
Performing Photography 
a theatre workshop exploring historical photographs 
as a way to animate memory in Holocaust studies 

by Teatr Trans-Atlantyk with Paul Bargetto and Grzegorz Sierzputowski


This workshop introduces students to the performance and research methods used to create 
the documentary theatre performance The Karl Hocker Album. The project was created using 
photos from the private album of the SS officer Karl Hocker, the camp adjutant, who served in 
Auschwitz in 1944. The workshop offers students the opportunity to encounter and embody 
important historical figures using basic improvisation methods and documentary theatre 
techniques.




After a brief series of team building exercises and simple improvisation games, students in the 
workshop are presented with various photographs from the Second World War. The workshop 
focuses on the perpetrators of the Holocaust, however other photographs can be included to 



provide more dimensions of understanding. In the past, this has included photographs of the 
victims, civilians in daily life during the war, personal family photographs belonging to 
workshop participants from the era, and photographs of other perpetrators of atrocities from 
different countries such as photos of the members of Japanese Unit 731, or the aircrew that 
dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima.  


General Concepts 
We begin with the thesis that learning is more interesting and often more successful when it is 
done using the body.  While reading and listening to lectures is essential, performative 
interpretation of historical documents, in this case photography, can be a powerful and 
illuminating tool in understanding the past - especially, although not only, for youth. 


While the narrative of the victims of the Holocaust is well known and makes up the majority of 
the literature and cultural interpretation of this subject, the story and psychology of the 
perpetrators is almost unknown to the general public. This has created a dynamic where the 
perpetrators of the Holocaust have been reduced to the status of caricatured villains, criminal 
psychopaths, or monsters through countless repetitions in popular culture. It offers a satisfying 
if simplistic explanation for the unexplainable: the perpetrators simply were not human, they 
could not have been. This has created a dangerous vacuum in the general understanding of 
this subject, and an ethical dilemma. By turning the men and women who carried out the 
Holocaust into caricature, we ultimately absolve them of their crimes, and by extension our 
own culpability.




By animating the perpetrators of the Holocaust, the students pass through a process of 
demystification that forces them to confront the humanity of the executioners. For the facts 
reveal that the vast majority of the perpetrators of the Holocaust were ordinary men and 
women not so unlike ourselves. This opens the students to consider new questions: what did 
these people actually believe?  Were they rational? What was their animating ideology? How 
did it become so extreme? How exactly did these people commit these crimes? Were they 
forced, did they feel that they have no choice, or did they do it willingly? Did they have doubts? 
What about their families, their children?  Were they patriots?  Were they capable of love?  Can 
their actions be understood not only as acts of hatred, but acts of duty? These are difficult 
questions, and lead the students into complex discussions on the nature of responsibility and 
the sad reality of the recurring nature of genocide.


After recreating the photographs, the students in the outside group are invited to ask questions 
of the group on stage.  Having spent some fifteen or twenty minutes carefully observing the 
photograph and then recreating it precisely, students enter into a deeper understanding of the 
context and circumstances of the photograph. Their improvisations in response to the 
interlocutions of the other students and the workshop leaders are often surprising in their 
complexity of understanding.


Bifocal Interpretation 
One of the most interesting aspects of reenacting photographs in this workshop is the fact that 
the original photos are projected in large scale behind those creating the reenactment and 
remain present throughout the process. For those on stage attempting to recreate the photo, 
and especially for those in the audience observing, this creates a powerful bifocal experience 
where the reenactment and the photograph exist in a tense visual dialogue. As the performers 
attempt to hold the exact positions, expressions, and body postures of those in the photos, the 



captured reality of the photograph starts to come to life and the true nature of its 
circumstances and its feeling becomes tangible. This process allows the performers to 
become, in a sense, possessed by the people represented in the photographs, while the 
outside observers experience a powerful tension between the fact of the photograph and the 
interpretation of the performance. 


The Banality of Evil 
Hannah Arendt’s much quoted thesis on the “banality of evil” is a subject of conversation in the 
workshop.  What in fact did she really mean by this?  She witnessed the Eichmann trial in Israel 
and was struck by the image of one the most important architects of the Holocaust as nothing 
more than a typical fastidious bureaucrat. Stripped of his costume and power, he was a 
normal, ordinary, even pathetic figure.


The Karl Hocker album, with its images of normal life in the camp, its routines, celebrations, 
vacations, and ceremonies is something of a proof of Arendt’s theory.  While the Nazi’s 
animating ideas were anything but banal, the people who believed in them and carried them 
out were.  Karl Hocker, for example, was a simple bank teller. Heinrich Himmler, a chicken 
farmer, Rudolph Hoess a farmer and former soldier.




Contemporary Echoes 


In times of great uncertainty and complexity, people hunger for order, certainty and simple 
answers. And we find ourselves today also in very uncertain times. New technologies, in their 
times the radio, in ours, the Internet, allow for the wide dissemination of fringe ideas, 
propaganda, and conspiracy theories. Ignorance, hate, and bigotry have, like then, been given 
a big megaphone and a wide audience.  


One of the striking things we learn, from examining our everyman Karl Hocker and his co-
conspirators, is that they generally thought of themselves as decent, good, and right.  They 
understood exactly what they were doing but ultimately agreed that it was necessary and 
justified. Despite how absurd it may seem to us now, they truly believed that they were a 
chosen people locked in a fight to the death with a terrible and powerful enemy, the Jews. In 
their narrative, the Jews were a totally evil race of people endowed with supernatural powers 
that were set on enslaving Germany and destroying them totally. Therefore sentencing them all 
to death and carrying it out became a rational act of national and self preservation. It was the 
ultimate conspiracy theory, one that led to the murder of over six million people. Coming face 
to face with the executioners of the Holocaust, to touch them through the mirror of 
photography, is to face ourselves and to see that those men and women in the photographs 
are not so far from us, that the ideas that animated their lives are not unknown in our times, 
and to see in their story an urgent warning. 


History of the Workshop and Basic Requirements 
The workshop has been presented many times in conjunction with performances of Album 
Karla Hockera.  It has been presented internationally in Paris and Cologne, and in numerous 
cities and towns throughout Poland. It is suitable for students and teachers and the general 
public in groups up to fifty persons. 


Requirements:


• large room or theater

• video projector with cables

• large projection screen  

• Translation if necessary (workshop is in English) 

• Simple furniture including tables and chairs



