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The presence of her body – a living receptacle of 
memory - stands in stark contrast to the nameless 
corpses that fill the mise-en-scène. Second, we 
hear her voice that bears witness to her traumatic 
experiences. Hela’s mnemonic certainty about what 
she saw and what happened to her underscore 
the individual and subjective value of witness and 
survivor testimonies that are meant to be listed and 
heard. In the words of Michael Renov, it is through 
the act of testifying that one “takes responsibility 
for the truth of that saying.”3 Simultaneously, the 
recording of the voice and face of the witness 
challenges the viewer to watch, listen, and “share 
the positionality of the speaker and thus to forge, 
in Shoshana Felman’s phrase, a ‘community of 
witnessing’.”4 Here, the emphasis is on the facts 
and information conveyed by Hela in a matter-of-
fact voice. Therefore, in their original formulation 
witness testimonies were not meant to evoke 
empathy, but rather they responded to a moral 
imperative to document and remember. This, as I 
argue, has been slowly changing as new forms of 
witness testimony mediation replace this format 
established by Hela and other survivors in 1945. 

More than an indexical trace, Hela’s testimony 
triggers an ethical call to action: to see her is to be 

“Today is April  24, 1945. My name is Hela Goldstein. 
I am talking about what I went through in the 
Bergen camp.”  These words spoken in German begin 
one of the first audio-visual witness testimonies of 
the Holocaust recorded by the British Pathé after 
the liberation of Bergen-Belsen. Mounds of dead 
corpses fill the background of a static medium shot 
of Ms. Goldstein1, as she looks straight into the 
camera and testifies about what had happened in 
the camp days before. The style of filming, together 
with a non-diegetic voice of an interviewer who 
prompts Hela in German and Polish to begin 
come together as formal elements of a witness 
testimony used after World War II by filmmakers 
all over the world.2 Three elements were of principal 
importance to the British filmmakers: the face of 
the survivor, the acknowledgement and visibility 
of the location where the atrocities took place, 
and the repeatability and multiplicity of survivors’ 
stories.  It  was then and there that the archive of 
Holocaust survivors’ testimonies was established.

The effectiveness of the medium to 
communicate the urgency of Hela Goldstein’s 
story is apparent. First, as we see her prematurely 
aged twenty-two-year-old face, we are reminded 
that survivors carry indexical traits of the past. 
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responsible for her and her story. Here, Emmanuel 
Levinas’ notion of the face-to-face relation (rapport 
de face à face) becomes an instructive theoretical 
principle. Levinas’ ethics offer the grounds for 
care for others. By analyzing the “privilege of 
vision,” he gestures towards the relationality 
between the subject and gazed upon objects: “in 
as much as the access to beings concerns vision, 
it dominates those beings, exercises a power over 
them.”5 Yet, the face of another human being 
refuses to be contained and in that sense “it 
cannot be comprehended, that is, encompassed.”6 
Levinas demands that the recognition of the 
Other’s dignity and humanity be not dictated by 
the identification of commonalities but rather by 
the acknowledgement of the absolute difference. 
The face of the Other signals the Other’s alterity 
that demands our unidirectional responsibility 
for the Other with no expectation of reciprocity. 

It is no accident that faces constitute a recurring 
theme and visual element of Holocaust educational 
programs and museum exhibitions. From the 
Tower of Faces (the Yaffa Shtetl Collection) at the 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and 
the Tree Testimony at Los Angeles Museum of the 
Holocaust to the visual style of many educational 
websites, faces of those who perished and those who 
survived suspend us in a spatiotemporal continuum 
of memory and forgetting. In a sense, the archives of 
Holocaust survivors’ testimonies have been formally 
and metaphysically collections of faces of those 
who bear witness. What happens, however, when 
there are no more witnesses and survivors to share 
their testimonies? To answer this question,  let’s 
look at a case study of 4 different types of witness 
testimonies of Pinchas Gutter, a Holocaust survivor. 

There are four different recordings of Pinchas 
Gutter’s memory of the Holocaust stored and 
available through the USC Shoah Foundation’s 
platforms. First, there are two audio-visual 
testimonies recorded in 1993 and 1995. Then, there 
is an interactive testimony, formerly known as a 
“hologram” that has since evolved into the 2-D 
interactive biography “Dimensions in Testimony 
(DiT). Finally, there is the first-ever Holocaust 
survivor testimony in room-scale VR, The Last 
Goodbye (2017). These testimonies differ in length 
and require different levels of media literacy. What 
they all have in common, however, is the individual 
memory of Pinchas Gutter’s days in Majdanek, a 

German concentration and extermination camp   built  
and  operated by the Nazis in South-East Poland.

Year Type Length/
Number of 
Answers

Interviewer

03.15.1993;    
03.22.1993

Video 
testimony

243 
minutes 
(243 one-
minute 
segments)

Paula Draper 
(for Toronto 
Jewish Congress; 
Holocaust 
Documentation 
Project)

01.12.1995 Video 
testimony

122 
minutes 
(122 one-
minute 
segments)

Larry Silverberg 
(for the 
USC Shoah 
Foundation)

2015 Dimensions 
in Testimony

Over 2,000 
answers

Stephen 
Smith for the 
USC Shoah 
Foundation

2017 Virtual 
Reality Film

16 minutes Stephen 
Smith for the 
USC Shoah 
Foundation

The 1993 interview begins with Pinchas revealing 
his rationale for sharing painful memories: “My 
name is Pinchas Gutter, I’ve come to do this in-
terview for posterity. I will tell you a little bit about 
myself.”7 We learn that his family belonged to the 
conservative Hassidic community of pre-war Łódź 
(Poland) and owned a prosperous winemaking 
business.  When talking about his family, Pinchas 
finds it difficult to talk about his twin sister Sabina 
who was sent together with Pinchas’ parents 
straight to the gas chamber upon their arrival in 
Majdanek. Pinchas was the only member of his 
immediate family who survived the selection.

Evoking notions of melancholia, which Freud 
categorized as a pathological type of grieving that 
takes place in our unconscious without our full 
comprehension or identification,8 Pinchas reveals 
looking off-camera to his left: “I am not sure why 
but I find it very difficult to come to terms with the 
memories of my sister. There are a lot of things which 
I don’t remember and there are a lot of things that I 
would like to remember. They are obviously so shut 
up in my subconscious that unless I would want to 
go and take a course of a drug therapy (which I am 
not going to), I don’t think I will ever remember it. 
The snaps come from time to time...”9 At the time 
of this first recorded testimony, Pinchas doubts that 
memories of his sister will ever come back to him: 



47VIRTUALIZING MEMORY

ZALEWSKA
“Very rarely do I have to talk about my 
sister. (…) [Pinchas lowers his voice.] I 
don’t remember all the things that I could 
remember. (…) My memory is extremely 
good and I remember things about my 
father, mother, and the whole family and 
the details that I am quite surprised that 
I remember… I remember my sister’s hair. 
She had the most beautiful blonde hair and 
they either were flowing right down to her 
waist loose or my mother used to sometimes 
make one braid or two…And she went to 
her death with her hair. [Long pause]”10

Indeed, he does not talk much about her in 
the remaining part of the first testimony. 
But from the beginning, we learn the funda-
mental importance of Majdanek as the place 
where he saw his family for the last time. 

The 1995 testimony is different. Pinchas is 
more closed-off and reluctant to share details of 
his life. In one of his conversations with Stephen 
Smith, the director of the USC Shoah Foundation, 
Pinchas revealed that the 1993 interviewer “was 
excellent” and that the second interviewer “had no 
clue what he was talking about.” To illustrate this 
point, I can bring up a moment of “an egregious 
breach of protocol during the second testimony 
(…) [when] the interviewer says: ‘You need to 
hurry up, I am nearly out of tape!’”11 During the 
1995 interview, Pinchas mentions his sister Sabina 
only five times but does not use her name. In the 
beginning of his story, he briefly mentions: “I was 
a twin, I had a sister.”12 Then, in the twenty-fourth 
minute, he discusses his mother and sister’s ability 
to speak fluent Polish and, he adds, “my sister 
had long blond (hair).”13 Finally, his story takes 
him back to Majdanek. He starts a more detailed, 
yet less emotional, account of what happened:

“When we arrived in Majdanek, we 
were pushed out of these wagons and 
immediately we were separated into men 
and women. And then: grownups and 
children. My father told me that I must 
say I am 18 years old, so I stayed with him. 
My mother somehow, and that scene I 
remember, lost sight of my sister. My sister 
was kind of pushed towards the children. 
And although I was pretty tall and my 

sister was not much smaller than me, I 
don’t know what happened but somehow, 
she got pushed towards the children. My 
mother was screaming and then she went 
towards and she would not give up my 
sister. So, they pushed my mom towards 
that part where there were children. A lot 
of other women went there too. It’s the 
last time I saw my sister and my mother. 
[pause] (…) I thought we were going 
to the gas chamber. (…) It looked like a 
Trojan horse. We had to take our clothes 
off. (…) My father was in front of me. He 
was there one second and then the second 
moment he disappeared. And that was the 
last time I saw my father. [pause] There 
was a German standing pushing people 
this way and that way. I did not know what 
was going on. For a long time, I did not 
even remember it and I kind of blanked 
it out. But I remembered this scene some 
years later. [pause] And I was pushed into 
a room where there were lots of barbers 
who were shaving you from head to toe. 
Your whole-body hair. Everything was 
shaved. And all the time I was thinking 
‘this is the end’. (…) And they knocked 
you over the head. Now, I am retelling this 
now in a kind of slow manner but this was 
going on in the most chaotic maelstrom. It 
was as if you were in the eye of the storm. 
It was like peace on the outside but storm 
on the inside. Or storm on the outside and 
peace on the inside. I don’t know what was 
going on. I really did not know what was 
happening. I remember being knocked 
over the head. (…) And I was convinced all 
the time that the next thing that is going 
to happen will be gas coming out. Because 
we knew in the Warsaw Ghetto what was 
happening. The whole story of Treblinka 
we knew before. And… water came out. 
(…) When I came out, I was looking for 
my father. I didn’t find my father… (…) I 
started crying but I wasn’t crying because 
I didn’t see my father. I want to be quite 
honest. I was crying because I was crying. 
I just didn’t know what was going on. My 
whole world came to an end; that was 
the beginning of one part of my life and 
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select group of Holocaust survivors is interviewed 
for few days while being filmed by over fifty 
cameras capturing their every move. Their answers 
become a data set, thus allowing a creation of 
an interactive question-and-answer nonlinear 
conversation between the interactive recording and 
an interlocutor. These 2-D interactive biographies, 
initially conceived to be 3D holograms,15 
support the foundation’s educational efforts and 
are meant to evoke an emotional connection 
between the survivors’ testimonies and the young 
audiences. This project is unique for a couple of 
ethical, epistemological, and ontological reasons 
that I explored in more detail in “Holography, 
Historical Indexicality, and the Holocaust”.16 
For the purpose of the discussion at hand, I want 
to focus on the three different occasions when 
I interacted with Pinchas’ interactive biography. 

When prompted to talk more about 
his sister Sabina, Pinchas shares a slight-
ly changed version of his 1993 answer:

“My memories of Sabina are several 
but most of them are from the ghetto 
in Warsaw. The first one: she had very 
beautiful long blonde hair which my 
mother used to either have two plaits 
or just one plait; and in the Warsaw 
Ghetto it was very difficult to keep your 
hair clean because people didn’t have 
shampoo. There’s not very much soap and 
my mother tried to cut her hair uh short, 
so it could be easier to keep clean but 
she wouldn’t let her. So I remember kind 
of almost like happenings that every few 
days my mother would wash her hair with 
nafta17 to kill the lice and the eggs of the 
lice which in Polish were called gnidy and 
actually you could see them. They were 
like… they were like little… uh you know 
little white things sticking to the hair. 
My mother would spend an hour or two 
trying to clean her hair but she wouldn’t 
allow her so that’s a memory that actually 
sticks in my mind very much so…”18

The memory of Sabina’s blonde hair becomes a mo-
tive whose importance is further explained as I ask 
Pinchas more pointed questions about the last time 
he saw Sabina. The memory of arrival in Majdanek 

I saw that it was finished. I thought my 
life was finished there. (...) I was crying 
for myself, for my father, relief maybe 
that I wasn’t killed. I was just crying.”14 

Suddenly, Pinchas concludes his story about 
Majdanek. The rest of the traumatic past be-
comes embalmed in Pinchas’ silence. The fi-
nality of the recording breaks any hope that 
we can learn more about Pinchas’ sister. 

In terms of authorial control, it is the survivor 
who remains the main curator of the depth of the 
testimony. Pointedly, the rhetoric and creative aes-
thetics of post-WWII testimonies, so different 
from Hela Goldstein’s testimony, have been im-
pacted by spatial and temporal limitations such as 
lack of easy access or knowledge of smaller camps 
and places where mass executions took place, com-
plete destruction of places of the Shoah, or survi-
vors’ reluctance to travel back to Eastern Europe to 
testify at the actual locations where the genocide 
took place. The blank static background reminds 
us that witness testimonies, as fragile audio-visual 
captures of one’s trauma, are more than just a piece 
of history: they are filmic representations. Through 
his narrative, Pinchas is thus able to reconstruct 
himself and his story and, metaphorically, fill in the 
blank canvas that the format of the testimony af-
fords him. Lastly, the 1993 and 1995 testimonies 
emphasize an ethical preoccupation with a fragile 
balancing act between discovering traumatic his-
tory and protecting the psyche of an interviewee. 
Pinchas’ inability to find words for some of his 
memories gesture towards a difficulty to inter-
weave mnemonic and discursive worlds of memory 
that is always already present in the witness testi-
mony format. What happens, however, when there 
are no more witnesses and survivors to share their 
testimonies? 2-D interactive biographies “Dimen-
sions in Testimony’ (DiT), formerly known as ‘ho-
lograms’, created by the USC Shoah Foundation 
embody the intention to mediate the loss of living 
witnesses by creating their interactive substitutes.

By emphasizing the relationship between 
personal and collective histories, the USC Shoah 
Foundation has championed new technologies and 
digital media literacy in all their commemoration 
projects. Six years ago, the Foundation announced 
its newest and most ambitious undertaking yet: a 
holographic testimony-based project. In short, a 
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affective experiences. Bringing associations with 
Claude Lanzmann’s methodology for filming some 
of the survivors’ testimonies in situ, Stephen Smith 
– the producer of the movie – argues that filming in 
Majdanek allowed for a heightened spirit of fidelity. 
He reveals that having Pinchas narrate his walk 
through the camp while being physically present in 
Majdanek was of utmost importance to the whole 
team. They did not want to film him in front of a green 
screen and they “agonized over how to accurately 
capture the sinister essence of the camp, mindful 
that it has since been turned into a museum.”23

Indeed, as Pinchas guides us from his hotel room 
into the camp and places where he saw his family 
for the last time, we are confronted with a material-
ity of the camp’s remains: barracks, baths, cremato-
ria, and even gas chambers. The movie, which is six-
teen minutes long, begins in Pinchas Gutter’s hotel 
room. We see him moving around the room but he 
is not addressing us directly. We hear the voiceover: 

“Even though I have done this trip so 
many times, I am just afraid of doing it 

evokes notions of mourning and temporal experienc-
es of loss. When asked to remember the place where 
he saw his sister for the last time, Pinchas responds 
with two different types of prerecorded answers: 

“I never saw my mother after the image that 
I’ve got in my mind when Sabina comes, 
runs, and hugs her and there… my mother 
looking down upon her and then the women 
were made to march or disappear and… 
and even if they didn’t I just lost complete 
track of them and that’s the last image that 
I have of my mother and my sister. And 
of course, I have the image of my mother 
but I only have the braid of my sister…”19

“As soon as we arrived in the first 
concentration camp, which is Majdanek, 
they separated my family. My sister went 
with my mother and all I can remember 
of her is her long braid, a blonde braid and 
that’s all I can remember about my sister…”20

In 2017, Sabina’s braid became the main element 
of the artwork for The Last Goodbye’s (Figure 1). 
The VR film that was co-produced by the USC 
Shoah Foundation and directed by Ari Palitz and 
Gabo Arora,21 who is behind the well-known 2015 
live-action VR documentary Clouds Over Sidra,22 
allows individual members of the audience to 
experience Pinchas’s last trip to Majdanek. While 
the head-mounted display enables viewers to see 
a 360-degrees panorama of Majdanek, the room-
scale design paradigm allows them to virtually walk 
and co-inhabit the space of the camp alongside 
Pinchas. The 360-degree tracking system translates 
viewers’ real life movements into their movements 
within the virtual world experienced on screen. In 
other words, we can walk alongside Pinchas, we can 
move around the barracks, crematoria, or walk up 
intimately close to tall cages filled with thousands 
of shoes of the victims that are displayed in barrack 
52. The spatial dimension of the experience allows 
the users to metaphorically imprint themselves 
onto the landscape and get a sense that they 
have, indeed, visited Majdanek and know what 
it feels like and what it looks like to be there. 

The goal of the creators was to involve audience’s 
corporeal bodies in a mediated interaction with the 
virtualized space of the camp that can create strong 

Figure 1. The Last Goodbye movie poster (2017).
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The next shot brings us to the tragic climax 

of Pinchas’s testimonies: the moment when he 
saw Sabina and his parents for the last time. We 
find ourselves standing outside of the barracks in 
a small space fenced off with a barbed-wire. Pin-
chas is standing in front of us gesturing towards the 
remains of the camp that stand as silent witnesses 
of his trauma. Unlike the memory of Abraham 
Bomba triggered by Lanzmann in the infamous 
barbershop scene of Shoah, Pinchas’ recollection 
stops at the same moment it did in all of his previ-
ous testimonies. He evokes the familiar narrative:

“And when we arrived to this place here, 
…I lost sight of my sister Sabina. But I 
was watching my mother all the time 
but suddenly she must have noticed my 
mother too. And she ran towards my 
mother.   And as she was running, I was 
watching the beautiful golden braid she 
had. She came to my mother, and she 
hugged her. So, I was watching her back 
and I was watching again that golden 
braid of Sabina. And that was the last 
time that I saw my sister Sabina. And my 
parents. And not only that but I lost the 
sight of her, I cannot remember anything 
about her except that golden braid.”26

The prevalent rationale behind educational uses 
of this VR experience is its promise of immersion 
through seemingly indexical moments of audience’s 
contact with places where historical events, like 
the Holocaust, happened. Indeed, as Pinchas 
Gutter continues to guide us through the camp, 
we come close to understanding what the interior 
of the buildings looks like. He shows us the inside 
of the bath rooms with real showers where Nazis 
disinfected those prisoners who were meant to 
live. In one of the most poignant, and unscripted, 
moments of the movie, Pinchas confesses: “When 
I came out, I noticed these showers. And I said to 
myself now I am going to die because in the Warsaw 
ghetto we knew the Germans, the Nazis tried to 
fool us that we were going to have showers but it 
was gas that came out of the showers, not water.  So, 
I decided immediately to say my prayers because I 
knew I was going to die.  So, I started saying my 
prayers…” For a long moment, we are standing in 
front of Pinchas who is praying in Hebrew, frozen 

again.  I am subject to nightmares that 
start all over again. So, all my feelings 
are not to want to do it. I am not young 
anymore, I am 80 years old and my 
greatest fear is that even when I come back 
home I’m going to start suffering from the 
same nightmares over and over again. I 
think you have to confront pain to be able 
to heal it.  I come back to Majdanek, to 
this camp, to convey the truth of what 
actually happened.  Unless you have 
somebody that can say, ‘I was here, I saw 
this, this was done to me,’ I don’t think 
that people will accept the gospel truth.”24

Next, an establishing shot captures an exterior of 
a train car. Yet, the face-to-face relation (rapport de 
face à face) and familiarity of Pinchas’s grimaces of 
pain and hesitation that became a visual anchor in 
all his previous testimonies, give way to Pinchas’s 
voice. In the next couple of scenes, Pinchas is not 
visible; his voice guides us through the scripted 
storyline. As Gutter’s narrative unfolds, we are 
shown images that illustrate memories rising from 
his memory. He says: “All I remember screaming 
and the crying of children.  And people were dying 
from suffocating.” This shot cuts to one inside of 
a wooden train car that has become a symbol of 
WWII mass deportations. This is the only interior 
shot that was not filmed in Majdanek but rather 
in a WWII-era train car that is currently archived 
in Los Angeles.25 Ignorant of this fact, we are free 
to walk around the claustrophobic car, see the light 
shining through the cracks in the ceiling, and almost 
touch the wooden wall boards. Here, as one of my 
students observed, the challenge is to reconcile one’s 
excitement over participating in a VR experience 
that is both captivating and overwhelming with 
one’s obligation to reflect the solemnity of the 
subject matter being discussed. Indeed, the two 
types of methods of filming used in this movie 
convey an uncanny sense of hyper realism. While 
some of the scenes were shot using a 360-degree 
camera that allows audiences to stand and look 
around the perceived space, the rest of the scenes 
were shot using photogrammetry, a technique that 
first captures tens of thousands of individual high-
resolution photos to then digitally stitch them 
together. In effect, the audience can wander around 
and explore the details of the virtualized spaces.
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to acknowledge the experience of another, but 
inherently cannot. The user of these technologies, 
instead of acknowledging another’s experience, 
hastily absorbs the other’s experience into their 
own experience. This leads to a position where your 
experience cannot be acknowledged as the basis for 
any political or ethical claim until it can be expressed 
in a form that I can directly experience, without 
clear mediation.”29 He then proposes to move away 
from VR’s obsession with empathy production 
and, instead, he introduces a notion of radical 
compassion, which akin to Levinas’s philosophy, 
“refuses a form of ethics that negates the experience 
of another in favor of my own experience, and 
refuses to reduce the other to myself in the name 
of reductive tropes of ‘connection’ or ‘association’.”30 

If, according to Levinas, it is the face of the 
Other that triggers our recognition of the Other’s 
humanity and dignity, then experiencial medium 
of VR obfuscates this process in a pronounced way. 
The awareness of the solipsistic gap between us and 
Pinchas that permeated the audio-visual and DiT 
testimony formats is pushed to the background 
and replaced by other, mostly emotional and 
physical, sensations that the audience experiences. 
As we lose the spatial awareness of here and 
now, our movement in the virtualized spaces of 
Majdanek dictates what we observe and focus 
on. While in previous testimonies Pinchas’s 
face challenged us to recognize his alterity and 
demands our unidirectional responsibility for him 
and his memory, The Last Goodbye prioritizes the 
phenomenological question of how we experience 
the world of the camp by putting us at the center 
of the experience. Finally, the semi-scripted 
nature of The Last Goodbye problematizes the 
testimonial value of Gutter’s narrative. In many 
ways, The Last Goodbye is not a VR testimony but 
rather a VR documentary film governed by the 
logic and qualities of the documentary mode. 

in a spatiotemporal axis of here and then. “But,” 
he continues, “water came out of these showers.”  

Pinchas’s role in this movie ceases to be 
primarily the one of a witness. He becomes our 
guide whose voiceover directs our engagement with 
spaces - the silent witnesses - of the Holocaust. 
In the most controversial moment of the movie, 
Pinchas stands in the doorway to the sacred space 
of the gas chamber that is closed-off from visitors 
in the real world Majdanek (where a thigh-high 
threshold divides the space of the corridor from the 
space of the gas chamber). When we get to this point 
in the narrative, we hear Gutter’s voice: “And now 
I am standing here and looking at this place with 
such dread. Because I find it so difficult to imagine 
the manner in which they died, choked to death. 
innocent, wonderful human beings.” Subsequent 
silence fills the space around us,  Pinchas waits, 
and we are confronted with an ethical decision 
to either take a transgressive step into the room 
of the gas chamber or wait outside with Pinchas. 
The creative decision to film the inside of the gas 
chamber meant that the filmmakers mounted a 
360-degree camera on a long pole and pushed 
it inside above the threshold to film the entire 
space without walking into it.27 The Last Goodbye, 
therefore, offers a reimagined, or virtualized, 
experience of visiting Majdanek, in which no 
spaces remain hidden from the eye of a camera.

Reframing Levinas’ ethics that demand 
a radical form of responsibility for the Other 
around new technologies of virtual reality, this 
project evokes notions of politics of empathy. 
One of the VR pioneers Chris Milk, has heralded 
VR’s potential to make us more compassionate, 
empathetic, and connected. In effect, he argues, we 
will “become more human.”28 This technological 
deterministic assertion has been questioned by many 
scholars, including Grant Bollmer, who argues that 
“technologies designed to foster empathy presume 
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