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Memo on Authorship and Ownership, Hank Greenspan, May 2018, hgreensp@umich.edu 

It was a great honor to join you in April, even if limited by geography.  I would very much like to deepen 
the conversation, and related ones, that we began.  I learned a lot from our colloquy. 

Sara and I decided that a follow-up memo from me might serve that end, and so here that is.   

It occurred to me that one way to think about authorship, authority, and related ethical issues in 
REMNANTS is to juxtapose it with how survivors’ voices “emerge” in other work of mine, and in much of 
yours and others’.   

1.  I think many of the issues come down to how we “curate” (important word) whatever already 
multiply mediated versions of survivors’ accounts (or, yes, testimony) we make public and how aware 
we are of what we are doing, why, and with what potential implications—ethical and otherwise. 

2.  My own work consists of three large projects each of which curates in different ways, and with 
different versions of authorship/authority.  These are:  (a) my scholarly work on the processes and 
dynamics of survivors’ retelling (to use my term), best exemplified in On Listening to Holocaust 
Survivors: Beyond Testimony and associated articles; (b) Reflections: Auschwitz, Memory, and a Life 
Recreated, which I co-authored with beloved friend and survivor, Agi Rubin; and (c) REMNANTS.    

For reasons I will suggest, I do not think that the distinctions between art and documentation, or 
literature and history, take us very far.  In any case, I view all of these works as non-fiction, whatever 
artistry (or “artsiness”) may be involved. 

3.  To begin with On Listening :  This work and others in the same genre use survivors’ accounts in the 
most usual ways.  Excerpts from survivors’ retelling are included verbatim (as gleaned from one’s own or 
others’ interviews, survivors’ essays and memoirs, etc.) and deployed within some more encompassing 
narrative—whether historical or, as in my case, work on the processes/dynamics of retelling itself. 

Such work is highly curated indeed.  It is the scholar who selects, contextualizes, orders, frames, and 
interprets the excerpts that are included.   While survivors have hopefully given permission to the 
author or archival project to use their accounts in such ways, they are not co-authors.   Rather, they are 
some version of “subjects,” “participants,” “interviewees,” “informants,” etc.  Usually, they have no 
meaningful authorial authority over their contributions beyond the expectation that whatever is 
excerpted, contextualized and interpreted will be something they actually said.  (Even as we all know 
that what is “actually said” can easily be made to mean something quite different from what was 
intended via the ways excerpts—from survivors or anyone else—are selected, contextualized, and 
interpreted.) 

Many of you will know Tony Kushner’s writing on some of these points, including his critique of work like 
Friedlander’s,  which aims but—in Tony’s view—fails  to include the “victims’ voice” in the ways that 
Friedlander suggested.  While those voices may illustrate, they do not co-author, let alone disrupt, a  
seamless historical narrative.  (To anticipate, disruption—via an entirely different genre—is certainly 
part of what REMNANTS intends.) 
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In my own scholarly work, I have at least aspired to collaborative interpretation which largely takes 
place in my interviews themselves—rather than after the fact and in the study.  This is most clearly 
described in “Collaborative Interpretation of Survivors’ Accounts: A Radical Challenge to Conventional 
Practice,” in Holocaust Studies: A Journal of Culture and History, Spring 2011.   

Nevertheless, however “radical” the challenge, this is an issue about alternative ways of engaging 
survivors (which certainly has ethical implications).  But it does not affect who is credited as “author.” 

3. In contrast, Reflections is a fully co-authored memoir that I wrote with Agi Rubin (some of whose 
retelling also appears as “The Vanity” in REMNANTS).  The process and “ground rules” of our 
collaboration are described (by me!) in an afterword in the book.  In short, I was not editor, ghostwriter, 
or rewriter. We worked—word by word--over nearly twenty years to decide together which, of many 
possible, versions of her recounting would appear in the finished volume.  I contributed suggestions on 
these choices as well as on potential phrasing, order, and the like.  But Agi always had the “final call,” 
and it is her memoir.  Still, we were genuinely co-authors.  Reflections is not an “as told to” or “with” 
book.  I believe it is an important memoir (bias obviously assumed), both because of its content (which is 
mostly about the postwar years) and because of the nature of our collaboration. 

4.  REMNANTS represents a third model of authorship and, certainly for me, the most challenging to 
describe.   Unlike Reflections, I did not write it in direct collaboration with any of the survivors 
represented and only one, “Manny” (a pseudonym) is named.  And yet it “reflects” (inevitably vague 
word) decades of conversations/interviews with survivors from which the imagery, range of emotion, 
narrative voices, and specific episodes, were articulated to me.   Meanwhile, it also reflects my own 
sense—which I believe was generally shared by those survivors represented—that the monologues get 
to the core, not only of some aspect of their individual experience, but also to aspects of the destruction 
itself (and living after).  The latter was informed not only by my interviews but by decades of wider 
work.  (I could never have written REMNANTS without long immersion in Levi, Delbo, Amery, relevant 
history, and secondary work on testimony.)   And, as described at the conference, the choices of what to 
include and the trajectory of the whole were also deliberately aimed to challenge what I believe has 
become an almost impenetrable wall of presumption, cliché, and ritual concerning both survivors and 
what they have to retell.  That is the intended “disruption” to which I referred. 

Whatever else, then, REMNANTS has its own ethical, intellectual, and even political agenda, with which I 
think mostly, but not necessarily entirely, coincides with what each survivor represented would agree.  (I 
have not heard objections!).  Whatever “artistry” involved, I would repeat that it is a work of non-fiction.  
As I mentioned, there are other monologues I’ve written “in the voices of” survivors that also reflect 
years of involvement and conversation.  But because they are not grounded in any survivors’ particular 
imagery/experiences/reflections, I could not include them in REMNANTS. 

I still struggle with how to understand this work.    As I and others have described, survivors themselves 
also “play survivors” in a variety of ways.  In On Listening, I describe at some length their construction of 
narrative voices and personae—that is, their construction of who is speaking when each speaks “as a 
survivor.”  Such voices, I suggest, are rooted in both survivors’ individual life histories (entire life 
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histories) as well as in cultural models on which they draw and improvise.  Thus Natalie, always a kind of 
dramatist, describes deliberately using techniques borrowed from Stanislavski in her public recounting. 
Wiesel drew on the “Hasidic masters”—and traditional models of teachers and storytellers—in 
constructing his own narrative voice.  Meanwhile, the very act of asking someone to speak “as a 
survivor”—e.g., provide a “testimony”—already structures the ways a life is retold, causal attributions, 
and more.  I relay an example of this in “Treblinka and the Ardent Lover: Later interviews as Counter 
Narratives.” (OUPblog in collaboration with The Oral History Review), May 1, 2015.  
https://blog.oup.com/2015/05/holocaust-narrative-history/. 

So all this remains complex and challenging, as it should be.  I will reiterate that appeals to “co-
construction” (of which there are virtually endless forms) or literature versus documentation do not 
capture it.  As some in the “oral history and performance” arena have described, I sometimes think that 
what I do is a “re-performance,” or my “cover” of some survivors’ “songs.”  A better metaphor came 
from Hannah Pollin-Galay, who suggested that REMNANTS was a kind of embodied “translation” of 
certain survivors’ accounts.  I have also looked for analogous work in the diverse worlds of 
“documentary theatre” and “oral history and performance.”  

Various as that world is—in politics, commitment to the verbatim, intended relationship with audiences 
(who may also become actors)—practitioners share a devotion to historical (as well as sociological and 
psychological) documentation itself.  Their aim, as mine, is to enrich (and sometimes challenge) 
conventional ways of “doing history” and “representing survivors” (or whomever else).  Conversely, 
when work of this sort fails—as it often does—it is often because of simple ignorance of history and of 
survivors beyond clichés.  Example:  before I began performing REMNANTS myself as a one-person 
performance, I made the script available to theatre companies.  One such group in Hollywood (of all 
places) did the piece with a simulated tattooed number on every actor’s arm, and all of them spoke with 
a poor man’s Elie Wiesel accent.  That was a last straw for me.  Turning survivors and the Holocaust itself 
into a collection of caricatures and clichés is precisely the kind of dumb-down that REMNANTS was 
written against (however well it succeeds). 

So, to belabor the point, in a work like this it matters that one knows something about the Terezin 
family camp , the difference between 1943 and 1944 in the history and velocity of the killing in different 
countries, that victims of genocide may, indeed, “return” as dolls or space aliens or who knows what.  It 
also matters that one knows something about the role, and limits, of the invocations of mutedness, 
other planets, precious legacies, tales and legends and other tropes that populate our “field.” 

Questions of genre and related questions of ethics remain. But, in the end, I am a pragmatist in the 
sense that I judge work--—whether conventional history or however one describes REMNANTS or 
whatever else—by how much it helps us understand something new, or that we’ve forgotten, or that 
we’ve lost in a sea of superficiality.  In short, by how much it teaches and implicates us if we allow it. 

 

 


