auschwitz and studied during the same years at the Academy of Fine Arts 

                                                        
108 See Evangelisti, Auschwitz e il ‘Nuevo Humanismo’, pp. 186-187. 
109 Evangelisti’s full comment and interpretation about Komski’s and other artists ‘sunflowers’ in: 

Evangelisti, Auschwitz e il ‘Nuevo Humanismo’, pp. 118-120, 184-188. 
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in Krakow.110 Compared with the drawings of Kościelniak, Komski’s images depict 

the subject in a different way. First, Komski attempts to reconstruct the spaces in 

which the events took place, while Kościelniak mainly focuses on representing the 

victims. Second, Kościelniak only portrays the victims, while Komski depicts both 

victims and perpetrators.   

Even though it is not possible to determine accurately why Komski, 

Kościelniak and many other artists used the India ink to paint drawings right after the 

war, I might dare to say that one reason is perhaps the availability of the materials in 

the aftermath of the liberation of concentrations camps.111 But this reason might not 

be the only one, because it might have been a conscious choice made by the artists in 

accordance to the artistic tradition of documenting in black and white images of 

atrocities perpetrated in their epochs.  

Jan Komski’s mission of creating works that bear witness to the suffering of 

human beings within the context of war is not novel. The tradition of secular 

representations narrating the suffering of civilian populations during wartimes 

emerged in Europe during the seventeenth century. 112  Certainly the French artist 

Jacques Callot, with his print The Miseries and Misfortunes of War (Les Misères et les 

Malheurs de la Guerre), was the first who shaped that tradition of representing and 

documenting the devastating effects of war and censuring its consequences on the 

civilian population. Callot's influence on other artists was evident some years later, 

when, from 1643 to 1656, the minor artist Hans Ulrich Fran in Germany did a series 

of twenty-five etchings representing the murder of peasants by soldiers. During the 

eighteenth century, Callot also influenced the early work of William Hogarth, 

Emblematical Print on the South Sea Scheme. 113  In the nineteenth century, the 

Spanish painter Francisco de Goya y Lucientes continued this tradition in an 

                                                        
110 Mieczysław Kościelniak studied at the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow from 1936 to 1939. See 

Kupiec, Cóż po nas pozostanie...?, p. 109.  
111 More examples of drawings created by Komski, Kościelniak and other artists can be seen at the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum. See “Art of camp and postcamp period,” Auschwitz-

Birkenau Memorial and Museum at http://auschwitz.org/en/gallery/art-of-camp-and-postcamp-period/ 

(accessed September 12, 2014). 
112 Commenting the birth of this tradition, Susan Sontag states that: “The practice of representing 

atrocious suffering as something to be deplored, and, if possible, stopped, enters the history of images 

with a specific subject: the sufferings endured by a civilian population at the hands of a victorious army 

on the rampage. It is a quintessentially secular subject, which emerges in the seventeenth century, when 

contemporary realignments of power become material for artists.” Sontag, Regarding the Pain, pp. 42-

43. 
113 See Sontag, Regarding the Pain, p.44; and A. C. Sewter, “Some Early Works of Hogarth,” in: The 

Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 80, n. 466, January 1942, pp. 5-11. 
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unprecedented way with his Disasters of the War (Los Desastres de la Guerra). 

Analogous to Callot, Goya and other artists, Jan Komski was an observer of brutal 

acts, an eyewitness of atrocities.114 Komski and his 1945 drawings are participating in 

that artistic tradition.  

 

3.4. Paintings, Watercolors and Drawings from the 1970s to the 1990s 

The almost thirty years that Jan Komski spent without painting and drawing scenes of 

the concentration camps had a visible impact on his artistic style, making his 

brushstrokes and drawing lines and more detailed. It is important to bear in mind that 

also he did not depict such scenes for many years, he was still engaged with the 

graphic arts during the years he worked for The Washington Post. Unfortunately, 

while conducting the present study, it was not possible to gain access to the images he 

created for the newspaper. Further research still needs to be done on this matter to 

comprehend to what extent Komski’s experience with the graphic arts influenced the 

drawings, prints, watercolors and paintings he created after 1970. 

 Nevertheless, comparing the Za Drutami’s illustrations with those created 

decades later, differences in the way of depicting the scenes are evident. An example 

is the 1945 drawing Ewakuacja/Evacuation (fig. 32), described above, and 

Barbershop (fig. 36), a pen-and-ink drawing Komski created after 1970. Barbershop 

illustrates a group of prisoners inside the horse barracks in Birkenau, shaving their 

heads and faces. On the right side of the drawing, two men are standing next to each 

other: one of them holds a razor blade in his hand and is shaving another prisoner’s 

beard. His identification number is 9234, and he is wearing a single triangular badge 

on his uniform. Even though it is not possible to see the color of the triangle, one 

might guess it corresponds to a non-Jewish Polish political prisoner. The register of 

prisoners in Auschwitz indicates that the number 9234 belonged to a Polish prisoner 

named Tadeusz Lekki, who was a professional barber.115 On the left side of the image, 

other prisoners are maintaining their fellow prisoners’ look by shaving their heads and 

faces, while in the background, others observe from the crowded bunk beds. 

Compared with Ewakuacja/Evacuation, one can find three main differences between 

                                                        
114 The next chapter will offer a deeper comparison between Komski’s drawings from 1945 and prints 

by Goya and Callot.  
115 According to the database of prisoners of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, Tadeusz 

Lekki was born on August 1, 1920 in the Polish town of Brzeźnica. He joined the KL Auschwitz on 

January 10, 1941, and was murdered there on September 6, 1042. See “Auschwitz prisoners,” at 

http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/auschwitz-prisoners/ (accessed April 23, 2015). 
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the drawings. Even though Komski’s use of the hatching and cross-hatching 

technique is still evident, the lines in Barbershop are less hurried and chaotic, and 

delineate in a more precise way the bodies of the prisoners and the space.  

Second, in Barbershop and other drawings created around the same time, 

Komski includes specific details about the identities of the prisoners. In the Za 

Drutami works, the artists did not draw numbers, triangles or other details to provide 

clues about the identity of those depicted, with the exception of one drawing: 

Komski’s self-portrait Through Work to Freedom (fig. 1). A third difference is that all 

drawings from 1945 present scenes of starvation, exploitation, torture and murder, 

and most show the SS perpetrators. In Barbershop and other works created after 

1970s, Komski depicts scenes dealing with the daily life of the prisoners in the camp 

in which no SS men or capos were portrayed.   

The different materials and techniques Komski used from 1945 onwards had a 

visible impact on the details of his works. The drawings from 1945 do not give many 

clues about the possible identity of the prisoners, while in later drawings, we can see 

some hints about identify, as in the Barbershop. The oils and watercolors, however, 

are more detailed and reveal much more about the possible identity of the characters. 

The color of the triangular badges is one of the main characteristics used to identify 

people Komski depicted: The triangles in red, yellow, green and sometimes black 

give important information about them. The triangular red badges, sometimes with a 

“P” in the center meaning “Pole,” are present in almost all his paintings and 

watercolors: Red was the distinctive color for political prisoners, who in the case of 

Auschwitz were mostly Poles.116 In Komski’s works, one can also see the yellow 

triangle used to identify the Jewish prisoners, often placed on the top of a red triangle 

forming a six-point star that distinguished the Jewish political prisoners.  

In addition to the triangular badges, Komski depicted in the paintings and 

watercolors the numbers of some of the prisoners, thus giving more precise 

information about them. The watercolor Kapo I podopieczni/Kapo and His Protégés 

(fig. 37), finished between 1970 and 1980, incorporates both triangular badges and 

numbers. In this work, Komski depicts a group of prisoners standing next to a capo, 

but it is not clear whether they are going to work or coming back to the camp. Most of 

                                                        
116 “System of triangles,” Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum at 

http://auschwitz.org/en/history/prisoner-classification/system-of-triangles/ (accessed April 25, 2015). 

See as well “Classification System in Nazi Concentration Camps,” United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum at https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005378 (accessed April 25, 2015). 
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the prisoners are shown in the traditional blue and white striped uniforms, holding 

shovels and other work tools. One shirtless prisoner stands out in the image by his 

gaunt appearance; in addition, he displays a number drawn on his chest. In the 

background are visible the roofs of the buildings of Auschwitz I, a watchtower, and 

an electric barbed wire fence in front of a sign in German and Polish with the warning 

“Halt/Stój.” The composition of the watercolor is not symmetrical. The prisoners 

stand toward the left, and the bodies and faces of those depicted in the corner of the 

left side are cut out, creating a fragmented scene. Some prisoners are looking out of 

the picture, as if they were looking at the viewers, but others are turning their gaze 

slightly to the left side and stare at something we cannot see.  

The prisoner standing at the right side of the picture is distinguished from the 

others by his clothes and the yellow label on his left arm that reads “Capo,” a tag 

indicating he was a prisoner in charge of supervising forced labor. The inverted green 

triangle on his chest, often assigned to Germans, suggest he was a professional 

criminal.117 The number 25 under the green triangle tells us that he was part of the 

first thirty German criminal prisoners in Auschwitz.118 The blushing gaze and robust 

body shape of the capo suggest a healthy condition and contrast with the pale and 

skinny prisoners. He sports a frowned and rather tough facial expression, in contrast 

to the other prisoners, who hint at possible emotional flattening. In the watercolor, 

Komski also depicts the numbers of four inmates. Those with numbers 20345 and 

83326 wearing yellow and red triangular badges are Jewish political prisoners; the 

Polish Catholic political prisoner is identified by a single red triangle and the number 

637, that might be partially covered by the wooden handle of the shovel; and the half-

naked prisoner has the number 75834 painted on his chest.  

Komski made a second version of this work around the same period, although 

it is not possible to determine if it was made before or after Kapo I podopieczni/Kapo 

and His Protégés. In A Capo and his Troops (fig. 38), Komski depicts a variation of 

the same scene of a Capo standing with a group of prisoners. Comparing both 

watercolors the first difference one can note is the background. In Kapo and His 

Protégés, the inmates stand somewhere inside the camp, whereas in A Capo and His 

Troops, they are standing at the entrance of the camp. In the background, the “Arbeit 

                                                        
117 See “System of triangles” (accessed April 25, 2015). 

118 The first thirty numbers were asigned to German criminals who arrived from KL Sachsenhausen of 

May 20, 1940. See “Prisoner numbers,” Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum at 

http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/auschwitz-prisoners/prisoner-numbers (accessed April 26, 2015). 
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Macht Frei” sign can be seen, and the open doors of the camp seem to indicate the 

group is coming back after working. Even though Komski’s asymmetrical and 

fragmented composition is similar, the way he arranged the prisoners on the left side 

of the work varies slightly. When looking in detail at the prisoners another difference 

can be spotted: Komski changes the numbers that identify the Jewish political 

prisoner to 18443 and the partially fragmented [...] 834 and the half naked inmate’s 

number to 19386. The numbers of the capo and the Polish political prisoner remain 

the same. The only additional change the artist introduces is a “P” in the center of the 

red triangular badge of the Polish political prisoner. 

After comparing these two watercolors, one can identify three important 

characteristics about Komski’s work after the 1970s. On the one hand, Komski’s 

scenes of the camp are likely to have been influenced by his own experience. But 

even though his condition as a Polish Catholic political prisoner is highlighted in most 

of his works, he also emphasizes the suffering of Jewish prisoners. He depicts 

circumstances that Jewish and Polish political prisoners endured together in the 

concentration camps, where SS officers and capos often did not made distinctions in 

how they treated them. 119  

On the other hand, Komski’s assigning of numbers to the prisoners is 

ambiguous. Comparing the two watercolors, one notices that the only inmates who 

keep the same numbers in both works are the Polish political prisoner and the capo. 

Did the artist assign random numbers to the rest of the characters? Do the numbers of 

the capo and the Polish prisoner correspond to inmates he knew personally and shared 

captivity with? Keeping in mind that in drawings such as Barbershop the artist 

represents an accurate number of a real Polish barber who lived and died in 

Auschwitz, one might inquire to what extent Komski’s works offer clues about the 

                                                        
119 During an interview in 1998 Jan Komski manifested his intentions of including both Jewish and 

Polish political prisoners as victims in his works exhibited at the Houston Holocaust Museum: “I am of 

course in favor of having it [the 1998 exhibition of his paintings] travel around, because my goal is not 

just the showing of pictures. I hope that this exhibit will prove helpful in forging closer ties between 

Polish Catholics and American Jews. My paintings show the community of suffering which Catholics 

and Jews shared in Auschwitz. As you know, Polish-Jewish relations could be better. (…) I live in 

Virginia and I often go to the Holocaust Museum in Washington. Over there, hardly anything is said 

about Poles as victims. The standard statement is that the victims of the Holocaust were Jews and 

‘others.’ Yet it is a fact of history that Poland lost six million citizens, three million of them Christians. 

How can one bypass such a large number of victims I cannot understand it. But recently, I noted a 

tendency to reverse that neglect. (…) Poles are being reintroduced as victims of the Holocaust, and it 

has become acceptable to speak of Poles as victims of World War II. I think that this exhibit may be 

helpful in reinforcing this tendency.” See “The Sarmatian Review interviews Jan Mieczysław Komski,” 

p. 532. 
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identity of “real” persons he depicted. This ambiguity is reinforced by the 

impossibility of knowing the identity of all who once were prisoners of the camp, 

given the partial destruction at the end of the war of the registers of prisoners.120  

A third characteristic of Komski’s works is the existence of two or more 

versions of the same scene, which is persistent in his work. The creation of repeated 

variations of the same event is one of the most important characteristics of Komski’s 

work, as will be seen in the next chapter. For now, perhaps it is enough to add that the 

repetition might be interpreted as part of Komski’s artistic consciousness to compose 

and recompose his work, as well as an indication of the repeating memories and 

flashbacks in the artist’s mind. 

Jan Komski executed a great variety of motifs on the subject of the 

concentration camps: roll calls, starvation, living conditions inside the barracks, daily 

life scenes, mistreatments of the capos, threatening working conditions, punishments, 

tortures and murders. An example of such scenes is the canvas Po robocie-

defilada/After Work-Parade (fig. 39), painted between 1970 and 1980. The painting 

represents the ceremony that takes place after a working day in Auschwitz. In the 

foreground, two prisoners are being punished by being forced to squat while holding a 

brick on each hand. The hats full of potatoes in front of their feet suggest they have 

stolen them. Behind them is the band of musician prisoners who are playing 

instruments such as violins and trumpets, while the director of the orchestra conducts 

them. All the musicians are wearing the blue and white striped uniform except for the 

prisoner playing violin at the left side, who is wearing the coat of the uniform of a 

Soviet POW marked with a red cross on his back.121 The band plays while a group of 

prisoners carrying shovels on their left shoulders is entering through the gate where 

we can read the “Arbeit Macht Frei” sign. At the right side, an SS officer supervises 

                                                        
120 “About the available data,” Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum at 

http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/about-the-available-data/ (accessed April 27, 2015). 

While conducting the present research was not possible to find the identity of the prisoners assigned 

with the numbers in both watercolors. However, further research in the archives of Auschwitz might 

provide more details about it. 
121 “In the meantime, practice at Auschwitz “ran ahead of such directives: as early as in the spring of 

1942, the uniforms left behind by Soviet POWs who had been liquidated were passed out to new 

arrivals” (Iwaszko2000: 58). Greek Jews, men and women alike, who arrived in Auschwitz from 

Thessaloniki during 1943, were among those dressed in Russian military clothing (Cunio-Amarilio/Nar 

2002). These Russian uniforms were marked on the trousers and jackets with the capital letters S and U, 

standing for Soviet Union (Sowjetunion) in German. The back of these jackets bore red crosses painted 

on them with acetone paint (oil paint).” See Sofia Pantouvaki, “Typology and Symbolism in Prisoners’ 

Concentration Camp Clothing during World War II,” Conference paper, Endyesthai (To Dress). 

Historical, Mociological and Methodological Approaches Conference Proceedings, Athens, April 9, 

2010, pp. 80-87, p. 83.  
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the procession of tired prisoners and the moment in which two other inmates carry the 

dead body of a fellow who possibly died while working that day.   

In Po robocie-defilada/After Work-Parade, Komski represents different 

aspects of life in the camp: the artistic activities represented by the musicians, the 

punishments, the military order imposed by the SS officers and the daily death of the 

inmates working in physically extenuating activities.  The title of the painting 

indicates the ambiguous and contradictory nature of the scene. The term “parade” 

seems to have two connotations: first, it refers to the military type of parade 

represented in the way the prisoners are marching, and second, it might refer as well 

to a celebration, suggested by the presence of the musicians. That “festive” 

characteristic of the parade heavily contrasts with the images of punishment and death. 

 Jan Komski also made images related with the Catholic faith he shared with 

most of the Polish political prisoners, as in Msza więzienna/Prison Mass (fig. 40), a 

watercolor executed around between 1990 and 1997. This works depicts the moment 

in which the Catholic Polish prisoners celebrate a mass, hiding from the SS guards. 

The prisoners gather around the priest conducting the mass, who can be distinguished 

by the purple stole around his shoulders and the glass he holds instead of a chalice. 

About twenty prisoners gather before him to pray and hear his words: some are 

standing, while others are kneeling. Meanwhile, another prisoner remains in the door 

to warn the group if he spots a SS officer.  

Komski’s watercolor highlights the prohibition of religious expressions in the 

camp. The artist Mieczysław Kościelniak once commented upon the circumstances in 

which religion was practiced in the camp and the importance it had for the prisoners: 

“It was forbidden to practice religion, it was severely punished by the company; that 

was a death judgment. There were, however, priests of all denominations, there were 

rabbis who in spite of (the situation) fulfilled the spiritual needs of the prisoners, 

constantly and in spite of danger. Religion meant, that one saved one’s soul in this 

gruesome reality, that in one’s essence, one could not be broken down....”122 Thus, 

religion was fundamental for both Jewish and non-Jewish prisoners, and it was part of 

their spiritual resistance to endure the life of the camp. Komski was not the only one 

representing such scenes. Others include the Polish artists Waldemar Nowakowski 

and his watercolor Confession (fig. 41), painted between 1943 and 1944 in Auschwitz, 

                                                        
122Mieczyslaw Koscielniak quoted by Granof and Mickenberg, “Complexity and Contradiction,” p. xv. 
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and the Polish-born French artist David Olère and his India ink drawing from 1945 

titled Praying Together (fig. 42), which represents Jews and Christians praying 

together inside the barracks.  

It is possible to trace other religious references in Komski’s works, as in 

Choinka/Christmas Tree (fig. 43), a watercolor painted between 1900 and 1997. This 

work shows the moment in which a group of Jewish and Polish political prisoners are 

marching to work, looking at the corpse of a fellow inmate hanged as an ornament at 

a Christmas tree. A SS guard stands beside the tree, observing the reactions of the 

prisoners, who keep marching through the slippery snow. This work seems to be 

based on an event the prisoners witnessed the day before Christmas Eve of 1940. An 

entry in the catalog of Komski’s works at the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum describes 

the episode:  

As Christmas Day approached in December of 1940, Polish prisoners gathered 

to sing carols and with tearful eyes recalled the joyful times of past holidays 

spent with family and friends. But the SS guards decided to treat such 

sentimentality with contempt and make a mockery of Polish holiday 

celebrations. Two days before Christmas a Christmas Tree was lit in front of 

the kitchen. On that same day, after roll call, a prisoner was hung on the 

gallows. The next morning the SS guards decided to demonstrate their 

superiority over the Polish nation and their irreverence for Polish emotions by 

removing the dead man from the gallows and hanging him on the Christmas 

Tree as an ornament.123  

Culturally and intimately attached to the tradition of celebrating Christmas, Polish 

Catholic prisoners were profoundly affected by this episode—they could not forget it. 

Komski commented, “The SS men removed the corpse from the gallows and hang it 

up on a Christmas tree as a decoration. We had to watch it while marching to the 

work. I will never forget that Christmas again.”124 

Five years after the liberation of the camp, Xawery Dunikowski painted a 

similar episode in his oil on canvas Boże Narodzenie w Oświęcimiu w 1944 roku 

(Christmas in Auschwitz in 1944) (fig. 44), which depicts three dead prisoners 

hanging from the Christmas tree instead of one. A third Polish artist depicted another 

                                                        
123 Jan Baraś-Komski’s File, English description Jan Komski’s paintings, ‘7. Decorating the Christmas 

Tree’, Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, Poland (December 10, 2015).  
124 Jan Komski’s works in: Van Bork, Eyewitness,12:45 min.  
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tragic event he witnessed during the Christmas Eve of 1940 in Auschwitz.  

Władysław Siwek’s canvas Wigilia (Christmas Eve) (fig. 45), completed in 1949, 

shows evening roll call, during which the bodies of the prisoners who had died that 

day were placed by the SS officers underneath a lightened Christmas tree as 

“presents” for the prisoners.125  

In addition to events he witnessed, Jan Komski also depicted situations from 

the camp that he had not necessarily seen himself. The scenes he represented include 

the arrivals of Jewish prisoners by train, the interior of the crematoriums, the selection 

of female prisoners and other scenes from the interior of the women’s section of the 

camp (figs. 46-47).  Komski’s works related to the women’s section of the camp 

provide a wider perspective of events in Auschwitz. An example is Tatuowanie 

numerów w obozie kobiet/Tattooing Numbers at the Women’s Camp (fig. 48), painted 

between 1970 and 1980. As the title suggests, the painting depicts the process of 

tattooing women who are being registered as prisoners in the camp. The inmates, who 

are mostly Jewish political prisoners, are standing in a queue in front of Block 8 of 

Auschwitz, waiting to be tattooed by another prisoner and a female capo. Both are 

wearing the inverted black triangular badges used to identify prisoners who were 

considered “asocial” or who were imprisoned for prostitution, among other 

charges.126 On the left side, in the foreground, one sees the heartrending gaze of a 

woman who has just been tattooed. The artist highlights the moment when she walks 

away, holding her tattooed arm with an evident expression of sorrow and pain. A few 

steps away from her, another woman kneels on the floor, hiding her face in her hands 

as if unable to control the agony and pain of the situation; she seems to be covered by 

a shadow. Indeed, the rest of the women waiting their turn to be tattooed look 

defeated, hopeless and disheartened.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
125 According to the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum: “Former prisoner Karol Świętorzecki later 

recalled that Lagerführer Karl Fritzsch referred to the corpses beneath the tree as “a present” for the 

living, and forbade the singing of Polish Christmas carols.” See “Christmas Eve in Auschwitz as 

Recalled by Polish Prisoners,” December 23, 2005, at http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/news/christmas-

eve-in-auschwitz-as-recalled-by-polish-prisoners,47.html (accessed November 3, 2014). 
126 See “System of triangles,” (accessed April 25, 2015). 

 

http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/news/christmas-eve-in-auschwitz-as-recalled-by-polish-prisoners,47.html
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4. Re-enacting, Witnessing and Re-creating: 

 Jan Komski’s Repeated Scenes and the Shapes of Memory 

 

 

The reason I am doing these paintings is because 

 I always thought it only destiny or providence that  

allowed me to live when I knew there were tens  

of thousands of people who died there.... 

I wanted to do something to show their misery….  

 

Jan Komski, 1973127 

 

Inside Auschwitz all that we have 

today are empty spaces. We cannot see 

what the artist saw or what he felt. 

Only he can fill in the blanks. 

  

Bert Van Bork, Eyewitness, 1999128 

 

 

Bearing in mind that Jan Komski created more than two hundred works depicting life 

inside the concentration camps, only a limited selection of paintings, watercolors and 

drawings will be analyzed in this chapter. It is therefore necessary to describe the 

criteria I shall use to examine and interpret his work. As I briefly suggested in the last 

chapter, one of the most important features of Komski’s works is the repetition of 

images. Over the years, Komski produced different versions of specific scenes he 

experienced himself, witnessed and knew about. In the next pages, I will discuss 

Komski’s variations of three scenes: torture by reverse hanging (four versions), 

murder of prisoners in the gallows (four versions) and executions by the firing squad 

(five versions). Such scenes were depicted with different techniques and materials 

between 1945 and 1997. 

I will use throughout this chapter the terms “versions” and “variations” to 

describe such repeated scenes. The act of copying and repeating images, as well as 

creating artworks as part of a larger visual narrative, has existed in the arts since the 

Renaissance onward.129 Nonetheless, Komski’s “variations” are different from each 

other in technique, materials, composition and even perspective. Therefore, his 

“versions” are not repetitions in the sense of “copies” (or near “copies”): He did not 

copy artworks created before, nor he created multiple duplicates of the same work 

                                                        
127 Jan Komski’s words quoted by Bart Barnes from an interview of the artist in 1973 with Shop Talk, 

The Washington Post employees’ newsletter. See Barnes, “Artist John Komski Dies,” (accessed June 

12, 2015). 
128 Van Bork, Eyewitness, 9:35 min. 
129 Eik Kahng, “Repetition as Symbolic Form,” in: Eik Kahng (ed.), The Repeating Image: Multiples in 

French Painting from David to Matisse, Baltimore & New Haven, 2007, pp. 11-25, p. 13.  
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introducing minimal changes, as did other artists such as Jean-Auguste-Dominique 

Ingres and his Oedipus and the Sphinx, or Jacques Louis David and his Death of 

Marat.130 

In addition, Komski’s variations are different from the Modernists series 

created by Claude Monet, Camille Pissarro and others.131 The idea of “repetition” in 

art became more complicated after the end of the nineteenth century because of the 

complexities derived from the development of technological reproduction.132 What 

Komski’s works share with Modernist series such as Monet’s Grainstacks, Poplars, 

and The Rouen Cathedral is that the personal experience of the artists generated 

variations in a unifying subject and motif.133 Moreover, Komski’s variations do not 

attempt to create sequential narratives, because like Monet's works, they have “neither 

beginning nor end.”134  

However, the term “series” in the modern sense might not be appropriate to 

describe Komski’s variations for two reasons. First of all, they were not created with 

the intention of being exhibited as series, since his works were created many years 

apart from each other. The first time Komski displayed his works publically was in 

1998, in an exhibition held at the Holocaust Museum in Houston. Although one can 

find little evidence of how the works were hung in the exhibition, one can 

nevertheless note when looking at the catalog that not all variations Komski created 

were exhibited.135 

Second, Komski did not have any commercial intention when exhibiting the 

works representing the concentration camps. John Klein explains that when one looks 

at Monet's, Pissarro's and other artists’ exhibits of series “(…) the commercial 

motivation to sell the works individually cannot be separated from the aesthetic and 

                                                        
130 Kahng, “Repetition as Symbolic Form,” p. 21. See as well Stephen Bann, “Reassessing Repetition 

in Nineteenth-century Academic Painting: Delaroche, Gérôme, Indres,” in: Eik Kahng (ed.), The 

Repeating Image: Multiples in French Painting from David to Matisse, Baltimore & New Haven, 2007, 

pp. 27-51, p. 47. 
131 John Klein, “The Dispersal of the Modernist Series,” in: Oxford Art Journal 21, n. 1, 1998, pp. 123-

135, p. 123. See as well Steven Z. Levine, “Monet’s Series: Repetition, Obsession,” in: October 37, 

Summer, 1986, pp. 65-75. 
132 Eik Kahng describes such phenomenon as follows: “When we move to the modern era, however, the 

transparency of repetition in painting quickly becomes murky. Even today the ubiquity of repetition as 

a mode of decoration, a condition of technological production and consumption, an advertising tactic, 

not to mention a storied habit of minimalism and its aftermath, makes it nearly impossible to see at a 

comfortable historical distance.” See Kahng, “Repetition as Symbolic Form,” p. 13. 
133 Klein, “The Dispersal,” p. 124. 
134 Klein, “The Dispersal,” p. 124. 
135 Jan Komski, Eyewitness, 1998. 
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conceptual aspects of their installation as an ensemble.”136 For Komski, this intention 

is totally absent, since he did not plan to sell any works.137 

Komski’s works discussed in this chapter are, therefore, “variations” or 

“versions” of a particular scene, and not “copies” or “series.” Furthermore, the 

repetition of images is an artistic technique the artist used to mirror the process of his 

own memory and the recurring memories of the camps. In this chapter, I analyze how 

the process of remembering and documenting in Komski’s works is more complex 

than it appears at first sight. In the versions of torture by reverse hanging, the memory 

is represented as re-enactment: The artist depicts himself suffering the same torture he 

suffered in Auschwitz. In the variations depicting prisoners executed in the gallows. 

the memory finds its expression as witnessing, because Komski represents what he 

saw, what he remembers he witnessed. Finally, the versions of executions by shooting 

are related to events that took place inside the camp that Komski happened to know 

about and perhaps partially witnessed, but which he was not able to fully observe. 

These works are, thus, re-creations of the shootings that combine his personal 

experience with others' testimony and the collective memories of what happened in 

the camps. 

 

4.1. Komski Re-enacting His Own Torture: Memories of the Reverse Hanging 

Among the works Komski depicted between 1945 and 1997 are four versions of a 

common form of torture involving hanging prisoners with their arms twisted 

backwards, a practice also known as strappado.138 Between 1940 and 1942, Komski 

was the victim of the reverse hanging torture, and he portraits himself undergoing this 

and other forms of punishment in the camps. In 1979, Komski described the torture he 

suffered while in Auschwitz:  

The lower half of your body is freezing, but from the waist up you’re sweating, 

the water running down. After awhile you don’t feel the chains on your wrists 

and you only feel it in your shoulders, twisted in this unnatural position. The 

                                                        
136 Klein, “The Dispersal,” p. 123.  
137 Other is the case of Komski’s landscape watercolors and paintings, and other works not related with 

the concentration camps. Some of the landscape watercolors and oil paintings depicted by Komski in 

the last years of his life can be purchased from the following websites: Jan Komski- Fine art from 

Northern Virginia, at https://jankomski.wordpress.com/2014/11/ (accessed February 25, 2015); and 

Wentworth Gallery, at http://www.wentworthgallery.com/komski. html# prettyPhoto (accessed 

February 25, 2015). 
138 Darius Rejali, Torture and Democracy, Princeton 2007. p. 296.  

 

https://jankomski.wordpress.com/2014/11/
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rule was, when you’re hanging, regardless of pain, to hang quiet. Try not to 

make a move. Any motion was a terrifying thing. The guard would sit there to 

make sure you didn’t die, and if you were unruly, he’d come and shake you.139  

Such a scene was represented several times, in the drawing Słupek/Pillar from 1945 

(fig. 49); the drawing The “Stake,” after 1970 (fig. 50); the oil on canvas Kara 

słpka/na strychu bloku 11/The Post Punishment/In The Block 11, painted between 

1970 and 1980 (fig. 51); and the watercolor Hung on Twisted Arms/Kara słpka, 

realised between 1990 and 1997 (fig. 52).  

The 1945 drawing depicts two men wearing stripped uniforms hanging from 

their twisted arms while a SS guard watches them. The original title of this work, 

Słupek/Pillar, suggests two important features: the role of the pillar in the overall 

composition and the way Komski presents the torture by naming the “object” through 

which the torture was executed and not by naming the action itself or the subjects in 

the scene.  

When analyzing the composition of the drawing, one notices the division of 

the image into two symmetric sections, marked by the wooden pillar in the center of 

the room. The pillar creates a visual division, emphasizing the verticality of the image 

and establishing a division between the Nazi torturer and the tortured prisoners. The 

right side of the drawing presents a partially fragmented image of a prisoner hanging 

backwards. The second prisoner, suspended a few steps away, is looking down, and as 

viewers, we can see the quiet pain in his face. His shirt, partially opened, reveals the 

muscular tension in his chest and rib cage. The shoes of the prisoners are on the floor, 

just below the place they are suspended. The cluttered arrangement of objects in the 

background of this scene suggests that the prisoners are being tortured in a basement 

or an attic. The strong and rushed strokes, which characterize Komski’s drawings 

from this period, are evident in this work and fill the whole space, reinforcing that 

notion of chaos. The use of hatching and cross-hatching creates a black and white 

contrast, which features in particular the figure of the SS officer on the left side of the 

drawing. The SS man is standing, resting his hands on his hips and holding a stick on 

his left hand, with no tension in his expression. He is smiling, which contrasts with 

the brutality of the torture, as if he seemed pleased to watch the spectacle of the 

                                                        
139 Komski’s words quoted by Michael Kernam. See Kernam, “Muted Works of One Man’s Silent 

Rage,” (accessed June 12, 2015) 
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prisoners’ pain. Such emphasis on the SS man certainly denotes Komski’s intention to 

blame and denounce the actions of the perpetrators.  

More than thirty years later, in the ink and pen drawing The “Stake,” this 

accusatory look at the perpetrators became more evident. This drawing represents 

four prisoners hanging from their twisted arms while a SS guard looks at them. The 

prisoners are shown staring down at the floor, probably trying to hold such an 

agonizing position. A fifth prisoner lies face down on the floor, with his hands still 

tied behind his back, as if he had just been released from the torture. The SS officer 

holds the rope restraining the hands of the fallen prisoner with his left hand, while 

pointing with his right index finger at a hanged prisoner who is wearing the jacket of 

an old POW uniform marked on the back with a cross. 140  The strong and cruel 

semblance of the guard contrasts with the pain displayed by the victims of his torture. 

Komski’s representation of the SS man is clearly accusatory. Its aim is to denounce 

and condemn the barbaric punishments he and others suffered. 

As in Słupek/Pillar, the title of The “Stake” suggests the prominence of 

verticality in the composition and the way of presenting the torture by naming the 

object through which the torture is executed. As in the 1945 image, this drawing is 

visually divided into two sections marked by the wooden stake in the center of the 

room, which in this case reinforces the illusion of perspective and spatial depth. 

However, in this drawing, the wooden post does not create a fully symmetrical visual 

division between the SS guard and the hanged prisoners. The architectural elements, a 

wooden staircase and other things in the background once more suggest the torture is 

taking place in an attic. Compared with Słupek/Pillar, the strokes Komski uses here 

are less overcrowded, more precise and softer, although they still show his preference 

for hatching and cross-hatching techniques to shape the light and dark contrast. 

Bearing in mind that Komski’s drawings were created in the postwar years, I 

will compare them with a drawing depicting the same torture in other concentration 

camps. Strappado torture was common in Auschwitz and other camps, but few visual 

records depicting it have survived. However, some prisoners were able to depict such 

punishment while imprisoned in the camps. Such is the case of Lagerführer Seidler at 

an Interrogation at Gusen (fig. 53), a pencil on paper drawing created in 1944 by 

Stanisław Walczak inside Gusen (Mauthausen) concentration camp. What this 

                                                        
140 Pantouvaki, “Typology and Symbolism,” p, 83.  
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drawing and Komski’s works have in common is the intention to document the 

tortures used by the SS guards to punish the prisoners in the camps and to accuse and 

denounce the perpetrators' actions. In Stanisław Walczak’s drawing, those intentions 

are evident in the caption accompanying the image, in which he is accusing directly 

the leader of the camp, Lagerführer Seidler, of perpetrating such punishments against 

a prisoner during an interrogation process. This image was certainly created in 

captivity and hidden, and therefore it focuses mostly on documenting the action and 

representing the necessary elements to identify the figures, but its main concern is not 

to present all the details that surrounded the punishment. In contrast, Komski’s 

drawings document both the reverse hanging and the location in which the scene took 

place. This might be one of the biggest differences between forbidden works created 

inside the camps and the ones done by survivors in the postwar years. Even though 

they sometimes share the same topics and motifs, the works created after 1945 tend to 

be more detailed and less sketchy. 

The canvas Kara słpka/na strychu bloku 11/The Post Punishment/In the Block 

11 (fig. 51) illustrates once more a scene in which four prisoners are tortured by 

reverse hanging. In this version, Komski introduces some variations. The first 

difference is the change of the title: for the first time, the artist addresses directly the 

punishment and provides specific information about the place in which the event took 

place: Block 11 of Auschwitz. The second variation is the medium: The change from 

the black and white drawing format to the colorful oil painting on canvas gives 

Komski the opportunity to incorporate more details such as the chain used to hang the 

prisoners, the dirtiness of their uniforms contrasting with the cleanness of the SS 

guard’s uniform and the hanged prisoners' blushing cheeks.  

On the left side of this version, three men are hanging in the same way 

Komski portrayed them before: gazing down and trying to hold still to withstand the 

pain and avoid provoking the SS guard. In this painting, more information about the 

identity of the prisoners is presented: the two men on the left side of the painting are 

wearing the red triangular batches with the “P” inside that identify them as Polish 

political prisoners, and it is also possible to identify the one hanging backwards in the 

foreground as prisoner number 1923. 141  Komski depicts a fourth prisoner in the 

                                                        
141 When looking the Auschwitz-Birkenau prisoner records, the prisoner registered with the number 

1923 was Józef Łagoda, a Polish mason who joined Auschwitz on August 15, 1940. See “Prisoner 

numbers,” Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum at 
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background: the image of the body is fragmented and appears hanging backwards, in 

the shadow, behind where the SS guard is sitting. From the way the shoulders of all 

prisoners are twisted and distorted, this image also emphasizes how the strappado 

torture could easily dislocate the shoulders, producing great pain.  

Another variation Komski introduces in this canvas is the depiction of the SS 

guard: In contrast with the drawings in which he was depicted standing, in the oil on 

canvas version, he sits in what seems a comfortable armchair. The rather relaxed 

position the SS man assumes while attentively looking at the prisoners, especially at 

the prisoner 1923, contrasts with the uncomfortable and agonizing positions of the 

tortured prisoners. While the depiction of the guard in this version differs from the 

previous ones, the artist keeps his accusatory intention. Compared with The ‘Stake,’ in 

this oil on canvas, Komski does not stress the active cruelty of the SS officer when 

interacting with the prisoners, but he emphasizes his passive coldness and complete 

disregard of the prisoners’ pain.  

More than ten years later, Komski made a fourth version of the scene of 

reverse hanging prisoners: the watercolor Hung on Twisted Arms/Kara słpka. Of the 

four versions, this last was the only one displayed in the 1998 exhibition of Komski’s 

works at the Holocaust Museum Houston.142 In this watercolor, four prisoners are 

hanging from the post while the SS officer is sitting in a wooden chair holding a pipe 

in his mouth. Compared with the rest of the versions, the way the prisoners are 

arranged is slightly different. Komski positions the three tortured prisoners on the left 

side on a diagonal array that reinforces the illusion of perspective. The fourth prisoner 

is hanging in the background, on the right side. The focus of the image is on the 

prisoner in the middle and especially on the figure of the SS officer.  

The red triangular badge and the blurred identification number on the uniform 

of that prisoner are those of the artist himself. The watercolor is the only variation in 

which Komski makes explicit that he is depicting himself, thus re-enacting the torture 

of hanging one hour every day for three consecutive days in Auschwitz.143 In addition, 

                                                                                                                                                               
http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/auschwitz-prisoners/prisoner-numbers (accessed April 26, 2015). 

Considering he was in fact a Polish political prisoner imprisoned during the same time Komski was in 

Auschwitz, one could guess they might know each other. However, given the ambiguity present in 

Komski’s works related with the assignation of numbers to the prisoners, as discussed in the previous 

chapter, it seems not possible to confirm or deny that his intention in this painting was in fact to depict 

Józef Łagoda.  
142 Jan Komski, Eyewitness, 1998. 
143 Michael Kernan explains the reason behind the hanging as follows: “It wasn’t always possible to 

fade away. One time Komski was caught with a cigarette when cigarettes were forbidden (later the 
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Komski’s way of showing the SS officer in the watercolor is different from the other 

representations in which the SS officer is present. In this watercolor, the officer’s gaze 

denotes a cold-heartedness and cruel attitude. He holds a stick on his right hand and 

grasps a pipe close to his mouth with his left. Moreover, for the first time, Komski 

introduced a new feature: the SS guard is not looking directly at the prisoners, except 

perhaps at the artist, but rather seems to watch us, the viewers of the watercolor. The 

connection between the viewers and this image through eye contact with the 

intimidating and threatening SS man grants the viewers an active role in the 

watercolor and reinforces the artist’s intention to accuse the perpetrators and criticize 

their cruelty in his works.  

Before analyzing further the watercolor version, I would like to comment 

briefly on the format and sizes of the works. Of the four variations, only two of them 

were publically shown by Komski: The 1945 drawing was published in 1946 in Za 

Drutami, and the watercolor was displayed in the 1998 exhibition at the Holocaust 

Museum of Houston. The other two works, however, remained in Komski’s private 

collection of works about to the concentration camps. While Komski’s drawings of 

the scene were done in small formats––the first one measures 20 x 16 cm and the 

second one 23 x 30 cm—in the oil on canvas version, he experiments with a much 

larger format. The size of the canvas––153 x 118 cm –– is relevant when considering 

the role of the viewer standing in front of the work: the large format makes it possible 

for the viewer to spot the details of the scene, to imagine the torture vividly, and to 

establish closeness with the victims and aversion towards the officer. 

In the watercolor variation, Komski introduces an innovative feature regarding 

the format. Measuring 122.3 x 91.8 cm, this version is unusually large for depicting a 

subject not traditionally associated with watercolor. Between the sixteenth and the 

nineteenth centuries, watercolor was commonly used, especially in England, to 

represent landscapes, architectural topography, capricci and decorations, because it 

was “a medium uniquely adapted to render light, atmosphere and the fleeting 

movement of nature.”144 From the nineteenth century onward, watercolor also became 

                                                                                                                                                               
policy changed, and captured Yugoslavian cigarettes were sold in the prison canteen). He was given 

three hours of hanging, one hour a day. Hands chained together behind his back, he was lifted by the 

chains until his feet were off the ground.” See Kernam, “Muted Works of One Man’s Silent Rage,” 

(accessed June 12, 2015) 
144 David Blayney Brown, “Watercolour,” in: Grove Art Online. at <http://0-

www.oxfordartonline.com.opac.lib.ntnu.edu.tw/subscriber/article/grove/art/T090797> (accessed May 

12, 2015). 
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a popular medium in France, used to depict various subjects, including portraits and 

still lifes; it was also very popular for creating preparatory works and sketches.145 

Although some artists such as Paul Klee created numerous artworks with this media, 

watercolor has remained in general a  “subsidiary technique.”146 Hence, Komski’s 

works introduce two innovative features. First, examining the artistic tradition of 

watercolors, one realizes that watercolors of such large dimensions are extremely 

unusual, and perhaps unprecedented. Second, the subject Komski depicted, the scenes 

of torture and death in the concentration camps, is an uncommon topic for the 

watercolor tradition. Although this medium has been used since the nineteenth 

century to depict many subjects, it has not served to document historical events, 

especially those related to war and witnessed episodes of violence. Other media such 

as drawings, prints and canvases have been used more frequently as, for example, in 

the case of Goya’s and Callot’s prints and Otto Dix’s prints and paintings. 

Curiously, since the twentieth century, watercolor has been often used by 

courtroom artists in the United States, the United Kingdom and other countries147 to 

document trials when cameras and sometimes press members are not allowed to enter 

the courtroom. In the United States, for example, in 1937, cameras were forbidden 

inside courtrooms, and as a consequence, newspapers and television and press 

agencies started to commission sketches of the trials.148 Since then, numerous artists 

have been allowed to enter courtrooms as the only ones permitted to create visual 

records of the trials and document their progress.149 One of the main materials many 

of these artists have chosen to use is watercolor. Among those using it are the 

                                                        
145 Some of the artists who worked with watercolors mentioned by David Blayney Brown are: Albrecht 

Dürer, Paul Sandby, Delacroix, Gericault, Richard Parkes Bonington, Delacroix, Henri-Joseph 

Harpignies, Johan Barthold Jongkind, Jules Jacquemart, Cézanne, Pissarro, Paul Signac Puvis de 

Chavannes and Gustave Moreau. See Blayney Brown, “Watercolour”, (accessed May 12, 2015). 
146 Harold Osborne, “Watercolour Painting,” The Oxford Companion to Western Art. Oxford Art 

Online, at http://0-www.oxfordartonline.com.opac.lib.ntnu.edu.tw/subscriber/article/opr/t118/ 

(accessed May 12, 2015)  
147 The tradition of courtroom art started before the twentieth century in England and France. However, 

it was not until the twentieth century when artists experimented with other techniques different from 

drawing. See Sussane Owens (et.al), “Contemporary courtroom artists: Anthony Accurso, Marilyn 

Church, Stephen Cohen, Ida Libby Dengrove, Albert Herr, Joseph Papin, Richard Tomlinson, Meryl 

Treatner, Betty Wells,” in: Joe and Emily Lowe Art Gallery, exhibition catalog, 1976, Syracuse (New 

York), pp.4-5. 
148 Daniel Scott, Courtroom Art: In The Dock with the Rich and Famous, London 2015. See as well 

Ramtin Nikzad, Courtroom Sketch Artist, Short Documentary, Op-Doc for the New York Times, May 

12, 2014, at http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/13/opinion/courtroom-sketch-artist.html?r=0 (accessed 

November 30, 2015)  
149In the particular case of the UK, however, the few artists who are able to enter and witness the trials 

are not allowed to paint or draw inside the courtroom. Therefore, they have to re-create the events by 

memory once the trials are finished. See Scott, “Introduction,” in: Courtroom Art. 
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American artists Arthur Lien and Bill Robles (figs. 54, 55).150 The comparison of 

courtroom artists with Komski might be useful to understand the characteristics of his 

work. The idea of artists as witnesses and the use of watercolor to document events 

that photographic cameras have not been able to record are the commonalities 

between courtroom artists and Komski. Comparing the conditions in which the ones 

and the other were creating their works, the differences are more noticeable. Komski 

depicted the events many years after they occurred. His works is not intended to be 

presented as a mere sketch of the events, but as an accomplished version of what 

happened. Thus, his variations are not on the spot images, but reconstructions of 

memories.  

Komski’s interest in watercolor appears to be particularly strong in his later 

works, especially in the ones created between 1990 and 1997. Out of the 38 works 

exhibited at the Holocaust Museum of Houston in 1998, 13 were large format 

watercolors, with dimensions of 100 x 70 cm or larger. The display also included 18 

pen-and-ink drawings, three scratchboard works and four oils on canvas. The works 

featured in the exhibition could indicate Komski’s preference for the drawing 

technique, in addition to watercolor.151  

Comparing the oil on canvas Kara słpka/na strychu bloku 11/The Post 

Punishment/In The Block 11 with the watercolor Hung on Twisted Arms/Kara słpka, 

one notices another special characteristic of Komski’s art: the palette of colors he uses 

in both the oil on canvas and watercolor is similar and constant in his works created 

from the 1970s until the 1990s. It is based on a mix of light tones of blue, gray and 

purple, as well as whites, dark yellows and browns, and occasionally an opaque 

military green color when he is depicting the uniforms of the SS officers. Therefore, 

Komski is not using strong and vibrant tonalities and primary colors. The 

predominant use of whites and light colors also creates an effect of emulating natural 

light, which often highlights the main characters of the scene. Except for the presence 

of whites, this palette of colors is also similar to the one used in works previously 

                                                        
150 Arthur Lian, official website, at http://courtartist.com/ (accessed November 30, 2015) and Bill 

Robles, official website, at http://www.billrobles.com/ (accessed November 30, 2015).  
151 See Komski, Eyewitness, 1998. Jan Komski’s watercolors are, as a matter of fact, a combination 

between drawing and watercolor. When describing Komski’s technique to depict watercolors, Bart 

Barnes state that: “When searching for a more peaceful artistic alternative to the misery of the 

concentration camps, Mr. Komski often rose early in the morning to spend a quiet hour or two in a 

nearby park or sylvan space, sketching the ordinary scenery. He would then return to his studio, where 

with watercolors he added hue to the drawings.” See Barnes, “Artist John Komski Dies,” (accessed 

June 12, 2015).  
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done in Auschwitz between 1940 and 1942, such as Village with an Orthodox Church 

(fig. 27). However, comparing works from both periods, in particular the oil paintings, 

the difference, in addition to the subject, is the brushstroke technique. In the paintings 

created in Auschwitz, the brushstrokes are rapid, loose and thick, whereas in paintings 

created 40 years later, the brushstrokes are thinner, more consistent and delineate 

better the shapes of the figures, the spaces, the architecture and the landscapes.  

Komski’s works are figurative because the artist strives to document through 

them the horrors experienced by the prisoners in the camp and the abuses of the SS. 

Nonetheless, the artist does not create images that are intended to be one hundred 

percent faithful. Hence, his works are not mimetic scenes and faithful representations 

of reality. They do not show exactly how the events occurred, but represent his 

recollections. These characteristics might explain why in Komski’s works, as will be 

seen in his versions of executions by shooting, one does not see streams of blood 

pouring from the bodies of death and tortured prisoners. The palette of colors of his 

watercolors and canvases, as well as the semi-loose brushstrokes, create an effect of 

blurriness in most of his works. The subtle blurred effect seems to echo the blurred 

waves of memories. 

Keeping in mind this explanation of the technique and materials, I will 

comment further on other important features of the watercolor Hung on Twisted 

Arms/Kara słpka. As mentioned, the watercolor is the only one of the variations of 

reverse hanging in which Komski depicts himself explicitly. This element should not 

be disregarded, because it constitutes the main feature of these versions. The artist’s 

representation of the torture he suffered, as well as his self-representation in the image, 

allows is to understand the versions as narrative re-enacted self-portraits.  

“Re-enactment” is a concept introduced by the British philosopher R.G. 

Collingwood to inquire about historical understanding of past events. To reconstruct 

such events, the historian needs to “re-think,” “re-create” or “re-live” the events 

throughout an “imaginative process” or “a priori imagination,” which also helps 

supply missing details.152 Over the last decades, re-enactment has been used in theater, 

performances, cinema, documentaries and even television series to describe works 

binding historical events and memory. 

                                                        
152 Chinatsu Kobayashi, “Collingwood on Re-enactment: Understanding the History and Interpretation 

in Art,” PhD Thesis, Graduate School of Philosophy, University of Ottawa, 2003, p. 97. 
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The art curator Robert Blackson affirms that re-enactment is not a synonym 

for simulation (which implies future conclusion), reproduction (an image of the 

original) or repetition (imitation). 153  The necessary conditions to construct a re-

enactment are personal motivations from past experiences or historical references, to 

create a performance in which the main objective is to interpret the past and historical 

evidence and not to grasp complete verisimilitude.154 Blackson highlights the words 

of the British artist Rod Dickinson: “Re-enactment seems, as a form of representation, 

strangely well equipped to address moments of collective trauma and anxiety…. 

Almost as if, taking a Debordian turn, that the re-enactment operates as the uncanny 

of the spectacle. A live image, in real space and real time, but simultaneously 

displaced.”155 This statement reveals two essential things about re-enactment. On the 

one hand, re-enactment plays an important role in the representation and assimilation 

of traumatic memories and historical events. On the other, it is strongly associated 

with performative arts and films and not with pictorial art. Jan Komski’s narrative re-

enactment self-portraits do not involve “the bodies of real people in real time” and 

space,156 but they embody a performative action in which the artist takes distance 

from himself and his memories and, at the same time, depicts himself going through 

the torture by hanging over and over again, as can be seen in the four versions.  

Blackson also states that “all reenactments are repetitions, but few repetitions 

become reenactments.”157 This element of repetition in the act of re-enactment is 

present in Komski’s works in the form of variations. In the four versions of the 

strappado torture, and particularly in the watercolor version, Komski depicts himself 

re-living the events and staging the action of being hanged with his arms twisted 

behind him. This performative technique of remembering and depicting himself is 

what makes the variations of the narrative re-enacted self-portraits.  

Among Komski’s works, one finds many ‘re-enacted self-portraits’ in which 

the artist depicts himself re-living a particular event or situation. The first is the 1945 

drawing Through Work to Freedom (fig. 1), in which the artist depicts the oppressive 

                                                        
153 Robert Blackson,  “Once More…With Feeling: Reenactment in Contemporary Art and Culture,” in: 

Art Journal 66, Spring, 2007, pp. 28-40, pp.29-30. 
154 Blackson, “Once More…With Feeling,” p. 30. 
155 Blackson, “Once More…With Feeling,” p. 33. 
156 Kristen Fuhs, “Re-imagining the Nonfiction Criminal Narrative: Documentary Reenactment as 

Political Agency,” in: Concentric: Literary and Cultural Studies 38, n.1, March, 2012, pp. 51-78, 

 p. 53.  
157 Blackson, “Once More…With Feeling,” p. 30. 
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and violent punishments he suffered in Auschwitz. In this drawing, Komski represents 

himself carrying a wheelbarrow, while a SS officer ferociously hits him on his back. 

One can recognize the man in the image as Komski because he is wearing a tag with 

the number 564 under a single triangle on his uniform. The flinching and inclined 

movement of his body reinforces the idea of pain and suffering. We can see in the 

background the door of the camp with the sign “Arbeit Macht Frei,” a motif often 

present in his works, as in the watercolor A Capo and His Troops (fig. 38). Closer 

examination of the sign in the right corner shows that the artist intended to highlight 

the cruel irony in the caption, instead of representing a faithful and realistic depiction 

of how the real sign looked at the entrance of the camp.158  

After 1945, Komski created other narrative self-portraits such as the 

watercolors Big Escape (fig. 19), featuring Komski’s escape from Auschwitz, and 

Isolation Cell (fig. 56), which recreates the moment before the torture of reverse 

hanging when the artist was placed in the basement of Block 11. When observing the 

corpus of works Komski created over the years, one sees that he depicted himself in 

many of them. I call these works “narrative re-enacted self-portraits” to distinguish 

them from the traditional genre of portraits and self-portraits. Komski’s works are 

narratives that do not use the iconic form of portraits: they are not frontal 

representations of the artist, and he is not facing at the spectator.  

Nonetheless, it is quite significant that Komski represents himself very often 

in his works. Moreover, taking into account that Komski assigned most of the titles 

himself, it is notable that he not even once wrote the words “portrait” or “self-portrait,” 

or otherwise indicated that he is the one depicted in the image. Thus, Komski’s works 

require an active and inquisitive viewer who can understand the clues and details he 

depicts in his works. In this process of observing his images, knowing the 

biographical references and stories behind his captivity might be crucial to 

understanding better the narratives he depicts and to identifying in which scenes a 

process of re-enactment may have taken place.  

                                                        
158 Many years later, and probably depicted after 1980, Komski created two more drawing variations of 

the 1945 re-nacted self-portrait staged in the gates of Auschwitz. In those versions, also titled ‘Arbeit 

Macht Frei’, Komski depicts a ‘zoom out’ of the same scene. Similarly to the previous drawing, this 

image reinforces the idea of punishment within the camp. Even though in these versions the number 

placed bellow the triangle is not as neat and in the 1945 scene, one can identify the image is depicting 

the artist because he is staging the same scene: carrying a wheelbarrow full of brick around the 

entrance of Auschwitz while a SS guard is hitting on his back. 
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Interestingly enough, Komski was not the only surviving artists who depicted 

such narrative re-enacted self-portraits. The Polish-born French Jewish artist David 

Olère also made drawings in which he is re-enacting different tasks the SS men forced 

him to do in Auschwitz. Olère’s case is worth mentioning because his works might 

represent one of the most striking examples of the tension between artistic expression 

and testimony. This artist was registered in Auschwitz on March 2, 1943, under the 

number 106144. 159  Shortly after his arrival in Birkenau, he was assigned to the 

Sonderkommando unit, and therefore he had to work at burying corpses and carrying 

the deceased from the gas chambers to the crematoriums to burn their bodies.160 In 

addition, the was also working as an illustrator for the SS to write and decorate letters, 

as well as translating BBC radio broadcasts because of his knowledge of Polish, 

German, English, Yiddish and French.161 Considering that the Nazis destroyed most 

of the crematoriums and gas chambers at the end of the war and that there are few 

photographic records of the activities held in the chambers and crematoriums, and that 

Olère was the only Sonderkommando artist who survived the war, his artistic 

testimonies have been used to re-create the architectural rendering of the 

crematoriums in Birkenau. His drawings, paintings and architectural reconstructions 

of the buildings permitted re-creation and understanding the operation of the camp.162 

Olère’s re-enacted self-portraits include the drawings For a Crust of Bread/Pour un 

bout de pain (fig. 57) and My First Dialogue/Mon premier dialogue (fig. 58), both 

depicted within the first years of the postwar period. In the first drawing, the artist 

represents himself sitting in front of a desk writing and decorating letters for the two 

SS officers behind him. Olère and Komski use similar visual strategies to represent 

themselves and provide hints about their identities: they inscribe themselves in a 

narrative scene, avoid the traditional frontality of the portrait and depict their 

triangular badges and prisoner numbers.  

The comparison of Komski’s and Olère’s works might be useful to understand 

the role such testimonial re-enactments have within the construction of the personal 

                                                        
159 See “Painting by David Olère, a former prisoner, as a gift for the Museum,” Auschwitz-Birkenau 

Memorial and Museum, December 4, 2014, at http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/news/painting-by-

david-olre-a-former-prisoner-as-a-gift-for-the-museum,1114.html (accessed February 7, 2015) 
160 Serge Klarsfeld and David Olère, L'œil du témoin: un peintre au Sonderkommando à Auschwitz/The 

Eyes of a Witness, New York 1989, p. 57. 
161 Klarsfeld and Olère, L'œil du témoin, p.84.  
162 Alexandre Oler and Davis Olère, Witness: Images of Auschwitz, Texas 1998, pp. 18, 28.  
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and historical memory of what happened inside Auschwitz and other concentration 

camps.163 In addition, when looking at their works, one might start to comprehend one 

of the elements catalyzing the tension between artistic expression and testimony. 

When representing themselves, the artists become “performer-narrators” and the 

protagonists of their own works. Therefore, the point of view they offer to viewers is 

somewhat ambiguous: they are the observed and the observers of their own painful 

memories and, therefore, these works stand in the line between testimony and 

documentary. Documentary implies a distance, the pretention of representing facts in 

an objective way. However, the perspective of testimony implies a certain degree of 

subjectivity. One might understand better this distinction by thinking about the 

difference between literature and photography within the context of the representation 

of the concentration camps. When considering what survivors wrote after the war 

about their experiences in the camps, the term commonly associated with such 

writings is “testimony,” not documentary, because it is implied that most of them are 

memories that contain some degree of subjectivity. However, photography is often 

considered a medium capable of faithfully representing reality and as a primary 

documentary and evidential source.164 A phenomenon might occur in Komski’s and 

Olère’s art like that taking place in literature: we attribute to their works a certain 

degree of subjectivity because the artists, like the writers, present testimony about 

what happened to them and others in the camps.  

A comparison between literary references and works of art might be useful to 

comprehend why both artistic expressions have been seen as testimonies. Artists and 

writers very often feel free in their works to make moral comments and recriminations 

                                                        
163 Other survivors, for example, performed re-enactments in films. Robert Blackson comments the 

case of Omer Fast’s 2003 video Spielberg’s List, which compares the images of the set of Steven 

Spielberg’s Schindler’s List with the original places and concentration camps around Krakow. He says: 

“Some of the interviews are with the survivors of the Holocaust who reenacted their traumatic 

experiences, as extras in Spielberg’s film. As the interviews develop, their harrowing stories of survival 

can seamlessly wave into accounts of meeting the actor Liam Neeson, and the viewer’s preconceptions 

of witnessing and fictionalizing begin to overlap.” See Blackson, “Once More…With Feeling,” p. 33. 

In addition, in her text Kristen Fuhs also mentions other films in which re-enactment was perform to 

re-construct the events of the Holocaust and other contexts such as Vietnam and Cambodia: “It was a 

strategy for re-engaging with personal history in films like Shoah (Claude Lanzmann, 1985), Little 

Dieter Needs to Fly (Werner Herzog, 1997) and S21: The Khmer Rouge Killing Machine (Rithy Panh, 

2003) (…).” See Fuhs, “Re-imagining the Nonfiction”, p. 55. 
164 The distinction between testimony and documentary I am referring here is a general one. Certainly, 

the focus of the photographer behind the camera is very relevant as determines the angle and the frame 

of the image. However, such focus might questions the possible ‘objectivity’ of the photographic media. 

My intention here is not to discuss of this ‘objectivity’ is real or not, but to point out a general 

characteristic we attribute to photography, albeit such concept might be problematic.  
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against the perpetrators, and thus are not necessarily sources presenting the events 

with documentary objectivity. Consider, for instance, a written source comparable to 

Komski’s version of the reverse hanging torture. The strappado torture not only has 

been visually represented but also appears in some literary and philosophical pieces 

written by surviving writers after the war who also were tortured in the same way. 

Perhaps the best-known example is the Austrian born writer and essayist Jean Améry, 

who in At the Mind's Limits: Contemplations by a Survivor of Auschwitz and Its 

Realities (1966) describes the reverse hanging torture he suffered after having been 

arrested by the Gestapo. 

If I finally want to get to the analysis of torture, then unfortunately I cannot 

spare the reader the objective description of what now took place; I can only 

try to make it brief. In the bunker there hung from the vaulted ceiling a chain 

that above ran into a roll. At its bottom end it bore a heavy, broadly curved 

iron hook. I was led to the instrument. The hook gripped into the shackle that 

held my hands together behind my back. Then I was raised with the chain until 

I hung about a meter above the floor. In such a position, or rather, when 

hanging this way, with your hands behind your back, for a short time you can 

hold at a half-oblique through muscular force. During these few minutes, 

when you are already expending your utmost strength, when sweat has already 

appeared on your forehead and lips, and you are breathing in gasps, you will 

not answer any questions. Accomplices? Addresses? Meeting places? You 

hardly hear it. All your life is gathered in a single, limited area of the body, the 

shoulder joints, and it does not react; for it exhausts itself completely in the 

expenditure of energy. But this cannot last long, even with people who have a 

strong physical constitution. As for me, I had to give up rather quickly. And 

now there was a crackling and splintering in my shoulders that my body has 

not forgotten until this hour. The balls sprang from their sockets. My own 

body weight caused luxation; I fell into a void and now hung by my dislocated 

arms, which had been torn high from behind and were now twisted over my 

head. Torture, from Latin torquere, to twist. What a visual instruction in 

etymology!165  

                                                        
165 Jean Améry, At the Mind’s Limits: Contemplations by a Survivor of Auschwitz and Its Realities, 

Sydney and Stella Rosenberg (trans.), Bloomington 1980 (1st ed. German 1966), pp. 32-33. 
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Améry’s description of the reverse hanging torture is a striking attempt to put into 

words inexplicable pain. Looking at Komski’s variations, we are outsider spectators 

who see the pain of the prisoners, and by reading Améry’s reflection on his own 

torture, we gain a perspective from the inside of that pain. Published originally in 

German in 1966, At the Mind’s Limits is one of the first books in which the writer 

confronts his memories of the concentration camps.166 Améry’s intention is not a 

documentary.167 In the first part of the quotation above, he warns the reader that he 

detours from an objective perspective when talking about his own torture. His essay is 

constructed from the perspective of testimony: He takes enough distance to see what 

he lived from the point of view of the intellect, but he is unable to keep the distance 

when describing what happened to him. His attitude when describing the process is, 

however, different from Komski’s: he mentions the guards asking him questions, but 

he does not accuse them. Instead of emitting judgments against the perpetrators, he 

focuses on the description of the pain.  

Nevertheless, Améry and Komski have in common the need to confront their 

memories of the camps more than two decades after the end of the war. Komski does 

it from the artistic perspective, while Améry confronts the camps via intellect, which 

in this context means writing in the form of an essay.168 When explaining why he 

spent two decades without addressing the issue of Auschwitz, the writer explains: “I 

cannot say that during the time I was silent I had forgotten or ‘repressed’ the twelve 

years of German fate, or of my own. For two decades I had been in search of the time 

that was impossible to lose, only it had been difficult for me to talk about it. Then, 

however, once a gloomy spell appeared to be broken by the writing of the essay on 

Auschwitz, suddenly everything demanded telling.”169 What Améry describes might 

be also true of many intellectuals, writers, artists and other survivors after the end of 

the war. Therefore, once they overcome the barrier of silence, many of those who 

                                                        
166 In the Preface of the first edition of 1966 Améry writes: “When the big Auschwitz trial began in 

Frankfurt in 1964, I wrote the first essay on my experiences in the Third Reich, after twenty years of 

silence. At first I did not consider a continuation; I merely wanted to become clear about a special 

problem: the situation of the intellectual in the concentration camp.” See Améry, At the Mind’s Limits, 

p. xiii.  
167 In the first chapter of the book Améry affirms: “It is truth that here I do not want to talk purely 

about Auschwitz, to give a documentary report, but rather I have determined to talk about the 

confrontation of Auschwitz and intellect. In the process, however, I cannot bypass what one calls the 

horrors, those occurrences before which, as Brecht once put it, hearts are strong but the nerves are 

week.” See Améry, At the Mind’s Limits, p. 1.  
168 Améry, At the Mind’s Limits, p.1.  
169 Améry, At the Mind’s Limits, p. xiii. 
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survived had the urge to talk about their experiences, reflect and write on them, and/or 

depict them. The torrent of memories the survivors experienced many years after the 

war, the sudden impulse of the “everything demanded telling,” as Améry puts it, is 

what might explain why Komski, Primo Levi, David Olère, and other artists and 

writers produced over the years works to help them cope with their memories.  

To summarize important elements of Jan Komski’s variations of the reverse 

hanging torture: first, these versions can be interpreted as narrative self-portraits in 

which the artist depicts himself re-enacting the torture. Komski re-lives the torture he 

suffered by performing it in front of our eyes, by distancing himself and thus 

becoming the subject and the witness of his own pain. Hence, these particular 

versions do not seek to be completely documentary but rather are the artist’s personal 

statements and visual testimonies.  

Second, repetition is a key element in Komski’s works. It is both the 

consequence of the recurrence of painful memories over the years and an artistic 

technique of representation. The repeating scenes present an opportunity for Komski 

to experiment with different techniques and materials and to consider the abuses 

committed in the concentration camps from different angles. Komski revises his own 

memories through his work, and their constant repetition might be one of the ways the 

artist is able to face them, to cope with them.  

The reverse hanging is perhaps one of the images with more personal 

significance for the artist. This became evident when, in the winter of 1998, Komski 

returned to Auschwitz and revisited the now-empty spaces of the camps, filled only 

with his painful memories. In the documentary film Eyewitness, Bert Van Bork 

records the moment when Komski revisits the attic of Block 11, where he was 

tortured: “Komski confronts his memory of this room through his work. He paints his 

own suffering at hands of the SS, and by doing so helps to fulfill his duty as a witness 

to history.”170 Van Bork seems to confirm that Komski’s scenes of the strappado are 

actually memories of his own suffering that he found a way to express in drawings, 

paintings and watercolors. However, considering that the artist represents the abuses 

committed by the perpetrators, his are not only works of art but also testimonies. Thus, 

Komski's duty as “a witness to history” is inseparable from his role as an artist, 

                                                        
170 Van Bork, Eyewitness, 4:35 min. 
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especially when taking into account that he was, as Van Bork noted in his 

documentary, “one of the few prisoners who emerged from Block 11 alive.”171  

Komski’s visit to Auschwitz in 1998 echoes the idea of the visual repetition 

and revision of memories in his own work: Besides depicting over and over such 

memories, he also provides oral accounts of them. While revisiting the attic of Block 

11 where he was tortured, the one he depicted in the four versions, he comments: 

Hanging on the stake was a terrible, barbaric punishment. A person hung on 

the stake was lifted up on the chain with his hands twisted backwards. And 

even after one hour of hanging he was still unable to touch the floor. When he 

was removed from the stake, he would fall down, unable to make even one 

step, and his hands were trembling and completely numb. During a hanging, 

he was sweating from the head down to the waist, and freezing below the 

waist. And always he was afraid of what’s going to happen to him when the 

watchman, the SS man who did the hanging, would leave the room. How he 

will survive that? He almost felt that he would die. Here, in the attic of Block 

11, I hung this way for 3 hours.172 

Komski’s oral description of the torture shares a common characteristic with his 

works: he stands in the line between the need to provide personal testimony and also 

the duty to offer a more objective perspective. Such ambiguity is present in his words 

and works: he distances himself from the events by including others in his discourse 

of pain—“a person hung…” or “when he was removed.” In his variations he always 

depicts himself in the company of others. He implies in his narration and works that 

he was not the only one who suffered, and that it is why only at the end of his oral 

narration does he include himself among prisoners tortured in this way. The distance 

the artist takes reinforces the awareness of being a “witness to history.” 

Finally, in the versions of the reverse hanging torture, the tension between the 

artistic expression and testimony arises because they are narrative self-portrait re-

enactments. The credibility and authenticity of re-enactment itself has been 

questioned.173 Considering that the re-enactment is one of the forms in which memory 

perpetuates itself by imagining and re-imagining events, it confronts the spectator 

with the limitations of one's own memories and the capacity to remember. 

                                                        
171 Van Bork, Eyewitness, 6:28 min.  
172 Jan Komski’s words in Van Bork’s documentary film. See Van Bork, Eyewitness, 4:55 min. 
173 Fuhs, “Re-imagining the Nonfiction,” p. 52 
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Furthermore, re-enactment has been associated very often with “documentary 

investigations of criminal and legal subjects,”174 because trials re-create crime scenes 

and sometimes historical events. 175 In other words, re-enactments are often used to 

represent criminal narratives by re-creating events, scenes and circumstances, linking 

history, memory and performance. 176  In the versions of the strappado, Komski 

negotiates his personal memories with story and collective memories. Hence, the 

tension between artistic expression in these variations and the veridical testimony they 

offer resides in the repetition of a witnessed and experienced event from multiple 

viewpoints.  

 

 4.2. Witnessing and the Spectacle of the Gallows 

As described previously, one strategy Komski used to depict his memories was the 

creation of narrative self-portraits in which he re-enacts his own torture. In addition, 

he realized other images representing what he saw in which he avoids representing 

himself and assumes the role of the observer, of the “eyewitness to history.”  

Since 1945, Komski has strived to document the public forms of punishment 

and murder the SS officers perpetrated inside the concentration camp. Among these 

works, four versions show capital punishments of prisoners hanged at the gallows. 

The four versions include the 1945 drawing Szubienica/Gallows (fig. 59); the pen-

and-ink drawing Execution by Hanging, drawn after 1980 (fig. 60); the oil on canvas 

…Refleksje na potem/Hanging and Eating (fig. 61), painted between 1970 and 1980, 

and the watercolor Collective Gallows/Wbiorowa szubienica (fig. 62), realized 

between 1990 and 1997. 

In the 1945 drawing Szubienica/Gallows, Komski represents two prisoners 

hanged at the gallows beside a SS guard in front of a group of prisoners. One 

characteristic one might first notice is the verticality of the format, reinforced by the 

corpse of the hanged prisoner in the middle of the image. His body, turned backwards 

and facing the multitude of prisoners in the background, marks a visual symmetrical 

division. On the left side, Komski depicts a second prisoner, around whose neck the 

SS guard is tying a rope, suggesting he will be executed soon. At the right side, two 

                                                        
174 Fuhs, “Re-imagining the Nonfiction,” p. 53.  
175 Fuhs, “Re-imagining the Nonfiction,” p. 53.  
176 Fuhs, “Re-imagining the Nonfiction,” p. 53. 
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officers are looking at the two condemned to the gallows. One crosses his arms over 

his chest, while the second keeps his hands in his pockets, smiling lightly.  

The technique Komski used in the drawing is hatching and cross-hatching, 

characteristic of his drawings of 1945, which produces a chaotic and sketchy effect. 

By using this technique, Komski also creates a strong contrast between shadows and 

light. The effect of light especially emphasizes the figures in the foreground: the 

hanged prisoners and the perpetrators. In contrast, in the background, in the shadows, 

are prisoners who are forced to watch the horrendous crime.  

More than thirty years later, Komski drew Hanging, a version of the same 

scene with similar characteristics. Out of the four versions of the gallows, this is the 

only one featured in the 1998 exhibition at the Holocaust Museum of Houston.177 As 

in the case of Szubienica/Gallows, the drawing depicts the murder of a prisoner at the 

gallows, while the SS officers and a large group of prisoners stand in the background 

and observe him. Both images have in common the narrative of the public display of 

the dead and the spectacle of suffering. However, in the second version, Komski 

introduces variations in terms of technique and perspective. Comparing the drawings, 

the first noticeable difference is the arrangement of the composition. In Hangings, the 

hanging body in the middle of the image implies verticality, but the layout is 

horizontal. This horizontality gives Komski the opportunity to include more elements, 

figures and details, including the architecture of the buildings in the background.  

The perspective from which we as spectators look at the image is different as 

well. In the 1945 drawing, the angle from which we are looking at the scene does not 

correspond fully with the point of view of the perpetrators or the prisoners. But in 

Hanging, the point of view is that of the SS officers, specifically of one depicted with 

his back to the viewer in the foreground.  

Unquestionably, the public execution of prisoners at the gallows was a 

common practice in the majority of Nazi camps. Thus, one might understand better 

the visual outlook Komski proposes in this drawing when comparing it with works 

created by other artists who lived in the concentration camps and the ghettos and who 

depicted the same scene. Numerous works depicting the motif of the gallows have 

survived, including the print Doppelt Haelt Besser (Double Holds Better), 

representing an execution at the gallows inside Terezín, and the charcoal drawing 

                                                        
177 Komski, Eyewitness, 1998. 
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Hanging, depicting the gallows in Auschwitz, both by the Jewish artist Leo Haas. 

However, the drawing Roll Call in July 19, 1943 (fig. 63), created in 1946 by the 

Polish Catholic artist Jerzy Adam Brandhuber, represents the spectacle of the gallows 

from the perspective of the prisoners.178 In the foreground, Brandhuber depicts the 

back side of the shaved heads of a group of prisoners, creating the illusion that the 

viewer belongs to that group that is looking at the row of corpses hanging at the 

gallows. Unlike Komski, this artist does not depict the faces and attitudes of the SS 

men and only notes their presence by drawing the military hats standing out from the 

multitude of shaved heads. In the background, the lifeless bodies of the murdered 

inmates become the focal point of the scene, emphasizing the verticality of the image. 

The point of view obligates us to stand in the shoes of the prisoners for a moment, to 

stand in their place during the roll call. Compared with Komski’s work, Brandhuber’s 

drawing might be interpreted as a “zoom in” of the spectacle of the gallows, almost a 

mental snapshot of the event the artist witnessed from that perspective. The reference 

to a concrete date in the title of the drawing reveals the artist’s attempt to represent 

and commemorate a particular historical event. As a matter of fact, one of the most 

horrific episodes of hanging took place on July 19, 1943 in Auschwitz. On that day, 

twelve prisoners who were working in the surveyors’ group—the same one in which 

Komski worked during his first months in Auschwitz—were hanged after four 

prisoners in that group escaped from the camp.179 The direct reference to a concrete 

historical event is not present in the titles Komski assigned to his works, although it 

does not necessarily mean that he does refer to any specific event. Komski’s 

watercolor version of the gallows refers to this very same event of July 19, 1943. 

Jan Komski’s drawings of the gallows, especially the second version, aim to 

represent objectively what he saw in Auschwitz to fulfill his duty as witness to history. 

However, he was also a trained artist, so we might compare his works with those 

created by other artists who also witnessed horrors and abuses. I will compare 

Komski’s drawings of the gallows with Callot’s and Goya’s prints depicting the same 

motif, because such comparison might identify a possible influence in his work and 

                                                        
178 Jerzy Adam Brandhuber was born in Poland on October 23, 1893, and died on June 19, 1981. In 

1914 he began his studies at the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow. He was arrested for helping Jewish 

people and he was sent to KL Auschwitz in January 1943. See ,,...Mam jeszcze bardzo dużo do 

zrobienia…,” in: MIK. Miejski Informator Kulturalny, Oświęcim, 2001, p. 2, at 

http://www.um.oswiecim.pl/pl_gzo/mik1_2001.pdf (accessed December 12, 2015).  
179 See “Hanging,” Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, at 

http://auschwitz.org/en/history/punishments-and-executions/hunging (accessed December 12, 2015).  
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grasp the particularities of his visual proposal. Komski has three main characteristics 

in common with Goya and Callot. First is the need to condemn the abuses perpetrated 

by the criminals in contexts of war and violence. Second is the intention to create 

visual records to document some of the events in those violent contexts. Third is the 

representation of death and torture as a spectacle. The way in which Callot, Goya and 

Komski address these three aspects is, nevertheless, different.  

Callot’s print The Hanging (La Pendaison) (fig. 64), is the eleventh plate of 

his series of The Miseries and Misfortunes of War (Les Misères et les Malheurs de la 

Guerre). Inspired by the brutal Thirty Years War that devastated the countries of 

Central Europe between 1618 and 1648, Callot published in 1633 Les Misères et les 

Malheurs de la Guerre, a series of eighteen etchings that show murders, executions, 

hanged people in gallows, and other brutal punishments perpetrated by the French 

troops against the population of Lorraine in the early 1630s.180 The etchings were 

accompanied by captions in French and, as the title suggests, were created as a protest 

against the consequences of war. 

The print The Hanging (La Pendaison), also known as The Hangman’s Tree 

by some scholars,181 depicts a group of men hanging from a tree while a large group 

of soldiers stand around contemplating the spectacle. On the bottom of the etching is 

an inscription in French: “A la fin ces Voleurs infames et perdus, Commes fruits 

Malheureux a cet arbre pendus, Monstrent bien que le crime (horrible et noire 

engeance), Est luy mesine instrument de honte et de vengeance, Et que c'est le Destin 

des hommes vicieux Desprouer tost au tard la justice des Cieux.”182 However, Callot 

did not write these verses—they had been attributed to his friend the Abbé de 

Marolles, the publisher of the series. 183  The important characteristic about the 

inscription is the statement that the hanged soldiers were thieves and the soldiers who 

hung them are prosecutors of justice. The problem of the publisher’s or Callot’s “own 

                                                        
180 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, New York 2003, p. 43. See also Laura Brandon, Art 

and War, London 2007, p. 26; and Diane Wolfthal, “Jacques Callot’s Miseries of War,” in The Art 

Bulletin 59, n. 2, June, 1977, pp. 222-233. 
181 Katie Hornstein, “Just Violence: Jacques Callot’s Grandes Misères et Malheurs de la Guerre,” 

Bulletin of the University of Michigan Museums of Art and Archaeology 16, 2005, pp. 29-48, p, 41.  
182 “Finally these infamous and abandoned thieves, hanging from this tree like wretched fruit, show that 

crime (horrible and black species), is itself the instrument of shame and vengeance, and that it is the 

fate of corrupt men to experience the justice of Heaven sooner or later.” Caption and translation taken 

from the online catalog of the Victoria and Albert Museum. See “La Pendaison [The Hanging; Les 

Miseres et les Malheurs de la Guerre [The Miseries and Misfortunes of War],” Victoria and Albert 

Museum Online Collection, at http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O115422/la-pendaison-the-hanging-

les-print-callot-jacques/ (accessed June 14, 2015). 
183 Hornstein, “Just Violence,” p, 34.  

 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O115422/la-pendaison-the-hanging-les-print-callot-jacques/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O115422/la-pendaison-the-hanging-les-print-callot-jacques/
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support of the punishments as an appropriate response to the soldier’s earlier 

transgressions,” as Katie Hornstein puts it, will not be discussed here. What is 

relevant is the distinction of the hanged men as criminals and the hangers as the “good 

guys,” because in Komski’s works, one see the opposite depiction: the hanged men 

are victims and the SS men who hang them are unfair and abusive perpetrators.  

Callot’s print The Hanging (La Pendaison), as well as other prints in the series, 

has a horizontal layout that creates the illusion of an open and wide vision field in 

which the artist can incorporate different details and figures, including numerous 

spectators. Since each print measures around 18.3 cm in length and 8.2 cm in width, 

one cannot see the details of the facial expressions, but rather the spectators as 

masses.184 Therefore, the verses accompanying each work play a fundamental role in 

the way we read and interpret his images. But perhaps the most important element 

about Callot’s print is the depiction of punishment as a form of social spectacle. 

Goya’s print Here Neither (Tampoco) (fig. 65) also depicts a hanging scene. 

Between 1793 and 1808, Spain was plunged into a state of war with the new French 

Republic, led by Napoleon Bonaparte, who became emperor of France in 1804. The 

year 1808 is critical for Spanish history: Bonaparte launched a brutal invasion into 

Spanish territory and proclaimed his brother Joseph king of Spain.185 Goya created a 

series of prints titled The Disasters of the War (Los Desastres de la Guerra) between 

1810 and 1820. Unlike Callot, Goya did not publish these prints during his lifetime. 

Except for three plates, they were published thirty-five years after his death in 

1863.186  

Goya’s Here Neither (Tampoco) is plate number thirty-six from the series. 

Differing from Callot’s engraving, Goya makes a single hanged man the central focus 

of the image, not a large group of soldiers. The man in the center of the image is 

hanging from a tree trunk, while on the right side, a soldier lies back, looking at the 

corpse. His relaxed and apparently comfortable pose and the slight smile on his face 

indicate that he finds pleasure in the spectacle. In the background, Goya depicts two 

more trunks with the silhouettes of two hanged corpses. 

Comparing Callot’s The Hanging (Le Pendaison), Goya’s Here Neither 

(Tampoco), and Komski’s drawings Szubienica/Gallows and Execution by Hanging, 

                                                        
184 Hornstein, “Just Violence,”p, 34.  
185 Brandon, Art and War, p. 32. 
186 Sontag, Regarding the Pain, p. 44. 
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the first difference is the titles of the works. Callot’s print and Komski’s drawings 

have descriptive titles referring to the action of hanging or the instrument used to 

hang the prisoners (gallows). However, the caption under Goya's print is not 

descriptive but a moral comment about the scene he depicts. In addition, the meaning 

of the title Here Neither (Tampoco) can be fully grasped by looking at the caption of 

the preceding plate of the series: One Cannot Tell Why (No se puede saber por 

que).187 One cannot find a visual chronological narrative in Goya’s prints, but the 

captions are linked to each other. 

The techniques the artists use also deserve brief comment. Callot and Goya 

work with printing techniques, while Komski drew with India ink on paper. Although 

they opted for different techniques and materials, all chose a monochromatic 

technique characterized by the contrast between black ink on white paper.  

As mentioned, Komski’s drawings from 1945 are realized with rushed lines 

that create a sketchy effect. The focal point of the images is on the actions or events 

taking place rather than on faithful reconstruction of the backdrop and architecture of 

the camp. This is evident in Szubienica/Gallows, and the effects of Komski’s 

technique can be compared in this case with Goya’s Here Neither (Tampoco). In this 

print, Goya also uses rapid and simple lines that produce the same sketchy effect, and 

he omits many details of the landscape. The difference between Goya’s and Komski’s 

works is, however, that Komski fills up the space with more lines than Goya, thus 

creating stronger contrasts between light and shadow. Recalling that 

Szubienica/Gallows was part of a series of 15 drawings published Za Drutami in 1946 

is crucial to comprehending the relationship between Komski and Goya. Moreover, it 

is highly possible that Komski knew Goya’s prints before the beginning of the war 

because they were widely known and admired by Polish artists in Krakow and 

Warsaw in the first decades of the twentieth century.188 Therefore, there is reason to 

believe Komski knew Goya’s work and that his drawings in Za Drutami might have 

been partially inspired by Goya.  

Unlike the drawing Szubienica/Gallows, Komski’s Execution by Hanging 

more resembles Callot’s The Hanging (Le Pendaison) than Goya’s print. Similarities 

                                                        
187 See “Tampoco,” Museo del Prado Online Catalog, at 

https://www.museodelprado.es/coleccion/obra-de-arte/tampoco/ea76b5ed-b37d-4acc-ac95-

e077d92e70bd (accessed April 15, 2015) 
188 Kossowska, “Graphic Art in Poland,” pp. 230; and Weiss Albrzykowska, “The Prints of Wojciech 

Weiss,” p. 405. 
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include not only the titles, but also some visual characteristics. On the one hand, the 

lines Komski drew are more defined and softer, making it possible for him to 

incorporate more details, including the architecture of the buildings in the background. 

On the other hand, like Callot, he emphasizes the notion of the hanging as a public 

spectacle seen by spectators—perpetrators, prisoners and us—from every possible 

angle. Nonetheless, what Komski underscores is the focus on only one hanged body 

instead of a multitude of them, probably to stress the individuality of the victims.  

Spectatorship is essential and persistent in Komski’s works, a characteristic 

shared with Callot’s and Goya’s prints. Commenting the impact of Goya’s prints on 

the spectator, Susan Sontag observes: 

Goya’s images move the viewer close to the horror. All the trappings of the 

spectacular have been eliminated: the landscape is an atmosphere, a darkness, 

barely sketched in. War is not a spectacle. And Goya’s print series is not a 

narrative: each image, captioned with a brief phrase lamenting the wickedness 

of the invaders and the monstrousness of the suffering they inflicted, stands 

independently of the others. The cumulative effect is devastating.189  

Sontag identifies two important elements: the idea of the absence of narrative and 

what she implies by “spectacle.” On the one hand, she affirms that Goya’s prints do 

not have a sequential narrative, and each of them should be considered independent 

from the others. This characteristic is, as a matter of fact, also valid in Komski’s 

series of drawings from 1945, and in the rest of his paintings and watercolors. On the 

other had, although Sontag rightly comments on the lack of public spectacle in 

Goya’s Disasters of War, her appreciation of his depiction of war as “no spectacle” 

might overlook two important issues. One is the role of the figures such as the soldier 

looking at the hanged body Here Neither (Tampoco), and the second is our own role 

as spectators of the image.  

The issue of spectatorship is indeed highly complex. In the works of Goya, 

Callot and Komski, the notion of suffering as spectacle, as something to be looked at, 

can be understood on various levels. First is the literal representation of a public 

spectacle, as in Callot’s The Hanging (Le Pendaison) and Komski’s drawings, or in 

the form of a “private” display of a perpetrator enjoying the spectacle of the suffering 

he caused as in Goya’s Here Neither (Tampoco) and in Komski’s versions of the 

                                                        
189 Sontag, Regarding the Pain, p. 44. 
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reversed hanging torture. Second is the spectatorship constituted by the viewers of the 

images: these images were created with the purpose of bearing witness and document 

particular historical events, and as such to be looked at by a public ready to watch the 

spectacle and acknowledge the pain depicted in them. Moreover, in the artworks of 

these three artists, and especially in the case of Komski, one can see a third layer of 

spectatorship: the artists as the spectators of the reality of the historical events that 

inspired their works. Witnessing is, therefore, looking at the spectacle of suffering, 

torture and death in a particular historical context. 

Indeed, the role of the artist as a spectator of suffering has a long tradition. 

Helena Gurzik affirms that the relationship between art and spectatorship was crucial 

during the Renaissance 190 :  “The concept of one’s body in torment was such a 

powerful one that it was not uncommon for images of the criminal undergoing his or 

her physical punishments to be painted in places of high traffic for all to witness, to 

the shame and infamy of the transgressor.”191  Secular artistic representations born 

from such circumstances were visual reminders to the public of the punishments of 

those who committed criminal acts. In addition, they served as artistic training for 

artists to observe and represent the tortured bodies. 

The art historian Lionello Puppi also comments on the role of the artist as 

spectator of these public spectacles:  

Certainly artists were familiar with the splendors of the “spectacle of justice,” 

and with the masses of blood and flesh that were left once it was over. Certain 

drawings convince us of that: Pisanello’s cold studies of the gradual 

putrefaction of two hanged men, Annibale Carracci’s sketch of the gallows in 

action, Giulia Lama’s pastel portrait of an executioner proudly brandishing a 

severed head. These were studies, notes jotted during the “spectacle of justice” 

(or just after it).192  

                                                        
190 In The Thief, The Cross and The Wheel, Mitchell B. Merback studies the tortures and punishments 

as spectacles in the context of the Middle Ages. The author claims that the painters of the late Middle 

Ages represented religious and sacred scenes, above all that of the Crucifixion of Christ, based on 

experiences which themselves and others lived while witnessing the public punishments of criminals, 

that were usually displayed in the central squares of many European towns and cities. Merback is 

perhaps the art historian that studies more extensively the motifs and iconographic features of torture as 

spectacle in the art of the Middle Ages. See Mitchell B. Merback, The Thief, The Cross and The Wheel. 

Pain and the Spectacle of Punishment in Medieval and Renaissance Europe, Chicago 1999, pp. 20-21. 
191 Helena Guzik, “Visual Forms, Visceral Themes. Understanding Bodies, Pain, and Torture in 

Renaissance Art, ”in: Fordham Undergraduate Research Journal 2, iss.1, artc. 2, 2012, pp. 21-26. at 

http://fordham.bepress.com/furj/vol2/iss1/2/(accessed March 3, 2015), p. 22. 
192 Lionello Puppi, Torment in Art. Pain, Violence and Martyrdom, New York 1990, pp. 58-59. 
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Pisanello’s detailed sketches are some of the first of people executed at the gallows 

(figs. 66, 67). The drawings show a variation of the same hanged body in different 

states of decomposition, viewed from different perspectives. These sketches had an 

echo in his own paintings, as can be seen in the background of St. George and the 

Princess (figs. 68,69), the fresco he painted in the Church of Sant’Anastasia in 

Verona. However, the gallows depicted in these frescoes are part of the background, 

but not the focal center of the image, as in Komski and Goya’s works. 

Although the artist as spectator has a long tradition, one should not overlook 

the perspective from which the artist is witnessing the spectacles of punishment, death 

and suffering. Both Goya and Callot saw numerous horrors perpetrated in Spain and 

Lorraine, and thus several of their artworks might hold a vital witnessing legacy. 

Goya states it particularly clearly in his print Yo lo vi (I saw it) (fig. 70) by 

reaffirming through the caption that he witnessed the events. It does not necessarily 

mean that he saw it through his own eyes However, unlike Callot and Goya, Jan 

Komski is more than a simple spectator because he is also a direct victim of the 

actions perpetrated by the SS officers he often depicts in his works. This is 

particularly obvious in the four variations of reverse hanging. Although this aspect is 

not as evident in the gallows, one can understand why the way he portraits, the 

perpetrators is never neutral but always accusative. In Komski’s works, the 

perpetrators are always represented as indifferent, insensitive, cruel and even enjoying 

the spectacle of humiliation, horror and suffering they engendered.  

In addition to these drawings, Jan Komski depicted two more versions of 

execution in the gallows. In the oil on canvas …Refleksje na potem/Hanging and 

Eating (fig. 61) and the watercolor Collective Gallows/Wbiorowa szubienica (fig. 62), 

the artist finds new perspectives to address the motif. In …Refleksje na 

potem/Hanging and Eating, Komski approaches the image of the gallows by 

incorporating elements not been depicted by any other artist. The image represents the 

corpse of a prisoner hanging at the gallows, while a group of inmates are chatting and 

eating bread and soup around him. In the foreground of the painting, sitting in the 

wooden deck of the gallows from which the dead is hanging, one can see three Polish 

political prisoners eating. They are not looking at the hanged body but at their meal or 

at a point in front of them with absent and resigned expressions. In contrast to the 

drawings he made before, Komski adds in this version a blindfold to cover the eyes of 

the deceased who, by the red triangle on his uniform, can be identified as a Polish 
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Catholic political prisoner. The blindfold might be interpreted as a symbol of not 

looking at the spectacle of death, of trying to ignore the presence of the hanged body 

while the prisoners are eating. 

 In this version, the contrast between the living and the dead is striking. If 

Komski’s aim in the first drawings of the gallows series was to denounce the 

spectacle of punishment and murder performed by the SS, in this painting, what he 

seems to address is different. No perpetrators appear in this painting. The image 

reveals a glimpse of the living conditions inside Auschwitz. If the black and white 

drawings represented the climax of the public spectacle, this painting might be what 

followed the execution, the moment when the public spectacle directed by the SS is 

over, when what remains is the corpse of the prisoner hanging at the gallows. 

 The presence of prisoners eating nearby the body reveals three important 

aspects about life in the camps. One is the normalization of death and suffering. The 

death and torture of prisoners happened on a daily basis in Auschwitz, and the 

prisoners could consider themselves lucky if they managed to live one day longer. 

The presence of death in every moment of daily life, including mealtime, is well 

represented in the painting. The second aspect is the effect of starvation on the 

prisoners. The English title of the painting Hanging and Eating refers to the two 

actions taking place in the scene. However, the translation of the Polish title, 

…Refleksje na potem, literally means “Thoughts for Later…”, referring to the 

psychological conditions of the prisoners. The expressions of the three Polish political 

prisoners depicted sitting in the foreground oscillate between shock, resignation and 

sadness, because certainly they were not completely immune to the pain and shock of 

seeing a fellow executed in front of their eyes. Nevertheless, the effects of starving for 

weeks would be enough a reason to eat their meal around the dead body and leave 

their thoughts about his death for later.  

The third aspect is precisely what the painting conveys about the inner 

dynamics of the camp and the conditions in which the prisoners were having their 

meals. The scene suggests that the food was served to the prisoners from food barrels, 

and it was often given after public executions. If the prisoners had been given the 

right to choose where to have their meals, they would not even have considered doing 

it in front of the dead body of another inmate. Thus, Komski’s painting protests the 

humiliating and dehumanizing treatment of the SS officers against the prisoners.  
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Komski’s oil painting does not tackle the issue of the spectacle of punishment 

as do the drawings, although in the canvas, the notion of the public display of death is 

still present. The only ones looking at that spectacle of death are we, the spectators of 

the painting. As in many other works, the artist represents elements related to his own 

experience. He depicts the Polish Catholic political prisoners in the center of the 

image. Often overlooked victims of the concentration camps, the suffering of Polish 

political prisoners has been rarely acknowledged.193 Komski painted these scenes of 

the gallows to bear witness to the abuses perpetrated against them inside the camp, to 

reveal that the punishments, murders and starvation were not only suffered by Jewish 

prisoners but also by them. By depicting four Polish political prisoners in the 

foreground of the image, including one hanging in the gallows, the artist documents 

their suffering and at the same time forces the viewers of his painting to recognize 

them as victims of the concentration camps. The size of the painting makes it 

inevitable to witness it, as the dimensions of the canvas are quite important ––151,2 

cm in high and 122 cm in length. Thus, …Refleksje na potem/Hanging and Eating is a 

new variation on the public spectacle of execution at the gallows, as well as a version 

in which the artist incorporates more psychological features of the prisoners and their 

subjective experience as Polish political prisoners in Auschwitz. 

The watercolor Collective Gallows/Wbiorowa szubienica (fig. 62) represents 

the motif of the execution at the gallows from another perspective. The title points out 

one of the main differences with the previous versions. Instead of depicting one 

execution, the image shows twelve men at the gallows. The image is in fact based on 

a historical event: the hanging of twelve prisoners in Auschwitz on July 19, 1943,194 

the same event depicted in Brandhuber’s drawing Roll Call in July 19, 1943 (fig. 63).  

Observing the watercolor, a visual element becomes particularly evident: the 

watercolor is a nocturne, unlike the majority of Komski's works, which usually 

represent scenes during daytime or at sunset, as in the case of the oil on canvas Po 

robocie-defilada/After Work-Parade (fig. 39). In the upper left side of the image, 

Komski depicts a lamp as the main source of light that casts artificial light toward the 

corpses hanging at the gallows, projecting their shadows on the floor. The 

arrangement of the bodies in a diagonal line reinforces the illusion of special depth. 

                                                        
193 This discussion is addressed by the American historian Richard C. Lukas. See Richard C. Lukas, 

The Forgotten Holocaust: The Poles Under German Occupation, 1939-1944, New York 1997. 
194 “Hanging,” Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, (accessed December 12, 2015). 
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Each body is depicted in a different position, probably to indicate they rotated after 

falling from the wooden stool in the moment they were executed. The artificial lamp 

illuminates the lifeless gazes of some of the prisoners, depending on the position of 

their bodies. For example, more light falls on the face of the first hanged man on the 

right, but not on the prisoner next to him. Therefore, shadow covers the face of the 

second prisoner, whose face is depicted frontally, as if he is looking at us. His face 

reinforces the macabre atmosphere of the scene. 

Indeed, what Komski transmits in this nocturne is an atmosphere of complete 

desolation, only filled by the presence of death. As in Refleksje na potem/Hanging 

and Eating, the scene depicts the moment after the public execution. However, unlike 

in the previous works, the rest of the living men are absent: the prisoners who 

witnessed the execution and the SS men who perpetrated it are not present. The 

nocturne is a spectacle of death, which no one seems to be looking at except the 

spectators of the watercolor.  

Compared with the charcoal drawing Roll Call in July 19, 1943, one notes two 

main differences. First is the instant depicted: Komski chooses to depict a moment 

after the execution, while Brandhuber represents the exact moment in which the 

execution is taking place. Second is the identification of the execution as a specific 

historical event: Brandhuber makes it explicit in the title of his drawing, while 

Komski only refers to it as “collective gallows.” We can only connect Komski’s 

watercolor to the historical event by counting the twelve bodies and recognizing the 

potential personal significance such an event might have had for him.  

In fact, it is impossible that Komski could have witnessed this particular 

execution. After escaping from Auschwitz at the end of 1942, Komski spent several 

months at the Montelupich prison before being taken back to Auschwitz on October 1, 

1943,195 almost three months after the hanging of the twelve Polish political prisoners. 

Komski’s need to represent this episode might be related to two aspects. It was the 

largest massive execution in the gallows in the history of Auschwitz, so it is not 

surprising that Komski wanted to depict it to leave a visual testimony of the event. In 

addition, it is also possible that such event had a particularly personal importance for 

the artist, considering all that the executed men were Polish political prisoners, 

including some of his friends. All belonged to the surveyors’ team Komski once 

                                                        
195 Rosenbush Methner and Van Bork, “Jan Mieczslaw Komski,” p.6. 
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worked with, many of them were part of the underground camp resistance movement 

Komski was part of, and some even were with him in the first transport to Auschwitz 

in June, 1940, as was the case of Janusz Pogonowski (number 253).196 

Komski’s watercolor is melancholic and transmits an atmosphere of sadness 

and despair. Therefore, the artist's choice to depict it as a nocturne is not accidental, as 

the technique is vital to transmitting the underlying significance of the work. 

Although the artist did not witness the hanging on July 19, 1934, he was able to 

imagine it and re-create it based on all those hundreds of other executions and hanged 

bodies in the gallows he saw inside the concentration camps.  

Komski’s variations of the gallows are reconstructions based on what he 

actually saw and on how he remembered it. In other words, they are reconstructions 

of his own memories, of what he remembered he witnessed in the camps. In such 

representations of the gallows, the artist did not represent himself, as he did in the 

variations of the reverse hanging torture, but he attempted to fulfill his duty as an 

eyewitness to history and represent the suffering of others in the camp, especially 

those who died there, so others can see it and acknowledge it. 

The notions of spectatorship and spectacle are fundamental to these four 

variations and are connected with the notion of witnessing and how he re-presents the 

spectacle of such events. The tension between Komski’s artistic expression and his 

testimonial intention is once more present in his work. Are the images representing 

faithfully the spectacle of the executions by hanging, or is he creating a fake 

spectacle? Did such events happen in the way he represents them, or is he presenting 

a subjective interpretation? The answer might be somewhere in the middle. These 

tensions become even more murky when Komski depicts scenes that he did not see 

with his own eyes: the executions by shootings at the Death Wall in Block 11 of 

Auschwitz.  

 

                                                        
196 Janusz Pogonowski is perhaps one of the most memorables about this execution. According to the 

accounts of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum: “He was an active member of the 

underground camp resistance. He was hanged during a public execution, along with eleven other 

prisoners from the surveyors labor detail, on July 19, 1943. This was a reprisal for the escape of four 

prisoners from this labor detail and for contacts with civilians outside the camp. His heroic behavior at 

the time of his execution remained etched in the memory of the prisoners. Without waiting for camp 

commandant Rudolf Höss to finish reading out the sentence, Janusz Pogonowski kicked the stool out 

from under his feet and hanged himself. He was 21.” See “Sterbebücher,” Auschwitz-Birkenau 

Memorial and Museum, at http://auschwitz.org/en/museum/about-the-available-data/death-

records/sterbebucher (accessed December 12, 2015). 
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4.3. Re-creating Other Executions: The Shooting Scenes  

Through other variations, Komski deals with the remembrance of the concentration 

camps from another perspective. In Komski’s versions of executions by shooting, the 

scenes re-create events he did not see directly: the murder of prisoners at the Death 

Wall of Block 11 in Auschwitz. From 1945 to 1997, Komski created five versions of 

the executions by shooting. The first is the drawing Shooting/Rozstrzelanie (fig. 71), 

depicted in 1945; a second drawing titled Executioner at Work (fig. 72) was created 

between the 1970s and the 1980s. He also painted between the 1970s and the 1980s 

the oil on canvas Execution (fig. 73). The fourth and fifth versions are two large 

watercolors: Execution by Firing Squad (fig. 74) and Execution by a Single 

Executioner (fig. 75), both realized between 1990 and 1997.  

Although it is highly possible that the artist knew about such executions while 

working at the architect’s office close to the Death Wall, he had to imagine and re-

create visually the scene based on the few things he could see and hear from there, on 

the testimony of other prisoners, or even on historic evidence. In these variations, the 

artist does not depict himself or events he witnessed: he remembers the camps by re-

creating one of the most important events seared into the collective memory of the 

Holocaust and the concentration camps.  

The first of these variations is Shooting/Rozstrzelanie, a black and white 

drawing from 1945 that depicts three men about to be executed by a firing squad 

against the black wall of Block 11. The right side shows three naked prisoners facing 

the wall at the moment when the squad is about to shoot them. Two of the victims are 

standing while the third one is on his knees, leaning with his left arm against the wall 

while his right hand is covering his face. Beside the prisoners on the floor, we see 

naked corpses of victims who were executed a few minutes before them. On the left 

side, the three guards of the firing squadron are aiming their rifles at the prisoners. 

Neither their faces nor those of the victims can be seen; as spectators of the image, we 

view the event from the perspective of the next victims awaiting execution. In the 

background stands a group of SS officers, and their immutable facial expressions 

contrast with the brutality of the depicted moment. Komski’s use of hatching and 

cross-hatching gives a sketchy effect to the image, as if the artist was in a rush to 

capture the moment. The short parallel lines that create the effect of shading produce 

the illusion of light in the scene and emphasize the figures of the victims facing the 
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wall. In addition, this technique blurs the boundaries between the corpses on the floor, 

giving the overall scene an atmosphere of chaos. 

Painted approximately thirty years later, the drawing Executioner at Work 

shows a complementary perspective of the scene depicted in 1945. In contrast with 

Shooting/Rozstrzelanie, the lines and shapes of this drawing are more defined, 

although the use of strong hatching patterns creates contrast between light and 

shadow The angle from which this scene is depicted contrasts with the previous 

drawing: We stand from the perspective of the SS officers. In the right corner a seated 

official is crossing the names of the executed victims off a list, and a few steps further, 

two other officers are watching the execution while the third one is about to shoot the 

prisoner facing the wall. On the left side of the image, another guard is dragging a 

corpse toward the corpses of other murdered prisoners. The perspective created by the 

placement of the officers helps focus attention on the figure in the middle: the lone 

man naked and facing the wall, waiting to be shot by the officer holding the gun 

behind his neck. In the background, other prisoners are lined up and wait their turn to 

be executed. This viewpoint enables the audience to appreciate in more detail the 

expressions of despair and sadness on the faces of the prisoners, which contrasts with 

the cold and impassible expressions of the SS officers and guards. 

The oil on canvas Execution and the watercolor Execution by Firing Squad 

present an analogous perspective. The most relevant differences are only technique, 

size, and years in which they were painted. Komski seems to keep a consistent palette 

of colors in both works, although the oil on canvas version incorporates stronger 

colors such as orange and green. As in the drawings, both images depict prisoners 

standing naked and looking at the wall before them, the corpses of their fellow 

inmates resting on the floor while the firing squad is about to shoot. In addition, the 

point of view of the two images differs from that depicted in the drawings: they 

exclude the other group of prisoners and officers and focus on the action of the 

shooting specifically from the perspective of the firing squad. Thus, Komski portrays 

a different vision that complements the viewpoint of his previous works. 

But the point of view is not the only variation in these works. Komski’s 

arrangement of the composition in both works varies: the images are fragmented and 

the figures cut in the edges, as if we were looking at a snapshot of the scene. This 

feature is particularly evident in the watercolor. Comparison of the scenes and 

photography is not casual. As suggested before, it is highly possible that Komski did 
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not witness the executions by shooting, and he had to reconstruct them based in the 

few elements he could see and hear, perhaps the accounts or other prisoners working 

on moving the bodies after the executions or by looking at other historical sources. In 

the watercolor Execution by Firing Squad (fig. 74), the relationship with photography 

is evident. Moreover, the source Komski might have used to re-create the shooting 

executions in Auschwitz is, in fact, a photograph taken by the SS, specifically a 

photograph of an execution by the Nazis in German-occupied Poland in 1939 (fig. 76).  

The similarities between this photograph and the watercolor Execution by 

Firing Squad are remarkable. The photo portrays the instant in which a group of SS 

soldiers are shooting a group of Polish civilians from Bochnia. 197  An SS soldier 

standing behind the firing squad presumably took the photo. To create the watercolor, 

Komski adopted the same viewpoint as the photograph. Furthermore, he portrays the 

four SS officers as they appear in the photograph: The two men in the middle hold the 

same position, and the details of their uniforms and military gear are the same as in 

the photo. In addition, as in the snapshot, the images of the two men in the corners of 

the watercolor are also fragmented. The fragmentation is also an important element in 

the processes of re-creating events based on photographic media since memory, like 

photography, is also fragmented, incomplete.  

In the photograph, one can see the civilian victims who are being executed 

between the SS men in the center of the image. Similarly, in Komski’s watercolor, 

one can see the prisoners about to be executed through a gap between the two SS men. 

Nonetheless, Komski introduces changes to the background. In the background on the 

photograph, one can see the corpses of the civilians lying on the floor, while the 

bodies of others are falling down. In the photo, the perspective of the background is 

frontal. Komski shifts the perspective from which we see the victims toward the right 

side of the image: The naked prisoners are not standing centrally in between the two 

shooters, but are moved to the right side of the watercolor and partially covered by 

one of the members of the squad.  

Komski’s Execution by Firing Squad is a reinterpretation of the photograph. It 

takes the historical image of the SS firing squad and re-contextualizes it in the scene 

of the executions in front of the Death Wall in Auschwitz. In his watercolor, Komski 

introduces two changes in the process of re-interpretation and re-creation. The first is 

                                                        
197 Janina Struk, Photographing the Holocaust: Interpretations of the Evidence, London & New York 

2004, p.42. 
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evident in the composition of the background. The artist shifts the perspective from 

which we see the victims standing in front of the wall. The second is the moment of 

the execution the artist chooses to depict. The photograph captures the instant during 

which the officers are shooting and pulling the triggers, as one can tell by the smoke 

coming out of the rifles and some of the bodies falling down. In contrast, although 

Komski also depicts corpses on the floor, the watercolor represents the moment 

before the next shooting, when the SS officers are aiming at the prisoners.  

The relationship between the photograph and Komski’s works is not only 

visual. Taking as inspiration a photo shot by the perpetrators themselves to re-create 

the shooting in the camp could hide a deeper meaning. On the one hand, the visual 

reference to this photograph that captures a historical event might be a way for 

Komski to legitimize his own work as testimony. The photographs as evidence of the 

crimes perpetrated by the Nazis have a particular importance considering that most of 

the photographic records were destroyed before the end of the war. By using a photo 

they took and documenting a crime they perpetrated, Komski legitimizes the scene of 

his work as an event that actually happened.  

On the other hand, the photo Komski used to re-create the shootings in 

Auschwitz also symbolizes the crimes of the Nazis against the Polish civilian 

population. This becomes evident when one considers the context of such a 

photograph. Janina Struk relates the story of this photo and others taken that day:  

After the war, these and other pictures were discovered in a photo album 

entitled “‘Retaliation in Bochnia,” which was found in the home of an SS man 

in Bavaria. The album contained detailed chronological police report of the 

“course of action” taken as a response to an assault by members of the 

conspiratorial organization “Orzeł Biały” (White Eagle) on a German police 

station on 16 December 1939 in Bochnia. The day after, in revenge for the 

attack, the conspirators were hanged and on 18 December 1939, fifty-one 

inhabitants of Bochnia were taken outside the town to the Uzbornia forest and 

executed. The photographs, which showed the different stages of the 

executions, were included in the album alongside the detailed report. 

Exceptionally, these images can be verified as evidence.198 

                                                        
198 Struk, Photographing the Holocaust, pp. 42-43.  
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Considering Jan Komski’s attempts to make visible the suffering of non-Polish 

citizens and acknowledge them as victims of the Nazis through his work, his selection 

of a photograph proving dreadful acts against Polish civilians is highly meaningful. In 

the watercolor Execution by Firing Squad, Komski’s depiction of the naked prisoners 

makes it impossible to identify them because they wear no triangular badges that can 

indicate their identities. By portraying naked prisoners, the artist represents all the 

victims, including Polish, Jewish, POWs and others who were shot in the camps. But 

at the same time, by taking the photograph as a reference, he represents symbolically 

all those Polish victims who were murdered outside the concentration camps during 

the years Nazis occupied Poland. Thus the artist is re-creating the historical memory 

of what happened in Auschwitz and Poland, but also creating a testimony in the form 

of a collective memory.  

Understanding the role of photography in these variations is fundamental. 

Janina Struk’s research about the historical background behind the photographical 

evidence Komski used also points out an important practice of the Nazi regime: the 

necessity to document their own crimes. Komski represents a SS man documenting 

visually these crimes in the fifth variation of the executions by shooting in Auschwitz. 

The watercolor Execution by a Single Executioner (fig. 75), a second watercolor that 

Komski completed on the subject between 1990 and 1997, depicts the scene from a 

new perspective. As spectators of this watercolor, we can clearly distinguish the faces 

of two of the prisoners who are about to be murdered because the image appears to be 

composed from the standpoint of the next prisoner lined up for execution. The 

prisoner on the left wears the number 6891 on his chest. He stands out from the other 

two not only because he is the one who is about to be shot, but also because his face is 

clearly contorted in a grimace of shock, anguish, and sadness, and his mouth is 

covered by his left hand, perhaps in an attempt to stifle a shout. The victim beside him 

has also a number tattooed on his chest—3472—and his facial expression, with his 

eyes tightly closed, strengthens the dramatic atmosphere of the scene.  

Two guards stand behind these inmates, one pressing a rifle directly on the 

neck of the first victim, while the other one observes. A few steps behind the shooting 

guard, a group of SS officers are watching the scene and, in the background, a SS 

official is also photographing the execution. Thus, “shooting” might have a double 

signification here: the shooting of the photographic camera and the act of shooting the 

prisoners. Komski identified some of the officers portrayed in this watercolor. The 
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man standing next to the one holding the camera is Lagerführer Altmeier, and the 

executioner is Rapportführer Gerhard Palitzsch who, as Komski remembers, was 

“always smiling when he walked to Block 11 with his fire gun.”199 

Compared with the other four variations of the shooting scene, this one is 

particularly different not only because the attention is focused on the facial 

expressions of the prisoners but also because the work incorporates literal references 

to the photographic technique. In addition, it represents the perpetrators documenting 

their own crimes, an action comparable to the SS men taking photos of the execution 

of Polish civilians of Bochnia in 1939. In addition to Execution by a Single 

Executioner, Komski created another work in which the subject of the SS men 

photographing their own crimes is the focus of the scene. The drawing A Photo for 

the Album (fig. 77) depicts a group of officers posing with their guns next to the 

corpses of murdered prisoners, while another is taking the photograph. In this drawing, 

as well as in the watercolor, Komski accuses the perpetrators of their horrendous 

crimes and criticizes them for celebrating their crimes by taking pictures.  

Out of the five versions of the execution variations, three were featured in the 

1998 exhibition at the Holocaust Museum Houston: the drawing Executioner at Work 

and the two watercolors Execution by Firing Squad and Execution by a Single 

Executioner, offering to the spectators multiple perspectives of the executions.200 The 

exhibition of more than one version might be related to the fact that no photographic 

record of the shooting in the Death Wall of the Block 11 of Auschwitz appears to 

have survived. Therefore, the works are testimonies of a scene of the camps rarely 

documented, not even in the works of forbidden art created inside the camps during 

the years of the war or by the surviving artists in the postwar years.  

Although Komski evidently found inspiration in the photographic media to re-

create the executions, he does not attempt a completely realistic representation. When 

looking at the variations more closely, particularly the oil on canvas and the two 

watercolors, one specific detail might warn us about it: the artist never depicts the 

streams of blood pouring from the dead bodies on the floor. As mentioned earlier, the 

palette of colors Komski used often excludes strong and vibrant tonalities, including 

primary colors. One cannot see the red blood around the prisoners or other indications 

                                                        
199 Jan Komski’s testimony in 1998, recorded in Bert Van Bork’s documentary film Eyewitness. See 

Van Bork, Eyewitness, 7:35 min. 
200 Komski, Eyewitness, 1998.  
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that they have been murdered by firearms. Such detail is not evident in the variations 

analyzed before because the torture by reverse hanging and the execution in the 

gallows were not practices in which the prisoners were usually wounded.  

The meaning behind the absence of blood in Komski’s works is not 

completely clear, but it is certainly a particularity of his artistic style and the way he 

depicts the spectacle of the executions. The effects produced by the presence or 

absence of blood marks might be better understood when comparing his works with 

those by other artists. Comparison of Komski’s works with artworks by Francisco de 

Goya and Édouard Manet might elucidate the similarities and, particularly, the 

differences, thus enabling us to comprehend the uniqueness of his artistic vision.  

Once more there is a link between Francisco de Goya’s works and Komski’s 

variations. Goya’s painting The Third of May, 1808 (fig. 78), painted around 1814, 

greatly influenced greatly the artworks of other artists who also represented the 

subject of the executions, particularly Édouard Manet in his series of The Execution of 

the Emperor Maximilian (figs. 79, 80, 81, 82), painted in 1867. Extensively 

commented upon by numerous scholars, 201  Goya’s painting represents the mass 

execution of Spanish men and women perpetrated by French Napoleonic troops. In 

the middle of the painting, illuminated by the light of the lantern on the floor, a man is 

standing with his arms spread while the firing squad is about to shoot him. Scholars 

have commonly identified the man’s spread arms as a reference of Christ’s 

Crucifixion.202 Viewers can see the wounds on the faces and bodies of the executed 

men in the floor, covered with their own blood. Goya’s depiction of the execution as 

an intense and almost theatrical spectacle reinforces the dramatic atmosphere of the 

painting. Komski’s way of depicting is somewhat different: he focuses on 

representing the execution as a spectacle the perpetrators enjoy watching and 

documenting through photography. 

Of the five executions depicted by Komski, the 1945 drawing Shooting is 

perhaps the most similar to Goya’s painting in terms of composition. In this drawing 

the firing squad also stands close to the victims, pointing rifles at them. The 

difference is that Komski depicts them on the left side of the image, while Goya 

arranges them on the right side. Komski also depicts the bodies on the ground and 

                                                        
201 See, for example, Thomas Hugh, Goya: The Third of May 1808, New York 1972; Robert Hughes, 

Goya, New York 2004; and Sarah Carr-Gomm, Francisco de Goya: (1746-1828), New York 2005.  
202 Carr-Gomm, Francisco de Goya, p. 119.  
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close to the feet of the prisoners, and seems to represent the same instant of the 

execution Goya painted: the moment when the shooters had already killed many 

victims and are pointing guns at the next ones. In fact, in the five variations Komski 

depicts this very instant of the execution, and he never represents the moment after 

the shooting, as did Jean-Léon Gérôme in The Execution of Marshal Ney (fig. 83), or 

the exact moment in which the executioners are pulling the trigger, as did Manet in 

Execution of the Emperor Maximilian.  

The differences between Goya’s painting and Komski's variations are greater 

than the similarities. The first notable difference is the absence of Christian 

iconography in Komski’s variations: the victims are naked, standing, staring at the 

wall, and almost all are depicted in a stiff position, shocked by knowing they soon 

will be shot. Of all versions, the watercolor Execution by a Single Executioner depicts 

more clearly prisoners’ facial expressions of tension, shock and despair.  

The second difference is the multiplicity of angles Komski depicts in his 

works. Each variation constitutes a different viewpoint, and when considered all 

together, they offer an almost three hundred sixty degree view of the execution. 

Bearing in mind that the prisoners had to face the wall during the executions, the artist 

tried to find different alignments to reveal their facial expressions, anguish and 

suffering. In Goya’s and Manet’s works, the victims are facing the firing squad, and 

therefore, the representation of their gaze is less problematic. Such multiplicity of 

perspectives is one of the most relevant qualities of Komski’s variations, a feature that 

distinguishes him from other artists who depicted this subject.  

The idea of multiplicity is related to the different angles the artist depicts, but 

also multiplicity is also connected with photography. This feature might be 

understood better by comparing Komski’s works with Manet’s series because both 

artists were highly influenced by the photographic media. Manet’s series of the 

Execution of the Emperor Maximilian constitutes of three oil paintings, one oil sketch 

and a lithograph. 203  The works were inspired by the Napoleonic intrusion into 

Mexican territory and the murder of Maximilian I, Emperor of Mexico, and his 

generals Miguel Miramon and Tomas Mejia.204 Thus, the series represents a specific 

historical event. Although Manet created various versions of the same scene, he kept 

                                                        
203 Kristine Ibsen, “Spectacle and Spectator in Édouard Manet’s “Execution of Maximilian”,” in: 

Oxford Art Journal 29, n. 2, 2006, pp. 213-226, p. 218. 
204 Ibsen, “Spectacle and Spectator”, p. 218. 
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the basic arrangement in all of them, clearly inspired by Goya’s The Third of May, 

1808. Maximilian and his generals stand on the left side of the image, while the firing 

squad is on the right side. Additionally, the representation of Maximilian between 

generals has been linked with the figure of Christ and Christian iconography.205  

One can find several differences between Manet’s series and Komski’s 

variations. Although both artists use different media to represent their variations, most 

of Manet’s versions were not fully finished, whereas Komski’s are. Furthermore, 

Manet depicts a specific historical event that took place on a particular date, while 

Komski represents all the shootings that took place at the Death Wall of Auschwitz. 

In contrast with Manet, Komski explores new arrangements in the composition in all 

his different versions. 

Nonetheless, what both artists have in common is, on the one hand, the 

creation of multiple versions of the same scene and, on the other hand, the use of 

photographs to depict their versions. Regarding Manet’s series, Kristine Ibsen 

explains, “It is likely that the gradual influx of news and photographs smuggled into 

France accounts in part for the changes between Manet’s initial version (in which the 

firing squad is imagined from illustrations of Mexican guerrillas in the penny press) 

and subsequent renderings showing the Republicans in uniforms not unlike those of 

the French.”206 As in Komski’s case, the photographic media had a great impact on 

Manet’s work and influenced the way he reworked his variations.  

But once more, one should not overlook the perspective from which the artists 

created their works. In his series, Manet depicts a subject he was not personally 

attached to, and he only re-creates the execution of Maximilian by using photographs 

and news stories from the time, while taking Goya’s painting as a visual reference. 

Therefore, although a social and political criticism might underlie Manet’s work, he 

does not attempt to re-create the events to bear witness to history. In contrast, 

Komski’s intentions of creating and re-creating visual testimonies are constantly 

present in his variations.  

 

 

 

                                                        
205 John Elderfield, Manet and the Execution of Maximilian, Museum of Modern Art, catalog, New 

York 2006, p. 80 
206 Ibsen, “Spectacle and Spectator”, p. 218.  
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5. “Forgetful Memory,” “Unwanted Beauty” and Legitimacy: 

The Problems of Reconciling Testimony and Artistic Expression 
 

 

I tried to forget about the camps everyday.  

Now I have to force myself to think about it….  

Though sometimes I am very distant from these  

stories, I can bring them forth at any moment….  

 

Jan Komski, 1973207 

 

After my liberation I tried to paint again, because  

I could not shake off the past that was filled with 

 nightmares of Auschwitz. I was determined to 

 remember those who perished in the camp, even  

if I had to revisit the places of great suffering and  

annihilation. I could not forget my duty as a witness.  

My memory produced the vivid details  

which were embedded in my soul forever. 

 

Jan Komski, 1998208 

 

Through revising his own work, Komski created visual testimonies by re-enacting 

personal experiences, bearing witness to the events he saw and re-creating the history 

of the concentration camps, particularly Auschwitz. After analyzing his variations and 

understanding the specificities of his visual proposal and the significant richness of 

his variations, one might wonder why his works have not been studied before. If lack 

of artistic quality is not the problem, one could suspect the reasons are attached to the 

tensions between art and testimony.  

 In my attempt to comprehend why his and other artists’ works have not been 

comprehensively studied, I identified three major problems that may explain this 

phenomenon. In this chapter, I will discuss these difficulties to understand how it can 

be possible to reconcile the tension between artistic expression and testimony in 

Komski’s work. 

 

5.1. “Forgetful Memory” and Testimony: The Problem of How to Remember the 

Holocaust 

Concern about how to remember and commemorate the Holocaust is a problem the 

prisoners pondered long before their liberation. 209  After the end of the war, the 

                                                        
207 Jan Komski in an interview with Shop Talk, The Washington Post employees’ newsletter, in 1973. 

Quoted by Bart Barnes in: Barnes, “Artist John Komski Dies”, (accessed June 12, 2015). 
208

 Jan Komski quoted in Rosenbush Methner and Van Bork, “Jan Mieczslaw Komski,” p.6 
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survivors of the camps had to face the challenge of dealing with their own traumatic 

memories and remembering those who perished. Although the problem of how to 

remember the Holocaust has been addressed since right after the war ended, it was 

only after the first anniversaries commemorating the liberations of the camps that the 

problem found ground in strong disputes. 

The question about how we should remember what happened has been 

reviewed endlessly from the historical perspective, but it also has been examined from 

the perspective of other disciplines. Since art is the subject of this study, I will briefly 

discuss how the periodical revisions of this debate have affected the number of 

publications dealing with artistic developments in ghettos and concentration camps 

between 1940 and 1945 and the works created by surviving artists in the postwar 

years. When studying this artistic and cultural context, it becomes evident that the 

case of Jan Komski is not unique: The vast majority of the thousands of artistic works 

produced inside the concentration camps and ghettos as well as those created by 

Jewish and non-Jewish artists who survived the war have gone unnoticed and have 

not been studied and discussed comprehensively from an art historical perspective. 

Only a few have been studied and discussed. The German-Jewish surrealist artist 

Felix Nussbaum, whose paintings became a symbol of Holocaust art, is probably one 

of the best-known cases.210  

Recently, some art historians have paid more attention to the artists who 

suffered the Holocaust. Indeed, sources about the so-called ‘art of the Holocaust’ are 

not scarce, but the number of bibliographic sources is ridiculously low compared to 

the number of publications in the fields of history, sociology, anthropology, politics, 

law and economics published since the end of the war. References about the arts and 

humanities are not far behind, and much information can be found regarding music 

produced during and after the war. There are also abundant studies about the literary 

production by survivors and those who did not survive, from the best-known cases of 

Anne Frank, Primo Levi and Imre Kertész to the hundreds of books of private 

                                                                                                                                                               
209 Jolanta Ambrosewicz-Jacobs and Krystyna Oleksy (eds.), “…the words remain…” in, 

Remembrance Awareness Responsibility. International Conference on the Occasion of the 60th 

Anniversary of the Museums Founding, Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Oświęcim 2008, p. 212. 
210 The following are good examples of sources that comment and explain in detail some of the most 

important artworks depicted by Nussbaum: Eva Berger [et al.], Felix Nussbaum: Art Defamed, Art in 

Exile, Art in Resistance: A Biography, exhibition catalogue, 4th rev. English ed. Bramsche & New York 

1997 (1st English ed. Bramsche 1990); and Deborah Schultz and Edward Timms, Pictorial Narrative in 

the Nazi Period: Felix Nussbaum, Charlotte Salomon and Arnold Daghani, London 2009. 
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memoirs and diaries written the survivors.211 If we count the studies discussing the art 

production by victims and survivors discussed in the field of art history, the resulting 

number does not amount to much. Scholars have mostly privileged studies on the 

avant-garde movements and well-known artists from different Western European 

countries in the interwar period, as well as during and after the Second World War.212 

These studies usually exclude references to art created by the inmate artists in the 

concentration camps between 1939 and 1945, and if they mention them, it is only but 

briefly. Monica Bohm-Duchen’s book Art and the Second World War, published in 

2013, is an exception, devoting a whole chapter to understanding concentration camp 

art in the context of the Second World War.213  

In the years that followed the Second World War and until the 1950s, a series 

of independent publications presented drawings and paintings created by survivors 

documenting what happened inside the concentration camps and ghettos. These 

publications were presented as visual testimonies and gave access to the horrible 

reality these survivors lived and witnessed. Jan Komski’s book Za Drutami, published 

in 1946, is one example.214 

                                                        
211 Since the end of the Second World War until had been published a large number of books dealing 

with the topic of Holocaust literature or memories written by the survivors. Bearing in mind that most 

of the Holocaust survivors already past away and, therefore, the number of memoirs, autobiographies 

and novels written by them is decreasing, in the last fifteen years the literary critic has been focused on 

compiling and understanding the whole corpus of literature published in the last seventy years. Some of 

the latest publications on the subject include: Harold Bloom (ed.), Literature of the Holocaust, 

Philadelphia 2004; David G., Roskies and Naomi Diamant, Holocaust Literature: A History and Guide, 

Lebanon (USA) 2012; and Alan Rosen, Literature of the Holocaust, Cambridge & New York 2013. 
212 The cases are abundant. Even the most extensive studies about the art of the twentieth century 

exclude the topic of the art produced in the concentration camps and ghettos, and only present the 

artistic approaches of the avant-gardes. As an example can be cited some sources: Hal Foster [et al.], 

Art Since 1900, 2 vols., New York 2004; Valerio Terraroli (ed.), Art of the Twentieth Century, 5 vols., 

New York 2006; David Hopkins, After Modern Art 1945-2000, Oxford 2000; and Amelia Jones (ed.), 

A Companion to Contemporary Art Since 1945, Malden & Blackwell 2006.  
213 Bohm-Duchen’s study is unprecedented for two main reasons: first, because it is perhaps the first 

publication ever written in English that shows an overview of the fine arts in the twentieth century that 

includes a wide variety of military conflicts and contexts: the Spanish civil war, the official arts in 

Great Britain and the United States, the case of France as a refuge space for exiled artists, as well as the 

cases of Germany, Italy and Russia. The book also includes the art that emerged in China in response 

to the Japanese repression, and the Japanese art developed between 1931 and 1945, and in the 

aftermath of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Second, the publication includes a complete 

chapter dedicated exclusively to present the artistic works created inside the Nazi concentration camps 

and ghettos, and discusses them within the frame of the Second World War. Bohm-Duchen’s approach 

of the camps art as an integral part of the arts produced in the first half of the twentieth century is 

innovative in the field of art history. In most of the studies conducted before, the artistic representations 

of the Holocaust were isolated and somehow disconnected from the wider context in which they were 

born. See Monica Bohn-Duchen, “Art of the Holocaust: Creativity in Extremis,” in: Bohn-Duchen, Art 

and the Second World War, Farnham 2013, pp. 190-211. 
214 Other publication include, for example, Chemin de croix en 50 (cinquante) stations by the French 

painter Bernard Aldebert published in France in 1946, with sketches that depict the experiences of the 
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Around the end of the 1970s, another type of research began to cast light, 

although dim, on the art—both forbidden and official—produced inside the 

concentration camps and ghettos Miriam Novitch can be considered a pioneer when 

she decided to recollect the art and documents of the survivors.215 During this decade, 

other studies appeared such as Nelly Toll’s Without Surrender: Art of the Holocaust 

and Gerald Green’s The Artists of Terezin, both published in 1978.216 

At the beginning of the 1980s, artist and professor Mary S. Costanza 

published The Living Witness: Art in the Concentration Camps and Ghettos. This 

book is one of the first extensive and comprehensive studies of the art of the 

concentration camps and ghettos.217 Equally important in the early 1980s is Art of the 

Holocaust, written by historians Janet Blatter and Sybil Milton.218 In the late 1980s, a 

few additional sources were published, including Joseph P. Czarnecki’s Last Traces: 

The Lost Art of Auschwitz.219  In the 1990s, other books emerged such as When 

Memory Speaks. The Holocaust in Art by Nelly Toll, Glenn Sujo’s Artists Witness the 

Shoah: Camp Drawings from the Collections of Lohamei Haghetaot and Yad Vashem, 

                                                                                                                                                               
artist at Mauthausen death camp. See Bernard Aldebert, Chemin de croix en 50 stations: de Compiègne 

a Gusen II: en passant par Buchenwald, Mauthausen, Gusen I, Paris 1946. Other artists that published 

books in the following years after the war include Leo Hass, Alfred Kantor and David Olère, among 

many others.  
215 Evelin Akherman, “The Journey of Miriam Novitch: One Woman’s Pioneering Mission to Rescue 

Holocaust Art,” in: Agnieszka Sieradzka and Gabriela Nikliborc (eds.), Forbidden Art: Illegal Works 

by Concentration Camp Prisoners, Oświęcim 2012, pp. 6-13. Since the 1960s Novitch began to 

organize small exhibitions in Israel and Europe showing the artistic works of the survivors and victims. 
She published in 1979 Spiritual Resistance: Art from Concentration Camps 1940-1945, a bilingual 

catalog in English and Italian that accompanied an exhibition that took place in Italy, Belgium, France 

and Luxemburg. See Miriam Novitch, Resistenza spirituale: 120 disegni dai campi di concentramento 

e dai ghetti, 1940-1945 = Spiritual Resistance: 120 drawings from concentration camps and ghettos, 

1940-1945, Milan 1979. 
216 Nelly Toll, Without Surrender: Art of the Holocaust, Philadelphia 1978; and Gerald Green, The 

Artists of Terezin, New York 1978.  
217 In The Living Witness the author rescues the story of the artistic workshops of the camps and ghettos, 

highlighting especially the case of Terezín, and relates how these workshops were spaces where both 

official and clandestine arts were created. Using archive materials and survivors’ testimonies and 

interviews, Costanza describes the artistic media and techniques used by the inmates to create the 

works, as well as the strategies they used to hide way the illegal drawings. She also comments the 

diaspora of many works after the war, as in the case of the German painter Felix Nussbaum. The author 

also compiles the drawings created by Jewish survivor artists including Esther Lurie, Leo Hass, Osias 

Hofstatter, Halina Olomucki, Sara Gliksman Faitlovitz, Alfred Kantor and Alexander Bogen. See Mary 

S. Costanza, The Living Witness: Art in the Concentration Camps and Ghettos, New York & London 

1982. 
218 Janet Blatter and Sybil Milton, Art of the Holocaust, New York 1981. 
219 In this book the author explores the artistic representations which can be found in the walls of the 

cells, bathrooms, basements, attics and barracks of Auschwitz-Birkenau. After working for several 

years as a photojournalist and covering numerous visits of dignitaries to Auschwitz, Czarnecki was 

intrigued by the works of art he saw on the walls around the camp. In his book the author collects many 

of these images, and reveals the stories behind them and the prisoners who painted them. See Joseph P. 

Czarnecki, Last Traces: The Lost Art of Auschwitz, New York 1989. 
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and the exhibition catalog Seeing Through “Paradise”: Artists and the Terezin 

Concentration Camp, published by the Massachusetts College of Art in 1991.220 

 Studies about the art of the concentration camps have increased gradually, 

especially between 1995 and 2005, when the fifty- and sixty-year anniversaries of the 

liberation of the camps were commemorated. Two types of publications concerning 

this subject have begun to surface since then. The first is related to the responses of 

contemporary art towards the Holocaust, such as Ziva Amishai-Maisels’ Depiction 

and Interpretation: The Influence of the Holocaust on The Visual Arts and Monica 

Bohm-Duchen’s After Auschwitz: Responses to the Holocaust in Contemporary Art, 

published in 1993 and 1995, respectively.221 The second deals with the study of the art 

produced illegally in the concentration camps and ghettos during the war. This is the 

case of The Last Expression: Art and Auschwitz, a book published in 2003 as the 

catalog of the eponymous itinerant exhibition organized in 2002 by the Mary and 

Leigh Block Museum of Art and Northwestern University in the United States.222  

                                                        
220 Nelly Toll is one of the first scholarly contributions dealing with the surviving artists who created 

art after the war, and of artists who created their art inspired by the Holocaust but who are not 

necessarily connected directly with it. See Nelly Toll, When Memory Speaks. The Holocaust in Art, 

Connecticut 1998. See as well Glenn Sujo, Artists Witness the Shoah: Camp Drawings from the 

Collections of Lohamei Haghetaot and Yad Vashem, exhibition catalogue, Graves Art Gallery, 

Sheffield 1995; and Seeing Through ‘Paradise’: Artists and the Terezin Concentration Camp, 

exhibition catalogue, Massachusetts College of Art, Boston 1991. 
221 See Ziva Amishai-Maisels, Depiction and Interpretation: The Influence of the Holocaust on The 

Visual Arts, Oxford 1993. Bohm-Duchen, After Auschwitz. The Holocaust is, in fact, a theme that 

permeated the arts of the second part of the twentieth century and the first fifteen years of the twenty 

first century. It is a topic that has been expressed in contemporary paintings, watercolors, drawings, 

sculptures, photographs, videos, installations and monuments, by artists and amateurs from different 

artistic backgrounds and nationalities. Within the art history studies much has been said about some 

artworks attached to the Holocaust created by well-known artists, being the contemporary monuments 

in particular a source of polemic and discussion. The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in 

Berlin inaugurated in 2005 is a clear example of that. Irit Dekel proposed a particularly fruitful 

discussion about this memorial in recent years. See Irit Dekel, Mediation at the Holocaust Memorial in 

Berlin, Basingstoke, Hampshire & New York 2013. Since the early 2000s other variety of publications 

have aimed to teach about the Holocaust through the arts created by the artists who were victims of the 

concentration camps and ghettos. This is the case of Susan Willoughby’s Art, Music and Writings from 

the Holocaust, a book written specifically with educational purposes. See Susan Willoughby, Art, 

Music and Writings from the Holocaust, Oxford 2003. Other example of this type of publications 

include as well: Miriam M. Brysk and Margaret Lincoln, The Stones Weep: Teaching the Holocaust 

Through A Survivors Art, East Stroudsburg 2014. 
222 This book addresses the subject of the art of the concentration camps from the peculiarities of the 

iconography of certain works and the relationships that they hold with the historical moment in which 

they were produced. This exhibition is one of the largest and most prominent displays of concentration 

camps art made by artists who’s fate, one way or another, was attached to Auschwitz. The publication, 

which includes about sixteen texts written by various scholars on the subject and presents the work of 

forty-five Jewish and non-Jewish artists, seeks to reinforce the original purpose of the exhibition: “ (…) 

to contextualize the works of art, drawing stylistic and thematic parallels, exploring the iconographic 

relationships among works by different artists and those made in various concentration camps, as well 

as considering problems of writing about it and presenting it.” See Corinne Granof and David 

Mickenberg “Complexity and Contradiction: An Introduction to The Last Expresion,” in: David 
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 During the most recent years, an effort has been made by the Auschwitz-

Birkenau Memorial and Museum, among other memorial museums, to publish more 

detailed and comprehensive studies about the art produced inside the camps, 

emphasizing particularly the works produced illegally. Forbidden Art: Illegal Works 

by Concentration Camp Prisoners is the proceedings of a conference organized by the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum in October 2011 about illegal camp art 

created between 1940 and 1945. 223 

 In general, the English publications on this subject are either exhibition 

catalogues or books that compile general information. Additional sources exist in 

other languages such as Polish and German.224  Some examples of bilingual German 

and Polish books include the catalog of the traveling exhibition Kunst in Auschwitz 

1940-1945/Sztuka w Auschwitz 1940-1945 in 2005.225 Furthermore, sources in Polish 

appeared as early as 1975, when Janina Jarowska published a book about the Polish 

artists held in prisons and concentration camps between 1939 and 1945.226 In contrast, 

sources in German are fewer but have increased since the 2000s. Many of them focus 

                                                                                                                                                               
Mickenberg, Corinne Granof and Peter Hayes (eds.), The Last Expression: Art and Auschwitz, 

Evanston 2003, pp. xiv-xv, p. xiv. 
223 The conference was complemented with an exhibition titled Forbidden Art. The book includes 

several texts written by the curators of the memorial sites of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Buchenwald, 

Majdanek, Mauthausen, Ravensbruck and Terezín, and other museums such as the Ghetto Fighters’ 

House and United Stated Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM). See Agnieszka Sieradzka and 

Gabriela Nikliborc (eds.), Forbidden Art: Illegal Works by Concentration Camp Prisoners, Oświęcim 

2012. 
224 The existing materials in these two languages include catalogues, but tend to focus more on the 

commentaries of works of concrete artists. French is also one of the languages in which a relatively 

large number of sources can be found related to this subject. However, most publications in this 

language are either translation of other books that were originally written in English, or publications 

that comment the artistic production of a single artist. Therefore, they are not particular relevant within 

the discussion proposed in the present text and thus they will not be commented. 
225 Boberg and Hermann [et.al], Kunst in Auschwitz/Sztuka w Auschwitz. 
226  See Janina Jaworska, Nie wszystek umrę…: twórczość plastyczna Polaków w hitlerowskich 

więzieniach i obozach koncentracyjnych: 1939-1945, Warszawa 1975. Furthermore, over the last 

decades the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum has published a series of books that focus on single 

artists or specific genres. Although this museum presented similar publications in English in recent 

years, most of them are written in Polish. One of the most recent publications in English include a 

series of sketches made by an anonymous prisoner that were found inside a bottle after the camp’s 

liberation. See Agnieszka Sieradzka (ed.), The Sketchbook from Auschwitz, Oświęcim 2013. Some of 

these are books about the art of specific Polish artists survivors such as Mieczysław Kościelniak, 

Władysław Siwek and Janina Tollik. See Jolanta Kupiec, Cóż po nas pozostanie...? Życie i twórczość 

więźnia obozu Auschwitz Mieczysława Kościelniaka, Oświęcim 2003; Jolanta Kupiec, U kresu sił... 

Obrazy byłej więźniarki KL Auschwitz-Birkenau Janiny Tollik, Oświęcim 2009; and Władysław Siwek, 

Kiedyś to namaluję, Oświęcim 2000. Other sources in Polish language include a compilation of 

different portraits painted by prisoner artists and amateurs, and a collection of sculptures made by 

survivors and other artists during the postwar years. For information about portraits depicted in 

Auschwitz see Jerzy Dałek, Teresa Świebocka and Tadeusz Grabowski, Cierpienie i nadzieja. 

Twórczość plastyczna więźniów obozu oświęcimskiego, Katowice 1989. The book about sculptures is: 

Jolanta Kupiec, Auschwitz w rzeźbie ze zbiorów Państwowego Muzeum Auschwitz-Birkenau w 

Oświęcimiu, Oświęcim 2007. 
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on the particular case of the camp-ghetto of Terezín, and a few discuss the works 

produced in various concentration camps, including Auschwitz.227 From among the 

sources in German, I will examine the most recent: Der Tod hat nicht das letzte Wort: 

Kunst in der Katastrophe 1933-1945 by the German art historian Jürgen Kaumkötter 

and published in 2015.228 

 Some conclusions can be drawn about the studies published up until now. In 

general, two types of sources have been published. On the one hand, a growing 

number of studies examine the legal and, especially, the illegal production of art 

between 1939 and 1945. On the other hand, the large majority of bibliographic 

sources tend to gather information but rarely propose comprehensive interpretations 

about the works. In other words, the general tendency tends to be mainly descriptive 

and informative rather than critical and analytic. Bearing in mind the extensive 

production of works of art during the Second World War in the camps and afterwards, 

it is understandable that many of the publications have that “informative” nature. The 

purpose of most of them is to organize and collect the available information about a 

wide range of artists and works to recognize their testimonial value, instead of 

privileging the works of a single artist. 

 Parallel to the development of scholarly research, survivors of the camps also 

created their own essays, writings, autobiographies and artworks dealing with the 

problem of memory. They explore personal perspectives about what should be 

remembered, how they actually remember what happened and the meaning of those 

memories. Some have participated in public debates since the beginning of the 

                                                        
227 Some of the most recent publications include: Ilka Wonschik, “Es war wohl ein anderer Stern, auf 

dem wir lebten –”: Künstlerinnen in Theresienstadt,  Berlin 2014; Mieczyslaw Wiśniewski, Das ist 

meine Strasse: Bilder des Warschauer Malers aus den Konzentrationslagern Dachau, Mannheim-

Sandhofen und Kochendorf 1944-1945, Mannheim 2012; Rudolf M. Wlaschek, Kunst und Kultur in 

Theresienstadt : eine Dokumentation in Bildern, Gerlingen 2001;  and Monika Herzog, Ravensbrücker 

Zeichnungen : “--Hoffnung, die in uns lebt”, Fürstenberg 1990, among others. 
228 Featuring the result of the research that Kaumkötter undertook during several years, the book seeks 

to present the cases of the less well-known artists who were victims of the concentration camps. The 

aim of the author is to discuss the historical significance of this works and, above all, to look at them 

from the perspective of an art historical perspective by considering their artistic value. Thus, 

Kaumkötter states that the importance of this type of art not only resides in its historical and 

testimonial value, but also in the richness of the symbolic and iconographic elements and motifs that 

can be found in several works. See Jürgen Kaumkötter, Der Tod hat nicht das letzte Wort. Kunst in der 

Katastrophe 1933-1945, Berlin 2015. In January 2015 Jürgen Kaumkötterin also curated the exhibition 

Der Tod hat nicht das letzte Wort (Death Does Not Have the Last Word), to display the artistic works 

created by artists inside the concentration camps and ghettos, and by artists of the second generation of 

survivors. See Sarah Hofmann, “The artistic value of Holocaust survivors’ Works,” in: Deutsche Welle 

(DW), January 27, 2015, at http://www.dw.com/en/the-artistic-value-of-holocaust-survivors-works/a-

18216523 (accessed February 18, 2015). 
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postwar period, while it took more time for others to assimilate their traumatic 

experiences. Although Jan Komski is the main example I have investigated here, I 

have also mentioned others such as Jean Amèry, Primo Levi, Leo Hass and David 

Olère. Instead of reviewing what many survivors have done over the years, I will 

compare Jan Komski and Primo Levi.  

 As I mentioned briefly in the first chapter, Primo Levi’s case can be compared 

to Komski’s regarding the way they have coped with their memories over the years 

through their work. I have also pointed out that Levi published his “Auschwitz trilogy” 

over several decades after the war. I will comment further upon the similarities and 

differences between Komski’s works and Levi’s writings because both illustrate the 

process of remembering that is common to many survivors. The first noticeable 

similarity is the significant time lapse between the first and second time they created 

works about Auschwitz. The first time they both felt the need to draw and write about 

their experiences in the concentration camps was within the first two years after the 

war: Komski published his book of drawings in 1946, whereas Levi published If This 

is a Man (Se questo è un uomo) in 1947. 229 Many years passed before they were able 

to confront again their memories in other creative pursuits: Levi published The Truce 

(La Tregua) in 1963, while Komski started again to paint scenes of the camps in the 

1970s. After publishing his second book, Levi took more than twenty years to publish 

The Sunken and the Released (I sommersi e i salvati) in 1986.230  Komski, in contrast, 

since the 1970s and until the 1990s regularly painted scenes of the camps. What they 

seem to have in common is the need to get along with their memories over the years, 

to find new perspectives and points of view to approach them.  

In If This is a Man, Levi attempts to comprehend the concentration camps 

from a moral point of view and tries to portray the psychological dynamics that 

characterized behaviors and interactions between the prisoners. Hence, Levi’s primary 

aim is not to condemn and criticize directly the actions of the perpetrators, but to 

understand the core of such dynamics and psychological mindsets that allow the 

prisoners to hold onto their humanity in a place designed to dehumanize them.231 

Levi’s insights and point of view contrast with the views of the concentration camps 

depicted by Komski in 1945. Komski’s attitude is clearly accusative: All images 

                                                        
229 See Blanco Valdés, “The Auschwitz Trilogy”, p. 149.  
230 See Blanco Valdés, “The Auschwitz Trilogy”, p. 149.  
231 Primo Levi, “Si esto es un hombre,” in: Trilogía de Auschwitz, Pilar Gómez Bedate (trans.), 

Barcelona 2005 
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represent death, torture, murder and starvation, and in almost all of them, he 

represents the figures of the SS enjoying the spectacle of horror they caused. Thus, his 

first works focus on depicting the abuses of the prisoners and are not concerned with 

the undercurrents of daily life of the camps. Komski’s black and white drawings fill 

the empty spaces left by the lack of photographic and visual material about what was 

happening inside the camps. The perspective from which Komski and Levi deal with 

their memories and experiences is certainly different, but the intentions behind their 

publications after the war are similar: to cope with their own experiences and 

unforgettable memories, as well as to leave behind a legacy and a testimony to 

remember and give a voice to those who suffered and did not survive.232  

Almost fifteen years after publishing If This is a Man, Levi describes in La 

Tregua the return trip from the camp to Italy at the end of the war, giving continuity 

to what he wrote in his previous book. In the second book, the author describes the 

journey back to his country while remembering the circumstances of the camp. The 

focus of this narrative is centered on encounters with many survivors during the trip 

from Poland to Italy and on how he and they are dealing with the social encounters 

and life outside the camps in postwar Europe.233 In contrast, Komski’s works realized 

after the 1970s do not represent at all how Komski lived after the war. His work 

centers on giving a shape to his personal memories and experiences and the collective 

memories of the victims of the camps. The repetition and variations of certain scenes 

and motifs denote a certain continuation in Komski’s works, given that many of the 

scenes drawn in 1945 are reviewed, redrawn and repainted over the years. But what 

Komski includes in the works created in the 1970s that was missing in the 1945 

images is the representation of daily life inside the camps, the living conditions in the 

barracks, the work in the kitchen, and the illegal trade of merchandise between the 

prisoners. What one can find in common between Levi and Komski is precisely their 

need to look back and expand the narration of their memories to add more dimension 

to the complexity of living in the camps. The need to revisit the past and get on with 

the process of remembering their own tragic experiences is deeply attached to the 

need to remember others, especially the victims who died before the liberation and 

                                                        
232 See Blanco Valdés, “The Auschwitz Trilogy”, p. 154. 
233 Primo Levi, “Si esto es un hombre,” in: Trilogía de Auschwitz, Pilar Gómez Bedate (trans.), 

Barcelona 2005 
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were not able to tell their stories. Therefore, as Carmen Blanco Valdés puts, the 

“memory becomes salvation against oblivion.”234 

Another connection between the author and the artist can be found by 

comparing Komski’s works with The Drowned and the Saved, in which Levi 

considers the concentration camps from the perspective of the essay. Levi’s analytical 

approach represents his attempt to gain distance from his memories and experiences, 

to insert them in a wider context and thus reach a more objective meaning to the 

whole experience inside the camps. In the essay, he also considers the issue of 

memory and the problem of the reliability and accuracy of memories.235 In the middle 

of his analysis, he brings up an element absent in his previous books: He includes in 

his reflections about the victims and survivors the role and responsibility of the 

perpetrators and bystanders. His discourse is thus oriented to understanding how the 

Holocaust is remembered differently by the ones and the others, and how the 

survivors, in particular the Jewish ones, had to cope not only with their traumatic 

memories but also with the contradictory sensations of grief, joy, guilt and even 

shame of having survived.236 Komski’s approach is not as objective and detached, 

even though sometimes he seems to try to achieve that. What he and Levi keep 

through their works is the commitment to create a work beyond their own personal 

memories. They remember and honor the victims and participate in the collective re-

creation and reconstruction of the collective memories of the victims of the camps.  

 The debates about how to remember the Holocaust have raised awareness of 

the impossibilities of creating an objective historical discourse without the tension 

between remembering and forgetting. This tension becomes more problematic when 

the testimonies of the survivors are present. How does a witness of the Holocaust 

remember the events? Are their testimonies faithful to the historical events? How 

much they can remember, and how much they have forgotten over the years? These 

questions have been raised in scholarly studies and in the works of the survivors. 

 Michael Bernard-Donals’ study Forgetful Memory: Representation and 

Remembrance in the Wake of the Holocaust is one the most recent and complete 

studies of the subject. It summarizes well the works of many relevant scholars in the 

                                                        
234 See Blanco Valdés, “The Auschwitz Trilogy”, p. 154.  
235 Primo Levi, “Los hundidos y los salvados,” in: Trilogía de Auschwitz, Pilar Gómez Bedate (trans.), 

Barcelona 2005 
236 See Blanco Valdés, “The Auschwitz Trilogy”, p. 155.  
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field.237 Bernard-Donals’ notion of “forgetful memory” explains how in the process of 

remembering traumas and events, the loss of memory can affect the testimonies of the 

survivors. 238  “Forgetful memory” is “the double process of retrieval and loss—

memory and forgetting—that lies at the crux between witness and testimony.”239 The 

problem might be even more complex when one considers in the particular case of the 

Holocaust that the recollection of evidence has been problematic and “the event can 

only be recuperated by those who, in his terms, speak for the dead (an impossible 

task).” 240  Dependence on the witnessing of survivors requires analyzing their 

narratives (oral, written, visual) to assess how much they have witnessed and how 

much they can remember and forget. This is highly problematic when trying to build a 

historical discourse about the Holocaust and the concentration camps “in which the 

veracity or coherence of eyewitness testimony is one of the pillars on which the 

historical reality or truth of events rests.”241 

The role “forgetful memory” plays in the testimonies of survivors and the role 

the latter have in the construction of the “historical truth” of events is indeed 

problematic when looking at works of art. The case of literature is somewhat different, 

because written narrations provide more details that can be easily compared with 

other discourses. The visual arts, on the other hand, might offer more challenging 

interpretation in the case of the works depicting scenes from the concentration camps. 

Therefore, it is more difficult to incorporate them and build a “historical truth.”  

Besides the problem of “forgetful memory,” one finds a second issue attached 

to the problem of how to remember the camps: the overproduction of images in 

popular culture addressing the subject. The creation of images related to life inside the 

concentration camps and the crimes perpetrated by the Nazis started before the 

liberation. Examples are the photographs taken by the SS of their own crimes and the 

illegal artworks numerous artists created in secret in the camps and ghettos. All these 

are images of which we know very little today. Massive production of images began 

within the first weeks of the liberation, including Margaret Bourke-White’s photos of 

                                                        
237 See Michael Bernard-Donals’ study Forgetful Memory: Representation and Remembrance in the 

Wake of the Holocaust, New York 2009. Some other studies include Dominick La Capra, History and 

Memory After Auschwitz, Cornell 1998; Dominick La Capra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 

Baltimore 2002; and James E. Young Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust. Narrative and the 

Consequences of Interpretation, Bloomington 1988.  
238 Bernard-Donals, Michael, Forgetful Memory, p. 5. 
239 Bernard-Donals, Michael, Forgetful Memory, p. 6.  
240 Bernard-Donals, Michael, Forgetful Memory, p. 4.  
241 Bernard-Donals, Michael, Forgetful Memory, p. 11. 
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the liberation of Dachau, or artworks created by official artists in the Allies armies 

such as Doris Zinkeisen’s Human Laundry (fig. 84) and Leslie Cole’s Sick Women 

and the Hooded Men of Belsen (fig. 85), both depicting scenes from the liberation of 

Bergen-Belsen.242 

Andreas Huyssen summarizes the problem of the production of images about 

or inspired by the Holocaust thus:  

Despite the growth of the Holocaust revisionism in recent years, the problem 

for Holocaust memory in the 1980s and 1990s is not forgetting, but rather the 

ubiquitousness, even the excess of Holocaust imaginary in our culture, from 

the fascination with fascism in film and fiction, which Saul Friedlander has so 

persuasively criticized, to the proliferation of an often facile Holocaust 

victimology in a variety of political discourses that have nothing to do with the 

Shoah.243 

The excessive imagery has disrupted and challenged the construction of the historical 

discourse because it has blurred even more the limits between what actually happened 

and what did not. Such a phenomenon is not necessarily negative when one considers 

it from the point of view of the construction of the collective memory. As time goes 

by, the temporal distance between the present and what happened inside the camps is 

increasing. Seventy years have passed since the end of the war, and within that time, 

frame multiple images and narratives—films, documentaries, photographs, 

biographies, novels, and works of art—have built the fragmented collective memories 

of the Holocaust.244 Such a variety of images is sometimes ambiguous, but it is not 

necessarily negative as long as one can maintain a critical attitude when dealing with 

such various discourses. Paradoxically, among the images filling the collective 

memory, the works of art created by many artists-survivors have been obscured. 

Therefore, the problem of how to remember the concentration camps has 

affected the reception of the works of art created by the survivors. On the one hand, 

the “forgetful memory” of the survivors makes it challenging to consider the images 

                                                        
242

 The paintings and drawings depicted by the British official war artists during the liberation of 

Bergen-Belsen camp it’s discussed in: Antoine Capet, “The Liberation of the Bergen-Belsen Camp as 

seen by Some British Official War Artists in 1945,” in: Holocaust Studies: A Journal of Culture and 

History, vol. 12, is. 1-2, Summer-Autumn, 2006, pp. 170-185.  
243 Andreas Huyssen, “Monuments and Holocaust Memory in a Media Age,” in: Morgan, Michael L. 

(ed.), A Holocaust Reader: Responses to the Nazi Extermination, New York and Oxford 2001, pp. 359-

363, p. 359. 
244 Andreas Huyssen, “Monuments and Holocaust,” p. 361. 
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truthful testimonies that bear witness to the event. Thus, their images have been 

overlooked by historical discourse. On the other hand, the overproduction of images 

in the past decades has overshadowed images created by the survivors. The works are 

fragments of the collective memory about the Holocaust, but few scholars have 

looked more closely at them.  

The tension between history and memory, and the problem of how to reconcile 

that tension to remember the past, is insufficient to explain why Komski and others 

have been overlooked in the past decades. In the following sections, I will argue that 

two additional problems contribute to this phenomenon.  

 
5.2. “Unwanted Beauty”: The Problem of How to Represent the Holocaust 

In parallel to the problem of remembrance, scholars and survivors have also dealt 

with the problem of the representation of the Holocaust. Should the Holocaust be 

represented or not? Is it ethical to represent it? How accurate are the representations 

of what happened? Among the numerous scholarly studies on the subject, almost all 

refer to Theodor Adorno ’s affirmation that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is 

barbaric.”245 Adorno’s statement almost seems like a warning. It has been quoted over 

and over to question the limits between ethics and artistic representation. Discussion 

regarding the representations from an ethical point of view is still ongoing.246  

 Although the importance of such discussion is not under question, my purpose 

in this section is not to dig in these ethical problems. I mention it because the tension 

between ethics and aesthetics around works depicting the Holocaust has partially 

dissuaded scholars from dealing with the visual representations created by survivors. 

The core of the problem remains in the aesthetic possibilities expressed in the 

representation. Recent studies have been slowly shifting the discussion from the 

ethical problem to look at the multiple representations for their artistic qualities.  

One scholar who has changed the focus of the research is Brett Ashley Kaplan. 

In her book Unwanted Beauty: Aesthetic Pleasure in Holocaust Representation, she 

considers the problem of representation from the aesthetic effect the representations 

                                                        
245 The orininal sentence appeared in Adorno’s essay “The Administer World,” writen in 1949 and 

published in 1951. See Theodor W. Adorno, “The Administer World,”in: Can One Live After 

Auschwitz? A Philosophical Reader, Rolf Tiedmann (ed.) and Rodney Livingstone (trans.), California 

2003, pp. 146-162. 
246 Among the relevant studies in the subject one might find: Nicholas Chare and Diminic Williams 

(eds.), Representing Auschwitz: At the Margins of Testimony, New York 2013; Berel Lang, Holocaust 

Representation: Art within the Limits of History and Ethics, Baltimore 2000; and Lawrence L. Langer, 

Using and Abusing the Holocaust, Indiana 2006. 
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might have over the spectator.247 The questions the author seeks to answer in her 

study are: “How can we understand the incredible beauty of much Holocaust art? And 

is there something indecent or unethical about this beauty?”248 Kaplan affirms that the 

“unwanted beauty” in works dealing with the Holocaust is a fundamental aspect to 

raise awareness about the importance of remembering it, as well as the element that 

can trigger a better understanding of the events.249 When explaining the “unwanted 

beauty” of the artworks, Kaplan carefully distinguishes between it and the 

“aestheticization of horror that is so pervasive today,”250 affirming that “unwanted 

beauty” is not an “easy delight” to entertain masses but a characteristic more uneasy 

and complicated.251  

The “demonization of beauty,” intrinsic in many past studies about the 

Holocaust, the fear and ambiguous feelings that might arise when looking at images 

that can be disturbing, horrific and painful but at the same time offer a complex 

aesthetic pleasure, is one of the main reasons scholars have kept some distance, 

particularly regarding the works of survivors, which have tended to be more 

figurative.252 This demonization is nothing but the uncertainties of dealing with the 

beauty of artworks that have the potential to trigger a flow of contradicting emotions 

in the spectators.  

In general, there is a tendency among scholars to consider that it is pointless, if 

not offensive, to judge this art in the same manner as artworks that have been looked 

at, criticized and interpreted in the tradition of Western art. Nora Levin, for example, 

in the foreword of Mary S. Costanza’s The Living Witness, states, “Critical analysis of 

the artists’ works would be rudely out of place and offensive, yet Mrs. Costanza 

comments with great sensitivity. What can compare with Terezin and Gurs and 

Auschwitz? The works reproduced and described cannot be pressed into schools of art, 

or styles. They stand apart, singular and terrible, like the written testimony of the 

Holocaust.” 253  If we read between the lines of Levin’s comment, there is no 

possibility of judging and criticizing aesthetically (mainly negatively) works of art 
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born from the painful experiences of victims in the concentration camps. These works 

should be described with “great sensitivity” and not with the academic objective tone, 

because they are unclassifiable and cannot be defined or categorized because they 

were born to bear witness of the Holocaust.  

 I see the problem of the art of the concentration camps from a different 

perspective, although I am aware of Levin's statements and understand her vision. It is 

undeniable and undisputed that each and every one of the pieces created by those who 

experienced the concentration camps themselves has an ethical importance. However, 

since many of the prisoners were professional artists before interred in the camps, the 

art that many of them created might be part of a visual and artistic legacy representing 

the Holocaust and the camps with that “unwanted beauty.”  

 

5.3. Contemporary Responses to the Holocaust and Museums: The Problem of 

Legitimacy  

Associated with the problem of how to represent the Holocaust, one finds a third issue 

that should be taken into account: Who is depicting the images in response to the 

Holocaust? Why have some of them been legitimated by art museums while others, 

like Komski’s works, have not? This issue is related to the question of who is creating 

the images populating the collective imaginations and memories and what institutions 

are legitimizing them.  

 Looking at the corpuses of images and literary references that have been 

created during the last seventy years, one might ask: Who was involved in the 

production of images that have helped shape artistic responses to the Holocaust after 

the war? The first were the survivors but, paradoxically, up until now, this group has 

been the least studied. Over the years, and especially after the 1970s and 1980s, the 

second generation of survivors—artists, writers and filmmakers—has contributed 

with their “postmemory” works to make sense out of the experiences their parents or 

family members suffered during the Second World War.254 The graphic novelist Art 

                                                        
254 “Postmemory” is a term used by Marianne Hirsch to describe that generation. She also explains how 

other writers address to the same generation using other names: “The particular relation to a parental 
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memory”, “belated memory”, “prosthetic memory” (Celia Lury, Alison Landsberg), “mémoire trouée” 

(Henri Raczymow), “mémoire des cendres” (Nadine Fresco), “vicarious witnessing” (Froma Zaitlin), 

“received history” (James Young), “haunting legacy” (Gabriele Schwab), and “postmemory.” See 

Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust, 

New York 2012. p.3 
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Spiegelman, for example, in 1980 published the graphic novel Maus based on his 

father’s life during the war and his survival in Auschwitz.255 

Another group has also participated actively in creating responses to the 

Holocaust: well-established contemporary artists who have little or non-direct 

connection with the concentration camps or the Holocaust. Some of them are part of 

the generation of the “postmemory,” as in the case of Christian Boltanski, but most 

are not. Curiously enough, considering that the works of these artists have been 

exhibited in museums and galleries, their works have been highly visible and widely 

commented upon. Among them are contemporary artists such as Harun Farocki, 

Nancy Spero and the Cuban artist Tania Bruguera. 

When investigating which artists are involved in the creation of the visual 

memories of the camp, it becomes evident that the works of the survivors are the least 

visible of all. Thus, one might wonder what is so particular in their artistic style or 

condition that has kept scholars from studying them. The third problem that could 

affect the reception of survivors’ works within artistic circles of contemporary art 

might be related with their artistic legitimacy. Two main reasons impede the 

legitimation of survivors’ art: the non-abstract style of their art and the non-inclusion 

of their works in art galleries, museums and other artistic institutions.  

The issue concerning the non-abstract style of their works is attached to the 

artistic developments in the second half of the twentieth century, when in the Post-

war years, Abstract Expressionism pushed aside the figurative style. Consider, for 

instance, the case of the Slovenian artist Zoran Mušić, one of the few artist survivors 

who developed an artistic career after the liberation of Dachau.256 While in the camp, 

where he was imprisoned between 1944 and 1945, Mušić made a series of drawings 

titled Dachau to document his experiences. After the war, he spent some years 

between Italy and France and developed an abstract style and a strong interest for 

landscaping, leaving aside subjects related to the camps.257 He exhibited his work in 

1948 at the Venice Biennale and in 1952 at the Galerie de France in Paris. 

Nevertheless, as Clair and Zupan explain, “In the mid-1950s and the 1960s he 

underwent a period of crisis because of the pressures placed on his natural inclination 
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towards representation by the dominance of the abstraction of the Ecole de Paris. In 

his prints of this period he returned to the themes of the 1940s.”258 As a result of this 

crisis Mušić returned to his figurative style and themes related to the camps, and 

between 1970 and 1976 created We Are Not The Last (fig. 86), a series of drawings in 

which he confronts his memories of the concentration camp.  

Mušić’s case illustrates two important elements. On the one hand, the artist let 

substantial time elapse between the creation of his first and second series of drawings 

depicting the camps. As explained, the revision of the memories after many years 

seems to be common to many survivors, including Komski and Primo Levi. On the 

other hand, the change from a figurative style to an abstract one may have made 

possible his success within artistic institutions. Although Mušić felt compelled to 

confront his experiences of the camps, his work is not centered, as in Komski’s case, 

on tackling the issues of memory and leaving behind a visual testimony.  

What is interesting about Komski’s works is that although the artist is 

innovative when using different techniques and materials to create versions of the 

same scenes and memories, in none of his works one can see an attempt to break with 

the figurative representations and experiment with an abstract expression to cope with 

his traumatic experiences and memories. His intention to be a witness to history and 

to create visual testimonies of what happened in the camps might be one reason for 

his apparent refusal to explore more abstract representations. In this sense, Komski 

differentiates himself from other twentieth-century artists who created more abstract 

artworks to cope with their own traumatic experiences.  

 Nevertheless, the abstract works dealing with the Holocaust have been more 

visible, commented upon and, above all, legitimized as art than the figurative works 

created by survivors. Comparing a contemporary work with Komski’s works could be 

illuminating. Consider the example of the French artist Christian Boltanski. His case 

might be particularly relevant because his work deals with the problem of memory 

and the way we remember the past. Boltanski was born in Paris at the end of 1944, a 

few months before the end of the war. He belongs to that group of artists associated 

with the generation of postmemory because in his work, he deals with the subject of 

the Holocaust from a non-testimonial point of view. When commenting about what he 

is attempting in his works, the artist once stated: “My work is not about the camps, it 
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is after the camps. The reality of the Occident was changed by the Holocaust. We can 

no longer see anything without seeing that. But my work is really not about the 

Holocaust. It’s about death in general, about all of our deaths.” 259  Thus, he 

acknowledges his role as artist who reflects on the Holocaust, but is not a witness of it.  

Boltanski uses the subject of the Holocaust not as means of dealing with the 

Holocaust itself, but with the memory of it. In his installations, the presence of 

photography is reiterative, particularly in the form of portraits, as in the case of The 

62 Members of the Mickey Mouse Club in 1955 (fig. 87). In this installation, Boltanski 

uses old photographs he collected from the magazine Mickey Mouse Club when he 

was 11 years old.260 The photos are not of Jewish victims, but they remind us of them. 

The artist uses photography to create an effect, not a direct reference.261 In contrast, 

the works of survivors like Jan Komski are referential, as in the case of his watercolor 

Execution by Firing Squad (fig. 74), inspired by the photograph taken by the Nazi 

after an execution. Komski’s works are referential because they intend to be 

testimonies. The main differences between these artists, besides the references ––or 

rather absence of references––they are taking are media and style.  

But observing the visual differences between Komski and Boltanski does not 

completely explain why the works of the two artists do not have the same legitimacy. 

Although their style might have something to do with it, the full answer cannot be 

found in the artistic quality of their works. Therefore, such legitimacy may also 

depend on other circumstances attached to circulation and exhibition of the works. 

 Art dealing with the concentration camps seems to have been excluded from 

the studies of the history of art of the twentieth century in Europe because the 

circumstances concerning its production are outside the parameters and categories in 

which artworks have been created within the tradition of Western art. This partially 

explains why the works of some artists who did not suffer during the Second World 

War or in the concentration camps but have used the Holocaust as a topic in their 

creations have received more attention than most of the works done by artists who 

were victims and survivors.  
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 Corinne Granof and David Mickenberg comment about some of the 

difficulties encountered by the discipline of art history when trying to understand 

concentration camp art and write about it. On the one hand, they state that: “(…) the 

sources on which twentieth-century art historians often construct arguments and draw 

conclusions are either minimal or altogether absent.”262 The sources and documents 

associated with the circumstances of production have disappeared or in many cases 

never existed, and thus giving a historical order and meaning to the works created 

inside the camps and ghettos or in the postwar years is particularly challenging for the 

discipline of art history. In addition to the lack of documentation and a corpus of texts 

and bibliographic references about this subject, other factors interfere with the study 

of primary sources. Granof and Mickenberg affirm that: “To further complicate 

matters, national and religious identities, museum policies and politics, and the 

emotions and sensitivities involved in the subject impede researching and organizing 

any exhibition of art by victim-artists.”263 Therefore, the factors that interfere with 

displaying these works and making them better known and accessible to scholars and 

the general public might have had an impact on the difficulty of studying the 

surviving primary sources and documentation available.264 

 On the other hand, commenting about the art specifically created inside the 

camps, Granof and Mickenberg state that such works “(…) did not originate in the 

creative ferment of twentieth-century bohemian culture often associated with modern 

artistic production-stereotypically the café or studio. Nor did the works follow the 

traditional trajectory from studio to gallery to museum.”265 Since these works were 

not produced in the “standard” way and in the “traditional” spaces in which the rest of 

the artistic pieces studied by art historians were, it is not possible to put them into the 

same academic categories and canons. But such circumstances could also be valid in 

the case of the survivors-artists. Let us take Jan Komski as an example.  

 Although a prolific artist, Komski did not subscribe to the artistic institutions 

of the art museum to make visible his works representing the concentration camps, 
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and it was only in 1998 that he exhibited his work for the first time at the Holocaust 

Museum of Houston. One of the main reasons why he did not attempt to build an 

artistic career based on exhibiting in art museums and galleries is the lack of ambition 

to commercialize and sell his works depicting the camps. Komski did not assign any 

commercial value to his works representing the concentration camps. In contrast, his 

landscape watercolors and oil paintings were exhibited and sold in galleries in 

Washington, D.C., and Arlington, Virginia, where he lived. Thus, it appears Komski 

made a clear distinction between the commercial value of his landscape art and that of 

the camp-related works, which he only donated to memorial places. The reason for 

this might be self-evident: Komski was painting scenes from the camps to cope with 

his own memories and to bear witness to history and honor those who died in the 

camps. He was not depicting such scenes to profit from images of his and others’ pain. 

 But if he did not want to commercialize them, one may wonder if he could 

have attempted to exhibit them in art museums and other artistic institutions and thus 

legitimized his works as “artworks” and himself as an “artist.” However, the birth of 

the institution of the memorial museum might have kept him or many other artist 

survivors from doing so. On the one hand, the “emotions and sensitivities involved in 

the subject”266 of the Holocaust and its art, as Granof and Mickenberg have well 

pointed out, could have difficulties artists like Komski potentially experienced by 

trying to exhibit their works in art museums instead of memorial institutions. On the 

other hand, the emergence of the memorial museum after the war created a division 

between fine arts museums and memorial ones, many of which were built on the sites 

where crimes and murders were committed with the objective to remember and 

mourn the victims. The art created by the survivors during the postwar years has been 

exhibited by default in memorial museums. This circumstance explains why 

Komski’s first exhibition about his camp related works took place in the Holocaust 

Museum of Houston, not in a traditional art museum.  
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6. Conclusion: Reconciling Testimony and Artistic Expression 

 
The historian’s art is, after all, limited, and the  

writer, the poet, the artist, the dramatist, the  

musician, the psychologist, and, for the religious  

among us, the theologian have to be asked to add  

their insights to enable the historian to probe deeper  

into that darkness. Above all, we need the witness.  

There is no Holocaust history without witnesses. 

 

Yehuda Bauer, Rethinking the Holocaust 267 

 

My aim in the present study was two-fold. First, I attempted to dust off Jan Komski’s 

works of art and evaluate them from an art historical perspective to comprehend their 

artistic characteristics and qualities. In my study, I discussed three groups of 

variations Komski depicted about three motifs: the torture by reverse hanging he 

suffered in Block 11, executions in the gallows and shooting executions in the Death 

Wall. These t variations tackle the problem of remembering the concentration camps 

from three different perspectives. On the one hand, in the works representing torture, 

the artist depicts himself re-enacting the torture. By becoming the observed and the 

observer of his own pain, Komski deals with his memories by reliving them in his 

works. On the other hand, in the variation depicting the gallows, Komski focuses on 

remembering other victims from the perspective of the witness. Therefore, by painting 

what he saw, he represents his memories about others and their experiences, 

documenting their suffering. Finally, in the versions representing executions by 

shooting, the artist re-creates events based on his own memories and photographs 

taken by the perpetrators of similar events. By re-creating the episode, perhaps one of 

the most horrific in the history of Auschwitz, the artist combines the process of 

remembering the concentration camps from the perspective of the collective memory.  

Analysis of Jan Komski’s variations reveals that his art deals with the problem 

of how to remember the concentration camps, as well as how the survivors can cope 

with their personal memories and traumas. The repetitive images in Komski’s works 

are an artistic trait that represents the waves of his own repetitive memories. While 

revising his memories, the artist rereads as well his own work, experimenting each 

time with diverse techniques, materials and viewpoints. 

Second, I have tried to comprehend why Komski’s and other survivors’ works 

have been overlooked by scholars. During my quest, I identified three major problems 
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that have interfered with the reception of their works. The first is the problem of 

“forgetful memory” when looking at the works only as testimonies to reconstruct the 

history of the Holocaust and the concentration camps. By questioning how much the 

survivors can remember or how much they have forgotten, one can inquire about the 

accuracy of their works of art as testimonies that bear witness to history and, in 

consequence, disregard their study.  

The second is the problem of how to represent the Holocaust, or even if it 

should be represented at all, which puts on hold the concrete study of the existing 

artistic representations by only focusing on the issue of the ethics of representation. In 

addition, the issue of the “unwanted beauty” of the art created by artists inside the 

camps and by survivors in the postwar years is also relevant. Such works of art are 

often difficult to look at not only because of the horrors they depict, but also because 

they have an “unwanted beauty” that makes the experience of observing them very 

ambiguous. Because many scholars do not know how to reconcile this ambiguity, 

they have avoided analyzing the works beyond their testimonial value.  

The third problem concerns the issue of the legitimacy of the works. On the 

one hand, the style of the works created by most of the survivors after the war, as is 

evident in Komski’s works, is more figurative than abstract. Thus, their works might 

have been overlooked and displaced by the trends of the Abstract Expressionism after 

the war. On the other hand, survivors’ works do not have the same artistic legitimacy 

as other contemporary artworks dealing with the subject of the Holocaust, because 

they have not been exhibited in art museums and other artistic institutions but in 

memorial museums. Furthermore, the refusal of most survivors to commercialize their 

works could be an additional reason to avoid exhibitions in artistic institutions and 

instead exhibit and donate their works to te memorial museums. In consequence, the 

study of artistic material created inside the concentration camps and ghettos and by 

the survivors after the war challenges scholars because it is highly problematic to put 

them into academic categories and also because there is a lack of categories that can 

cope with the specificity of these works.  

After studying Jan Komski’s works and examining why his and other survivor 

artists’ works have been overlooked, perhaps one more question remains: Is it 

possible to reconcile their artistic expression and their testimonial purpose? Bernard-

Donals affirms that “between history and collective memory fall moments of 

individual memory related to witnessing or seeing, moments that are themselves a 
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structural part of memory, but that evidence precisely the loss of the event rather than 

its recuperation.”268 If we can understand these works of art represent the process of 

remembering and forgetting, because both aspects are constant in assimilating and 

reconstructing the history of the Holocaust and the concentration camps, we could 

look at them as illustrations of how artists created their personal memories about what 

happened. Each work of art can be understood as a fragment in the integral process of 

creating a collective memory and reconstructing the history of the Holocaust. 

The testimonial aspect is part of the specificity of these works, and thus it 

cannot (and should not) be disregarded. The problem is not if these images are 

capable of documenting faithfully the events; the problem might be to impose such 

demands to these works of art. Considering that, as Susan Sontag pointed, all 

memories are individual, unreproducible and die with each person, 269  the images 

represent individual memories and the personal testimonies of what the artists saw, 

experienced and knew in the concentration camps. Whether the images represent 

accurately the facts should not be the main focus but rather the way the artists, as 

direct victims and witnesses, remember what happened. In their works, they chose the 

memories for us: They depict their own memories but also show what they want us to 

look at and remember.  

When observing these works of art, inevitably the aesthetic experience is 

present and should not be ignored. The art historian Jürgen Kaumkötter, referring to 

the works of the artist survivor Yehuda Bacon, affirmed that “he [Bacon] is first of all 

an artist, an artist who was in Auschwitz. The order matters.”270 Therefore, by trying 

to understand the particular artistic qualities of each work, we are acknowledging the 

authors of the images first as artists and second as victims. If the uncomfortable and 

ambiguous experience of looking at the “unwanted beauty” of such painful images is 

confronted, as art historians we might discover the echoes of previous artists and 

works in the art of the survivors, as well as new ways to represent subjects that have 

been depicted before, as in Komski’s variations of the executions by shooting. 

Monica Bohn-Duchen, following the studies of Glen Sujo, mentions possible 
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relationships and connections between the works of art representing the camps and 

previous works and provides four examples: Maurycy Bromberg’s Five Jews 

Harnessed to a Roller, a drawing painted between 1945 and 1948 that can be visually 

compared with the painting Volga Boatmen, painted by Ilya Repin in 1872; the 

resemblance between Mort de misère by Léon Delarbre painted in Dora in 1945 and 

Jacopo Pontormo’s Death of Christ, depicted c. 1518; and last but not least, Felix 

Nussbaum’s reference to the northern medieval Totentanz tradition in his Dance of 

Death, painted between 1943 and 1944.271 

 By the time I wrote this study, there were not many survivors left. 

Sooner or later, there will be no survivors. We cannot count on their testimonies 

anymore, their interviews, their writings and their art. The works of art created by 

artists who had the misfortune of experiencing the concentrations camps represent 

their own testimonial and artistic legacy. If we want to reconcile the tension between 

testimony and artistic expression, we might have to observe more closely their works, 

independently of how accurately they depict what happened in the Holocaust. When 

remembering the concentration camps, especially Auschwitz, the problem of the 

tension between testimony and artistic expression will exist. However, if we try to 

reconcile it and look beyond such limitation, we might have a better understanding of 

what happened, of how the victims remember what they experienced and what they 

consider important to remember. By trying to overcome the tension, we could 

discover interesting artistic styles and perhaps innovating perspectives to present 

traditional motifs. The works of art by Jan Komski that are analyzed here might be 

proof of that. 
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2. Vann Nath, Artist in his sell (Self-Portrait), 1980, oil on canvas. Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum. 
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3. Carlos Peñalba, Photographic display at the Toul Sleng 

Genocide Museum in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, 2015, digital 
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4. Photography of Vann Nath taken on his arrival 

to S-21 Prison, January 7, 1978, Tuol Sleng 

Genocide Museum, Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

5.  Maurice Savage, Photographs of prisoners along the main 

corridor of Block 11 in the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum, 
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73. Jan Komki, Execution, USA 1970-80, oil on painting, 92 x 122.4 cm. Collections of the Auschwitz-

Birkenau Memorial and Museum (PMO-I-1-807) 
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 150 

 
 

75. Jan Komski, Execution by a Single Executioner, USA1990-97, watercolor, 91.8 x 122 

cm.Collections of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum (PMO-I-1-809)  
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