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Kiefer and Celan: Confronting the Shoah with Art 

 
 Anselm Kiefer is one of Germany’s most famous artists. Paul Celan, though what we 

would today consider Romanian, is Germany’s most famous postwar poet. Though they share a 

language and Shoah subject matter, they produced works dealing with the Shoah in different 

decades. Celan committed suicide in 1970, one year after Kiefer presented his first single 

exhibition. Despite the generational gap, Kiefer found inspiration in Celan via his most famous 

work, the poem “Todesfuge” (fig. 5). Kiefer painted four pieces in the early 1980s with titles 

taken from the lines of “Todesfuge”: “Sulamith” (1983), “Dein Aschenes Haar Sulamith” (1981), 

“Margarete” (1981) and “Dein Goldenes Haar Margarete” (1981). These paintings recalled the 

fresh Nachkriegsliteratur spirit of “Todesfuge” and therefore reignited discussion of the Shoah* 

in a country that had kept silent about its brutal past since the 1950s. This paper will explore the 

relationship between Kiefer’s paintings and Celan’s poem. This paper will also discuss the 

absence of Shoah discussion in Germany, especially in German schools, until the late 1970s and 

how Kiefer’s works may have helped eliminate the silence in Germany. 

Text and Art Relationships 

 “Todesfuge” takes the reader on a surrealist trip through a day in the life of a Nazi 

internment camp during World War Two. Jews dig graves for themselves and their peers while 

                                                 
* I refer to the Holocaust as the “Shoah” in all references because it is a more politically correct 
term in German studies—“Holocaust” is Greek for “burnt offering” and brings a holy sacrifice to 
mind, whereas “Shoah” is Hebrew for “the burning” and seems more appropriate a title for the 
atrocities being named.  
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an officer orders them about during the day and writes love letters at night—life goes on as usual 

for the officer, even when murders are committed. The emphasis of the poem is on Germany’s 

neglect of a portion of its people and the hierarchy the Nazis created based on physical features 

and bloodline. Two lines of “Todesfuge” are most relevant to Kiefer’s work: “dein goldenes 

Haar Margarete / dein aschenes Haar Sulamith.” These lines are those from which Kiefer took 

the titles for his paintings. Margarete is a European name that, in the case of this poem, is the 

embodiment of Germany. In Kiefer’s paintings,  

Margarethe [stet], who is at once Celan’s and Goethe’s, is a blond-haired 

(“strohblond,” literally, straw blond) figure of German womanhood, embodied, 

corporealized, and metaphorized, in straw. For the straw is at once the German 

landscape, in its pure materiality, and, at the same time, strands of blond hair, the 

conflation pictorially enacting the ideological conceit of Nazism, namely, that 

German identity was autochthonous, that it was rooted in and emerged from the 

soils.1  

In contrast to this golden symbol of Germany, Sulamith is a Hebrew name, standing here for the 

Jewish people living in Europe. Before Celan, both of these names had significant literary 

meanings: “Margarete, a name taken from the female protagonist in Goethe’s Faust, and 

Sulamith, the name of the Jewish princess from the Biblical Song of Songs.”2 As Goethe is 

considered the premier Romantic German author, “Faust” sprang from a Medieval German text, 

and Sulamith is an important Jewish figure, these earlier meanings make concrete the idea of 

Margarete standing for Germany and Sulamith standing for Judentum in Celan’s poem.  

                                                 
1 Lisa Saltzman, Anselm Kiefer and art after Auschwitz, (1999). 
2 Bonnie Roos, “Anselm Kiefer and the Art of Allusion: Dialectics of the Early Margarete and Sulamith Paintings,” 
Comparative Literature (2006). 
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 Both of Kiefer’s Margarete paintings, fig. 3 and fig. 4, show landscape and both of the 

Sulamith paintings, fig. 1 and fig. 2, include buildings and structures on the landscape. This can 

be interpreted as Margarete being the German land, and Sulamith being the people who have 

moved from elsewhere to build communities upon it. This assumes the German people who are 

not Jewish are tied to the land more so than the Jewish ones, although Jews inhabited Germany 

for longer than some German tribes.3 The implication of this assessment is that Kiefer plays with 

Nazi ideas at the same time as showing sorrowful works commemorating the Shoah’s victims. 

The two “women” are contrasted by the color of their hair: golden-haired Margarete and ashen-

haired Sulamith, or the stereotypical Aryan German and dark Jew. Both sets of Kiefer’s paintings 

correspond to these color associations. The Margarete paintings have lots of gold in them, 

created mainly with piles of dried straw that resemble golden hair—strohblond. Both Sulamith 

paintings have a very dark palette, and there is a dark-haired female figure in “Dein Aschenes 

Haar Sulamith.” The overall color palette is also darker in the Sulamith paintings than in the 

Margarete paintings. 

 Both of Kiefer’s Margarete paintings have similar features: golden hair, browns and 

neutral shades, and the implication of being outside. It makes sense that the paintings would be 

situated outdoors as Margarete stands for all of Germany in “Todesfuge.” The golden hairs in 

“Margarete” burn like candles, some twisted and some upright, almost exuding the feeling of 

being a battered Menorah. The blue field behind the hair and the brownish field beneath them 

give the feeling of being out in the country against a blue sky. The flames on the golden hairs of 

Margarete bring to mind the destruction that engulfed Germany as World War Two advanced to 

an end. In May 1945, Germany stood in ruins, burned and turned to rubble from the Allied 

Forces’ bombs:  
                                                 
3 Howard Sachar, The Course of Modern Jewish History (1990). 
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131 deutsche Städte waren während des Krieges durch Gro� angriffe aus der Luft 

betroffen worden. Die Statistik nennt 29 auf Berlin, 21 auf Braunschweig, 19 auf 

Ludwigshafen und Mannheim, je 18 auf Kiel, Köln und Frankfurt am Main, je 16 

auf Hamburg und Münster, je 15 auf Koblenz und Hamm und je 11 auf Hannover 

und Magdeburg...137 bei Nacht, 267 über Tag [auf Dresden].4 

The relationship between a destroyed Germany in flames and Margarete can be derived from 

Margarete’s original character, in “Faust”: “Seduced by the Devil to exchange his soul for 

unnatural wisdom, Faust commits the most heinous of crimes and loses his love Margarete to the 

machinations of his own ambitions.”5 The German people actually did loose Margarete—

Germany—because of their devil’s pact with the Nazis. The country was split in four 

immediately after the war and run by the Allied Forces until 1949, when the country split in half 

for forty years.  

 In “Dein Goldenes Haar Margarete,” an arch of golden hair splits the landscape in half, 

symbolizing the split that occurred in Germany after the war. The black furrow beside the arch 

may symbolize the destruction of the Shoah and Second World War on German soil. Although 

Celan wrote “Todesfuge” before the emergence of two German nations, there were four 

occupation zones in Germany in 1947. This is not specifically mentioned in the poem, so the 

only explicit tie in this interpretation between Celan and Kiefer is the golden-haired 

representation of Germany on a dismal, charred landscape. 

 Another line of importance in “Todesfuge” is, “er schenkt uns ein Grab in der Luft.” This 

line refers to the burning of Jews in death camps and creates a visual that is very important to 

“Sulamith,” as the brick structure depicted resembles the interior of an early Auschwitz gas 

                                                 
4 Wolfgang Trees, Drei Jahre nach Null (1978). 
5 Bonnie Roos, “Anselm Kiefer and the Art of Allusion: Dialectics of the Early Margarete and Sulamith Paintings,” 
Comparative Literature (2006). 
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chamber. The painting is dark, which reminds the viewer of the ashes and smoke that would have 

risen from many burning bodies. Comparisons between Nazi architecture and the structure in the 

painting lend further credence to the idea that this chamber is one built by Nazis: “Kiefer creates 

a deep oppressive vault that immediately reminds one of Wilhelm Kreis’s [stet] 1939 project for 

the Hall of Honour for German soldiers killed in battle.”6 Not only does the structure resemble a 

Nazi building and an early gas chamber, but fire also burns within it. In the far background of the 

vault one can see seven flames burning on a memorial candelabrum reminiscent of a Menorah. 

“Here, Kiefer has successfully transformed a space designed for the celebration of Nazi heroes 

into one of commemoration for the victims of National Socialism.”7 This fits loosely with a line 

in Celan’s poem, “der Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland.” If the master is a Nazi creating the 

structure and killing the Jews in it, then Nazi architecture that reminds the viewer of a killing 

machine must stand for that murder, just as the memorial flame within reminds the viewer of the 

structure’s meaning. “Sulamith” is the work that sticks most closely to “Todesfuge.” It is also the 

latest in this series of four paintings.  

 The first painting in the series, and Kiefer’s first-ever Holocaust painting, is “Dein 

Aschenes Haar Sulamith.” This painting literalizes Celan’s dark-haired woman, depicting her 

between a barren landscape and a tall city. This could symbolize the journey of European Jews 

as they were evicted from city ghettos and transported to death and labor camps in the country. 

This representation is also least in-keeping with Celan’s poem of all the Margarete and Sulamith 

paintings. “Kiefer’s decision to directly represent or illustrate the Jewish victim [is] something 

                                                 
6 Daglind Sonolet, “Reflections on the Work of Anselm Kiefer,” Cultural Values. (1999). 
 
7 Daglind Sonolet, “Reflections on the Work of Anselm Kiefer,” Cultural Values (1999). 
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that Celan avoids.8 Celan instead uses the victim as the poet’s unseen speaker: “His poem 

“Deathfuge,” which speaks in the first-person plural, clearly identifies the poetic voice as 

belonging to the dead…”9 This break from Celan’s mould perhaps signifies a need in Kiefer to 

force the German people to look critically at their history and examine the humanity that was 

destroyed rather than the sheer statistical numbers. 

Discussing the Shoah 

 While both Kiefer’s and Celan’s works stem from the same subject matter, they come 

from different generations. Celan wrote “Todesfuge” when Germans were still being herded 

through concentration camps to view stacks of emaciated corpses, human science projects and 

other Shoah atrocities. The memory was still fresh for European Jews and the Nazi perpetrators, 

and it was brand new for those Germans who had not known about the Final Solution—the 

decision to exterminate all Jews during the war—until they were forced to walk between rows of 

piled-up bodies and think of themselves as complicit. This new knowledge did not remain in the 

open. By the start of the 1950s, mention of the Shoah had dropped permanently from German 

conversation. Mimi Levine, a student at Yale University, wrote in The Yale Herald,  

My grandparents tell me that there was a period when any mention of the 

Holocaust was a positive no-no. It just wasn’t talked about, they say—it was too 

horrible. Somehow, in the years directly after World War II, the fact that six 

million Jews were murdered in the span of about five years was completely taboo 

in polite conversation, much less public discussion.10 

                                                 
8 Matthew Biro. “Representation and Event: Anselm Kiefer, Joseph Beuys, and the Memory of the Holocaust.” The 

Yale Journal of Criticism (2003). 
9 Lyon, James. Paul Celan and Martin Heidegger: An Unresolved Conversation, 1951-1970 (2006). 
10 Mimi Levine. “Office supplies: meaningful at last.” The Yale Herald. (2005). 



Johnson, 7 
 

This includes not only conversation, but historical volumes and the education system in 

Germany. “The distancing from the Holocaust is evident in textbooks from the 1950s. The 1950s 

texts do not mention the murders or the concentration camps.”11 This does not mean there was no 

reference to crimes against Jews in 1950s textbooks. When they did attempt to come close to 

dealing with the Shoah, the books mentioned the Nürnberger Gesetze that gradually removed all 

Jews’ rights.12  

 In the 1960s, German textbook writers made more effort to include the Shoah, but still 

not in entirety:  

In these textbooks for the first time the bureaucratic mass murder of European 

Jews begins to be addressed as the Holocaust. Later in the 1960s, we begin to get 

definite descriptions on the situation of the Jews during World War II. The deaths 

of Jews begin to appear along with statistical data on the percentages that were 

exterminated.13 

Although these advances appeared in the pages that educated young Germans about their past, 

the textbooks were still not complete. In 1978, some books still left out events, the most popular 

of which has always been Kristallnacht, or described them without naming them.14 Already in 

the 1960s, a group of German artists began to protest the omission of Nazi and Shoah history 

from education and everyday thought. Kiefer, Markus Lupertz, Georg Baselitz, A. R. Penck, 

Gerhardt Richter, Sigmar Polke, Jerg Immendorf and Albert Oehlen all tackled German history 

through “new German painting.”15 Although only a few of them painted Holocaust subject 

matter, and Kiefer did not paint his first Holocaust piece until 1981, this group of artists is still 

                                                 
11 Carlos Magaña, “College Textbooks and the Holocaust, 1952-1968,” UCSB, (2004). 
12 Carlos Magaña, “College Textbooks and the Holocaust, 1952-1968,” UCSB, (2004). 
13 Carlos Magaña, “College Textbooks and the Holocaust, 1952-1968,” UCSB, (2004). 
14 Carlos Magaña, “College Textbooks and the Holocaust, 1952-1968,” UCSB, (2004). 
15 Daglind Sonolet, “Reflections on the Work of Anselm Kiefer,” Cultural Values, (1999). 
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important for making waves in the world of fine arts and creating discussion of “art after 

Auschwitz.”16  It seems apt that these protests against hiding German history came at the tail-end 

of the 1968 student movement in Germany: “Kiefer’s art emerges from 1960s protest culture, the 

new German cinema and painting, the student revolt and ultimately the mid-eighties historians’ 

debate about the ‘normalization’ of German history.” 17 

 While artists like Kiefer were bringing the topic of the Shoah into the spotlight as 

acceptable for public discourse, they were also forcing the German people to come to terms with 

a past they regretted. “Most critics consider Kiefer’s art to be a form of 

Vergangenheitsbewältigung because of its visual and linguistic reference to events, texts, myths, 

and personages connected directly or indirectly with the Nazi era.”18 Vergangenheitsbewältigung 

is a term that translates into English as “coming to terms with the past.” It is most commonly 

used to describe the time from 1933 until the present, encompassing World War Two, the post-

war years and Wirtschaftswunder, the Cold War and Germany’s reunification. As evidenced by 

the lack of information about the Shoah in textbooks, Germany was having a 

Vergangenheitsbewältigung problem.  

 By recalling Celan’s “Todesfuge” in his paintings, Kiefer was using a high-caliber 

ammunition of “das Gedicht mit den eindeutigsten Hinweisen auf Nazi-Terror und 

Judenvernichtung. Todesfuge zählt zu den eindrucksvollsten Beispielen der seltenen 

deutschsprachigen Dichtung, die sich direkt mit dem Massenmord an den Juden befa� t.”19 This 

is a harsh way of making a people view their place in history, especially when the generation 

who perpetrated the Shoah crimes was growing geriatric. “Rather than simply saying, as he 

                                                 
16 Lisa Saltzman, Anselm Kiefer and art after Auschwitz, (1999). 
17 Daglind Sonolet, “Reflections on the Work of Anselm Kiefer,” Cultural Values, (1999). 
18 Anna Brailovsky, “The Epic Tableau: Verfremdungseffekte in Anselm Kiefer’s Varus,” New German Critique 

(1997). 
19 Sabine Schütz, Anselm Kiefer, Geschichte als Material: Arbeiten 1969-1983, (1999). 
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might well have, that he had nothing to do with that history, which occurred before his birth, 

Kiefer probes and explores to uncover the vestiges of anti-Semitism within his world.”20 

Although he did not commit the crimes himself, by drawing attention to his country’s history in 

this way, Kiefer accepts his inheritance and forces those around him to do so as well. Celan 

could not have foreseen a need for Vergangenheitsbewältigung when he wrote “Todesfuge.” The 

poem clearly defies generational gaps and the passing of times, then, as it was so easily adapted 

by Kiefer to fit the needs of his own time. 

 Of course one can not explicitly prove that Kiefer’s paintings were the sole factor in 

getting Germany to begin openly discussing its past as perpetrator of the Shoah. One important 

way Kiefer’s Margarete and Sulamith paintings opened the door for Germany to think more 

completely about Vergangenheitsbewältigung is Kiefer’s celebrity. He had gained recognition in 

the art world with his first exhibition, “Besetzungen,” or Occupations, a series of photographs of 

himself in Nazi apparel giving the Hitler Grü�  in front of various monuments in former Nazi-

occupied or –allied countries, natural areas and countries bordering Germany.21 This provocative 

exhibition was highly controversial because of the strong Fascist subject matter, and the inability 

for many viewers to decide whether Kiefer was for or against Fascism, which was, and still is, 

illegal in Germany.22 The sort of media attention Kiefer’s controversial works would have 

garnered, even as early as the 1960s, would have given viewers exposure to the topic whether 

they agreed with the subject matter or not. 

 This ties neatly in with the spirit of protest out of which Kiefer’s works grew. For not 

only would his controversial works have garnered attention, but they would also have attracted 

the appreciation of others in his generation, simply because of their controversial subject matter: 

                                                 
20 John Gilmour, Fire on the Earth: Anselm Kiefer and the Postmodern World, (1990). 
21 Sabine Schütz, Anselm Kiefer, Geschichte als Material: Arbeiten 1969-1983, (1999). 
22 Sabine Schütz, Anselm Kiefer, Geschichte als Material: Arbeiten 1969-1983, (1999). 
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…the generation of Nachgeborenen saw and understood themselves in precisely 

such emphatically oppositional terms. The ‘68ers were proud and defiant in their 

belated confrontation with the past, their strength and solidarity owing at least in 

part to their self-understanding as enacting a dramatic departure from perceived 

silences and evasions of the parental generation.23 

The rebelliousness of wanting to face a past one’s parents did not like talking about would have 

sat well with Kiefer’s generation, those born after the war, hence giving his work more credence 

than other, less controversial history paintings that might have hearkened to a time before the 

Shoah, ignoring that piece of the past altogether. Through a combination of celebrity, media 

attention and rebellion, Kiefer’s Sulamith and Margarete paintings surely would have gotten 

Germans talking about the past more than they had during the tight-lipped 1950s and 60s. 

Conclusion 

Anselm Kiefer and Paul Celan are two of the biggest names in the German art and literature 

worlds. Kiefer’s Shoah paintings can be seen as a collaboration between the two giants—a 

working-together to work out the wrinkles in German memory 36 years after the war, and 11 

years after Celan’s death. “Todesfuge,” written and published while the Nazi atrocities still hung 

freshly in the air and were discussed by Germans trying to dig their lives out of rubble, paved the 

way for later generations to understand their heritage and come to terms with the past via 

Kiefer’s Margarete and Sulamith paintings. This series of paintings takes ideas of the combined 

German heroine and land, and question them against the backdrop of smoke, fire and death that 

rose from the country’s soil for six years. Kiefer’s paintings recall the spirit of Celan’s poem—

bittersweet, a mingling of love and death, musical in a tragic way. Because of their controversial 

nature and provocative creator, Kiefer’s paintings helped make discussions of the Shoah 
                                                 
23 Lisa Saltzman, Anselm Kiefer and art after Auschwitz, (1999). 
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mainstream in a society where any talk thereof was taboo for years. After the Shoah had been 

absent or incomplete in German textbooks for more than three decades, Kiefer set paint to canvas 

and created, with Celan’s words in mind, a protest to the silencing of Germany’s Shoah.
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Figures 

  

Fig. 1 

"Dein Aschenes Haar Sulamith," by Anselm 
Kiefer, 1981 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2 
“Sulamith,” by Anselm Kiefer, 1983 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3 
“Margarete” by Anselm Kiefer, 1981 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4 
“Dein Goldenes Haar Margarete” by Anselm 
Kiefer, 1981 
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Fig. 5 
Todesfuge, by Paul Celan, 1947 
 
Schwarze Milch der Frühe wir trinken sie abends 
wir trinken sie mittags und morgens wir trinken sie nachts 
wir trinken und trinken 
wir schaufeln ein Grab in den Lüften da liegt man nicht eng 
Ein Mann wohnt im Haus der spielt mit den Schlangen der schreibt 
der schreibt wenn es dunkelt nach Deutschland dein goldenes Haar Margarete 
er schreibt es und tritt vor das Haus und es blitzen die Sterne und er pfeift seine Rüden herbei 
er pfeift seine Juden hervor lässt schaufeln ein Grab in der Erde 
er befiehlt uns spielt auf nun zum Tanz 
  
Schwarze Milch der Frühe wir trinken dich nachts 
wir trinken dich morgens und mittags wir trinken dich abends 
wir trinken und trinken 
Ein Mann wohnt im Haus der spielt mit den Schlangen der schreibt 
der schreibt wenn es dunkelt nach Deutschland dein goldenes Haar Margarete 
Dein aschenes Haar Sulamith wir schaufeln ein Grab in den Lüften da liegt man nicht eng 
  
Er ruft stecht tiefer ins Erdreich ihr einen ihr anderen singet und spielt 
er greift nach dem Eisen im Gurt er schwingts seine Augen sind blau 
stecht tiefer die Spaten ihr einen ihr andern spielt weiter zum Tanz auf 
  
Schwarze Milch der Frühe wir trinken dich nachts 
wir trinken dich mittags und morgens wir trinken dich abends 
wir trinken und trinken 
ein Mann wohnt im Haus dein goldenes Haar Margarete 
dein aschenes Haar Sulamith er spielt mit den Schlangen 
  
Er ruft spielt süsser den Tod der Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland 
er ruft streicht dunkler die Geigen dann steigt ihr als Rauch in die Luft 
dann habt ihr ein Grab in den Wolken da liegt man nicht eng 
  
Schwarze Milch der Frühe wir trinken dich nachts 
wir trinken dich mittags der Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland 
wir trinken dich abends und morgens wir trinken und trinken 
der Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland sein Auge ist blau 
er trifft dich mit bleierner Kugel er trifft dich genau 
ein Mann wohnt im Haus dein goldenes Haar Margarete 
er hetzt seine Rüden auf uns er schenkt uns ein Grab in der Luft 
er spielt mit den Schlangen und träumet der Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland 
  
dein goldenes Haar Margarete 
dein aschenes Haar Sulamith 


