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curators had been asked to publicly

distance themselves from the BDS 

(BOycott, Dlvest, sanction) campalg_n.

Most promlnently, Cameroonlan phi•

losopher Achllle Mbembe had been dis

invlted to deliver the opening speech

at Ruhrtriennale in 2020. The debate 
whether public funding should go into
events in which Palestinian artists, but

agalnst aome of the hundreda of
Documenta 15 artlsta, but alao �•Inst the curatorlal collectlve, happened 81 1moment when a younger generatlon ofGerman Jews challenges what authorand playwrlght Max Czollek hat dubbed 
Versöhnungstheater {atonement theatre). What he ls referrlng to, In short, arethe hollowed-out rltuals of Holocaustcommemoratlon, and the way they
serve as a cruclal part of Germany's
renascent natlonallsm after 1989_
Connected to thls Is another aspect: 
Under pressure from International schol
ars and victlm organlzatlons, Germany 
Is just ab out to begln to face its colo-
nlal past. For those who would rather not 
reexamine the genoclde of the Herero
and the Nama people or reckon with 
the stolen treasures that have been on 
proud display In German museums for 
nearly a century, to accuse representa• 
tlves of the global south of antisemitism 
is a way to fend off the impositions of
postcolonlal theory. 

In Kassel, reckonlng with the past 
also happened on a local level. In par
allel to Documenta 15, documenta
Institute together with TRACES 
hosted a series of talks under the 
header "Poisoned Relations - Talks 
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for thtlr polltlcal btllefa. lnatudGerman-O1nl1h Pllnter Emil Nolde waa glven prominent expoture, whoN worfc In fact had bten lncluded In tht lnf• moua •oegenerated Art• •how, but whohad been a eupporter of tht NS-regtmeand vocal antlsemlte, nonethelen .German lnstltutlons llke Hamburger 
Bahnhof, Brücke-Museum and German
Historlcal Museum are only now begin
n Ing to reexam the problematlc legacy 
or German modemlst art. 

Thls new perspectlve on documen
ta's early years doesn't slt weil with doc
umenta management and the clty of
Kassel, for whom the five-yearly event 1s
a major economic boost. The ailegatlon
against ruangrupa of purposefuily omlt• 
ting Jewish artists from Documenta
15 must be consldered in light of these 
ongoing German debates: To point out 
the absence of Jewish-ldentlfying art• 
lsts in 2022 (there were Israeli art• 
ists lnvolved who preferred not to be 
labeiled as Jewish} ls to be reminded of 
the absence of German-Jewish artlsts 
in 1955. 

no Israeli ar tists. take part. is driven by a
heterogenous alliance of polltical play
ers. Among them is Germany's extrem· 
Ist right-wing party AfO: Shamelessly 
preten dlng to take a stance against 
antisemitism, their main objective is to 
attack the open society and to defund 
contemporary art. ln AfD's ruthless 
logic, to be strategically for Israel is to 
be against Muslims, which, in light of 
several lslamic-fundamentalist attacks 
in recent years, secures the support

on Contemporary Art". documenta 
Institute, a research Institution with 
links to both Kassel University, Kassel 
Art Academy and documenta archive 
(which ls, for now, in the hands of doc
umenta managment) and TRACES. a 
research group at Kassel Universlty, had 
set out to critically examine the foun
dation myth of documenta. This myth, 
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1 attended most of the "Polsoned 
Relations• talks. They were held out· 
side, in the yard of a makeshift mod• 
ernlst pavllion on Lutherplatz in Kassel, 
next to a protestant church. The talks 
were weil attended by scholars related 
to the university, by students from the 
universlty and the art academy, and by 
international guests who were in town 
for Documenta 15, and by Kassel citi· 
zens. A good part of the local public, to 
which everythlng documenta-related is 
of vital interest, believed the antisemi· 
tism debate had been forced upon the 
show to damage the curatorlal con
cept. These summer evenings were not 
only very informative but also exem• 
plary exercises in civil public dlscourse. 
Smartly curated to cover a wide range 
of topics to bring into focus the imme· 
diate postwar era in Germany, these 
llvely debates rellably led up to the con• 
troversy over Documenta 15. The talks, 

of thelr voter base. At the other end of 
the political spectrum, Claudia Roth, of 
the Green party, represents a gen er• 
ation of pollticians for whom solldaritywith Israel is a historic obligation�nd non-negotiable. In her capac-ity as Germany's Federal GovernmentCornrnissioner for Culture and Media Roth head d h . ' 
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which is largely responslble for the huge 
popularity of the documenta exhibitions 
in Germany, goes like this: Afterthe 
destruction of our eitles and the moral 
bankruptcy that the Nazis had brought 
over Germany, modern art arose from 
the ruins (llterally, look at the photo
graphs of the f1rst documenta exhibition 
in 1955) and lifted us up again, to rejoln 
the family of Western nations. 

But considering recent research, thls 
narrative of a clean break doesn't hold 
up. The continuities with the NS-regime 

were plenty, personified in chief cura

tor and art historian Werner Haftmann, 

responsible, together with Arnold 

Bode, for the flrst three documenta e�i· 

tions. Contrary to the claim of reconc1I· 

Ing postwar Germany with International 

modemism after twelve years of racial 

indoctrination, there were no German· 

Jewish artists present in the f1rst exhi· 

bition, or artists that had been prose-

cuted and murdered by the NS-reglme 
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albeit in German, are documented on 
!,:,,_ the websites of  TRACES and docu

menta lnstitute.3 
In early July, about a month into 

! the 100 days of run-time, a panel orga
\
,,_

nized by Anne Frank education center 
in Frankfurt together with documenta 

l management took place in Kassel at a
\,'= ,,, neutral locatlon. Thls was the flrst pub• 

lic debate hosted by documenta offi. 
clals slnce the tumultuous openlng days 
and lt was prominently casted. The pan-1,, ellsts were Niklta Dhawan. professor of
political theory and the history of ideas
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In Dresden, Doron Klesel, sclentlfic dlrec• 

tor of the educatlon department of the 

Central Councll of the Germ an Jews, 

Meron Mendel, director of the Anne 

Frank education center and co-organizer 

of the event, Adam Szymczyk, artistic 

director of Documenta 14, and Hortensie 

Völckers, artistic dlrector of the German 

Federal Cultural Foundation. 1 managed 

to squeeze into the crowded audito· 

rium; hundreds followed the live stream. 

Apparently to not further antagonize 

the Central Council, no member of ruan

grupa had been invited to speak. At the 

beginning of the evening Ade Darmawan 

raised from his seat in the audience, and 

everyone held their breath. But instead of 

voiclng his Indignation over their exclu· 

sion, he offered, this time in English, a 

conciliatory note. 

The debate is available online4, and 

1 will pick out only two instances that 

stood out for me. l'm sure this is old 

news for scholars of the field, but I must 

admit that before the debates of last 

summer, 1 wasn't aware of the extend 

antisemitism is pitted against colo-

nial racism in scholarly discourse. 1 

was stirred when Giesel, addressing 

Dhawan, who represented postcolonial 

theory on the panel. plainly stated that 

every discussion that starts with post

colonial studies ends with delegitimiz

ing the State of Israel. He went as far 

as to cut off any further discussion on 

the subject. Given that it was seen as a 

success to have a representative of the 

Central Council on the panel at all, this 

was quite sobering. Here, the position of 

the Central Council paradoxically meets 

with that of AfD, who has also clamored 

for defunding postcolonial studies at 

German universities, using antisemitism 

as a pretext to styme research on e.g., 

critical whiteness. 

The second instance occurred when 

Adam Szymczyk, who had been a calm

ing voice in the discussion, turned to 

Giesel and assured him that we - we, as 

in the good people of Europe? We, as in 

the international artworld? - will stand 

with the Jews. In a debate of high-tly-

ing arguments, the earnestness and the 

simplicity of his pledge moved me, even 

though it would be easy to dismiss it as 

presumptuous. 1 am, after all, a person 

who wondered what she would do when 

SS-officers knock on her neighbor's door 

since she was nine. 

The day after the removal of Ta ring 

Padi's banner, 1 found myself in the 

classroom with about twenty students. 

some had witnessed the removal first

hand, and they were troubled, confused, 

angry. We dlsmlssed what had been on 

the agenda for that day and lnstead did a 

close reading of the incrimlnated artwork 

from snapshots on our phones and pho

tos on the Internet. We identlfied the two 

f1gures representing antisemitic stereo· 

types, end we researched the origlns of 

this lmagery back lnto European Mlddle 

Ages. lt was, in a certain sense, an exem· 

plary art-hlstorical Image analysis. We 

pleced together the history of the lsraeli

Palestlnian contlict. We read up on the 

modern history of lndonesia because 

we really had no clue in what politlcal cli

mate the banner had been created more 

than twenty years ago. Even though 1 

gave a passionate plea for the founding 

of the state of Israel in the aftermath of 

World War 2, 1 found most of my students 

firmly siding with Palestine. Some stu

dents with Muslim backgrounds shared 

experiences of everyday racism; for 

them as German citizens, the dismissal 

of Palestinian suffering by German offi

cials is very difficult to understand. After 

two hours we hadn't reached a conciu

sion because there was none, and that, 1 

understood, was the real iesson to learn. 

Natan Sznaider, Israeli sociolo-

gist and guest speaker at "Poisoned 

Relations·. introduced the term 

Ambiguitätstoleranz (Tolerance of 

Ambiguity) to the debate. In his key-

note for the conference "Controversy 

over Documenta 15" (February 2023, Art 

Academy Hamburg) he extrapolated his 

thoughts.5 According to Sznaider, in a

world lacking any unifying moral con

cept, we are condemned to always hold 

two or more contradictory positions 

simultaneously without giving in to the 

urge to resolve them. This is exactly my 

personal resume of the debates over 

Documenta 15. lt's hard, and perhaps 

especially hard for us Germans. We like 

to go to the bottom of things and return 

with a clean-cut solution, sometimes a 

deadly, final one. lt's our curse and our 

strength, in equal measure. 

As an educator, 1 feel it is my respon

sibility to train this tolerance of ambigu

ity at every opportunity. The discussions 

1 had with students last summer seem to 

indicate that for the generation of twen

ty-somethings in Germany, the Shoah 

is no longer the kind of abyss, the sin

gular event around which their identity 

is organized as it has been for my gen

eration and the generation of my par

ents. As bright young people often do, 

they sympathize with the underdog; for 

them, it's the refugees from the zones 

of destruction around the world were 

first-world nations, including Israel, 
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fight the wars of the 21. Century. lt'■ the 
many vlctims, often people of color or 
Muslims, of everyday racism In Germany. 
That lncludes, of course, the vlctlma of 

antlsemltism. But there'a a refuaal to 

regard victims of antlsemitlsm as more 
traglcal, more grievable - to use Judlth 
Butler's term - than other victims of rac
ism around the world. As I see lt, any 

meaningful engagement with Jewish

German history will have to include other 
perspectives, like the ones offered by 

postcolonial theory, because the moral 
obligation to ·stand with the Jews•, as 

Szymczyk has put it, is apparently no lon

ger absolutely binding for this generation. 

Germany's political establishment would 

be weil advised to take this into account. 

1 see this as a national duty of utmost 

importance, because otherwise we're 
left with atonement theatre. 

1 learned a lot over the course of last 

summer. The Documenta 15 contro

versy offered, among other insights, a 

glimpse into contemporary Jewish life 

in Germany that I wouldn't have got to 

know otherwise. For that I am grate-

ful. 1 learned that the Jewish commu

nity in Germany is about as united as 

the German left. 1 learned that German

Jewish citizens constantly take the polit

ical temperature to determine when 

it's time to leave. "Israel is the emer

gency solution of the Jewish question• 

(Notlösung der Judenfrage) as journal-

ist Nele Pollatschek put it her essay "The 

price to pay for living in Germany as a 

Jew· • and her chilling pun stays with 

me. l'm ashamed to ad mit that I didn't 

bother to know that the Central Council 

of German Jews is the democraticaily 

elected political representation of the 

104 Jewish communities in Germany. 

And while one may disagree with their 

often-conservative positions, as many 

liberal German Jews habitually do, the 

Central Council is the authority on all 

things Jewish in Germany. 

l learned that art still has the power to 

explode things. Now it's up to us to pick 

up the pieces. 

1 Quote from the website. 
2 English transiation cf the speech given in 

indonese: https://documenta-fifteen.de/en/ 
news/speech·by·ade-darmawan-ruangrupa-in· 
the-committee-on-culture-and-media-german· 
bundestag-juiy-6-2022/ 

3 https://www.traces-ausstellungsstudien.de/ 
en/Veranstaitungsreihen-2022/Vergiftete· 
verhaeltnisse 

4 https://www.youtube.com/channel/ 
UCHmY2ICLPDN0Msn66xVe7wA 

S https://www.hfbk-hamburg.de/de/alctueiles/ 

mitschnitt-kenyote-von-prof-natan-sznaider/
6 https://www.sueddeutsche.de/kultur/ 

documenta-antisemitismus-deutschiand•kun5I· 
1 .5612196?reduced=true 
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