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Gazing at the Picture: A psychoanalytic interpretive reading of S.Y. Agnon's story "The
Picture" (Pitchei Devarim)
Yair Koren-Maimon

Abstract

The short story “The Picture” (Ha-Tmunah) by Shmuel Yosef Agnon was published
posthumously in the collection PitcdXei Devarim (Schocken, 1977). Since its publication,
the story has received little scholarly attention and only brief commentary by a handful of
researchers [Li (1978), Laor (1993), Weiss (2022)]. The story was discovered by Emunah
Yaron in her father’s archive, attached to a newspaper clipping from Haaretz dated June
24, 1948, bearing the headline “Who Knew My Parents?” Next to the notice appeared a
photograph of a young girl named Reizale Tamin (or Tumin), appealing to the public for
help in discovering her origins and asking whether anyone could tell her who her parents
were, as her father and mother had been murdered by the Germans during the Holocaust.
Agnon integrates the material from this brief newspaper notice into the plot of his fictional
narrative. The frame story describes the narrator, Agnons literary alter ego, visiting an art
exhibition and becoming absorbed in one painting. The inner story recounts his attempts to
help a girl whose family was murdered in the Holocaust trace her identity by publishing her
photograph in the newspapers. The girl, whom the narrator names Amitsa (“Courageous”),
is apparently the literary reincarnation of the historical Reizale Tamin (or Tumin), whom
Agnon seeks to endow with a name and a reconstructed biography through the act of artistic
creation- that is, through the story itself.

This article offers a psychoanalytic interpretation, drawing on Freudian and Lacanian
perspectives, that connects the frame story and the inner story. My reading centers on the
latent psychological content of the plot, focusing on the narrator’s unconscious motives and
emotions. I argue that the very act of looking at the picture activates the entire narrative,
as it brings to the surface the narrator’s repressed psychic material and compels him to act.
The inner psychic drama mirrors the outer narrative, intertwining dream and reality, and
ultimately transforms the story into an open allegory of Agnon’s struggle to confront the

problem of representing the Holocaust in art in general, and in literature in particular.

Keywords: Shmuel Yosef Agnon, Holocaust, Jacques Lacan, studium and punctum, historical

trauma and structural trauma, psychoanalytic reading.
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