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Homecoming: Postmemorial Reckoning in Henry Tietzsch-Tyler’s 

exhibition Der Heimkehrer 

My aim in this paper is to discuss artist Henry Tietzsch-Tyler’s work in the context of 

current thought in the Humanities on trauma. Tietzsch-Tyler, Leverhulme Artist-in-

Residence at the Leeds Humanities Research Institute and German Department 2009, 

is a British artist of German origin. His mother survived the Second World War and 

afterwards left Germany for Great Britain. He grew up in an Anglo-German family 

and was privy to his mother’s war stories – her memories of suffering endured by 

Germans during the war. His exhibition, “Der Heimkehrer”, (University of Leeds, 

April 2009) reflects on these narratives, or indeed, on his reception of his mother’s 

war memories. Thus a main characteristic of this exhibition is an awareness of and 

sensitivity to the highly mediated nature of memory, especially as it has been passed 

down to a generation who did not experience the events referred to in the memory-

narratives. In this way, “Der Heimkehrer” may be regarded as a reflection on the 

creative possibilities of postmemory as a progressive mode of transgenerational 

identification featuring an ethically aware agent who for the main part consciously 

chooses a postmemorial position on the past.
1
  

 Consisting of a series of paintings from which the figural has been deliberately 

evacuated and of a corresponding collection of specific objects – books, photos, 

letters, postcards – this exhibition communicates both the hollowing out of history 

and memory which occurs in the wake of traumatic events and also the highly 

constructed and positioned nature of the objects which serve as an ersatz memory in 
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place of what has been lost through trauma, time and the passing of generations. The 

precisely selected and often self-referential or autobiographical objects are placed in a 

carefully choreographed spatial relation to the sequence of abstract paintings which 

face them, as if to draw our attention to the limits of memory and postmemory. The 

precise nature of the objects contrasts with the infinite potential of the abstract 

images, conveying the metonymical relation in which memory and more evidently, 

perhaps, post-memory emerge. From this perspective, objects epitomise a sense of the 

provisional, hypothetical nature of memory, even as they are selected and displayed in 

what at first glance may appear to be an exact and purposeful way. As a counterpoint 

to such choreographed precision, however, the abstract paintings function as an index 

for the underlying ambiguity of memory and postmemory. The correspondence 

between objects and images, I would argue, casts the objects in an ambivalent light, or 

at least questions their status as factual records of the past. Ambiguity and 

ambivalence perhaps form Tietzsch-Tyler’s main observation about the state of 

memory several decades after the end of the Second World War. Connected to this 

ambiguity, the emotional content of the paintings – the moods they convey – issues a 

further statement on modes of memory which I explore in relation to contemporary 

trauma theory.    

 Trauma theory constitutes a field of research which has been developing 

continually since the 1990s alongside the interest in memory and the Holocaust. The 

field is inconsistent and contradictory, especially because it moves between 

disciplines. Ruth Leys’s work on trauma and shame argues that since the Second 

World War neuroscience has been increasingly influencing Western culture’s 

understanding of emotion as something genetic or biological, as opposed to a more 

complex consequence of interaction between self and environment. She claims that 



 3 

we are in a post-psychoanalytic era where the relationship between emotion and 

language or creativity is being undermined by the too-literal insights of neuroscience.
2
 

Leys points to the work of trauma scholar, Cathy Caruth, to highlight the paradoxes 

and conceptual problems which arise when the findings of neuroscience are imported 

into Humanities’ approaches to the expression of trauma: the idea that trauma, save 

for the disturbed condition of “acting out”, that is, the repetitive behaviour of the 

traumatised individual who is enslaved to the rhythms of flashbacks, nightmares etc., 

cannot be represented because it eludes mediation in the widest sense.
3
 According to 

Caruth’s argument, however, “acting out” is not a representation; rather it is a literal 

return of the trauma, like the imprint of a wound on the brain. Despite the fact that 

this perspective privileges the “immediacy” of the visual image (e.g. flashbacks) as a 

special representative vessel for expressing the “literal” nature of trauma, Caruth’s 

(self-contradictory) argument insists that trauma cannot be represented or mediated, 

which further implies that many of history’s more unpleasant events inevitably or by 

definition evade representation. These events do return in a literal way, however 

(whatever that may be): therein lies the paradox. In this divorce and simultaneous 

remarriage of reality and representation, Caruth does not take note of the fact that 

especially with regard to images of traumatic events, the field of visual studies 

evidences a growing scepticism towards the traumatic image which can be compared 

to the language scepticism registered in literary scholarship and thought at least since 

the Holocaust.
4
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 The idea that trauma cannot be represented because of the sudden, catastrophic 

nature of the traumatic event which requires instantaneous removal of the cognisant 

self from the scene (shock, immediate repression) is also problematic because it 

suggests that the experience of history as trauma cannot be available to anyone while 

history is in the process of occurring. The theory requires that the individual(s) in 

question absents him/herself, in order to survive, from the traumatic scene as it is 

happening. The experience of a trauma is thus the experience of historical 

absenteeism. As Sigrid Weigel points out, this is tantamount to suggesting that the 

experience of traumatic events in history is the experience of a gap or a lack, 

emptiness or permanent amnesia.
5
 Her critique shows how prevalent is the formula 

that trauma cannot be experienced in historical reality at all: it may only be 

reconstructed as a gap or fragment from a point in the permanently and obscurely 

painful future. 

 Weigel and Leys raise this prohibition on the experience and representation of 

trauma as an ethical problem which risks consigning historically catastrophic events 

to a realm beyond history –  myth – which in turn means that the events cannot be 

deciphered, made legible, or at least in part explained to the historical actors who 

“participate” in the events or to subsequent generations. Weigel also points out that 

Caruth’s model collapses history into trauma which serves to undermine the specific 

experiences of differing kinds of traumatic events.
6
 I would add a further observation 

regarding this relationship between traumatic experience and recollection (i.e. 

memory, post-memory and representation), namely that at least since Theodor W. 

Adorno’s dictum (however misconstrued it has been) concerning the impossibility of 
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writing poetry after Auschwitz, the idea that we cannot represent trauma has always 

been linked to the idea that we should not represent trauma.
7
 This specific connection 

to the Holocaust is a further context, beyond the connection to neuroscience, within 

which Caruth’s work should be understood. In German (and perhaps more generally 

Western) post Second World War memory ethics, it is a mark of moral virtue to insist 

on the unrepresentability of the Holocaust as opposed to its representability.
8
  

 Tietzsch-Tyler’s work, although it does not deal directly with the memory of 

the Holocaust, should be viewed against this greater backdrop. A further layer of 

complexity arises in the fact that “Der Heimkehrer” deals with the mediation of 

somebody else’s memory: the mother’s memories of how she and other Germans 

experienced the war. All the more reason to insist that specific memories which 

belong to an older generation, alluded to perhaps in the objects, can be represented by 

and communicated to a younger generation, however imperfectly. This ethically 

informed, careful postmemorial self-assertion of the belated generation is what “Der 

Heimkehrer” achieves with its considered negotiation between, on one hand, things 

that can provisionally represent the workings of (an other’s) memory and, on the 

other, elusive images which often repeat motifs of colour and brushstroke, suggesting 

the presence of the symptomatic, albeit in mediated, self-consciously postmemorial 

form. This negotiation between image and object, the fact that they are placed in 

subtle and meaningful relation to each other, should remind us of the ethical 

endeavours of the creative artist who is searching for a way of positioning the self 
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within a problematic foundational narrative of the family: German suffering during 

the Second World War. 

 In discussion with Stuart Taberner, Tietzsch-Tyler defines art as “a way of 

working consciously, ethically even, with the symptomatic”.
9
 “The symptomatic” 

raises the issue of his mother’s past, her memories and the influence, as one of the 

major emotional drivers of his artistic practice, which these memories had on his 

work. Yet Tietzsch-Tyler’s understanding of “the symptomatic” differs from the kind 

of enslaved, nightmarish and ultimately tragic mode of “acting out” which reappears 

constantly in theories about how best (the implication is morally) not to remember the 

traumatic past. Indeed, academic discourses around the memory of the Second World 

War and the Holocaust present the pair “working through” and “acting out” as binary 

opposites.  

 If these two modes of affective, mnemonic life are often put forward as 

opposites, then, as suggested above, usually there is a moral assessment attached to 

this polarisation. Let us not forget that in the late 1960s the German social 

psychologists, Andreas and Margarete Mitscherlich, identified the inability to mourn 

as a particularly post-war German characteristic, one that blocked a necessary 

reckoning with the crimes of the recent past.
10

 Acting out as the denial – or frozen 

melancholy – of the perpetrator nation could not have been presented as a more 

negative condition. Beyond this famous observation, however, more recent theoretical 

scholarship around memory, ethics and the experience of victimisation perpetuates 

Freud’s original distinction between more and less successful forms of sadness.
11

 In 
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this vein, the American critic Dominick LaCapra has recently warned against the 

dangers, on the collective level, of a melancholy view of catastrophe in history. Such 

a perspective can give rise to what he terms negative sacralization, a kind of 

indiscriminate fetishization of other people’s losses which fails to distinguish between 

self and other, running the risk instead of appropriating the victim experience for 

one’s own phantasmatic self-indulgence: the culture of victimology, as Aleida 

Assmann terms it.
12

 Again, just like in the case of the disaffected traumatic sufferer 

who is not in control of their behaviour, the problem here on a macro-cultural level is 

one of the inability to locate in historical time the specific traumatic event. The act of 

negative sacralization, of appropriating someone else’s experience, presupposes a 

kind of historical or temporal illiteracy which problematically makes available for 

collective consumption other people’s painful experiences. Against this LaCapra 

produces the more desirable mode of empathetic unsettlement – a kind of position 

which understands the value of “working through” along with its safe temporal 

grammar of past, present and future, and which respects the boundary between 

someone who is a victim and the self who is not.
13

 My view is that these categories 

are useful in a limited sense as theoretical markers for the infinitely complex field of 

possible human responses to traumatic situations and/or their consequences. Within 

the field of what I would call post-1945 emotional dietetics, however, the theoretical 

polarisation between melancholy and mourning has come to represent moralising 

positions on different forms of sadness and different perspectives on the past. This 

moralisation separates the two modes – mourning (working through) and melancholy 

(“the symptomatic” or acting out) – from each other, and we must consider that this 

separation is misleading. 
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 Mourning and melancholy are not so easy to separate – the progressive route 

from melancholy to mourning, from mute traumatisation to ownership of the trauma 

and then healing – is not necessarily teleological. Human affective life does not 

cleanly comply with these neat meta-psychological categories. I prefer to regard 

mourning and melancholy as different points of emphasis on a continuum which can 

move in any number of different directions, and not just forward as the cultural 

politics of emotion around the notion of healing and working through implies.  

 In this vein, Tietzsch-Tyler’s work also suggests that different kinds of 

emotional struggle with a difficult past do not have to be mutually exclusive. His 

definition of art as working consciously and ethically with the symptomatic (which 

we may understand in the case of “Der Heimkehrer” as an inherited sense of 

traumatisation) straddles the divide between acting out and working through. For the 

concept of working consciously and ethically with the symptomatic is theoretically 

impossible or it is at least a contradiction in terms – that is if we take theory at face 

value. Against the dictates of theory, Tietzsch-Tyler’s conceptualisation of this 

exhibition allows for the existence of the symptomatic, particularly in the paintings, 

without conferring upon it the sense that the symptomatic is a darkly primordial, 

destructive pre-stage of real memory (“acting out” that is hopefully followed by 

“working through). Acknowledging the symptomatic in this abstract way, I believe, is 

also a concession to the possibility that symptoms of a difficult past might continue in 

surprising, unexpected and upsetting ways. The paintings reflect this: alternately they 

seem to express struggle, anguish, and pain which are periodically punctuated by 

impressions of serenity, light and calm. The exhibition with its conversing artefacts 

and paintings demonstrates a creative process, a between-space or “Zwischenraum” as 

Tietzsch-Tyler terms it, which has its roots in historical and familial circumstances, 
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but which requires a constant channelling of the symptomatic in this very creative 

process. The shift between a sense of the symptomatic in the paintings and the ethical 

effort to locate its historical origins in objects and artefacts restores a sense of agency 

to the postmemorial subject without, however, denying elements of inarticulate 

feeling which propel the creative process to begin with. 

 To conclude we may read the idea of homecoming contained in the 

exhibition’s title “Der Heimkehrer” as the recognition of the subject’s sense of origin 

in family narratives that were themselves the account of traumatic memories. From a 

point in the present which recognises the difficulties around the discourse of German 

suffering but which cannot deny the reality of this suffering, the journey home is 

difficult and must be negotiated with care. The ambiguity of the relationship between 

paintings and objects suggests that the journey is an ongoing process of self-

positioning and postmemory. The act of coming home is thus ultimately a condition 

of suspension between different accounts, intimate and public, of Germany’s 

traumatic past.  

   

 

 

 

 


