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Jeff Wall: Regarding the Jewish Cemetery

Sharla Sava

This paper is one section of my Ph.D. dissertation, which looks at Jeff Wall’s role 
in the formation of an artistic ‘counter-tradition’ in Vancouver, in the years 
following 1968.1 As has often been stated, the work of Wall and his contempo-
raries can be seen as having developed out of experiments in ‘conceptual art’ 
photography or ‘photoconceptualism’. My subject in this paper is the way in 
which the artworks that I have in mind – two pictures from the 1980s – have 
both engaged and effaced the specifics of history as a site of public memory.

During the 1980s Wall employed a form of photographic realism intended 
to convey the complexities of modern life. Many of these formal strategies 
were common in Vancouver at the time – common, at least, among Wall and 
his artistic colleagues. Characteristic features include: (1) a departure from 
conceptualism’s linguistic experimentation and a return to pictorialism, (2) 
both exploiting and refusing the purely indexical, or ‘documentary’ function of 
photography, (3) employing the use of ‘staging,’ of volunteer or hired actors, 
to stand in as generic social types, and lastly (4) rejecting ‘neo-romantic’ self-
expression, positioning itself against the widely celebrated return to paint-
ing that occurred in the 1980s. These four strategies work together to create 
a critical picture of modern life; one whose engagement with history is gov-
erned by an identifiable set of photographic concerns.

Reflecting on these artistic premises brings to mind more general de-
bates about what it meant to make significant art in the period during, and 
after, the Vietnam War. One of the more interesting problematics is the shift 
that takes place in the artistic imagination of the time, a shift from an ethos 
of ‘genius loci’ (spirit of place) to one of ‘being on location.’ That is to say, 
the question of the local – of how artists come to know, and further, to rep-
resent, the place that they inhabit – enters a phase of reconsideration, ow-
ing to the many forces of cultural modernization that were felt from the 
1960s on. Rather than looking to the natural wilderness as a source of imma-
nent knowledge, artists turned to the city, establishing a sense of the local 
through the contingent and contradicted representations of transnational 
urban culture. 

With respect to Vancouver, especially as seen in the work of these artists, 
this phase of late modernism takes the adversarial spirit of the bohemian 
west coast and knowingly repositions it inside the familiar codes of the spec-
tacular image. For Ian Wallace and Jeff Wall, as for many others of this peri-
od, it is the increasing pressure of the culture industry that makes the sin-
gular task of painting appear impossible, and it is this pressure that remains 
the justification behind their fervent embrace of photography. Through a 

1 I take the term ‘counter-tradi-
tion’ from an essay by Jeff Wall, 
where he speaks about col-
leagues including Ian Wallace, 
Rodney Graham and Ken Lum: 

 “In my essay in the catalogue 
for [Ken] Lum’s show, I claimed 
that [Rodney Graham’s] ‘Il-
luminated Ravine’, along with 
Lum’s furniture sculptures, first 
presented in 1978 and 1979, 
were the indicators of a new 
direction in the art discourse 
of Vancouver .... a counter-
tradition, long in preparation, 
surfaced.” 

 (“Traditions and Counter-Tra-
ditions in Vancouver Art – A 
Deeper Background for Ken 
Lum’s Work” Witte de With, 
1991:80)
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process of careful photographic ‘engineering’, the particularities of place, as 
seen in their work, become staged episodes in the ongoing drama of a disen-
chanted modernity.

It is difficult, if not impossible, to assess or interpret these works without 
reference to the Frankfurt School, specifically Theodor Adorno’s writing. In 
the post-war period, as key texts from Frankfurt School members began to ap-
pear in English translation – Marcuse’s One-dimensional Man (1964), Adorno’s 
Prisms (1967), Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment (1972) – the 
reception of Critical Theory shaped the ideas of the North American New 
Left. In the case of artists such as Jeff Wall, Ian Wallace and Rodney Graham, 
who were students at UBC during the late sixties, these ideas coincided with 
the radicalization of the university campuses.2 In the realm of art, the ques-
tioning and subsequent waning of Greenbergian modernism also led the way 
to Adorno, as critics and historians attempted to recover the careful political 
imagination that is invested in his aesthetic theory. While it would require 
more thorough investigation to educe the influence of the Frankfurt School 
on Wall’s thinking, there are numerous indications of its presence. As early 
as his M.A. thesis on Berlin Dada (1970), for instance, Wall draws explicitly on 
Marcuse’s critique of bourgeois culture.

The baby boomer generation – Wall was born in 1946 – was socialized 
by the trauma and devastation of the Second World War. As we know, all of 
Adorno’s writing is haunted by the consequences of Hitler’s fascism: he be-
lieved that all subsequent thought had to contend with it. The fact of Nazism 
had, in fact, pushed the modern philosophical understanding of reason to-
ward a new ‘categorical imperative’. In Negative Dialectics, Adorno says that “A 
new categorical imperative has been imposed by Hitler on unfree mankind: 
to arrange their thoughts and actions so that Auschwitz will not repeat it-
self, so that nothing similar will happen.” (ND, 465) This new imperative – 
to arrange our thoughts and actions so that the systematic organization of 
death camps will not occur again – is a notion that implicates every aspect of 
culture. It also points to the seemingly impossible task of representing this 
history; and brings to mind Adorno’s renowned moral and aesthetic edict, 
that ‘After Auschwitz, to write a poem is barbaric’.3

With this framework in mind, I’d like to discuss The Jewish Cemetery made 
by Jeff Wall in 1980, and The Holocaust Memorial in the Jewish Cemetery, made by 
the artist in 1987. In the cemetery, the Jewish tradition of burying the dead, 
of leaving the body intact to wait for the salvation of the Messiah, is laid out 
before our eyes. There is a kind of ritual sadness present in the cemetery, as 
we imagine those who come here to visit the loved ones that death has taken 
away. We are invited to empathize with the loss that tombstones unavoidably 
symbolize. In the second picture this narrative of the cemetery is compli-
cated by the presence of the memorial, because it stands in as the absence of 
such traditions. The memorial reminds its visitors of those millions of peo-

2 Jeff Wall talks about this in his 
1990 essay on Ken Lum, men-
tioning Warren Tallman, Fred 
Stockholder and Ed Hundert 
specifically. It is also evident 
that SFU professors including 
Robin Blaser, Jerry Zaslove, and 
Anthony Wilden, who were 
known to these artists, played 
a part in the expansion of 
traditional humanities curricula. 
(Wall 1990:33)

3 This phrase first appeared in 
Adorno’s essay “Cultural Criti-
cism and Society”, published in 
the English language edition of 
Prisms in 1967 (London: Spear-
man, trans from the German by 
S. and S. Weber), 34.
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ple deprived of religious burial traditions, and of the magnitude of indigni-
ties that they endured at the end of their lives.

The idea of modernity is a persistent element in all of Jeff Wall’s photog-
raphy. The Jewish cemetery pieces belong more generally to his ‘Vancouver 
landscapes,’ alongside other works from the 1980s such as The Bridge (1980) 
The Old Prison (1987) or Coastal Motifs (1989). All of these landscapes toy with 
the modern relation between nature and culture, employing strategies that 
emphasize both the dominant presence of nature in the city, and the natural-
ized effects of modernization upon the environment. 

Within the grounds of the cemetery, it is the presence of trees that pre-
dominates. While appearing on a scale that diminishes both grave and me-
morial, these cultivated, urban trees are not a shield from modernity but, 
rather, its mortal emblem. This is because their ecosystem is artificially 
maintained, severed from the wilderness that they are nevertheless intended 
to represent.4 The landscape in the cemetery pictures is situated within the 
dynamics of industry at work on the Fraser River and its shores. The Fraser 
Port Authority, which governs trade and shipping along the lower Fraser 
River, is Canada’s second largest port. Beyond the stand of trees that border 
the cemetery, we can see indications of this transportation corridor, through 
which millions of tonnes of cargo – vehicles, forestry, fishing and mining 
products – are brought and sent into the global market every year. The Alex 
Fraser Bridge, which spans the Annacis Industrial Estate, opened during 
Expo in 1986 and was celebrated, for a time, as the world’s longest bridge. In 
Wall’s image the Alex Fraser Bridge becomes a significant detail in a distant 
landscape; a modest visual counter-point to the Holocaust Memorial. 

As alluring as these landscapes are, we can see that Wall is not trying to 
make the kind of art which forms a pleasant respite from the suffering and 
brutality of human existence; the fact that Wall turns a public site of the 
dead into the primary subject of one of his works is indicative of this. That he 
is compelled to return to the same cemetery seven years later, so as to include 
a memorial to the holocaust, serves as an even more blatant admission that 
Wall intends to engage art in the most diabolical aspects of human history.

Although it was not the only cause, modernity was most certainly a nec-
essary condition for the holocaust. Our horror must encompass the certain-
ty that Hitler’s attempt to annihilate the entirety of the Jewish population 
relied on many of the most familiar aspects of modern civilization; what we 
continue to value even to the present day. The Nazi “machinery of destruc-
tion” (Hilberg) relied on a bureaucratic administration governed by prin-
ciples of pragmatism, efficiency and modern technological organisation. 
Human sympathy was effectively curtailed through disciplinary obedience 
to authorized procedures and abstract routines, while the rational deploy-
ment of administrative action pushed questions about the morality of such 
procedures off to the side. The decimation of undesirable populations – Jews, 

4 For an elaboration on the ‘tree’ 
as a site of contestation and 
conflict, see Jeff Wall’s essay 
on Rodney Graham, “Into the 
Forest” (1988).





gypsies, Poles, and so on – through organized mass murder was sanctified by 
public indifference rather than fanatical enthusiasm. This is what Hannah 
Arendt meant to convey in her famous phrase, when she referred to the 1961 
trial of Adolf Eichmann, the SS Officer who was in charge of the deporta-
tion of European Jews to death camps, as ‘a report on the banality of evil.’ As 
the 1960s progressed, American protestors against the Vietnam War found 
in Eichmann a symbol of the need to defend individual conscience over con-
formity to administered systems. (Rabinowitz) This is a strand of modernism 
that can be traced back to Machiavelli.

Wall’s picture has an air of banality as well; a picture so obviously under-
stated, so miserably inadequate to the task of representation. It is only the 
title of the artwork that is explicit about the memory of the holocaust – the 
picture itself is conspicuously devoid of recognizable signs: no storm troop-
ers, no rifles, no skeletal bodies thrown in the mud, no smokestacks, no end-
less piles of shoes and hair. In fact, most of what is given to the viewer is the 
cloudless sky. When we compare the two pictures – the 1980 Jewish Cemetery 
to the 1987 Holocaust Memorial in the Jewish Cemetery, what is most evident is 
that the artist has ‘revised’ the second picture so as to allow for the presence 
of this vast blue sky. Wall relies on the sky as consolation for the memorial 
below, its presence an indifferent witness to the struggles that comprise hu-
man history. 

Wall’s sky echoes Roy Arden’s compelling series, Rupture. It is worth not-
ing that Rupture was made in 1985, after Wall’s cemetery picture and before 
the memorial one. Arden was another Vancouver artist closely associated 
with Wall at this time. In a review of the Rupture series, Ian Wallace makes the 
comment that “the cheerful indifference of the blue sky forms an antipode, 
a transcendent signifier accountable to nothing, and which the tragedy be-
low will not change. It also offers an erasure, an amnesia of the historical im-
age of social tragedy made possible by casting one’s eye to the sky in an act 
of contemplation or despair.” (Wallace, 25) The recovery of the pictorial that 
we see here is ‘late modernist’ in this respect. As practiced by Wall, Wallace, 
Arden, it is an oscillating marriage between the concrete circumstances of 
social violence and the abstraction of aesthetic concern. This kind of art re-
lies on employing the most cherished aims of ‘modernism’ and ‘postmodern-
ism’ against one another.

Wall’s holocaust picture also relies on the presence of human actors as a 
means of conveying the painful constraints of modernity. A man and a wom-
an stand together inside the memorial, each of them clasping their hands in 
an attitude of contemplation as they witness the names of the dead record-
ed there. We are given to believe that the couple is Jewish, since the woman’s 
head is covered and the man is wearing a yarmulke, or skullcap. Nearby, a 
third woman stands alone, hovering on the outside of the ledge that demar-
cates the memorial. The identity of these figures is recognizable to us: they 
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are those who have been touched by the historical circumstance of the ho-
locaust, and who are compelled to sober remembrance. In the form of lived 
memory, the historical barbarism and misery of the Nazi era extends forward 
to grasp what has escaped it. An agonized history encroaches upon the im-
mediacy of these figures standing in the graveyard, depriving them of faith 
in the progress of modern reason. 

Of course, though this picture is all about the holocaust, it is also impor-
tant to admit that the event itself is nowhere to be found within its frame. 
What Wall’s photograph documents is a modest memorial sculpture built 
four decades after the fact, in a setting that is both historically and geo-
graphically remote from the fields of blood and ash surrounding Auschwitz. 
The Schara Tzedeck congregation, which is host to the cemetery in which 
we see the memorial, dates back to the turn of the 20th century. As such, the 
context of this cemetery is suggestive of the relatively placid establishment 
of a Jewish community in Vancouver. Thus we can see that Wall’s pictures of 
the cemetery, and the memorial, are also linked to the progressive face of 
modernity, which has employed human rights legislation to protect the lives 
of immigrant populations as they move – by desire or necessity – to new and 
foreign lands. By the 1980s – when Wall was shooting his pictures here – the 
Vancouver Jewish community, as a whole (pop 25,000), was comfortably es-
tablished. In 1987, when the monument was erected, Vancouver was home to 
as many as five hundred holocaust survivors.5 If the comparatively few report-
ed incidents of anti-Semitism provide any reliable indication, the climate in 
this city’s ethnically diverse neighbourhoods has been one of relative toler-
ance. (Leonoff)

Wall’s picture of the holocaust is, in fact, highly mediated. The artist does 
not attempt to dramatize aspects of the event itself; but focuses instead on 
a memorial dedicated to the act of remembrance. Even so, the memorial is 
cast off to the side of the picture, on a scale where it is practically absorbed 
in the landscape by which it is surrounded. We can’t read any names, we can’t 
admire the careful symmetry of the frontal façade where the commemora-
tive dedication has been carved. In all of these respects the picture is weak, 
and, I believe, intentionally so. Contrary to the immortalizing hope invested 
in conventional memorial sites, the formal organization of the subject mat-
ter in this picture conveys an attitude of counter-monumentality.

There are a number of reasons why the holocaust might appear in such a 
highly mediated fashion. By 1987, when Wall made this picture, the Jewish ho-
locaust had become firmly situated in public consciousness by an emerging 
‘holocaust industry’. (Finkelstein) Immediately following the war, the mobi-
lization of public language intended to raise awareness about the holocaust 
was not immediately evident. This, the ‘delayed impact’ of the holocaust, was 
typical within Jewish communities, in Canada as elsewhere. (Bialystok) The 
first decades following the war demanded attention be given to the practical 

5 This is the estimate provided 
by the Vancouver Holocaust 
Education Centre.
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exigencies of recovery and resettlement. Those who had survived to speak 
were unready or unwilling to do so, outside of intimate circles. By the 1980s 
familiarity with the holocaust had increased: Nazi war criminals had been 
brought to trial; movies, books and films had popularized the harrowing ex-
periences of its victims, and local Jewish communities were involved in any 
number of educational and memorial activities. 

During this period – and perhaps even more so today – sensitivity to the 
suffering of the victims was massaged by the ideological purposes to which 
the memory of the holocaust has been directed. In both the U.S. and Canada, 
under the terms of cold war politics, the mainstream Jewish community 
had distanced itself from its more overtly leftist, anti-fascist contingents. 
(Schober, 71) In Vancouver, as elsewhere, as commemorative plans were made, 
fierce debates took place regarding the symbolic content appropriate to the 
memory of the holocaust. (Jones) Wall’s picture is constitutive of this con-
tested field of memory. It is neither a sensationalizing image of collective 
victimization nor an intimate testimonial of personal suffering. The image is 
organized in such a way as to express its own discomfort toward the industry 
that has brought it into being.

Turning to the picture again, we realize that at first glance we can’t be entirely 
certain whether we have inadvertently stumbled upon a scene of family mourn-
ing or if we are looking at actors set up on location. Knowing something about 
the artist, however, it is soon clear that even these apparently casual landscapes 
have been carefully controlled. Staging of this kind has been fundamental to 
photoconceptual practice in Vancouver. We can see, for instance, a similar tactic 
employed by Ian Wallace in his 1982 Poverty series. Wallace had been Wall’s teach-
er and ally since the late sixties, and worked 
closely with Wall at the time. Cultural theo-
ry during that period was drawn to a thor-
ough deconstruction of the realist effect, 
since dominant spectacular culture – ads, 
Hollywood movies, TV sit coms – relied on 
naturalised images whose value traded on 
their apparent realism. This critique led to a 
wariness of straight documentary photogra-
phy, and we see that artists such as Wall and 
Wallace rely on artificial staging as a means 
of addressing this problematic field. Positing 
possible scenarios with an absorptive power 
that rivals that of the dominant spectacular 
order, they use the realist effect against it-
self. The subject that appears in this kind of 
artwork is a device employed to slip through 
the hold of conceptual identity. He is not him-

6 TJ Clark addresses this issue 
in an interview with Jeff Wall, 
mentioning the notion of a 
‘puppet show,’ in which the 
hand of the artist re-animates 
his constructed social subjects: 

 “Could it be argued that what is 
happening here is that all these 
characters and situations are 
being de-realized and de-ani-
mated in order to be re-realized 
and re-animated as part of 
your own tableau, that finally 
the picture is one of the artist’s 
means of control over things? It 
seems to me that you are dicing 
with an extreme difficulty here. 
I understand your reasons for 
pushing this imagery to the 
edge of emptiness. But it seems 
that it opens itself up to a read-
ing as your own puppet show, 
and that you haven’t actually 
exited from the transparencies.” 

 (TJ Clark,114)

7 Rosalind Krauss, in the infamous 
attack on Wall that she makes 
in an essay about the artist 
James Coleman, admits that the 
limit of Wall’s work is related 
to his use of the medium, to 
his willingness to construct 
‘talking pictures’ that are fated 
to remain silent:

  “Although Wall may have 
‘invented a medium’ he has, 
by producing ‘talking pictures’, 
failed to engage that medium’s 
specificity. It is this failure, I 
think, that consigns his rework-
ings of old master art to nothing 
more ambitious than pastiche.” 

 (Krauss, 1997:29)
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self. She is being without essence, brought to life in the confines of modernity’s 
sumptuous cage. If she could speak, what would she say? But of course she won’t 
speak, she is only an image in a photograph.

And this, perhaps, brings me to the final resting place of this discussion. 
Jeff Wall shows us the precise threshold where the social field has permeated 
the constitution of the individual subject. Modernity is the limit of experi-
ence, and its regulatory framework organizes the visual arena of his staged 
tableaux. The holocaust is a sign of modernity that is written into the lives 
of all that it touches. It is an inescapable and totalizing narrative that persis-
tently shapes the interiority of the social subject. 

In modernity, the subject is interpellated, brought into being, by the ap-
paratus of the culture industry. As Norman Bryson observes, Wall’s artwork 
employs “Enlightenment boxes” to represent this process. Banishing all con-
tingency, Wall stages dramatic moments that are amenable to interpretation; 
that tell us how we have become ourselves. In order to show us what he in-
tends, however, Wall has to create the dramatic theatre of realist effect en-
tirely by his own hand.6 To attempt representation without mediation would 
be to concede to domination. In these pictures the subjective vision of the 
artist produces a totalizing image of modernity in control of its silent sub-
jects.7 Wall’s political commitment is meticulously limited by these formal 
constraints, while apparently animated by a faith that art today retains some 
element of autonomy. This, the restoration of the pictorial that is inaugu-
rated by Wall and others in the 1980s, can be thought about as the legacy of 
1968.8

Adorno’s thinking warrants dismissals of defeatism, but only from the vantage 
point of his recognition that the proletariat is incapable of realising a more just 
and equitable society.9 From the vantage point of art, Adorno admits to utopian ele-
ments. By expressing the mediated relation between form and content, art offers a 
realm of sensuous particularity that is not otherwise available in a society dominated 
by the force of instrumental reason.10 Not by showing us what is, but by being what 
is not, can aesthetic experience reach beyond such domination. Adorno comments, 
“Suffering conceptualised remains mute and inconsequential, as is obvious in post-
Hitler Germany.” (AT 19)

Adorno’s iconoclastic proscription first appeared in 1949,11 but years later, during 
the 1960s, he reconsidered. He admits that remembrance, and the individual act of 
bearing witness, counters the momentum toward deindividuation and indifference 
so characteristic of modernisation. In Negative Dialectics he says, “Perennial suffering 
has as much right to expression as a tortured man has to scream; hence it may have 
been wrong to say that after Auschwitz you could no longer write poems.” (ND 362) 
Perhaps Wall’s monumental artworks, so evidently concerned with beauty, remain 
consistent with Adorno in both respects: the subjects depicted in the artwork reveal 
the features of perennial suffering, while the manner of their formal construction 
suggests the discomfort necessarily borne by Adorno’s proscriptive edict. 

8 The legacy of 1968 can be consid-
ered in terms of Peter Bürger’s 
recent essay on Wall, which 
positions the artist as a success-
ful solution to the problems of 
the sixties neo-avant-garde. (Vi-
enna: MUMOK, 2003) Another 
argument about Wall’s relation 
to the legacy of ’68, from an 
opposing stand-point, would 
be Benjamin Buchloh and his 
ongoing critique of Wall’s post-
conceptual ‘restoration’ of the 
pictorial. (Documenta X 1997)

9 Fredric Jameson discusses this 
in his book on Adorno, with 
reference to the context of the 
sixties: “In the age of wars and 
national liberation, Adorno’s 
sense of Apocalypse seemed 
very retrogressive indeed, fo-
cused as it was on the moment 
of Auschwitz, and obsessed with 
the doom and baleful enchant-
ment of a ‘total system’....” 
( Jameson, 5)

10 I am following Jay Bernstein’s 
reading of Adorno here. (Bern-
stein, The Fate of Art 1992)

11 I am referring here to the year 
that Adorno wrote “Kulturkritik 
und Gesellschaft,” in which 
the phrase “Nach Auschwitz 
ein Gedicht zu schreiben ist 
barbarisch” first appears.
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