
up in Miami. Early in her career, she 
worked as a model and remains particu-
larly interested in the representation of 
women. As wife and muse to the painter 
John Currin, she is used to posing and 
writes about the difficulties of seeing 
herself evolve in the paintings.  

 Feinstein’s book is made up of her own 
conversations with some of her famous 

BOOKS

To him, Frania’s stories, “hovered in the 
thick Alabama air like ominous clouds 
that refused to release their rain”.

After his father’s death, Max decides 
he needs to know more. In the second 
half of the book, he escorts his now-
elderly mother back to Poland and 
photographs the journey.  She talks 
to people in her home-town and they 
don’t believe her stories until she pulls 
up her sleeve to expose the blue num-
ber on her arm. 

In Auschwitz itself, she shows Max 
the rough wooden platform where 
she used to sleep with six others, using 
her own urine to wash vermin from 

her legs. She tells him how, when she 
came off the train, she was directed 
towards the gas chamber, and how a 
friend saved her by pulling her into 
the line of women being taken to work. 

She was given nursing work, sur-
rounded by the constant smell of burn-
ing flesh. Her pregnant sister came to 
Frania’s ward to have her baby and 
afterwards the baby was thrown out 
of the window. 

Max listens and his stomach twists 
as he is haunted with visions of smok-
ing chimneys and the sound of jack-
boots on the stairs. He admits to his 
own fear of confronting so much cruel-

ty. He hides behind his camera, hoping 
to postpone the emotions until he sees 
the prints in the darkroom. The pictures 
themselves are powerful and stark. They 
are the evidence of a delicate soul tri-
umphing over great evil. The most mov-
ing are his portraits of Frania facing her 
demons, her sensitive, beautiful face 
full of mourning — and defiance. 

The pictures have no captions. This 
drove me nuts at first. Who am I look-
ing at? What’s the quick take? But there 
is no quick take. And that’s the charm 
of this book. Once you quell your impa-
tience and slow down enough to read 
its rich text, it becomes clear who is 

in the pictures and where they are. 
In the afterword, Ambassador Stuart 
Eizenstat, former adviser to Presidents 
Carter and Clinton, points out how 
the larger history is told through this 
intensely personal story, important 
in these days of increased European 
antisemitism.

There are many accounts of the Hol-
ocaust that list endless atrocities until 
the mind goes numb. This book, too, 
faces those horrors but does so in an 
emotional yet satisfying blend of hurt, 
longing and victorious love. 

Johnny Belknap is a designer and writer

I 
HAD NOT heard of Edith 
Halpert and her Down-
town Gallery before read-
ing Rebecca Shaykin’s 
book in which she bril-
liantly tells the story 

of how a young Jewish 
woman, who came to 
New York from Odes-
sa aged five, became 
a successful dealer of 
American contem-
porary and folk art. 
And it is lavishly 
illustrated with 
m o r e  t h a n  2 5 0 

illustrations showing works that she 
sold and others from her own col-
lection.

 Halpert was groundbreaking. She 
had worked in retail from an early age, 
had a spell working in Macy’s and, at 25, 
was on the board of an investment bank 
and earning a small fortune.  

Along the way, she had studied art and 
married the much older artist Sam-

uel Halpert. When he became ill, 
she sent him to a Freudian analyst, 
whose  diagnosis suggested that, 
“her success was emasculating 
him and causing his ailments,” 

for which the remedy was for her 
to quit her job and spend her earn-

ings on taking him to live in 
France for a year.   

 Back in New York, she 
divorced her husband 
and opened the Down-
town Gallery in Green-
wich Village, becoming 
the city’s first woman 
art dealer. As Shaykin 
comments, “she was 

frequently underestimated and patron-
ised by the male art world” but she main-
tained the gallery for over 40 years until 
shortly before her death in 1970. 

Halpert represented Jewish artists Ben 
Shahn and William Zorach, along with 
Georgia O’Keefe and Japanese-American 
Yasuo Kuniyoshi.    

She made the gallery look like a 
domestic space so middle-class buyers 
could imagine how works would look in 
their homes, and allowed them to pay in 
instalments.  She attracted rich buyers, 
too, notably Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, 
who went on to donate most of her col-
lection to the Museum of Modern Art. 

And she promoted the work of Afri-
can-American artists. Her gallery admin-
istrator Lawrence Allen was black and 
“any visitor who took issue with his pres-
ence in the gallery was someone Halpert 
had no interest in as a client”. In 1941, 
she opened the landmark exhibition 
American Negro Art and later sold African 
American Jacob Lawrence’s celebrated 
Migration series  to two museums.  

 Arizona-born Rachel Feinstein grew 

Two women who cracked the masculine world of art

T
HIS IS a story of fierce 
love kindled during 
a time of  hate. The 
author, American pho-
tographer Max Hirsh-
feld, tells the tale of his 
Shoah survivor parents 
in a unique way. 

Brimming with Hirshfeld’s exquisite 
photographs, Sweet Noise is two books 
in one. The first, prefaced by a moving 
introduction by scholar Michael Ber-
enbaum, is a series of letters written 
between Max’s parents, Polish Jews 
Frania and Julek, who fall in love in 
the Warsaw ghetto in 1943. They are 
deported to Auschwitz and just man-
age to emerge alive in 1945 — she slips 
away from a death march and he is 
kicked awake by an American soldier.

When the war is over, with a huge dose 
of luck they find each other in Paris. But 
then they endure a second hell. Frania 
emigrates to the USA, expecting Julek 
to follow shortly. But his permission to 
travel is denied, blocked by new, restric-
tive immigration laws and agonisingly 
slow bureaucracy.  Their poignant letters 
express the feelings, as Berenbaum says, 
of survivors “who needed that love to 
contrast all they had experienced.”  

But if they knew anything at all, they 
knew how to endure and, after four 
long years of endless delays, despair 
and entreaties to governments, bureau-
crats and, finally, journalists, they are 
reunited in America in June 1949.

They move to Alabama and years later 
their son Max has only a vague sense of 
his parents’ background. At night, he 
can hear Julek having nightmares but 
is preoccupied with his own teenage 
problems. Then he is shocked awake 
by his father’s profound distress after a 
racist paints a swastika on their house. 

His mother begins to tell a local 
church group about her experiences 
but, for Max, they are still far removed 
from his life; still attached to what he 
regards as strange, murky background. 

PHOTO: MAX HIRSHFELD

Sweet Noise: Love in Wartime 
by Max Hirshfeld
Damiani (damianieditore.com) £40
Reviewed by Johnny Belknap

Edith Halpert, the 
Downtown Gallery, and the 
Rise of American Art
By Rebecca Shaykin
Yale University Press £40

Rachel Feinstein
Dung N Go (Ed)
Rizzoli, £55 
Reviewed by Julia Weiner

How love  
had the last 
words — and 
pictures

Johnny Belknap and Julia Weiner look at 
stories that lay behind both art and artistry

friends, among them director Sofia Cop-
pola, with whom she discusses how to 
balance motherhood with work;  design-
er Marc Jacobs, for whom she has mod-
elled; and singer Florence Welch and her 
mother Evelyn Welch, a renowned art his-
torian, with whom she discusses religion. 

 Featuring glossy,  full-page photo-
graphs of  Feinstein’s work, the book is 
without doubt beautifully designed but 
is quite difficult to read.  

In the introductory essays, there is no 
reference as to which image shows the 
work under discussion and, indeed, the 
images are labelled only at the back of 
the book in a tiny font size.  

Having said that, the musings of the 
artist show that even Feinstein, whose 
private view was attended by a huge 
array of celebrities, struggles with issues 
that many women face: 

“I find that being a mother, a wife and 
an artist,’’ she says, ‘‘all work against 
each other and nothing works at all any 
more.”

Julia Weiner is the JC’s art critic 

Feinstein (left) and an art work by her  
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Frania ‘facing 
her demons’ 

photographed 
by her son Max


