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I am going to introduce you to Rafael Goldchain’s photographic installation Familial 
Ground, through the projection of selected images and video clips as it is “installed” on the 
Internet, and also through three attempts to gloss the work.  First, a gloss that represents a 
starting point for this “conference installation,” my brief commentary today; that gloss is the 
abstract that won me a spot on the podium this afternoon:

In "Familial Ground," Rafael Goldchain has created a series of portraits of 
"himself” as a number of paternal and maternal ancestors, both male and female.  
While these are often initially effective as trompe l'oeil, they are even more 
moving and provocative once the viewer realizes she is seeing Rafael Goldchain 
in so many guises.  What could descend into bathos - "nostalgia for an unknown 
family" - is nevertheless rescued by the gentle humor of virtually every one of 
these portraits.  I argue that this work represents an unusually successful 
synthesis of artistic technique and theory of identity.  The work's Jewishness in 
the context of Goldchain's artistic and personal itinerary rests in its echo of his 
own diasporic experience; in the embrace of ancestry as a component of an 
identity achieved in maturity; in its invitation to others to reflect on the relations 
among ancestry, identity and the potential meanings of any collective name. 

  Second, let me read to you Rafael Goldchain’s own “artist’s statement” that accompanies 
and—dare we say—legitimizes the presence on the Internet of the images and videos 
constituting Familial Ground.  Were the artist here today on the podium and not only on the 
screen, my presentation might be largely superfluous.  As you will eventually hear, however I 
will not quite content myself with his words and will suggest at least one significant revision to 
his self-articulation of the project.  Goldchain writes:

“Familial Ground is an autobiographical installation work that includes digitally 
altered self-portrait photographs, reproductions of pages from an artist's book, 
videotapes, and aural works. It is about grounding identity within a familial and 
cultural history subject to erasures, geographic displacements, and cultural 
dislocations. It is the result of a process of gathering and connecting scattered 
fragments of a past history while acknowledging the impossibility of complete 
retrieval.
“The self-portraits in Familial Ground are detailed reenactments of ancestral 
figures, and can be understood as acts of "naming" linked to mourning and 
remembrance. Familial Ground attempts to create a poetic language of mourning 
through self-portraiture and through the conventions of family portrait 
photography. They propose a form of intersubjective connection between us, 
and those we mourn. In reenacting ancestral others through a genetic 
relationship of resemblance, and through the conventionality of the portrait 
photograph, the self-portraits in Familial Ground suggest that we look at family 
photographs in order to know ourselves through the photographic trace left by 
the lost ancestral other.

 Now published in hard copy as I Am My Family: Photographic Memories and Fictions.  Princeton 
Architectural Press, 2008.



“Familial Ground is the product of a process that started several years ago when 
my son was born. I gradually realized that my new role as parent included the 
responsibility to pass on to my son a familial and cultural inheritance, and that 
such inheritance would need to be gathered and delivered gradually in a manner 
appropriate to his age. My attempts at articulating histories, cultural and familial, 
public and private, made me acutely aware of how much I knew of the former, 
and how little of the latter. I thought of the many erasures that my family history 
was subjected to, and of the way in which my South American and Jewish 
educations privileged public histories. As I reached my middle years it became 
important to not only retrieve basic historical facts such as family names, dates, 
and genealogical relations, but also to attempt to know the world of my 
ancestors as a basic foundation of my identity, one I could pass on to my son. 
While I could access the considerable existing stores of knowledge of Eastern 
European Jewish life, knowledge of the pre-Holocaust lives of my grandparents 
and their families only exists in fragments deeply buried within the memories of 
elderly relatives. It is quite clear to me that I am only at the starting point of what 
could be a long journey, however, my photographic investigation to date has 
yielded some useful lessons, chief amongst which are the relations amongst 
family portraiture, mourning and remembrance, notions of history, memory, and 
of justice and inheritance. Just as I am the carrier of memories and ancestral 
post-memories through whom the familial past is brought up into the present 
for my son to carry into the future, the self-portraits in Familial Ground visually 
articulate a process of mourning and remembrance, whereby figures from 
familial and cultural history take on my visage as they emerge into visibility 
(while at the same time remaining concealed behind my features and behind the 
opacity of the portrait photograph) to remind us of the unavoidable and 
necessary work of inheritance. These images are the result of a reconstructive 
process that acknowledges its own limitations in that the construction of an 
image of the past unavoidably involves a mixture of fragmented memory, 
artifice, and invention, and that this mixture necessarily evolves as it is 
transmitted from generation to generation.

--[signed] Rafael Goldchain1

Now, whose “signature” is that?  How am I authorized to pronounce it?  I have known 
Rafael for decades, and he was always insisted on the correctness of the pronunciation 
“Goldchain,” though I always suspected it was “really” Goldszajn, as these captions reveal.  
Never one to shy from posing questions I lack the knowledge or time to answer, I ask:  When 
did the orthography change?  What does the orthography reveal and mask?  But these are 
questions that, as a judge might say, are outside the record of the case we are considering.  Let 
us look instead for a moment at some of the keywords inside Goldchain’s text:

“autobiographical”
“mourning”
“loss”
“intersubjective”
“naming”  
“the unavoidable and necessary work of inheritance”

These are familiar terms to Jewish cultural studies by now.   I want to question, though, 
the artist’s own deployment of them in the rationalization of his work, because I think the work 
far exceeds the artist’s statement—as, of course, it far exceeds any possible counter-

1 http://zonezero.com/exposiciones/fotografos/goldchain/state.html
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rationalization I can make now.  I will suggest that that Goldchain’s work sufficiently “unsettles” 
these notions so that we can question the description of his installation as “memory work” 
altogether?  Reading the artists’ statement, one might suppose Goldchain understands these 
images as a substitute for what might have been—who knows—the fuller narrative record of 
such ancestors’ lives we might have possessed in earlier generations?  But why presume that 
such a narrative plenitude was likely present even then?  I question, that is the accuracy of 
Goldchain’s claim or suggestion that he is filling some lack that is a particular product of 
modern disruptions, counterpoised to some prelapsarian plenitude of memory

As I read and reread Goldchain’s images, the critical term here is “as,” in the repeated 
caption: “self-portrait as,” and it is useful to wonder how this relation of “as”—similarity without 
identity—a kind of hypothetical re-being, “as if” Rafael were ancestor x—relates to the tropes of 
memory and loss.  Does the “loss’ pertains only to those – ancestors or not—not yet recalled by 
the photography “as?”  Or can an ancestor only be articulated as “lost” once she is evoked in a 
photograph of “Rafeal as?”  Here is a case where the kind of Derridean question that should not 
be abused or overused seems particularly appropriate: the “loss of ancestor x” is clearly 
ambiguous, making us wonder to whom the loss pertains; on the other hand, the “recuperation 
of ancestor x” seems more nearly to be an achievement that can only be ours.   

Here, then, my third and still very provisional attempt to gloss Familial Ground.  Let me 
show you a page from the “artist’s book” as it appears online (and as we do so, we will be, 
willy-nilly, meeting Dona Balbina Baumfeld Szpiegel de Rubinstein): http://zonezero.com/
exposiciones/fotografos/goldchain/goldchain03.html

The artist’s book pages as they appear online are clearly text, but not quite legible.  In 
that sense they are realistically analogous to how a page of the traditional edition of the 
Babylonian Talmud presents itself to me, a semi-educated reader, as the appearance of text 
without legibility.  Both are, as we say, legible “in theory,” which means “if only:” if I were in the 
gallery rather than in front of my computer; if my Aramaic were better; if my eyes were 
better. . .  Still, the analogy to Talmud is not merely a visual effect, even if it is tempting to 
speculate on the presentation of the artist’s book pages as intentionally recalling that semi-
legible Talmudic print, given how central is the image of the tsuras hadaf, the format or “image” 
of the typical page of the printed Babylonian Talmud, to any thinking of traditional Jewish 
learning today.

I want to try to say that Rafael’s relationship to his ancestors is, despite the incantatory 
captionary reiteration of the self, conjoined serially with so many ancestors’ names—again, 
“self-portrait as x,” “self-portrait as y,” “self-portrait as z,” a matter of so many overlays of 
memory on a stable present base or even as a work of anamnesis—one of my favorite words, 
indicating the resistance of forgetting--but more like a process of “anonymous” mutual 
construction that takes place in a chronologic other than a linear time of the negativity of loss 
and the provisional partiality of recuperation.  To be sure, I’ve just said a mouthful!  And where, 
you may well pray tell, did this notion of “anonymity” come from?  From my friend and 
colleague, the philosopher and Talmudist Sergey Dolgopolski, in a draft essay titled “And God 
Created Wife.”  Dolgopolski has described the process by which the dialogues and debates 
anonymously related in the Gemara, the second level of redaction in the Talmud, work to create 
a plausibly authoritative reading of, and thus text of, the Mishnah, the “primary” level of 
redaction of the Talmud.  He writes:

Such thinking for a master of the past is not a journey of anamnesis to the past, 
which once would either have been present, or, at least, claimed so, but rather a 
hard work of later generation of masters acting here and now in stead of or on 
behalf of the masters of the past.  [The] thinking process of the later 
generations of masters ‘here and now’ becomes, therefore, sometimes, 
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indiscernible from the process of recalling of the past.  Hence, the anonymity of 
the late[r]. . . masters of the Talmud is not necessarily an extraneous historical 
circumstance, but rather is an inner part of their own role in the Talmud. 

I suggest, by analogy, that the captionary and, so to speak, anonymous “self” that 
underlies each of these portraits is not merely an incidental effect of the conventional labeling 
of works of art, but rather a telling artifact of the work of becoming the ancestor—or better, of 
the ancestor as becoming.

 And this is how, for example, “self” becomes Dona Balbina: http://zonezero.com/
exposiciones/fotografos/goldchain/video03.html

And from the artist’s commentaries here, I will only reiterate, to underscore, a few 
points that strike me as especially significant:  the reference to the “performance” of his 
maternal grandmother, which I find quite precise; a nod to empathy for the “torture” of women 
making themselves up, and we could easily invoke Elaine Scarry and many others here; the 
relation between the makeup artist and the computer, offering a touch of the post-human; and 
an attempt by the artist to direct the reading of the photographs, in his insistence that “it’s not 
about gender or about cross-dressing.”

 http://zonezero.com/exposiciones/fotografos/goldchain/goldchain09.html
 There’s my friend Naftuli Goldszajn—he died a long, long time ago.

 http://zonezero.com/exposiciones/fotografos/goldchain/goldchain12.html
 Here is something we can call Mojszes Precelman, and I can only indicate the richness of 
elements in this screen and the multitude of questions they raise.  Again, note how strikingly 
the layout of the scrawled artist’s book recalls the standard layout of a page of Talmud.  
Consider the relation among the various snapshots embedded in the text of the artist’s book.  
What is highlighted, why, for whom—what, indeed, is the effect of sharing  what is after all 
called “the artist’s book” with those of us who are neither artist nor ancestor?  Who is the 
younger man in the photograph at bottom left of the artist’s book?  Who, for that matter, is the 
“person” imaged, without surrounding or suffocating text, in the large image on the far left?  
Who is the person in the sketch?  Should we say, “who is the man?” if this is someone who can 
also be a woman?  Is there a person “in” the sketch, or in the photograph?  Is it the same 
person?  Why do we need to know?

 What does it mean to say that all of these ancestors are “Jewish?”  That some look and 
dress Jewish, others –perhaps—only “look” Jewish, some not that—why would we say not “even” 
that?  Why do we have the almost unshakeable impression that “more Jewish” is also “older?”

 What violence or what healing would be done by making a novel out of these images, 
these notebooks?  

 What would it mean to “perform” or, we might say, become (for the moment of a still 
photograph) someone other than an ancestor, some other predecessor let us say?

 What would it mean to “perform” a descendant, say, Rafael’s son Michael at Rafael’s 
present age?

 What does it mean to have Rafael absent here?  How does his absence shape whatever is 
“present” here? http://zonezero.com/exposiciones/fotografos/goldchain/goldchain07.html
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What of the afterlife—on and beyond the internet, in particular—of these images?  The work 
that’s done by putting the photograph “as” David Ryten on a Kansas University Jewish Studies 
poster, rather than, say, Dona Aida Precelman Ritten de Goldchain?  http://zonezero.com/
exposiciones/fotografos/goldchain/goldchain05.html  (One effect of diaspora: having moved to 
a Spanish-speaking country, they have more names than we might otherwise have had for 
them!  Note also that the dates and places of birth and death also indicate an itinerary of at 
least three places.)

 What of Mojsze Goldszeyn, absent from the internet but present on my living room wall
—a simulacrum of a photograph from the ‘30s in a room from the ‘30s?  When guests come to 
our home in New York, my spouse Elissa Sampson and I sometimes play a parlor game,asking 
friends what the photograph is; no one guesses it’s newly-minted in the third Christian 
millennium.  Why should that please us, if the photographer insists he is not about trompe-
l’oeil?  What is the relationship of ownership that differs from inheritance? 

 http://zonezero.com/exposiciones/fotografos/goldchain/goldchain20.html
 And last for now, such as Reizl Goldszajn, for whom no “original” photograph, no 
artist’s book, are presented?  How does the analogy to Dolgopolski’s understanding of the 
process of invoking the Talmudic text through a series of questions hold differently where, as 
Dolgopolski contends for the entirety of the Mishnaic corpus, there is no original?  Is she less 
real?  Is she less Reizl?  Is she less Rafael—or more?

 As the poet Edmond Jabès writes in his Book of Questions, “oui, oui, mais encore”—yes, 
but there must be more. 
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