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I went to the excavation site before continuing to the landscape 
locations. I had no intention of shooting at the mass grave, but 
knew the visit would help connect me emotionally to the trauma 
of 25 years ago and better inform my landscape work. But for 
days afterwards I was haunted. The vast piles of unidentified 
crumpled clothes and rags troubled me.  It felt so anonymous -- 
like it was compounding the dehumanizing way in which these 
people had died. I realized I needed to separate the items and 
consider them individually, as each was a person with a life 
story. I returned to the excavation site to photograph the victims’ 
belongings.  As each piece was carefully laid out, still damp 
from the earth, I found myself imagining that person’s story.

My work attempts to challenge the universal fatigue that 
has set in around the genocide narrative.  It is work I make 
to protest our collective complacency that makes us each 
complicit. Research by the UK National Holocaust Center 
(and others) identifies, through empirical data, the sequential 
steps that are precursors to mass genocide. They repeat 
themselves with alarming consistency. Since the steps are 
readily identifiable, we can predict with almost certainty when 
genocides are about to be perpetrated. Since that is the 
case, it is absolutely possible to put an end to the recurrence 
of genocide. That can only happen if we care enough to 
pressure our elected officials and governments to take action. 

In Caught By History: Holocaust Effects in Contemporary 
Art, Literature and Theory, Ernst Van Alphen (2-3) claims 
that we stop hearing Holocaust narratives because they 
rarely allow for a personal response since the appropriate 
response is “already culturally prescribed or narratively 
programmed.” He argues against “the unassailable axiom 
in Holocaust studies that historical discourse, such as 
documentary is much more effective in teaching about 
the Holocaust than imaginative discourse,” framing the 
debate between the approach of the historian and that of 
the artist. As an artist, I endeavor to engage the viewer’s 
imagination, often by using abstraction. Whatever impact 
a more didactic approach can have (the disciplines of the 
historian, archivist, documentarian, photojournalist or news 
reporter), I would argue has already happened. Yet the 
glaringly wide chasm between knowledge and action has 
still not been bridged. I hope that by engaging the viewer’s 
imagination, I am able to make the work more personally 
resonant. Personal resonance can translate into action.

While working at Kabuga Village in Rwanda, I thought a lot 
about the words of French philosopher and art historian, 
Georges Didi-Huberman, “Let us not invoke the unimaginable, 
but instead, force ourselves into that difficult place of imagining.”  

I thank you for imagining with me.   

Barry Salzman

Note: I am deeply grateful to The Aegis Trust and The Kigali Genocide Memorial 
for their enormous support with the research and logistics that made this project 
possible.  The Aegis Trust campaigns to prevent genocide worldwide. It founded 
the UK National Holocaust Centre, coordinates the UK Genocide Prevention 
All-Party Parliamentary Group, funds the Genocide Prevention Group (Canada) 
and is responsible for the Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre in Rwanda.

https://www.aegistrust.org/
https://www.kgm.rw/
https://www.holocaust.org.uk/
https://www.kgm.rw/
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