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JUDGMENT AT NUREMBERG (Stanley Kramer, USA 1961) © Original copyright holders

Introduction

The circulation of images is one premise for gaining an iconic status. The circulation, howev-
er, depends on a selection process. Not everything that was once recorded was later also used.
Specific visual representations correspond to a certain situation better than others, while some
depictions recall earlier — already iconic — compositions, and others seem to add symbolical
meaning. For that reason, specific photographs or film sequences were selected for representing
historical events, and in many cases those depictions are used again and again, sometimes even

becoming metonymic placeholders for what had happened.
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Digitisation intensified the circulation of historical photographs and film footage. This includ-
ed the use of such footage as direct quotes, as well as indirect and implicit references to iconic
images in filmic recreations or artistic works. By identifying and examining visual connections
between liberation footage and its various visual manifestations, we can define networks of
visual relations between historical imagery and their contemporary representations. We better
understand why specific images or sequences become iconic. We can analyse how they are used
and reused. We discover specific compositional patterns. We can reveal processes of de-contex-
tualisation and iconisation, as well as attempts to re-contextualise and examine the historical

origin of such footage.

In this interactive audiovisual article, we explore this phenomenon by focusing on a specific
example, namely the depiction of Jewish child survivors from the concentration and extermi-
nation camp at Auschwitz showing the numbers tattooed on their forearms. The three shots
depicting the children in Auschwitz presenting their tattooed arms to the Soviet film camera
are by no means the only visual documentation of Number Tattoos in the visual archive of the
Holocaust. The first film compilations of liberation and atrocity footage that were edited in

1945 and 1946 contained also various other scenes with similar motifs.

We can think of many reasons why the particular shots of the children in Auschwitz circulated
so widely, not only in the early atrocity films but also in later documentary and even fiction
films, such as Stanley Kramer’s JUDGMENT AT NUREMBERG from 1961. The group of
children, on the one hand, seemed to perfectly symbolize the innocent (not necessarily Jewish)
victims of what was then perceived as ‘Nazi’ atrocities. The number, on the other hand, became
a meaningful symbol for the process of dehumanisation, and finally turned into a metonymy
for the transformation of humans into numbers. The gesture of presenting the Number Tat-
too to the camera clearly recalled the presentation of Christ’s stigmata in the history of art.
Furthermore, this gesture was inherently cinematic and corresponded perfectly to the revealing
nature of the close-up shot. Finally, the children’s interaction with the camera seemed to direct-
ly address the audience as sympathising witnesses. Hence, it is no surprise that this particular

sequence became a visual icon of the Holocaust.

As such, sequences like that of the children with the Number Tattoo started migrating into con-
temporary popular culture. Resembling what Marianne Hirsch (2012) has described as “post-
memory”, those images “are migrating into popular culture as emblematic images” (Ebbrecht
2010). As part of 20th century commemorative culture — which constituted a significantly visual
memory of the Holocaust — such migrating images became not only iconic for the Holocaust as
a “master moral paradigm” (Ebbrecht 2010) for describing atrocity, they also established a rath-
er ahistorical iconography that tended to be continuously dissociated from its historical origins.
In doing so, the visual patterns of these representations are de-contextualized and inscribed
into different histories and even totally fictional and dystopian settings. As emblematic images,
however, migrating images are actually not memory cues without memory. On the contrary,
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they inherit particular relations to other images. That said, migrating images are significantly

characterised by relationality and interconnectivity.

The migration of the Auschwitz Number Tattoo, for instance, reveals numerous multilayered
relations. It demonstrates the iconic as well as the metonymic status of the motif; refers to it as
an explicit expression as well as an implicit trace, introduces it as an individual mark and as a
universal sign, evokes it in different historical contexts, emphasises specific compositional and
gestural characteristics, and reflects on universal memory as well as on particular historical

experiences.

Usage

Given the many visual manifestations of the Number Tattoo — a still image or as part of a se-
quence, a gesture, or a fragmented symbol — this section displays a diverse collection of usages
of the Number Tattoo in a wide range of media environments. These examples are split be-
tween direct and indirect uses of the Number Tattoo. While the first refers to the appropriation
of the archival material into a new (re)creation, the latter involves the use of the historical foot-
age as a source of inspiration that does not form a direct indexical relation between the archival

material and its later recreation.

The works presented in this section all show the Number Tattoo, therefore allowing us to exam-
ine the direct or indirect use of this motif as a migrating image. While many of the visualisa-
tions presented here are probably familiar to the viewer, they have not yet been shown together
as part of a ‘Number Tattoo collection’. The ability to view them both individually and as part
of a collection makes it possible to explore, compare, and identify the differences, as well as
any similarities and hidden patterns that emerge from the various uses of this image as part
of alarger network of image relations significantly characterised by relationality and intercon-
nectivity. As befits migrating images (at least in the context of Holocaust imagery), the visual
richness of the uses of the Number Tattoo thus allows viewers a glimpse into the mechanism of

this visual and mnemonic phenomenon.
Direct Usage

The actual historical sequence or parts of it are edited into another film or appropriated as a

film sequence or film still into an artwork or installation.

When the actual historical sequence of the liberated children from Auschwitz presenting their
tattooed forearms to the camera or parts of it is edited into another film or appropriated as
a film sequence or film still into an artwork or installation, we consider this a direct use. This
direct use constitutes explicit indexical relations to the actual visual source. This does not mean
that the historical source material has to be utilised unaltered. In some cases, documentary and
feature films include only parts of the three shots in their narrative. The original footage can
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also be cropped or visually transformed in various ways. For instance, the documentary THE
LAST DAYS (USA 1998), for instance, superimposes the close-up of the Number Tattoo from
Auschwitz with a panning shot along the forearm of a female survivor from Hungary who was

interviewed for the film.

Most documentary films mediate the entire or parts of the sequence by editing it with other
historical footage or testimonies. Some use voice-over or music in order to explain context or
intensify the effect of the iconic images. Fiction films using the historical images often have a
meta-mediating approach and present the sequence with the children as part of a film-in-film

sequence.

Kinderblock 66 — Return to Buchenwald (Rob L. Cohen, 2012)
The Last Days (James Moll, 1998)

Die Befreiung von Auschwitz (Imgard von zur Miihlen, 1986)
Who Shall Live and Who Shall Die? (Laurence Jarvik, 1981)
Aktion J (Walter Heynowski, 1961)

Judgement at Nuremberg (Stanley Kramer, 1961)

Der Rat der Goter (Kurt Maetzig, 1950)

Death Mills / Die Todesmiihlen (Hanus Burger, 1946)
Kinodokumenty (n.a., 1946)
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Indirect Usage

The images of the liberated children from Auschwitz showing their Number Tattoos are being
recreated.
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If the iconic images of the liberated children from Auschwitz are recreated, we define this
as indirect use. The closest relation to the original footage would be a mimetic reenactment
of content, composition and shot types as in THE NUMBER ON GREAT GRANDDAD’S
ARM (2018), in which the sequence was accurately transformed into an animated film. In most
cases, however, not the actual sequence but the motive of the Number Tattoo or the specific
visual depiction in close-up are depicted in graphic novels, fiction films or artworks. This con-
stitutes an analogy, referencing the historical source material. Such analogies can be manifold.
Most artworks and graphic novels that are included in our collection evoke the Number Tattoo
within the context of the memory of the Shoah. We see, however, that the motive was slightly
detached from its original context and became a visual index of the Shoah survivor and his/
her trauma. In those cases, we can identify a rather generic use that utilises the visual icon for
a general representation of survivors without paying attention to the historical fact that only

prisoners in Auschwitz received a Number Tattoo.

This generic use, however, can also lead to a more decontextualized appropriation of the mo-
tive, for instance as part of dystopian visions of future lives as in THE TERMINATOR (USA
1984), implicit references to related forms of humiliation and abuse as in the case of the med-
ical experiments in STRANGER THINGS (USA 2016), or as resonating images in different

historical contexts such as in the case of the graphic novel Palestine (1993).

In most cases, the Number Tattoo became a metonymy for the dehumanisation and objectifica-

tion process imposed by the Nazis as well as for surviving persecution and humiliation.
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Indelible (Debbie Morag, 2020)

The Number on Great-Grandpa’s Arm (Amy Schatz, 2018)

Primo Levi (Matteo Mastragostino & Alessandro Ranghiasci, 2017)

Stranger Things (Matt Duffer, 2016)

Remember (Atom Egoyan, 2015)

Stempelwald (Erez Israeli, 2015)

Phoenix (Christian Petzold, 2014)

The Boxer: The True Story of Holocaust Survivor Harry Haft (Reinhard Kleist, 2014)

The Boxer: The True Story of Holocaust Survivor Harry Haft (Reinhard Kleist, 2014)

10. Wolfenstein: The New Order (MachineGames, 2014)

11. Numbered (Dana Doron, Uriel Sinai, 2012)

12. Second Generation_The Things I Didn’t Tell My Father (Michel Kichka, 2012)

13. Second Generation_The Things I Didn’t Tell My Father (Michel Kichka, 2012)

14. Anne Frank: The Anne Frank House Authorized Graphic Biography (Sid Jacobsen & Er-
nie Coldn, 2010)

15. X-Men: Magneto Testament (Greg Pak & Giandomenico D1 Carmine, 2009)

16. Father’s Suitcase (Haim Maor, 2008)

17. Am Ende kommen Touristen (Robert Thalheim, 2007)

18. Die Suche / The Search (Eric Heuvel, Ruud van der Rol & Lies Schippers, 2007)
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19. I Was a Child of Holocaust Survivors (Bernice Eisenstein, Riverhead Books, 2006)

20. 80064 (Artur Zmijewski, 2004)

21. Yossel April 19, 1943 — A Story of the Warsaw Ghetto (Joe Kubert, Uprising, IBooks, 2003)

22. Barcode to Concentration Camp Morph (Alan Schechner, 2000)

23. X-Men (Bryan Singer, 2000)

24. Numbers (Beate Passow, 1995-1998)

25.7-6399 (Ceyja Stojka, 1994)

26. Palestine (Joe Sacco, Random House, 2003 (1993-1995)

27. Three Sisters (Tel Aviv) (Vardi Kahana, 1992)

28. Sam Profettas, Mois Amir, Avraham Robissa, Baruch Sevi. Salonika, Greece (Frédéric
Brenner, 1991)

29. Maus — A Survivor’s Tale (Art Spiegelman, Pantheon, 1996 (1986))

30. The Terminator (James Cameron, 1984)

31. Abraham and Isaac (Pal Fux, 1982)

32. Genocide (Arnold Schwartzman, 1982)

33. Operation Thunderbolt (Menahem Golan, 1976)

34. Kaddisch nach einem Lebenden (Karl Fruchtmann, 1969)

35. Corpses (Moshe Hoffman, 1966)

36. Chronique d’un été (Paris 1960) (Edgar Morin & Jean Rouch, 1961)

37. Auschwitz Survivor Holds a Pickaxe — A-608229 (Naftali Bezem, 1953)

38. Crusade in Europe, Ep. 22 (George R. Black, 1949)

39. Adamah (Helmar Lerski, 1947)

Media

Overview

Hiftling [prisoner]: I have learnt that I am Hftling My number is 174517, we have been baptized,
we will carry the tattoo on our lefl arm until we de.

The operation was shightly painful and extraordinarily rapid; they placed us all in a row, and one by
one, according to the alphabetical order of our names, we filed past a skillful official armed with a sort
of pointed tool with a very short needle. It seems that this is the real, true initiation: only by “showing
one’s number” can one get bread and soup. Several days passed, and not a few cuffs and punches,
before we became used to showing our number promptly enough not to disorder the daily operation of
Jood-distribution; weeks and months were needed to learn its sound in the German language. And for
many days, while the habits of freedom still led me to look for the tume on my wristwatch, my new name
wonically appeared instead, a number tattooed in bluish characters under the skin.

(Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz. 1959 [1947])

In these powerful words, Primo Levi, one of the most famous of Auschwitz’s ‘Haftlings’, de-
scribes the humiliating experience of exchanging one’s personal identity for a serial number
— just one of the series of dehumanising acts Nazi officials carried out on the deportees upon
their arrival to the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. Requiring use on daily to satisfy
the most basic needs, the Number Tattoo, as Levi explains, always brought with it the accompa-
nying gesture of “showing one’s number”. Underlining the experience of life in the camp, this
coupling — the serial number and its accompanying performative gesture — moved the Soviet

liberating forces so that they took care to record it on film and in drawings almost as soon as
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Auschwitz was liberated. To raise awareness of the magnitude of the horrors they unveiled, the
Red Army soldiers decided to focus specifically on revealing the stigmatised body of the (Jewish)
child survivor. Thanks to its symbolic meaning and material visibility, the Number Tattoo has
established itself in the post-war years as an emblematic image of the Auschwitz survivor, even
of Auschwitz as a whole. Operating in this manner in a post-Holocaust era, with the circulation
of the Soviet footage in post-war popular culture, the Number Tattoo has become a migrating
image used and re-used by artists and filmmakers worldwide, thereby functioning as a visual
model for depicting atrocities, both in explicit reference to the Holocaust and in other contexts.
As a result, a network of connections has been, and continues to be, forged between the various
manifestations of this migrating image, although each artist using the image naturally gives it

a unique expression.

In this section we would like to draw your attention to media specificity; that is, the appearance
of the Number Tattoo in various media environments. You are invited to reflect on the role
media has played in the migration process of the Number Tattoo; does the choice of a specific
medium also impact how the Number Tattoo is utilised? Is it possible to identify trends in visual

manifestations that are unique to a specific medium?

Documentary Films

The iconic Number Tattoo sequence, consisting of the three shots including the close-up, was
first used in the Soviet compilation film OSWIECIM/AUSCHWITZ (1945). Better known,
however, is the first utilization of this sequence in the Soviet film KINODOKUMENTY O
ZVERSTVAKH NEMETSKO-FASHISTSKIKH ZAKHVATCHIKOV: a one-hour film
produced by the Soviet prosecution team screened in the courtroom at the Nuremberg Trials
on 19 February 1946. Other early postwar films, such as DIE TODESMUHLEN, integrated
the sequence into a narrative of exposing the Nazi crimes to the German and international

public.

Over the decades many documentary films used and appropriated the motive of the Number
Tattoo. The constant reuse of the sequence with the liberated children from Auschwitz turned
this scene into an iconic image of the Holocaust that was attributed first to Auschwitz and
Auschwitz survivors and later to the trauma of the Holocaust in general. Only a few films tried
to properly contextualise the sequence and mark it as liberation footage recorded by Soviet
camera men after the liberation of Auschwitz. However, not all documentaries used the three
consecutive shots showing the children and the close-up of the Number Tattoo. Some only
appropriated two of the three shots or focused solely on the most recognizable — but less con-

textualising — close-up shot.
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Turning it into a visual mark of survival, some documentary films shifted from the actual use
of the historical footage from Auschwitz or other liberated camps to depictions of tattooed
numbers of survivors. An early depiction can be found in CHRONIQUE D’UN ETE (France
1961), in which the camera suddenly reveals the tattoo on the arm of the young Auschwitz sur-
vivor Marceline Loridan during a conversation with students from African countries. The ca-
nonical documentary GENOCIDE (USA 1981) even used the motive of the tattooed forearm
as an eye-catching symbol in its opening credits. The Israeli documentary NUMBERED (2012)

solely focused on the Number Tattoo and features several artistic black-and-white depictions of

the Auschwitz survivors’ numbers.

The Number on Great-Grandpa’s Arm (Amy Schatz, 2018)
Kinderblock 66 — Return to Buchenwald (Rob L. Cohen, 2012)

Numbered (Dana Doron, Uriel Sinai, 2012)

The Last Days (James Moll, 1998)

Die Befreiung von Auschwitz (Imgard von zur Miihlen, 1986)

Genocide (Arnold Schwartzman, 1982)

Who Shall Live and Who Shall Die? (Laurence Jarvik, 1981)

8. Aktion J (Walter Heynowski, 1961)

Researchin Film and History > Video Essays > Tobias Ebbrecht-Hartmann, Noga Stiassny, and Fabian Schmidt > The Auschwitz

Tattooin Visual Memory © The Author(s) 2022. Published by Research in Film and History. Thisis an Open Access article distribu-
tedunder the terms of the Creative Commons BY-INC—ND 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

NounsrwnN =



https://film-history.org/node/1167
https://film-history.org/node/1164
https://film-history.org/node/1165
https://film-history.org/node/1158
https://film-history.org/node/1166
https://film-history.org/node/1170
https://film-history.org/node/1168
https://film-history.org/node/1169
https://film-history.org/node/1171
https://film-history.org/node/1172
https://film-history.org/node/1154
https://film-history.org/node/1173
https://film-history.org/node/1162
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

9. Chronique d’un été (Paris 1960) (Edgar Morin & Jean Rouch, 1961)
10. Crusade in Europe, Ep. 22 (George R. Black, 1949)

11. Death Mills / Die Todesmuhlen (Hanus Burger, 1946)

12. Kinodokumenty (n.a., 1946)

Fiction Films

Fiction films about the history and memory of the Shoah often use the image of the Number
Tattoo as evidence symbolising the dehumanisation process imposed by the National-Social-
ists on their Jewish victims and marking the aftermath of the trauma of persecution. Some
films even included the actual historical footage into their narrative; in most of these cases
the sequence with the liberated children from Auschwitz is presented as a mise en abyme, a
film-within-a-film projecting the evidence from the camps. Such is the case in JUDGMENT
AT NUREMBERG (USA 1961) when the American judge and the German defendant can
be seen witnessing the atrocities projected on the wall of the court-room that had transformed
into a cinema. This is also present in a similar scene from RAT DER GOTTER (GDR 1950),
in which the courtroom evolves from the close-up of the indictment and then transforms into a
cinema hall that presents the visual evidence from the camps, including the sequence with the

Number Tattoo.

Most cinematic dramatizations, however, refer to the iconic image of the Number Tattoo by
imitating the specific depiction of the tattooed forearm a in close-up. This can be seen, for
instance, in IM LABYRINTH DES SCHWEIGENS (Germany 2014), in which the close-up
evokes the trauma of survival. Additionally, the opening sequence of the movie X-MEN (USA
2001) refers to it as an iconic sign indicating the personal background of one of the film’s pro-
tagonists, the mutant Magneto, as a survivor. Symbolising “the” survivor, the number can also
become a misleading mark, for instance, in the film REMEMBER (Canada 2015) that reflects

the ambivalence of guilt and memory.

As a universal icon, the Number Tattoo also migrated into different narrative and historical

contexts. It turned into a comprehensive reference indicating processes of dehumanisation,
persecution, and abuse, for instance, in the science-fiction movie THE TERMINATOR (USA
1984) or in the TV-series STRANGER THINGS (USA 2016).

Researchin Film and History > Video Essays > Tobias Ebbrecht-Hartmann, Noga Stiassny, and Fabian Schmidt > The Auschwitz
Tattooin Visual Memory © The Author(s) 2022. Published by Research in Film and History. Thisis an Open Access article distribu-
ted under the terms of the Creative Commons BY-NC—-ND 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).



https://film-history.org/node/1178
https://film-history.org/node/1175
https://film-history.org/node/1177
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Stranger Things (Matt Duffer, 2016)

Remember (Atom Egoyan, 2015)

Phoenix (Christian Petzold, 2014)

Wolfenstein: The New Order (MachineGames, 2014)
Am Ende kommen Touristen (Robert Thalheim, 2007)
X-Men (Bryan Singer, 2000)

The Terminator (James Cameron, 1984)

Operation Thunderbolt (Menahem Golan, 1976)
Kaddisch nach einem Lebenden (Karl Fruchtmann, 1969)
10 Judgment at Nuremberg (Stanley Kramer, 1961)

11. Der Rat der Gotter (Kurt Maetzig, 1950)

12. Adamah (Helmar Lerski, 1947)
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Artworks

Various artists work with the Number Tattoo, each of them engaging with its visual legacy in
different contexts and through different mediums. Over the years, several famous artists have
appropriated the Number Tattoo for their photographs, paintings, sculptures, videos, installa-
tions, and even performances. Some have used the image more provocatively than others (one
is invited to reflect here on Artur Zmijewski’s iconic piece 80064 from 2004, or Claire-Fon-
taine’s 126419 from 2008). The examples presented in this section are a representative sample
of various, sometimes surprising, visual manifestations and uses of the Number Tattoo in art-
works created over the years.
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Within art, the Number Tattoo sometimes undergoes fragmentation and reassembly. Some art-
ists visually explore the gesture of the hand revealing the tattoo, while others focus on the num-
ber itself; a few artists draw upon personal memories and postmemories, while others ponder
the collective meaning attributed to this well-known Holocaust icon. Occasionally, the viewer
is offered a multi-layered meaning that goes beyond the historic event. However, it is used, the
aesthetics of the Number Tattoo present an invitation to consider how form complements con-

tent (and context), and how images supplement memories.

-

Indelible (Debbie Morag, 2020)

Stempelwald (erez Israeli, 2015)

Father’s Suitcase (Haim Maor, 2008)

80064 (Artur Zmijewski, 2004)

Barcode to Concentration Camp Morph (Alan Schechner, 2000)

Numbers (Beate Passow, 1995-1998)

7-6399 (Cetja Stojka, 1994)

Three Sisters (Tel Aviv) (Vardi Kahana, 1992)

Sam Profettas, Mois Amir, Avraham Robissa, Baruch Sevi. Salonika, Greece (Frédéric
Brenner, 1991)
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10. Abraham and Isaac (Pal Fux, 1982)
11. Corpses (Moshe Hoffman, 1966)
12. Auschwitz Survivor Holds a Pickaxe — A-608229 (Naftali Bezem, 1953)

Graphic Novels

Since the publication of Art Spiegelman’s graphic novel Maus — A Survivor’s Tale (1980—-1991)
comics are increasingly acknowledged as acceptable media of commemorating the history of
the Shoah, especially in its personalised and (semi-)biographical form. In Maus, Spiegelman
tells the story of his father, an Auschwitz survivor, as a series of episodes. In the graphic novel
Jews are presented as mice and Germans as cats. Through this method, Spiegelman also in-
troduced an approach to the (visual) history of the Shoah that is fundamentally based on the
imitation and transformation of historical images and their adaptation to graphic illustrations.
The Number Tattoo, however, is referenced by Spiegelman as a specifically corporal sign that
indicates his father as a survivor, a symbol Spiegelman uses several times in contrasting ways.
Similarly, Michel Kichka evokes the Number Tattoo in his graphic depiction of the story of his
father in the book Deuxiéme génération (2012). For Kichka it is a mysterious sign that attracts the

attention of his younger self.

The Number Tattoo became the expression of the authoritative voice of the survivor. This
explains why the graphic novel Primo Levi (2017) opens with this motif. In this case, however, the
number also serves as evidence of the process of humiliation and dehumanisation in the camps.
Many graphic novels refer to this by recreating the actual moment of engraving the number in

the forearms of the incoming prisoners.

Being significantly based on a sequential narration of segments that frame compositional pat-
terns, graphic illustrations can also implicitly evoke the reference to the Number Tattoo as a
migrating image. That is the case in the book Palestine (1993), which contains the close-up of a

wounded forearm that resonates with the iconic footage of the liberated children in Auschwitz.
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1. Primo Levi (Matteo Mastragostino & Alessandro Ranghiasci, bahoe books, 2019 (2017))

2. The Boxer: The True Story of Holocaust Survivor Harry Haft (Reinhard Kleist, 2014)

3. The Boxer: The True Story of Holocaust Survivor Harry Haft (Reinhard Kleist, 2014)

4. Second Generation_The Things I Didn’t Tell My Father (Michel Kichka, 2012)

5. Second Generation_The Things I Didn’t Tell My Father (Michel Kichka, 2012)

6. Anne Irank: The Anne Frank House Authorized Graphic Biography (Sid Jacobsen & Er-
nie Coldn, 2010)

7. X-Men: Magneto Testament (Greg Pak & Giandomenico Di Carmine, 2009)

8. Die Suche / The Search (Eric Heuvel, Ruud van der Rol & Lies Schippers, 2007)

9. I Was a Child of Holocaust Survivors (Bernice Eisenstein, Riverhead Books, 2006)

10. Yossel April 19, 1943 — A Story of the Warsaw Ghetto (Joe Kubert, Uprising, IBooks, 2003)

11. Palestine (Joe Sacco, Random House, 2003 (1993—-1995)

12. Maus — A Survivor’s Tale (Art Spiegelman, Pantheon, 1996 (1986))

Conclusions

This interactive article explored the migration of images, focusing specifically on the journey
experienced by the Number Tattoo image as a representative case study: beginning with the
liberation of Auschwitz in January 1945 and continuing through to contemporary popular
culture. Because this migration process can be multi-directional — ‘migrant images’ do not
necessarily simply follow a one-way chronological trajectory — the article examined different di-
rections in parallel. This examination has created a list of the primary reasons behind the trans-
formation of this image into a migrant image. These include: the Number Tattoo as a symbol
of the dehumanisation that the concentration camp inmates endured; the cinematic gesture
of showing the hand in front of the cameramen (the origins of this gesture can be found in an
earlier Christian iconography tradition, seen in the Christ’s stigmatised body); the children, as
photographic subjects that evoke empathy; the special cinematic shot that ends in a close-up on

a child’s tattoo. These reasons demonstrate the post-war appeal of the Number Tattoo image.

However, once an image begins circulating in the process of becoming a migrating image, it
also takes on a (after)life of its own; as shown in this interactive article, a migrating image can
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appear in different media, can be used in different ways and for different reasons, or can even
be assimilated into a different context. Nonetheless, deploying many representations simulta-
neously reveals the existence of an immense network of visual relations between the historical
footage and its many later manifestations. This cannot be done without taking into account the
images themselves; without this visual element, written text will struggle to explain the migra-

tion process that the image of the Number Tattoo went through.

Against this background, this article sought to offer a new way to study the relations that exist
between different images, with the Number Tattoo as a migrant image serving as the connect-
ing factor. It presents a variety of works that use the Number Tattoo, while analysing in more
detail a number of representative examples from across the spectrum of media, artists, and
purposes. These examples are composed into an interactive montage of moving and still imag-
es, sounds, and texts. This choice endeavours to offer multiple voices, each —individually and in
combination — inviting the viewer-reader-user to continue exploring the migration process as a
process that not only remains somewhat open to new interpretations, but also does not end with

this article. The Number Tattoo continues its journey.
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