
















chose not to — it is a moral matter. The case of 
Ethiopia does not fully harmonize with this 
discursive regime, which tends to reduce it to a 
position of silence in the mainstream writing of 
world history, and, I might add, in Albert Kahn’s 
archive.27 

These quite polite moving images, in a sense, 
pan over Ethiopian territory with a gaze that 
covers over this decisive and symbolic histori-
cal event — and we should remember that the 
events of Adowa were not too far away histori-
cally when these images were taken, and the film 
crew could hardly have been totally unaware of 
them. Perhaps there is even a sense of Ethiopian 
territory being “colonized” by a specific image-
regime, however respectful, that gazes over 

just another timeless African country that lacks 
history (but where the natives wear beautiful 
clothing).28 But at the same time, these images 
also constitute a progressive expression, expand-
ing the regime of what can be seen, in ways that 
do not necessarily point back to the past (that is, 
the past in the sense of a more truthful depiction 
of the history of the country), but also sows vir-
tual seeds for possibilities of things to come.

In Fête du couronnement de la Reine Zaouditou, 
French, English, and Italian representatives 
intermingle with the Ethiopian dignities and 
officials. The images display a general blend-
ing of Europeans and Ethiopians that seems 
un-dictated by power. This would have seemed 
false or contrived if Ethiopia was a colony (or a 

former colony), but it wasn’t. It was rather an 
autonomous state, and what is celebrated, by 
Ethiopians and Europeans alike, is the rituals 
of this autonomous state. In the middle of the 
film, a long cortege is shown where European 
soldiers intermingle with Ethiopian soldiers, 
both on foot and on horses. In this concrete case, 
then, the complex mixture of the two registers/
forces described above becomes more apparent: 
in one sense, Kahn’s Ethiopia is a-historical, a 
particularity subsumed under the general and 
preexisting universality of man. Although in 
many ways admirable, this general universality, 
then, performs a kind of silencing and covering 
over of some of the concrete, and politically im-
portant, singularities of the country. In another 

sense, however, there is also an expression of a 
kind of autonomous, Ethiopian political subjec-
tivity performed by these images. And present-
ing this, at this time, on a European stage might 
be said to constitute a singular event of making 
things visible — perhaps somewhere in line with 
a creation of new norms, specific to the era that 
was Kahn’s. •

matter, the judges quoted the Jeremy Bentham: 
“where there is no publicity, there is no justice”. 
The American company Capital Cities Broadcast-
ing Corporation signed a contract with the Israeli 
state and hired the documentary filmmaker Leo 
Hurwitz — an American who had formed a part 
of the Workers’ Photo League and was black-
listed by the FBI — to film the Eichmann trial. It 
was the first trial in history to be videotaped, and 
it was broadcasted on American television and 
in 37 other countries, but not in Israel, where 
national television was not yet running. Every 
day, clips of the trial were flown over the Atlantic 
and broadcasted the following day.

The judges who quoted Jeremy Bentham on 
the relation between publicity and justice did, 
however, demand that the recording of the trial 
not interfere with the proceedings. Hurwitz 
therefore placed four concealed cameras in the 
courtroom and connected them to a control booth 
across the street, from which he could instruct 
the camera operators and edit the footage in real 
time. He had four monitors screening the camera 
images and in accordance with his instructions, 
one camera was recorded on videotape, while the 
other three where not recorded at all. Hurwitz 
had to make instant decisions and, only being 
able to understand what was said when the trial 
was conducted in English since he spoke neither 
German nor Hebrew, his editing was dependent 
not on what was said, but on his understanding of 
the situation based on visual information. He shot 
up to 600 hours in this manner. 

In accounts of the Eichmann trial, a recur-
rent undertone suggests that it could not have 
gone any other way — the trial was important 
because Israel would judge and punish a Nazi, 
not because his legal status was uncertain. The 
implication is not solely that one knew that 
he was guilty, but that the very act of putting 
him on trial was turned into a merely symbolic 
event, a process for the world to see. The show 
trial — similar to the notion of courtroom 
drama — is thus constituted by the importance 
of the proceeding as such, in opposition to a 
mere rendering of justice. In the context of 
the political aims of the trial, the event in the 
courtroom was maybe even more important than 
the act of judging and executing Eichmann. And 
what was the event? The main event was the vast 
amount of survivor testimonies. Thus, the trial 
did not simply aim to convict Eichmann — it 
provided a means for the Israeli state to form a 
historical narrative of the Holocaust, and thus 
claim a certain agency over its aftermath. The 
Israeli Prime minister at the time, David Ben 
Gurion, even stated after the trial that he wanted 
it to achieve three things: to inform the world’s 
opinion about The Holocaust, to educate the 
unknowing Israeli youth, and to gain support 
for the Israeli nation-state. Whether or not all 
this was achieved remains to be investigated, 
but the trial created a foundation for Holocaust 
commemoration through survivors’ testimonies, 
which subsequently became a conventional nar-
rative, as in the case of Claude Lanzmann’s film 

Shoah or as in the Spielberg Archive’s attempt 
to collect survivors’ testimonies. The film The 
Specialist offers another stance in the discussions 
of Holocaust commemoration, as it follows in 
Hannah Arendt’s footsteps. 

The Specialist — Eyal Sivan’s carefully edited 
work that has been exhibited at numerous 
venues, most recently at Okwui Enwezor’s 
show Archive Fever (2008) — only uses a fraction 
of Hurwitz’s filmed material. The narrative 
is constructed in a non-chronological order: 
scenes do not follow an apparent sequence. The 
Specialist is a suggestive account and the film-
maker does nothing to hide it; instead biases are 
reinforced by strong sounds and abrupt cuts. 
One of the film’s most striking features involves 
its point-of-view: instead of giving place to the 
crucial testimonies, a great number of shots are 
focused on Eichmann: listening to translations, 
scribbling down notes, organizing his papers, or 
trying to answer questions posed to him. Besides 
Eichmann, the prosecutor, attorney general 
Gideon Hausner, plays a leading role and the 
film often returns to him, reacting to Eichmann’s 
statements. The judges are frequently shown 
reprimanding witnesses and spectators. They 
provide a notion of a proper conduct and they 
appear to be the reason that the trial does not 
decline into total chaos. For the most part, the 
film moves rapidly, cutting quickly between 
perspectives and incidents, but unbroken shots 
lasting several minutes serve to give a few 
episodes special emphasis. Filmed material from 

the camps flicker in the darkened courtroom 
during one long, uncomfortable sequence, and a 
few survivors give testimony in a series of short 
shots. At one point the viewer is shown witness 
after witness, thereby understanding the im-
mense amount of painful accounts. 

Obviously, Sivan did not edit the material with 
the sole aim of constructing a narrative. Besides 
making a new storyline, he manipulated the 
material heavily, both by traditional means of ed-
iting and by reinforcing shadows, adding reflec-
tions and sometimes by impairing the quality of 
the original images. Since the sound of the video 
was inferior, Sivan chose to work with the audio 
recorded for radio instead. The audio is not only 
synchronized with the images, but the voices are 
repeated at times, sometimes blurred, with some 
sounds even added at times other than when 
they originally appeared. In a similar fashion, 
the archive’s imperfection is visible when three 
black frames with white text are inserted after 
each other, providing the viewer with three dif-
ferent dates of court sessions that seem to relate 
to one scene. What the audience does gain is a 
notion that we do not see everything and the 
film can be read as an excerpt of the archive that 
is an excerpt of the event. The use of archival im-
agery in the film serves to destabilize any truth 
claim rather than upholding or revealing one. 
In the context of the Eichmann trial, we know 
that only one out of four cameras was recorded, 
that the director was incapable of understanding 
what was said and thus edited based primarily 

� 
Stills from Fête du couronnement de la Reine Zaouditou (Addis Abeba, 1917). Copyright © Musée Albert-Kahn

� 
Stills from Eyal Sivan’s The Specialist, 1999, 128 minutes
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on sensory instinct and facial expressions. We 
also know that part of the filmed material still is 
missing. The Specialist evokes the notion that no 
exhaustive account can exist.

Since 1961 the trial has become a significant 
symbol of how historical accounts of the Holo-
caust are formed and communicated. The trial 
was the first instance in which survivors were 
able to give their testimonies. Of a hundred wit-
nesses, ninety were survivors from the camps. 
Eichmann’s trial can be understood as the begin-
ning of the testimonial narration of the Holo-
caust. Since then such diverse institutions as Yad 
Vashem in Israel, the American Steven Spielberg 
Film and Video Archive, films like Lanzmann’s 
Shoah and almost every museum dedicated to 
the Holocuast, have relied on collections of oral 
history as the major means to communicate the 
events.  The trial functioned as a setting for such 
construction of a narrative of the Holocaust 
based on survivors’ testimonies, and it can be 
read as a part of the formation of Israeli identity 
and collective memory, since the events hardly 
were discussed in Israel before the trial. 

The Specialist can be understood as a reaction 

against this tradition of testimonial representa-
tion created through the Eichmann trial. If the 
trial is a founding moment for the Israeli state as 
legitimized by the Holocaust, then the act of The 
Specialist is a questioning of that very legitimiza-
tion. The use of the Holocaust as legitimating 
Israel in the trial is apparent if considering the 
following lines from Attorney General Hausner’s 
opening speech: 

 
When I stand before you here, Judges of 
Israel, to lead the Prosecution of Adolf 
Eichmann, I am not standing alone. With 
me are six million accusers. But they can-
not rise to their feet and point an accusing 
finger towards him who sits in the dock and 
cry: “I accuse.” For their ashes are piled up 
on the hills of Auschwitz and the fields of 
Treblinka, and are strewn in the forests of 
Poland. Their graves are scattered through-
out the length and breadth of Europe. Their 
blood cries out, but their voice is not heard. 
Therefore I will be their spokesman and 
in their name I will unfold the awesome 
indictment. 

Hausner, as a representative of the Israeli state, 
speaks in their name, and by that claims the 
agency as a voice of all Jews affected by the 
Holocaust. The remarkable tone and also the 
emotional sentiment it provokes seem suitable 
for Ben Gurion’s aim of creating a history lesson 
rather than the setting for a trial. The rhetorical 
figures depicting the victims of the Holocaust 
lay the groundwork for the testimonies later in 
the trial — by those who are still able to stand 
and point an accusing finger. In stark contrast 
to this, the narration throughout The Specialist 
has an inherently clinical language, perhaps 
as a means to question representations relying 
on affect or to illustrate the bureaucratic aspect 
of the trial. The suggestion can be understood 
as a reaction to the testimonial narration of 
Holocaust events as being utterly dependent on 
subjective and affective accounts in the sense 
that these affective accounts of the victims per-
haps run the risk of only being used as a contrast 
to the crimes, which then turn into a metaphysi-
cal and eternal evil.

The last image of The Specialist depicts Eich-
mann in his booth, and then the image zooms 

in and item after item around him disappears, 
the guards, the glass cage, his papers and his 
desk becomes wider, taking the proportions of 
a business desk. The noise is turned into music. 
The black and white image turns into a colored 
image, and Eichmann appears in an office set-
ting, sitting behind a dark wooden table, wear-
ing a blue suit. The image removes Eichmann 
from the setting of the trial and back into the 
realm of bureaucracy. He is neither the accused 
nor a mere bureaucrat; he seems to be in charge, 
slightly reclined and a bit skeptical. In The 
Specialist Eichmann becomes something like a 
genocidal possibility of modernity, and the crime 
becomes a modern crime. Through this move 
the film depicts the trial not as a solely historic 
moment, but also as a possible present. And with 
this universalizing of the capacity for banal evil, 
Sivan exposes the even more fearsome notion 
that evil need not be profound.•
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� 
Still from Eyal Sivan’s The Specialist (1999)
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