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Abstract 
 
 

Kavana: Photography, Jewish Storytelling, and Memory 
By Hannah Altman 

 
 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Fine Art at Virginia Commonwealth University. Virginia Commonwealth University, 2020.  

 
 

Major Director  
Paul Thulin  

Graduate Director and Assistant Professor  
Virginia Commonwealth University, School of the Arts  

Department of Photography + Film 
 
 

Jewish thought suggests that the memory of an action is as primary as the action itself. 
This is to say that when my hand is wounded, I remember other hands. I trace ache 

back to other aches - when my mother grabbed my wrist pulling me across the 
intersection, when my great-grandmother’s fingers went numb on the ship headed 

towards Cuba fleeing the Nazis, when Miriam’s palms enduringly poured water for the 
Hebrews throughout their desert journey - this is how the Jew is able to fathom an ache. 
Because no physical space is a given for the Jewish diaspora, time and the rituals that 

steep into it are centered as a mode of carrying on. The bloodline of a folktale, an 
object, a ritual, pulses through interpretation and enactment. In this work I explore 

notions of Jewish memory, narrative heirlooms, and image making; the works position 
themselves in the past as memories, in the present as stories being told, and in the 

future as actions to interpret and repeat. To encounter an image in this way is not only 
to ask what it feels like, but to ask: what does it remember like? 
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SOMETHING ALIVE APPEARS (INTRODUCTION)  

 

My mom believes that her late mother visits us intermittently in the form of a 

ladybug. I have no idea where her theory stems from, and admittedly when she first 

shared this notion with me, my first thought was mostly wondering if Jews even have 

thoughts on reincarnation. Turns out, they do; kabbalists call it ​ibbur​, in which a 

deceased soul spiritually impregnates a living soul temporarily. I am not sure if my mom 

is conscious of this ideology, but in any case she told me about her ladybug theory 

about three months after her mother died; three months after tearing clothing, sitting 

shiva, a stranger planting a tree in her honor in Israel, my father similarly planting a tree 

in our front yard. Truthfully, I forgot about the hunch, until I was conversing in my studio 

a year later with another Jewish artist, Hope Ginsburg (who would later serve on my 

thesis committee) talking about my work. I do not recall specifics of the conversation; it 

was one loosely about photography and time repeating itself through Jewish 

experience. At any rate, an awed sigh moves from her mouth: “Woah woah woah. Hang 

on. A ladybug just appeared in your hair” (Figure 1). We looked at each other, a pointed 

silence. She took a photo, walked me over to the open window, and lifted its body to the 

fresh air. This is not a sugarcoated plot point; I did not instantly remember my mom’s 

ladybug theory in this moment as it landed on my head. The remembrance was slower, 

an afterthought while I was looking at the photo later that afternoon, and was reminded 

of my mom, of her mom, of ibbur, this impregnation of one soul by another, creating this 

constant interconnected narrative.  
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(Fig. 1) 

My work often explores ideas of the body, of family lineage and Jewish 

storytelling. Much of this stems from a self portrait project with my mother that we have 

been developing over the last five years called ​Indoor Voices​ (2015-present) The 

project is an exploration of womanhood, performative feminine behavior, and the ways 
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(Fig. 27) 
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(Fig. 28)  
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