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I NTR ODUCT ION

Fifty years  from now,  there  wil l  be no l iving witnesses  to the  

a t r o c i t i e s  commit ted aga i ns t  humani ty  by the N a z i s .  Those who re turned 

from c o n c en t ra t i o n  camps r e a l i ze d  thei r  own mor ta l i ty :  t hey  r ea l i zed  

t ha t  they  had par taken  of an even t  which  surpassed human i mag ina t i on .  

They there fore  wan t ed  to communica te  in some last ing way  to those yet  

unborn ,  to those who had  not  shared t he i r  e x p e r i e n c e ,  wha t  they had 

s e e n ,  endured and  s urv ived ,  so t h a t  this p heno menon ,  u n i q u e ,  unrea l  

and  beyond human imagina t ion  might  n e ve r  be  forgot ten and might  never  

be r e p e a t e d .  They wrote  b ecau se  they fe l t  an  ob l i ga t ion  to those they 

left  b e h i n d ,  of  whom only  ashes  r e m ai n ed ,  and b ecau se  they  fel t  an  

o b l i ga t io n  to t hemse l ves .  They wa n t ed  to t e l l .  They were  urged to 

wr i te  by the  f a c t  that  they  fe l t  themselves  to be a par t  of  hi s tory,  the 

history o f  al l  m en ,  and also becaus e  they  feared t h a t ,  as t ime passed,  

they might  very wel l  doub t  t he  ver i s imi l i tude  of  the i r  own e x p e r i e n c e s .

These wri t ings  took on many forms: poems,  nove l s ,  plays,  

na r ra t ives  and hag iog rap hi c  l i t e r a tu r e .  There a re  also history books ,  

biographies  and a u t ob iog r aph i es . ^  There a re  eye  wi tness  r epor t s , ^  

songs and  movie scr ipts ,  and there  a re  new forms of l i t era t ure  which  

emerge  for  which  we do not  y e t  h ave  a n y  c l as s i f i ca t ions .  The forms 

i nva r ia b ly  fit the  c o n t e n t .

Conf ronted  by the  mass of  var i ed  works ,  some more e l a b o r a t e ,  

some more b r u t a l ,  the r e a d e r  and the c r i t i c  d i scover  t ha t  cer ta in  among 

them s uc ce ed ed  in t ransmi t t ing the  e x p e r i e n c e  to t h e m .  We will  a t t e m p t

 ̂There a r e  also medica l  reports  which we choose to e l imina te  
from discussion h e r e .

^ O u r  t rans la t ion  of the  French term tgmoi gnages .



to d i sco ve r ,  by a na l y z i n g  the cha r ac t e r i s t i c s  of the var ied works under  

c o ns id e ra t i on ,  if it is possible to find a c r i t e r i a  which permits  us to 

p l a c e  cer t a in  of these  works on the  level  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  r a ther  than of 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n - c a m p  l i t e r a t u r e .

Af ter  the l ibera t ion of  the camps ,  an immense number  of the 

survivors wan ted  to c o m m u n i c a t e ,  to t ransmi t ,  t he i r  personal  e x p e r i e n c e s .

A mass of  works ,  prodded by the te r r i f i ed  cur ios i ty  of the  wor ld ,  a p p e a r e d .  

N o  one was looking for l i t e r a t u re .  Rather it was a quest  for the knowledge  

of  wha t  had been  u n de r go n e ,  l ived:  hi s tory,  the proof of  cr imes commit ted 

a ga i ns t  h uman i t y .  Among these  t6mo?gnages  of  the first day s ,  few are  

r e me m be re d .  With the  passage of t i m e ,  more was demanded  of these works:  

t hey  had e i t he r  to surpass the  indiv idua l  e x p e r i e n c e  and become h i s to r i ca l ,  

me t aphys i ca l  or ph i losophica l  e xp l ana t io ns  or they  had to cons t i tu t e  a 

l i t e rary  work of  a r t .

This ques t ion  becomes  impor tant  becaus e  it is our con t en t ion  t ha t  

on ly  by its e n t r a n c e  into l i t e ra ture  c an  the phenomenon of  c on cen t r a t i on  

camps p e n e t r a t e  t he  individual  and c o l l e c t i v e  consciousness  of men .

O n l y  when this phenomenon  has b ecome  a l i t e ra ry  t h em e ,  a po e t i c  t h e me ,  

wi l l  its intense ramif i ca t ions  be f e l t .  The power  of l anguage  is to conta in  

and  t ransmute al l  passions,  a l l  human e xp er i en ces  of  men .  For the man 

of  let ters  and  the  humanis t ,  no e x p e r i e n c e  can remain outs ide  the  scope 

of  l a n g u a g e .  We propose t h a t  among the many who wan ted  to t a lk  a bo ut  

t h a t  moment  of  the i r  l ife and  those who were  inspired to t a lk  a b ou t  the 

e xp e r i e n c e s  of  o ther s ,  t here  a r e  some who r e l a t e  in ways tha t  surpass the  

mere  eye  wi tness  reports  of the  p h e n o m e n a .  We wi l l  speak of a l l  the 

g e n r e s ,  but we  wil l  dwel l  upon those whose ex t rao rd ina r y  l i terary v a l ue  

di s t inguishes  them from the  mass.

We a r e  a w a r e  tha t  a cer t a in  d i sc r imina t ion  will  have  to be 

exerc i sed  wi th which others  may t end  to d i s a g r e e .  We r e a l i z e  t h a t  the  

task of discussing the  works is the s impler  o n e ,  t h a t  the compl ica t ions  

come to the  fore a t  the  t ime when w e  propose to d e c i d e  wha t  cons t i tu tes  

a v a l ua b l e  cont r ibut ion  to l i t e r a t u r e .  We pr oceed  therefore  wi th caut ion



knowing t h a t  many may d i sag r ee  with our  opinions  and  c h o i c e s .  We 

can only say t ha t  each  opin ion  is e q ua l l y  va l id  and tha t  our  s tudy is 

not  a t t empt in g  to be d e f i n i t i ve  in tha t  r e s p e c t .

There are  t hose ,  of  cour se ,  who consider  the  phenomenon of 

c oncen t r a t i on  camps s a c r e d ,  no t  to be a p p r o ac he d  by those who were 

not  themselves  a par t  of  the  infe rno .  There a r e  also those who b e l i ev e  

tha t  this p heno me no n ,  b ec a u s e  of its vastness  and i n t ens i t y ,  surpasses 

the scope  of l i t e r a t u r e .  In the  first c a s e ,  we can only  answer  tha t  

we  hope  this di sser ta t ion wi l l  serve as a reply to the i r  r esen tmen t ,  and 

wil l  show tha t  we share t he i r  goa l s ,  t h a t  we too w a n t  this e v e n t ,  so 

u n i q ue ,  n ever  to be f o r g o t t e n ,  that  we  too feel  ob l iged  to join with 

them in the i r  efforts to remind others  a nd  to bea r  wi tness ,  w i t ho ut  in 

any  w a y  v io la t ing  the  sanc t i t y  of the sub jec t  m a t t e r .  In the second 

c as e ,  we  answer  t ha t  by its own d e f i n i t i on ,  l a n gu a ge  and l i t e ra ture  

must be a b l e  to absorb wi th in  themselves  and render  to the r e a d e r  the 

passions of  al l  men .

O f  the  several  hundred  peop l e  who have  made cont r ibut ions  to 

the  French l i t e ra ture  a b ou t  co nc en t r a t i on  camps ,  some were  a l r e a dy  

es tabl i shed  authors ;  others  began by wri t ing a bo ut  c o n c en t r a t i o n  camps ,  

and w e n t  on to o ther  t h emes .  These a r e  men and women who a r e  authors  

in thei r  own r igh t ,  who would have  b e e n  authors  wi thout  the theme of 

con ce n t r a t i on  camps to inspi re th em.  Their  wo rk ,  wh i l e  somet imes 

superior  when speaking of  d e p o r t a t i o n ,  is ar t i s t i c  an d  demonst ra tes  tha t  

they a r e  l i t erary  masters .  There are  others  (bakers ,  pr iests ,  doctors  

and midwives)  who had never  wr i t t en before  and  would n ever  wr i te  

a g a i n .  Their  only con t r ibu t ion  to t he  l i t erary  scene is t he i r  book or 

poem which  they hoped would tel l  a l l ,  which they hoped would serve 

to help  us remember  wh a t  hap pened  in the 1930 ' s  and  4 0 ' s .  Unf or t un a t e l y ,  

the f a c t  of  having been in a c on cen t r a t i on  c a m p ,  or the f ac t  of  having 

seen or heard  what  h ap pen ed  to others  in these  camps is not  a lways  

suf f ic ient  to bestow l i t erary  t a l e n t  upon an a u t h o r .  Therefore ,  no 

mat ter  how prai sewor thy the  in ten t ions ,  the resul ts a re  not  a lways



l i t e ra r y .  The mass of  wri t ings  serves to e l u c i d a t e  a phenomenon which 

none wi l l  eve r  to t a l ly  c o m pr e he nd .  They wil l  be discussed to g l ea n  

impor tant  informat ion a b ou t  w ha t  the d e p o r t e e  was l ike ,  how his tor turer  

a p p e a r e d  to him,  wha t  methods he used to s u r v i v e - - m e n t a l l y  and  

p h y s i c a l l y — by wha t  an e n t i re ly  new and  d i f f e r en t  moral  c ode  he  l iv ed ,  

wha t  he though t  abou t  as he dug d i t c h e s ,  wh a t  he d reamt  a bo ut  a t  n ight  

and f ina l l y  wh a t  happ en ed  to him when he t r ied to r e - a d a p t  himsel f  to 

s o c i e t y .  We wi l l  d i scover  h o w,  in a c om p l e t e l y  new c o n t e x t ,  men 

c r e a t ed  a new l an g u a g e ,  a moral  c o d e ,  new heroes  and a d i f f e ren t  

system of  va l ues :  how in f ac t  they l ived in a he r e t ofo r e  unknown 

w or l d .  We wil l  see too t h a t  the c o n c e n t r a t i o n - c a m p  world is a s epara t e  

wo r l d ,  new to the  history of m an ki nd ,  wi th a l l  t he  a t t r i bu t es  of  a closed 

s o c i e t y .  We wi l l  fol low the  e x p e r i e n ce s :  the  t r ip to the  c am p ,  the  

camp l i f e ,  the re turn ,  the  r e f l ec t i on s ,  dreams and d a i l y  rout ines  as they  

a r e  p resen ted  to us by l i t e r a t u r e ,  to see how the e x pe r i e nc es  a re  

t ransmi t ted  and  t ransformed by l i t e r a t u r e .  We have  chosen to use the  

e l em en t  of  t ime as the  key to the  unfolding o f  this s tudy s ince t ime was 

so al l  impor tant  to the  d e p or t e e  and  b ecaus e  we feel  t ha t  by fol lowing 

a t ime p a t t e r n ,  we  can  be t t e r  bring to the fore the  metamorphosis  

undergone  by the pr i soner .

We wi l l  see too t h a t  the  theme of  N a z i  c o n c en t ra t i o n  camps 

has p e n e t r a t e d  the  works of  authors  who were  not  depo r t ed  and we wil l  

r e a l i z e  t ha t  it is ce r t a i n l y  possible and indeed an  immense con t r ibu t ion  

to l i t era tu re  and to history t h a t  these  men h a ve  chosen to touch upon 

this sacred phenomenon in t he i r  works .  By incorpora t ing  these 

hi s tor ica l  moments into t he i r  c r e a t i o n ,  they  have  permi t t ed  them to 

en t e r  the  realm of  l i t era tu re  and thus t h a t  of  the subconscious  and  the 

consc i ous .  We are  much indeb ted  to those who h ave  been  ab*e to wr i te  

a b ou t  c o n c en t ra t i o n  camps wi thou t  themse lves  having e n d u r e d T h e  

e x p e r i e n c e .  It is thus tha t  we can be  reassured t ha t  this phenomenon  

wil l  not  be f orgo t ten ,  wil l  no t  d i e  wi th its survivors1 d e a t h s .  For those 

who wer e  not  d e p o r t e d ,  this is a v i car ious  e x p e r i e n c e ,  t ha t  is,  they a r e



i n t egra t ing  into the i r  works an e x p e r i e n c e  which  is incomprehens ib le  

and  u n i ma g i na b l e  for those who l ived i t .  For these  o thers ,  thei r  

sensi t ivi ty  is t he i r  g u i d e l i n e  to i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

It is impor tant  to no t e  t h a t  t he re  a r e  two ways  in which the 

phenomenon  of  the dep or t a t ion  can  be c o n s i d e r e d .  For some,  it is one  

in a long series of  i nc ident s  which  form a hi s tor ica l  c a nv as ,  t ha t  of the  

long martyrdom of  the  Jewish p e o p l e — a mar tyrdom tha t  they have  the 

p r iv i l ege  to endure  b ecau se  of  the i r  b i r thr ight  and  which  they endure  

wi t hou t  any  e l em e n t  of c h o i c e .  These wri ters  t a lk  to us of  c on cen t r a t i on  

camps and they t a lk  to us of  many o ther  p lagues  vis i ted upon the heads  

of  the  Jewish p e o p l e .  Their  p r e o c cu p a t i o n  is wi th the Jewish ques t ion 

and  the phenomenon  of the depor t a t ion  as an int r ins ic par t  of  this long 

series of i nc ident s  in the history of the  Jewish p e o p l e ,  the history of  a 

mar tyred p e o p l e .

For o ther s ,  the phenomenon of depo r t a t i on  is unique  in t ha t  it 

surpasses the  martyrdom of a s ingle  p e o p l e .  The con t ex t  is b roader  and 

d i f f e r e n t .  These wri ters  t he r e f or e  dwel l  r a t he r  upon the vastness and 

uniqueness  of the  p h e n o me no n .  For them,  it is not  a par t  of a long 

history of  suf fe r ing .  It is an  e v e n t  a pa r t  from a l l  o ther s ,  i ncomparab le  

and  d e f i n i t e l y  more hor r ible  than an y  which p r e c e d e d  i t .  And it is 

t er r i fying to c o n c e i v e  tha t  it could be r e p e a t e d .  It is a par t  of  the 

history of  a l l  m a n k i n d .  For them,  the e l emen t  of  c h o i c e  is very 

s t rongly r e f l e c t e d .  They show t ha t  many chose t he  road thei r  l ives 

f ol lowed becaus e  of  thei r  p o l i t i ca l  or  human i ta r i an  i de a l s .  These 

wri t ings  broaden the  scope of the q ue s t i o n .  The aim of  the wri ters  in 

both groups is the same:  to force his story into the  r eaders '  consc ious ,  

to have  it gnaw a t  his subconscious ,  in some cases by a superb poet ry  

and  t ender ness .

We wil l  see t ha t  each  a u t ho r  v iews the  immense phenomenon 

from his p l a ce  in the universe ;  e a ch  brings to it his own backg r ou nd .

All  f ight  to k eep  thei r  own persona l i t i e s  t h roughout  the camp st ruggle 

becaus e  this is the  p r inc ipa l  method of surv i va l ,  and  they  r e t a in  this



persona l i ty  a lmost  i n t ac t  a f t e r  the long f i gh t .  It is this pe r sona l i ty  t ha t  

seeps through and p en e t r a t e s  the  wo rk .  The de t a i l s  r are ly  c han ge  in those 

who r ecoun t  the i r  s tories h on e s t l y — b ec au s e  frauds come to the  fore even  

h e r e ,  but  we wil l  see t h a t ,  a t  some l eve l s ,  r eac t i on s  are  uniform whi l e  a t  

o ther s ,  the r eac t ions  v a r y .  The va l i d i t y  of  N i e t z s c h e ' s  commentary  wi l l  

be proven he r e :  men r e a c t  d i f f e ren t ly  to the pr ick of a p i n ,  but  to burning 

c h a r co a l  in the  palm of  the h a n d ,  a l l  have  the  same r e a c t i o n .  To minor 

pa ins ,  men manifest  d i f f e ren t  r eac t ions ;  to overwhe l mi ng  suffer ing,  the  

r e a c t i on  is a universal  c r y .  We must also t a ke  into cons ide ra t ion  tha t  

wi th in  the N a z i  n e t wo r k ,  as C hap te r  O n e  wi l l  show,  there  a re  degrees  

of hor ror .  It is impossible and unfa i r  to compar e  the  wr i t ings  of  Hol l e i schen  

with t h e  wri t ings  a b ou t  A u s c h w i t z .  Even in this world of the m a c a b r e ,  

th er e  a r e  degr ees  of  the u n i m a g i n a b l e .  There wi l l  be no a r che t ypes  of  

the  d e p o r t e e .  O n  the  co n t ra ry ,  the  most co n t r ad ic t o r y  images wil l  

e m e r g e .  All  wil l  be v a l i d .  The microcosm of  the  c o n c en t r a t i on  camps 

had many things in common and many d i v e rg en t  points:  this must be t ak en  

into cons ide ra t ion  s ince  it is r e f l ec t ed  in the  l i t e r a t u r e .

Because of  a des i re  to r ender  thei r  works as fa i thful  to d e t a i l  as 

poss ib le ,  many authors  lost the  pe r spec t i ve  of  the i r  ro le  as wr i t e r s .  The 

role of  the  wr i te r  is to r e c r e a t e  through l a ng ua ge  the  passions t h a t  he 

wishes to convey  to his r e a d e r .  But a r e c r ea t i o n  is not  r endered  most 

e f f e c t i v e  by t he  preci s ion of the  de t a i l s  i nc luded  in the  r e n d e r i n g .  N o t  

al l  things a r e  mesurab l e ,  and  in the human mi nd ,  not  al l  things can be 

r e p r e s e n t e d .  To tel l  us how high the  blocks  w e r e ,  how many miles were  

wa lke d  in the  f i e lds ,  how much wa t e r  there  was to dr ink is not  p e r t in en t  

to l i t e r a t u r e .  And these  fact s  t aken  ou t  of  c o n t e x t ,  r e c i t ed  wi thout  

r e c r ea t i n g  the life in c am p ,  will  not  e v o ke  in the  r e a d e r ' s  mind wha t  a 

camp was .  The ar t i s t ' s  role is not  to t e l l  t he  number  of  miles t h a t  a 

pr isoner  wa lked  each  morning in o rder  to r e a ch  the swamp where  he 

w o r k e d .  It is r a ther  to impress upon the  r ea de r ' s  mind how the  pr isoner ' s  

legs f e l t ,  to impress upon the  r eader  tha t  d i s t a n c e  is r e l a t i v e  and  tha t  the 

longest  wa l k  he can  t ak e  is a long a path wher e  a t  every  step his foot  digs



into a fresh c a d a v e r .  These f ee l ings  a r e  conv ey ed  not  by a s t r i c t  a t t en t io n  

to de t a i l s  in ounces  and mi les .  They a r e  ra ther  g iven  by a p o e t i c  r e c r ea t i on  

of  wha t  the  pr isoner  fel t  and  the  pain t h a t  his mind and body suf fe red .  

Deta i l s  wil l  not  commun ica t e  the r ea l i ty  of  the  e x p e r i e n c e .  The passions,  

the condi t ions  wil l  be  t ransmi t ted to the  r e ad e r  by the e f f ec t i ve  and lyric 

au t hor  who n ever  ment ions  the mi les .  The r eader  c a nn o t  r econs t ruc t  in 

his mind w h a t  Auschwi tz  w as ,  b u t ,  by r ea l i z i ng  the  t o t a l i t y  of the  

p h e n o me no n ,  he r e c r ea te s  the  s u b j e c t i v e  truth of  the  e x p e r i e n c e .



The System of  N a z i  C o n ce n t r a t i on  Camps

C o nc e n t ra t i o n  camps were  a dynamic  a s p e c t  of the Third Re ich .

They w e r e ,  out  of  neces s i ty ,  cons tan t ly  chang i ng  and growing to a c c o m ­

modate  the  changing  pol i t i ca l  c l i m a t e  of the  Third Reich.  It is impor tant  

to d i f f e r en t i a t e  from the beg i nn i ng  b e t we en  the  Final  Solut ion of  the 

Jewish Q u es t i on  and the  System of  C o n ce n t r a t i on  Camps .  The two are  

not  synonymous.  The first had its roots in the  Nuremburg Laws and 

t h e o r e t i c a l l y  in Mein  Kampf ,  but  was e x p l i c i t l y  formulated only in 

1 9 4 1 - 1 9 4 2 .  The l a t t e r  began much e a r l i e r ,  in the 1930 ' s ,  supposedly 

as a  po l i t i ca l  measure t aken  ag a i ns t  socia l i s t s ,  syndical i s t s  and  l ibera l s .

From 1933 to 1939 ,  the system of c on ce n t r a t i o n  camps was a 

na t i ona l  one  and per t a i ned  to c i t i z en s  of  the  G e r m a n  n a t i o n .  The per iod 

from 1939 to 1945 can  be d i v i ded  into two phases:  1939 to 1942 and 

1942 to 1945 .  The la t t e r  divi s ion differs from the  former in t h a t  dur ing 

the  l a t t e r  pe r i od ,  the  Third Reich was in need  of  workers in its fac tor ies  

to r e p l a c e  those Ger man s  who had left  to f i g h t .  The f inal  decompos i t ion  

of the system began  in J a n u a r y ,  1 9 4 5 .  The SS had become fearful  when 

they  r e a l i z e d  t ha t  G e r m a n y  was losing the  w a r .  The l ibera t ion of the 

camps and  the end of  the  system was r ea ch ed  in Apri l  1 94 5 .3

The goal  of the  system of  c on ce n t r a t i o n  camps was o r ig i na l ly  one 

of reform: to make a good G e r m a n  from a dangerous  Marx i s t .  A pr isoner  

e i t he r  obeyed  or was b r o k e n .  T h e o r e t i c a l l y ,  when the i n t e r n a t i o n a l i ­

z a t i o n  of  the  camps took p l a c e ,  the prisoners from other  na t ions  were  to 

be  i n t eg ra ted  into the  system,  e a c h  playing  a ro le  previous ly  des t ined  f o r h i m 4

^ O l g a  Wo rmse r -Mi go t ,  11 Le Systfeme C o n c e n t r a t i o n n a i r e , "
L1 Information His tor ique ,  n ° 2 ,  mars -avr i l  1969 ,  86 .

4 l b i d , ,  87 .



The t heory  was never  put  into p r a c t i c e .  The roles were  de t e r mine d  by 

n a t i o n a l i t y ,  but  based upon the  p r e j ud ic es  of  the  formulators  of  the 

system.  There was of ten a s te reotyping  of  the  d e p o r t e e s ,  by the  Ge r ma n  

Kapos (see Appendi x  O n e ) ,  which  wen t  acco r d i ng  to the i r  n a t i o n a l i t y .

In 1941 ( Januar y  2 ) ,  the  Ch ie f  of the Secur i ty  System of the 

Third Reich es tabl i shed four ca t eg or i e s  of  camps .  The first c a t egor y  

was for aged  pr isoners .  The camps des t ined  for them were  supposedly 

D a c h a u ,  Sachsenhausen  and Auschwi tz  O n e .  Those who were  g u i l t y  of  

very l i t t l e  and who wer e  a b l e  to work a t  ga rden ing  and such things  were  

to be p l ac ed  in D a c h a u .  The third group of  pr isoners ,  those who were  

ha r dened  cr iminals  but  c a p a b l e  of  being r e formed,  were  to be p l a c ed  in 

Auschwi tz  Two (Birkenau),  Buchenwal d ,  Flossenburg and N e u e n g a m m e .  

The fourth g r oup ,  those who were  cons idered  very d i f f i cu l t  to reform,  

whom the  Third Reich did not  cons ider  possible to r e - e d u c a t e ,  were  to 

be p l ac e d  in M au th a u s e n .  This,  ho we ve r ,  was pure ly  t h e o r e t i c a l .  The 

pr i soner ,  in a c t u a l i t y ,  was never  judged and the camp d i sc i p l i ne  had 

nothing to do with the  four c a t e g o r i e s .

The first camp c r ea t ed  was Dachau.-  cons idered the  model  c am p .  

Buchenwald was c r ea t ed  in 1937 and Ravensbruck was c r ea t ed  in 1939 as 

a camp for women o n l y ,  which  in f ac t  it was .  It was in 1942 t h a t  the 

formula which would domi na t e  the  camp d i sc i p l i ne  was f ina l ly  proc l a i med  

the ex t in c t io n  of  prisoners by wo rk .  The idea of the  pa r t i c i pa t i o n  of the 

prisoners in the  war  effort  had however  been  prepared s ince  1941 by 

Himmler ' s  d e c r e e s .  The names which  a re  perhaps  the  most impor tant  in 

the history of  c oncen t ra t ion  camps a re  SS Oswald  Pohl ,  Himmler ,  

Ka l t en br un ne r ,  Speer  and Hoess .  It is impor tant  to r e a l i z e  t ha t  by 

1942 ,  manpower  was n e e d e d ,  and the need  for manpower  superseded 

the des i re  for the Final  S o l u t i on .  Therefore ,  by 1942 ,  those who were 

i n c a r c e r a t e d ,  including J e w s ,  were  not  necessar i ly  gassed upon ar r ival  

into the camps .  It can thus be conc l ud ed  t ha t  beginning  in 1942 ,  

dep or tee s  were  used for the economi c  necess i t i es  of  the  Third Re i ch .



The Final  Solut ion was ,  in a sense ,  b e i ng1 prolonged The SS (see 

Append ix  O n e )  was invented  and c r e a te d  by Himmler .  It was to be 

a rul ing e l i t e  which would e l imi na t e  al l  oppos i t ion to the  Third Reich .  

The co nc en t ra t i o n  camps,  run a t  the h ighes t  l evel  by the  SS,  had the 

same g oa l s .  Soc ia l i s t s ,  communists  and l ibera ls  were  cons idered as 

a c t i v e  opposi t ion to the  Third Re ich .  The Jews  and e v e n t u a l l y  the 

o t he r  non- Aryans  in the  conquered  te r r i tor ies  wer e  cons idered s ta t i c  

oppo s i t i on .  They opposed the goals  of  the Third Reich by the i r  mere 

e x i s t e n c e ,  wi thou t  being e ng a g e d  in any  a c t i v i t i e s  d i r e c t e d  ag a i n s t  

the  Re i ch ,  but  mere ly  b ecaus e  they could not  be t o t a l l y  a s s i mi l a t ed .

It is es t imated t ha t  from nine  to ten mi l l ion p e o p l e  were  ki l led or 

d ied in G e r m a n  c oncen t r a t i on  camps ,  six mi l l ion of whom were  J e w s . ^  

Four mi l l ion of  these were  d e l i b e r a t e l y  e x t e r m in a te d ;  the  others  d ied  

in t he  camps from var i ed  ca us e s .  2 2 0 , 0 0 0  Frenchmen wer e  depor ted  to 

G e r m a n  camps .  O n l y  e igh ty  thousand of these were  J e w s .  About  

3 6 , 0 0 0  in a l l  r e t u r n e d . 7 The con ce n t r a t i on  camps were  i nven ted  to 

make  sure t h a t  these p e o p l e ,  enemies  of  the  Third Reich in one  way 

or a n o t h e r ,  would be rendered  innocuous .

The d epo r t ees  could also serve as g u i n ea  pigs for medica l  

e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n .  Why n o t ?  The subjec ts  would h av e  to consent ;  

t he  camp was thus the  p e r f e c t  loca l e  for working und i s tu r bed .  The 

camps mushroomed.  They grew to proport ions  for which  they had 

n ev er  been  p l anned  mainly because  of  the cons tan t  need  to rep leni sh  

the s lave  l abor ,  and b ecau se  the gas chambers  did not  funct ion r ap id ly  

e n o u g h .  Each camp was e qu i pp ed  wi th its own cremator iums .

Al though the camps were  supposedly b e t t e r  or worse by d eg rees  

a l r e a d y  ment ioned h e r e ,  this was q u i te  t h e o r e t i c a l .  There w e r e ,

^ O l g a  Wo rms er -Mi go t ,  " M yt h e  du l l l i eme R e i c h , "  Hi s to r i a ,  
n ° 7 8 ,  15 mai 1969 ,  2 17 9 .

^ C o l e t t e  Audr y ,  in the  A p p e n d i c e  of  Aucun  de  Nous  N e  
Reviendra  by C ha r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  6d .  G o n t h i e r  (Paris ,  1965) ,  p .  12 9 .

7Statist? cs furnished by the  Minis t ry  of  War in Paris.



h o w ev er ,  o t he r  rea l  d i f f e re nc es ,  q u i t e  mar ked ,  a c t u a l l y ,  in the camps,  

of  which  the  depor t ees  themselves  were  a w a r e .  A d e p o r t e e  being 

t ransfer red from Auschwi tz  to Ravensbruck,  upon ar r ival  a t  Ravensbruck 

and upon see ing  the  aged  inmat es ,  sti l l  a l i v e ,  a nn o un ce d  to her  

t r ave l l i ng  compan i ons ,  somewhat  r e l i e v e d :  " l e i ,  c ' e s t  la pension de  

f a m i l l e . " ® What  then caused the d i f f e rences  in the c a m p s ?  It is 

impor tant  for us to note  these di ss imi lar i t ies  b ecaus e  they  a r e  ce r t a i n l y  

r e f l ec t e d  in the l i t e ra ture  wr i t t en  a b o u t  the  camp s .  The worst  of  the 

camps was a lways  the n e w e s t .  The camps which the prisoners and  the 

SS were  bui ld ing  to ge th e r  were  the worst  b e ca us e  of  the  e l e m e n t  of 

u n c e r t a i n t y .  This e l em e n t  hav ing  b een  e l i m i n a t e d ,  the  "misery a t  

l eas t  co ns ol i da t ed  i t s e l f . There was ,  h o w e v e r ,  a g en e r a l  curve 

which  can be  fol lowed in the  camps:  from 1 9 3 9 - 1 9 4 0 ,  the s i tua t ion  

verged on d i sa s t e r .  The food was ra t ioned  very s t r ic t ly  and famine 

t h r e a t e n e d .  This reoccur red  in 1 9 44 - 4 5  and was worsened by the  f ac t  

t ha t  the  camps were  ex t r emely  o v e r c r o w d e d .  The s o - c a l l e d  normal 

l evel  o f  camp life ( excep t  in Auschwi tz )  was r e a c h e d  during the  war  

yea r s ,  1 9 4 0 - 1 9 4 4 . 10

The camps comprised several  d i f fe rent  ca t eg or i e s  of  pr isoners ,  

usual ly  d e s i gn a te d  by the  co lor  of  the i r  t r i angles  (see A ppend ix  O n e ) .  

There wer e  ba s ic a l l y  four groups:  po l i t i ca l  pr isoners ,  c r iminals ,  e t hn i c  

minor i t ies  and socia l  c r i m i n a l s . ^  The minor i t i es  were  pr imar i ly  the 

Jews  and the  g yps ies .  Almost  a l l  the gypsies  per i shed in camps;  a t  first 

they we r e  t ruly just told to r e l o c a t e ,  but  a f t e r  a ce r t a in  t ime they began  

to bother  the  G e r m a n  man i aca l  sense of  order  and  they  were  sent  to 

camps .  The J e w s ,  even  if t hey  fi t  into ce r t a i n  of  the o ther  ca t eg or i e s  

s imul t aneous ly ,  were  a l ways  i n c a r c e r a t e d  as J e w s .  They were  in spec ia l

8U npubl i shed remark made by Ch ar lo t t e  D e l b o .

^ Eugene  Kogon,  The Theory and Pr ac t ic e  of Hel l  ( N e w York,  
n . d . ) ,  p .  3 7 .

 ̂^ Ikid . , p . 3 9 .

^ O u r  t rans la t ion for the  G e r m a n  Berufsverbrescher  .



bar racks  and  they were  g e n e r a l l y  t r e a t ed  worse than the o ther  d e p o r t e e s .

H owe ve r ,  the  SS fe l t  t ha t  it would serve  t he i r  purpose to mix the  d i f f e ren t

na t i o na l i t i e s  and ca t ego r i es  as much as possible in the  bar racks  and in

the  camps in g e n e r a l .  A la s ,  they  were  r igh t .  Ch ar lo t t e  De lb o ,  wr i t ing

a story of  230 n o n- J ew i sh  women depor t ed  from France  for mixed reasons ,

expla ins  wh y ,  out  of her  g r oup ,  the number  of  survivors— 4 9 - - i s  h igher

than a random sampling would g i ve :

. . . e n  out re  ces J u ives  ainsi  rassemblees  a la v e i l l e  du d ep a r t  ne 
formaien t  pas de  groupes.  homog&nes,  s o l i da i re s .  Me le es  dans 
leurs blocks  a des J u ives  d ’aut res  pays ,  don t  e l l es  ne comp ren a i en t  
pas la l a ng u e ,  q u ' e l l e s  ne conna i ssa i en t  pas ,  e l l es  ne r e nc o n t r a i e n t  
ni a m i t i e ,  ni e n t r ' a i d e .  Si not re  convoi  a eu un si g rand nombre 
de  s u r v i v a n t e s . . . c ' e s t  que  nous nous connaissions  d e j a ,  que  nous 
formions,  a I ' i n t e r ieu r  d ' un  grand groupe  compac t  de  pet i t s  groupes  
e t r o i t emen t  Ii6s . . . q ue  nous nous a i d i ons  de  toutes  les man i e r es ,  
sou ven t  bien humbles:  se donner  le bras pour m a r c h e r . . J  2

The p reced i ng  passage i l lus t rates  e x a c t l y  wha t  the SS t r ied I n  

every  way to a vo i d :  the  bui ld ing  of mora le  among the pr i soners .  The 

psychology of  the SS worked hard to des t roy the mutual  help  system.

The p r i nc ip l e  was c l ea r l y  " d iv i de  and c o n q u e r . "  Groups  were  p layed 

off ag a i ns t  e a ch  o t h e r .  And depo r t ee s  were  used to cont rol  o t he r  

d e p o r t e e s ,  fol lowing the  idea e x p l a i n e d  in Mein  Kampf:  "les  p r i son-  

nieres  souffr i ront  par  les p r i s o n n i e r e s / s i c  7 »" ^  I* ' s f ° r these  reasons ,  

among o ther s ,  t ha t  a small  group was a b l e  to cont rol  an  enormous camp 

and  t ha t  revol ts  were  very s c a r c e ; ^  this serves to ind i ca t e  the 

e f fec t iveness  of  the  SS system.

In order  to unders tand wha t  h ap pened  in con ce n t r a t i on  camps ,

^ C h a r l o t t e  D e l bo ,  Le Convoi  du 24 j anvier  (Paris ,  1965) ,  
p .  1 7 .  (Here i na f t e r  refer red to as  Le ConvoiT.

1 3 Q u o t e d  by Rosane 19254 / t h i s  is her  camp mat r i cu l a t ion  
number  7/ Terre de  Cen dr e  (Paris ,  1946) ,  p .  115.

14The revo l t  of  Trebl inka has b een  r e c o u n t e d .  Also t ha t  of 
the  Sonderkommando in A u s c h w i t z ,  and one  in Sobibor .  There is 
l i t t l e  e l se ,  and few personal  stor ies of e s c a p e s ,  this au thor  knows 
personal ly  of  only 3 ,  two of  which  dur ing t ranspor ts ,  t he  o ther  from 
Auschwi tz  p roper .
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it is necessary  to u nde r s t an d— or make an a t t em p t  to u n d e r s t a n d - - w h a t  

comprised the corps of  e l i t e  c a l l e d  the SS.  In g e n e r a l ,  they were  men 

and women who had vo lu n t ee r ed  for the j ob .  They had fami l ies  and 

p l ayed  normal  roles in e ve r y d a y  l i f e .  They were  men who prefer red 

any th i ng  to giving up thei r  normal  l ives in order  to f ight  on the f ront .  

H owe ve r ,  wh i l e  they outward ly  a p p e a r e d  to be f unc t ionning  normal ly 

in fami ly  s i t ua t ions ,  it also appear s  t h a t  t hey  e nga ge d  in heavy  promis­

cui ty  and  d r i n k i n g .  Most  of  them did not  th ink  too much a bou t  wha t  

they we r e  d o i n g .  T he SS mode of l iving let  them enjoy  w h a t e v e r  

p leasures  they wished to indulge  themselves  in ,  and this a p p e a l e d  to 

them as did the high ideals  of  SS e l i t e  c on duc t  which they heard a b ou t  

so much dur ing the i r  t ra in i ng :  c l ea n  fami ly l i f e ,  f e l lowship among the 

SS b ro th e rhoo d ,  the Third Reich a bove  a l l ,  pa t r io t i sm,  the c h a n c e  to 

rid the wor ld ot  its i l l s ,  t he  g r e a t e r  glory of G e r m a n y .  They compensa t ed  

for the s t r ic t  o b e d i e n c e  whi ch  was d emanded  of  them by t aking it out  

on the pr i soners .  They wer e  ba s ic a l l y  not  idea l i s t i c  t ho ug h ,  and  they 

were  c e r t a i n l y  not  so by 1944 or 1945 .  Most  of  them we r e  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  

by a sense of  f a i lure  and of  i n fe r i or i ty .  They the re fore  ha t ed  an y  men 

of  a ccompl i shment  or p r e s t i g e .  The camp g a v e  them the  oppor tun i ty  to 

p l ay  g a me s ,  whe r e  the p e n a l t y  was d e a t h ,  wi th some of  Europe ' s  most 

t a l e n t e d  and accompl i shed  c i t i z e n s .  O n e  of  the pr inc ipa l  mot ives 

tha t  gu i ded  the SS was a des i re  for p o w e r .  The SS was put  in a posi t ion 

in which he was i nde pe nd en t  in a w a y ,  but  in which  he  had to be  a b l e  

to know wha t  should be d o n e .  He the r efo r e  was play ing  a ro le  where  

o b e d i e n c e  and subordina t ion  we r e  cur iously mixed wi th the need  to 

make impor tant  dec i s ions .^  5 N e i t h e r  history nor  l i t era tu re  has s u c c e ed ed  

in .unders tanding the mot iva t ion  of  the SS.  We offer  the  fol lowing 

suggest ions  as par t i a l  ex p l an a t io ns :  r ob be ry ,  g l u t t o n y ,  luxury,  hedon i sm.  

It is impor tant  however  to re t a in  wha t  l i t t l e  we know of  t he i r  psychology 

so t ha t  we  can l a t e r  see it in i n te ra c t io n  wi th t h a t  of  the  d e p o r t e e .

^ K o g o n ,  p p .  258-261 .



The SS were  g i ven  very r igorous t r a i n i n g ,  usual ly  a t  Dachau  

i t se l f ,  in the methods of  d eb as emen t  and  c r u e l t y .  S ince  the pena l t y  

for non - co nf or mi t y  was i nc a r c e r a t i on  in the c a m p ,  those who chose 

to |oin and  t rain for the SS b ec a m e  masters of  thei r  t r a d e .  They were  

given  d ep o r t ee s  to p r a c t i c e  upon and then l a t e r ,  if they proved 

t rus twor thy by SS s tandards ,  they  were  g i ven  posi t ions of responsibi l i ty  

in o ther  c amp s .  The camps ,  t h e n ,  to some d e g r e e ,  also served as 

t ra in ing  grounds and the need for the t ra inees  to prove themselves  is 

a par t i a l  e xp lana t i on  for some of the excesses  of b r u t a l i t y .  The 

pr isoners exi s ted  on ly  to serve  the i r  masters ,  they had no o t he r  "raison 

d ' e t r e . "  There was no reason not  to use them as implements  in t ra in ing  

thei r  future g ua r d i a n s .

A par t  of  the psychology of  the  SS as p r a c t i c e d  in the camps 

must be  u n d e r l i n e d .  This was the p r a c t i c e  o f  using pr iv i l eged  dep or tee s  

to o c c up y  key pos i t ions .  The posi t ions of Kapo ,  Blockhova (see Append ix  

O n e )  and  a l l  o t he r  posi t ions r e l a t ing  to the  immedia t e  supervis ion of  the 

d ep o r t ee s  were  o c c up i e d  by d e p o r t e e s .  They were  chosen e i t h e r  becau se  

of  the f r iends  they  had or b e ca us e  of  the  p ack ag es  they  r e c e i v e d ;  these  

two assets  mean t  t h a t  they  could pay b ack  the  f a vo r .  The Kapos were  

r are ly  J e w s .  They were  almost  a lways  " green  t r i angles"  (see App en di x  

O n e ) ,  but  in ce r ta i n  camps ,  such as Buch enwa ld ,  the  "red t r i angles"  

managed  to inf i l t r a t e  these ranks a f t e r  a w h i l e .  It is g ene r a l l y  

cons ide red  t ha t  o nc e  these posi t ions were  held by the  p ol i t i ca l  d e p o r t e e s ,  

condi t ions  for the dep or tees  improved a t  least  s l i g h t l y .  This system of  

Uti l izing d epor tee s  as guard ians  for depo r t ee s  was ex t remel y  e f fec t iv e  

b ecau se  the guard i ans  r e a l i z e d  t ha t  this could be a l ife and dea t h  

game  and  v i ewed  it as s uc h .  They used thei r  posi t ions as an assurance 

t h a t  t hey  would s urv i ve .  H owev er ,  f a i lure  to proper ly  d i sc i p l ine  the 

d ep or t ee s  t ha t  were  under  the i r  au th or i t y  would  resul t  in the loss of 

thei r  posi t ion and could u l t i ma te ly  resul t  in t he i r  own d e a t h .  Since  

the guard i ans  cons idered tha t  the i r  survival  was a t  s t a k e ,  they  were  

f l ag ran t ly  i nh um an e .  They wan ted  to prove t ha t  t hey  were  c a p a b l e



of  the task they had a c c e p t e d .  These jobs were  co v e t ed  by some of  the 

depo r t ee s ;  others  refused them e n t i r e ly  b ecaus e  they  fe l t  t h a t  any  

posi t ion of au t hor i t y  would invo l ve  bea t i ng  t he i r  f e l low d e p o r t e e s .

It was ra re  t ha t  Frenchmen held  these pos i t ions .  This p resen ted  a 

communica t ions  p r ob le m.  The G e r m a n  who spoke only his na t ive  

tongue and was in cha rge  of  the  French d e p o r t e e s ,  who did not  n e c es s a ­

r i ly unders tand G e r m a n ,  inspi red a g r ea t  d ea l  of f e a r .  It is d i f f i cu l t  

to fol low an  order  t ha t  one does  not  u nde r s t and .  But punishment  would 

be meted out  al l  the s ame .  The Kapos wer e  g e n e r a l l y  G e r m a n  and 

Pol ish.  It was the  Kapos and Blockal tes te  who were  in closest  c o n t a c t  

with the pr i soners .  These were  then supervised by the SS.  There a r e  

ins tances  o f  d e c e n t  Blockhovas ,  but  they a r e  in the mi nor i t y .  The 

e f f i c i e n c y  of t he  N a z i  system is proven by the f ac t  t ha t  it was a b l e  to 

r ed uce  vic t ims  to the l evel  where  they  would commit  ac t s  of  bru ta l i ty  

aga i ns t  the i r  fe l low vic t ims in o rder  to be t t e r  nourish t hemse lves ,  such 

as bea t ing  thei r  f e l low d epo r t ees  in order  to avo id  losing the i r  jobs and 

in some cases ,  ki l l ing the i r  f e l low depor tees  b ecaus e  it was w h a t  they 

d e c i d e d  to d o .  They were  not  a l way s  fol lowing orders ;  t hey  w e r e ,  a t  

t imes,  a c t i n g  upon the i r  own j ud gment .  The Ger mans  wer e  h i ghly  

successful  in the i r  a t t e mp t  to cor rupt  the d e p o r t e e s .

The inter ior  o r g an i za t i o n  of the  camp was the  fo l lowing:  a t  

the  head  of  the camp was the  Kommandant  and his s ta f f .  His rank 

var i ed  wi th the s ize  of  the c a m p .  The Admini s t r a t ive  O f f i c e  was 

responsible  for the  running of the c a m p .  It c o n ta in ed  the  Arbe i t s t a t i s t ik  

which was responsible  for work d i s t r ibut ion  among the d epor t ee s  and 

there fore  a key de pa r tm en t  for the dep or t ee s '  s u rv i va l .  It was under  

the  d i r e c t  supervis ion of  the Komman dan t .  There were  Lagerfuhrer  

(see App en di x  O n e  for fur ther  e x p l a na t i o ns  of  the G e r m an  te rminology)  

who were  in cha r ge  of  the d e p o r t e e s .  There was one on du t y  a t  al l  

t imes .  The G e s t a po  was d i r e c t l y  respons ible  for the  supervis ion of  the 

camp and was represen ted  in the  camp by a po l i t i ca l  d ep a r t m e n t  c a l l ed  

the  Pol i t i sche  A b t e i l u n g .  This d e pa r tm en t  i n t e r roga ted  dep or tees  and



inspired an enormous amount  of  t er ro r .  The o r ga n i z a t i o n  of the remainder  

of  t he  camp was und er taken  by the Blockal t es t e  and the  K o l on ne f uh re r . 

Besides car rying a g u n ,  the SS were  armed with po l i c e  dogs and b l o o d ­

hounds w h i c h ,  in add i t ion  to inspiring f e a r ,  wer e  used to d e t e c t  possible 

e s c ap ee s  and to punish misdemeanors  such as b reaking  rank dur ing a 

march to g e t  a dr ink of  w a t e r .  This system led to an  emphas is  on b r ibe ry ,  

unequa l  and very arb i t r a ry  j us t i ce ,  misuse of a u t h o r i t y ,  and most 

obv ious ly ,  un imag inab l e  c r u e l t i e s .

The basic we ap o n  of  the  Na z i s  was f e a r .  It took on many forms.  

Because of  the way  p o l i t i c a l  suspects  were  a r r e s t e d - - u s u a I l y  the i r  homes 

were  invaded by the p o l i ce  and they  were  informed t h a t  they were  under  

a r r e s t — and i n t er roga t ed  a t  po l ice  headqua r te r s  but  never  t r i ed ,  and 

because  they would n ev er  know w h a t  was to hap pen  n e x t ,  fear  r ea ch ed  

opt imum propor t ions .  Inst rumental  in this was the  weapon  of s ec r ecy :  

fear  mounts d i spr opor t iona t e ly  when it  confronts  the  unknown r a t he r  

than just the painful  f u t u r e .  Because sec recy  was an int r ins ic par t  of 

the  N a z i  system,  f ea r  was eas i ly  m a i n t a i n e d .  It was  perhaps  not  so 

much even  the  f ear  of  d e a t h ,  but  r a t he r  the f ear  of how one  would d i e .

In the  case  of Jewish pr isoners ,  t hey  were  mere ly  rounded up wher ever  

they could be found and loaded into c a t t l e  cars in which  they  were  

t ranspor ted to des t ina t ions  unknown to t hem.  In camps such as A u s c h w i t z -  

Birkenau and M a i d a n e k - L u b l i n ,  se lec t ions  of  the J ews  were  made  upon 

the i r  ar r iva l  in c a m p .  The ab le  phys ica l ly  might  g e t  a c h a n c e  to wo rk .  

Ot he r s  wer e  gassed i mm e d i a t e l y .  O c c a s i o n a l l y  when the camps were  

too c r o wd ed ,  and the gas chambers  wer e  n o t ,  t here  wer e  no s e le c t i o n s .

Al l  passengers  we n t  from the t rains  to the gas chamber s .  The de t a i l s  of 

the  a r r iva l  in camp vary but  they  usual ly  consist  of  ce r ta i n  pape r  wor k ,  

forms to fill  o u t ,  and then a series of formal i t ies  which  wi l l  be discussed 

la ter ;  the  ch i e f  aim of  these  procedures  was the  deb as emen t  and humi ­

l ia t ion of  the pr isoners .  It is d i f f i cu l t  for a pr i soner  who is stark naked 

in front  of  his chi ld  to th ink  of his p r i d e .  The t ho ugh t  of  revol t  is out  

of the  q ue s t i o n .  The stress a t  the e n t r a n c e  to c a m p ,  in the  first few



hours ,  was to make the  pr isoner  r e a l i z e  tha t  he  was no more than a 

number ,  a t r i a n g l e ,  a subhuman .  He was e x p e c t e d  to show tota l  

o b e d i e n c e .  The o b j e c t  was to crush a n y  idea  of  pe r sona l i ty  or any  

c o n c e p t  of  self  tha t  might  he lp  the  pr isoner  to s u r v i ve .  It was hoped 

tha t  the d ep or t ee  would no longer  cons ider  himsel f  a human being 

b e caus e  his superiors ce r t a i n l y  did not  cons ider  him as s u c h .  He was 

hence f or th  perhaps  a useful  commodi ty .  At  the  point  when  the supply 

of  this commodi ty  e x c e e d e d  the d e m a n d ,  his usefulness would be 

t e r mi na t ed  and ex t er mina t i on  would g en e r a l l y  f o l l o w.  C h a n c e  and 

luck were  also to p lay  a c ruc i a l  role in the d e p o r t e e s '  l i f e .  These 

factors  a r e  ment ioned  here  as o b j e c t i v e l y  as poss ib le .  We wi l l  e x a m i n e ,  

in the  l a t e r  c ha p t e r s ,  how this psychology of the SS a f f ec t ed  the 

d ep or t ee s  and how it was t ransmi t ted and t ransformed by l i t era tu re  and 

t i m e .  It is necessary  to make these  br ie f ,  i n t roductory  remarks because  

th er e  is l i t t l e  or no l i t e r a t ur e  wr i t t en  from the SS po in t  of v i e w ,  there  

a r e  r a t he r  only h i s t or i ca l ly  o r i en ted  d oc um en t s .

Short ly a f t e r  his a r r iva l  in c a m p ,  the pr isoner  was dressed in a 

t a t t e r ed  uniform a f t e r  hav ing  stood outs ide  for many hours and only a f t e r  

be ing d i s i n f e c t e d .  O f  course ,  this b e c am e  more painful  in harder  

c l imates  and in w i n t e r ,  e s p ec i a l l y  s ince  c lo thes  we r e  insuf f ic ien t  and 

n e ve r  f i t t ed  p r ope r ly .  All  his be longings  were  removed;  he  was 

ins t ructed to put  them into his su i tcase  for s a f e k e e p i n g ,  and  turn them 

over  to the o f f i c i a l s .  All  his h a i r ,  from head  to t o e ,  was  g e ne r a l l y  

shorn .  The same ap pl i ed  to w o me n .  The condi t ions  var ied  in each  

c a m p .  In some,  the de po r t e e  was immedi a t e l y  des igna te d  a p l a c e  to 

s leep  e a c h  n i g h t .  In o ther s ,  he was told which  b a r r ack  he  would be 

in and  th er e  was a f ight  e a ch  n igh t  for covers  and a p l a c e  to s l e e p .

The bar racks  were  made of  br icks or w o o d .  In some of the camps ,  

the r e  was ,  a t  f i rst ,  a per iod of  q u a r a n t i n e  dur ing whi ch  the  newcomers  

we r e  kept  a p a r t  from the  others  becaus e  of  the  fear  t h a t  they  might  be 

car rying d i se a s e .  For e x a m p l e ,  in Buche nwa l d ,  " le  p e t i t  camp"  was 

set  a s ide  for this purpose .



The d ay  in camp b egan  b e tw ee n  3 A . M .  and  6 A . M .  dep en di ng  

on the season of the y e a r  and  the c a m p .  G e n e r a l l y ,  breakfas t  consis ted 

of  a cup of  hot  w a t e r  t in t ed  g r e e n .  The systems var i ed  but  o cc a s i o n a l l y  

bread was issued in the  morning and o c c as i o na l l y  it was issued a t  n i g h t .  

Wh en ev e r  it was i ssued,  it was only o n ce  a d a y .  Its supply could be 

wi thdrawn as a p e n a l t y  or for no reason a t  a l l .  This breakfas t  was 

fol lowed by roll ca l l  dur ing which  the  en t i r e  camp had to be counted  

in one  way  or a n o t h e r .  S ince  this usual ly  involved thousands and 

thousands  of  inmates ,  roll  c a l l  could last  from severa l  hours to a l l  d a y ,  

if something we n t  wrong ,  or  if the  SS were  in a pa r t i c u la r ly  sadis t ic  

mood .  Inmates of  Ravensbruck r emember  a Christmas day  when they 

spent  the  en t i re  d ay  a t  a t t en t i o n  for a d a y - l o n g  roll c a l l . 16 Standing 

in the snow,  in s u b - f r e e z i n g  t empera tures  in a pa i r  of  str iped pa jamas  

or o the r  t a t t e r e d  ga r ment s ,  somet imes in shoes and socks ,  w i thou t  hav ing  

ea t e n  a l l  d a y  or n i gh t  was an e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  ended the  l ives of many 

pr i soners .  Af ter  roll c a l l ,  the nex t  o rder  of business was wor k .  Depor tees  

worked a t  va r ied  th ings ,  many a t  useless th ings ,  such as t ranspor t ing 

rocks from one  p i le  to a n o t h e r  and the  nex t  day  b ack  to the  first p i l e ,  

to fur ther  r e d u c e  the i r  s e l f - i m a g e .  At  t imes ,  work served a useful  

purpose ,  e i t h e r  in the bui ld ing  of  the c a m p ,  or in the personal  a c c o m o ­

da t i on  of  the  SS.  Condi t ions  var i ed  but  g e n e r a l l y  the depor tees  worked 

four t een  hours with a b ou t  h a l f  an hour  for l u n c h — a bowl of s oup .  In 

some camps ,  there  was no l u n c h .  In any  c a s e ,  this meal  was no more 

than  a bowl  of soup t ha t  was usual ly  composed of  r u tabagas  and w a t e r .

In the  e ven in g  roll ca l l  took  p l a c e  a g a i n .  In some camps ,  roll  cal l s  

wer e  c omp l i c a t e d  by the  f a c t  t ha t  the  morning ones necess i t a t ed  the 

t ranspor ta t ion  of the dead  dep or tee s  from the  bar racks  to the roll  cal l  

to be c o u n t e d ,  and in the even i ng  by the  f a c t  t h a t  the dep or tee s  who 

had died dur ing the  day  had to be  t ranspor ted b ac k  to the camp cen t er  

by thei r  comrades  so tha t  t hey  too could  be c o u n t e d .  Since  the comrades

1 ^Unpubl i shed  a n e c d o t e  r ecounted  by Cha r lo t t e  D e l b o .



usual ly  had enough t rouble  support ing themselves  on thei r  own two f e e t ,  

the ext ra  we igh t  was an added  to r t u r e .  Af ter  the  even ing  roll  c a l l ,  

some dr ink or food was issued.  It g ene r a l l y  cons is ted of  a cup of  soup 

a n d ,  if no bread was issued b e f o r e ,  the  bread rat ion of the d a y ,  

a pp r ox i ma te l y  four Amer i can  s l i ces  of b r e a d ,  and e i t he r  a quar te r  of 

an o u n c e  of  mar g a r in e ,  one  s l i ce  of sausage or one  teaspoonful  of  j am.  

The sausage was not  made of mea t  and the jam was not  made of sugar .  

No  fur ther  commentary  seems necessary  about  the s t a t e  in which  the 

d e p or t e e  found himself  a f t e r  he had l ived on this d i e t  for even a few 

w e e k s .  Many did not  survive becaus e  of the hu nge r  and thi rs t .

The t r i ck  was to ge t  into a Kommando (see A pp en di x  Three) 

tha t  worked indoors ,  and was be t t e r  f e d .  It is impossible to s ta te  

c a t e g o r i c a l l y  how this could t ak e  p l a c e :  there  wer e  no ru le s .  

O c c a s i o n a l l y ,  it was  a c c o r d i n g  to ski l l s .  Most  of ten a c c o r d i n g  to 

whom one  knew and wha t  one  had a v a i l a b l e  as b r ib e ry .

The French were  not  wel l  t r e a t e d ,  as a w h o l e ,  in the camps ,  

and t he i r  n a t i on a l i ty  was looked down up on .  They,  t h e r e fo r e ,  did 

not  have  much c h a n c e  to g e t  into the "good"  Kommandos .  There 

were  Kommandos to which  a d e p o r t e e  was ass igned as a punishment  

l ike the one t ha t  c l e a n e d  l a t r i nes ,  when these  e x i s t e d .  There were  

o t he r  Kommandos for which the  dep or tee s  v o l u n t e e r e d :  the  S onde r -  

kommando in e x t e r mina t i on  camps is a famous e x a m p l e .  It consis ted 

of  dep or tees  who s tacked  bodies  in the ovens for t h re e  months,  a t  

which  t ime t h a t  d e p or t e e  himsel f  would be ki l l ed and r e p l a c e d  by 

an o t h e r  v o l u n t e e r .  Many dep or tee s  ag reed  to do this work;  three  

months o f  g r a c e ,  dur ing which  they  would ne w e l l - f e d  and suffer 

c omp ar a t i ve l y  less,  seemed l ike a l i fe t ime g r a c e .  J u d gm en t  canno t  

be passed .  Cer t a i n  peop l e  wer e  sent  to work out s ide  the camp;  

others  s tayed wi thin  i t .  It is d i f f i cu l t  to judge which  was e a s i e r ,  

this too var i ed  in each  c a m p .  There was a g en e r a l  fear  of  being 

s epa ra t ed  from the large  camp an d  being sent  to work in a Kommando 

or out s ide  of the  boundar ies  of  the  cent ra l  c a m p .  This was the case
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in Bu ch enwa l d ,  wh er e  t he re  was an overwhelming  f ear  of  being sent  

to Dora from which nobody saw an yb o dy  r e t u rn .  The d epo r t ees  also 

were  kept  busy making things for the SS and t he i r  f ami l ie s ,  b u i l d i ng ,  

r epa i r ing  and cu l t iva t i ng  the i r  g a r d en s .  There were  night  shifts and 

day  shif ts .  De t a i l s  a r e  not  necessary  here  nor is it our p l ac e  to 

furnish t h e m .  O u r  o b j e c t i v e  here  is merely to g i ve  a f undamenta l  

k no wl edg e  of wha t  h a pp en ed  in the camps a c c o r d i ng  to h i s tor ica l  

r ecord ings ,  so t h a t  we  can cons ider  the  l i terary t ransformat ions  of 

the mater ia l  l a t e r .

Var ious  punishments  wer e  devi sed  for the d e p o r t e e s ,  or groups 

of  d e p o r t e e s ,  who commit ted  minor of fenses— often cons idered major  

by the  SS.  These va r ied  from not  singing the proper  marching song,  

t ak ing  one ' s  ha t  off  too soon or too la te  a t  roll  c a l l ,  o v e r s l e e p i n g ,  

not  washing and  not  being a b l e  to control  one ' s  phys ica l  needs  b ec au s e  

of  d ia r rh ea  or k idney t r o u b l e .  Punishments  va r i ed  from d ea t h  to forced 

c a l i s t h e n i c s ,  to b e a t i n g s .  These were  of ten admi ni s t e red  to the naked  

pr isoner  in full  company  of  the en t i r e  c a m p .  O f  course ,  there  wer e  

h an g in gs ,  a l so publ i c  which  the whole  camp was forced to w a t ch  

mot ionless ,  eyes  g l ued  to the v i c t i m,  and  t ransferals  to spec ia l  p un i sh ­

ment  Blocks;  Block 25  was famous for this a t  Bi rkenau .  All  this was 

par t  of  d a i l y  l i f e .  Camps which had gas  chambers  sent  the i r  i n c a r ce re e s  

t he re  to d ie  as punishment  for more serious o f fenses .  In o th er  camps ,  

serious offenses  could  be  punished by shipment  to a worse camp;  this 

was c a l l e d  a Black t ranspor t  (see App en di x  O n e ) .

Most  of  the  camps had inf i rmar ies .  H o w e v e r ,  these  were  

somet imes the  worst  p l aces  of the  camps .  There was no anes thes i a  to 

perform o p e r a t i o n s .  There were  few d oc t or s .  If t here  were  doctors  

from among the  ranks o f  the  depo r t ee s ;  they t r i e d .  But if they were  

SS do c t o r s ,  the  f a t e  of  the inmates  was usual ly  worse .  From the 

inf i rmary,  in camps where  there  were  gas chambers ,  se l ec t ions  were  

m a d e .  Fear  was cons tant  and survival  d ep e n d e d  on physical  f i tness 

and  the  c om pl i an ce  of  the  a i d e s .  O f t e n  howeve r  the  med i ca l  personnel



was composed of  peopl e  who had successful ly  br ibed to g e t  these 

s o u g h t - a f t e r  posi t ions and had l i t t l e  medica l  k n o w l e d g e .

In camps having gas chamber s ,  f ear  was much g r e a t e r  becau se  

of the cons tant  d a n g e r  of  s e l e c t i on s .  Depor tees  not  in good enough 

shape to work ,  or those a l r e a d y  in the  inf i rmary,  were  of ten s e l e c t ed  

to be gas sed .  The Ger mans  had t remendous  fears  of being h i t  by 

ep i d em ic s .  Typhus was r empant  b ecaus e  sani ta ry  condi t ions  were  

n o n - e x i s t e n t .  This l ed ,  al l  too o f t e n ,  to s e le c t i o n s .  The camps 

having no s an i t a ry  f ac i l i t i e s  and no to i l e t s  were  havens  for al l  types  

of bugs car rying infect ious  d i s e a s e .  The SS car r i ed  on furious campaigns  

aga i ns t  this vermin by de - lou s i ng  procedures  which  did nothing wh a t e v e r  

to combat  the vermin and on ly  s u c c e e d e d  in fur ther  tor tur ing the pr isoner  

who wa i ted  hours ,  somet imes in the  cold of w i n t e r  in S i l es i a ,  n a k e d ,  to 

ge t  his c lo t hes  b a c k .  In many camps ,  dea t h  was the p en a l t y  if l i ce  were  

found upon the per son .  Death  took many forms: hang i ngs ,  whipp i ngs ,  

in j ec t ions  of poisons ,  gas ,  firing squads ,  des t r uc t ion  by d ogs .  Dea th  

ce r t i f i ca t e s  were  seldom issued to the  fami ly;  t hey  c ompl e t e l y  di s tor ted  

the  truth s ince  the  rout ine  was to s ta t e  t h a t  a l l  t he  depor tees  who died 

on tha t  day  were  repor ted  to have  d i ed  of pneumoni a  and on the n ex t  

day  of  in t es t ina l  t ro u b l e .  There were  four  or f ive  of f ic ia l  causes  of  

d e a t h .  There wer e  in f ac t  a very minimal  number  of  depor tees  who 

a t t em p t ed  to e s ca pe  and very few who s u c c e e d e d .  Reprisals were  

of ten meted out  not  only to the  d e p o r t e e  when he  was brought  b a c k ,  

but  also to those who may have  p lo t t ed  with h i m — those with whom 

he l ived or w o r k e d .  Escape efforts meant  e ndange r ing  the l ives of  

fe l low pr isoners .  The risk was not  only to o n es e l f ,  but  to the o t he r s .

Depor tees  were  classi f ied in many ways .  Those who were  

N N  (see A ppend ix  O ne )  we r e  not  permi t t ed  to r e c e i v e  mail or 

p a c k a g e s .  This was the case of many po l i t i ca l  pr i soners .  Those who 

could not  r e c e i v e  mail  suffered more becaus e  p ac ka ge s  r e c e i v e d ,  

a l though g e n e r a l l y  pi l fer red by the  Kapos ,  permi t t ed  them to e x c h a n g e  

the remains  for favors or to e a t  the con ten t s  and fort i fy themselves  and
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the i r  f r i ends .  Because of  the condi t ions  of  these  human be ings ,  a t  

s ta rva t ion  l e v e l ,  many men were  led to perform inhuman ac t s  ag a i ns t  

fe l low inmates ,  to steal  a p a c k a g e  or to share i t .

The l ibera t ion  of the  prisoners from the camps took many forms.

It bas ic a l ly  d ep e n d e d  on the  g eo g r a p h i c a l  loca t ion  of the  camps .  Those 

camps which  wer e  n ea r e r  to the Sovie t  Union wer e  e v a c u a t e d  first and 

the prisoners were  marched to o ther  camps .  These marches  were  of ten 

dea t h  marches  becaus e  the pr isoners ,  hard ly  a b l e  to b r e a t h e ,  were  

forced to wa l k  immense d i s t an ce s ,  for many da ys ,  under  SS g u a r d ,  

wi  th a lmost  no food,  unt i l  t hey  r each ed  o t h e r ,  a l r e a d y  overc rowded  

camps .  The camps were  e v a c u a t e d  becaus e  the  SS f eared  the d i scove ry  

of  the  camps and of  the s ta t e  of the prisoners by the ad va nc in g  a r mie s .  

O t h e r  camps were  l ibe ra ted  by the  Sovie t  or Al l i ed  a r mies .  Ot he r s  

were  deser t ed  by the  SS personnel  and the pr isoners were  left  to thei r  

own d ev i c e s  unt i l  the  a r r iva l  of  the Al l i ed  or Sovi e t  fo rces .  The 

prisoners were  e v e n t u a l l y  r e pa t r i a t e d  and many wer e  forced to spend 

con s ide rab l e  t ime in sanator iums and under  doc t or s '  c a r e .  Many died 

a f t e r  the camps were  l i bera ted  becaus e  they  no longer  had the st rength 

to hold out  and becaus e  medica l  he lp  could not  reach  them q ui ck ly  

e n o u g h .

We wil l  now cons ider  br ief ly  each  of the  main camps and g l ea n  

some informat ion as to the i r  l oca t ion  and p r inc ipa l  f e a t u r e s . ^

Auschwi tz  is loca t ed  60 ki lometers  from Cracow in a swamp 

a r e a ;  it b e c am e  a camp in 1940 .  It had four  main par ts:  Auschwi tz  I 

which  housed abou t  2 0 , 0 0 0  men and the Kommandantur  and the 

Pol i t i sche Abt e i lung  and o t he r  admini s t r a t ive  p e r so n n e l .  It is infamous 

in p a r t i c u la r  for Block 10 wher e  exper iment s  on human g u i nea  pigs 

were  done  and for Block 11 , wher e  execu t i on s  took p l a c e .  Auschwi tz  II, 

a lso c a l l e d  Bi rkenau,  was c r e a t ed  for Russian prisoners  in 1941 . It

^ T h e  informat ion discussed h e r e ,  unless o therwise  n o t e d ,  wi l l  
be drawn mainly  from O .  Wo rms er -Mi go t ,  Hi s to r i a ,  l o c .  c i t . ,
2 1 8 2 - 8 4 .



housed t he  women ' s  camp,  a b ou t  1 5 , 0 0 0  d ep o r t ee s  and a camp for gypsi 

It was 2 k i lometers  from the cen t ra l  c a m p .  The sign a t  the e n t r a n c e  to 

Birkenau was V e r n i c h t u n g s l a g e r ,  ̂ ® (ex t ermina t ion  camp)  and it is wel l  

known p a r t i c u la r ly  for Block 2 5 ,  anteroom of d e a t h ,  and  also for its 

ovens  and gas chambers .  It had no w a t e r .  Auschwi tz  III consis ted of 

Buna and  M o n o w i t z .  It was in Buna t h a t  s yn the t ic  rubber  was m a n u f a c ­

tured using s lave pr isoner  l abor  under  SS d i r e c t i o n .  This par t  of  the 

camp was  cons t ruc ted  in 1942 and was a t  the  head  of many Kommandos,  

among them G l e i v i t z  and Blechhammer ,  J a n o w i t z ,  Raisko,  Ta rnowi tz .  

Auschwi tz  was e v a c u a t e d  on the 18th of  J a n u a r y  1945 e x c e p t  for those 

pa t i en t s  too ill to be moved who wer e  l ibera ted  on the 27th of  J an ua r y  

by the S ov ie t  a r mies .  Five mi l l ion people  a r e  judged to h av e  been  

ex te r mi na te d  in Au s ch wi t z ,  in the  major i ty  g as sed .  The six immense 

cremator iums t ha t  worked 24 hours a day  could  t r e a t  1 6 , 0 0 0  cadavers  

d a i l y .  M a l a r i a ,  typhus and d ys en te ry  cont r ibu ted  to the s ac r i f i ce  by 

providing 500 casua l t i e s  a d a y .

Bergen-Belsen is l oca ted  nea r  Hamburg .  It was to Bergen-  

Belsen t h a t  many o the r  camps wer e  e v a c u a t e d ,  inc lud ing  depor tees  

from Do r a ,  Ravensbruck,  O r a n ie nb u rg  and A u s c h w i t z .  It was 

p r in c ip a l l y  a camp for the sick and inf i rm.  This mean t  t ha t  the number  

of dead  was  enormous .  The camp was e x c e e d i n g l y  o v e r - p o p u l a t e d  

a t  the t ime of the l ibera t ion  and the mor ta l i ty  r a t e  was h i g h .  There 

was no gas  c h am b er .  It is said t ha t  dur ing a ten d ay  f a m in e ,  c a n n i ­

bal ism was p r a c t i c e d .  At  the e n t r a n c e  to t he  camp is now wr i t t en :

" le i  fut le camp de  Belsen.  Le 1 5 a v r i l ,  d a t e  de  la l i b e ra t i o n ,  il y 

a v a i t  10,000  cadav res  sans s e p u l t u r e s . " ^

Buchenwald is g e n e r a l l y  cons idered one  of the  worst  of  the

1 8 Le_ Convoi  du 24 j a n v i e r ,  p . 12 .  (In secondary  r e fe r en ces ,  
for those authors  who have  only one  work in the b i b l i o g r a p hy ,  we 
i nd i ca t e  the  author  and page  number .  For those who a r e  l isted for 
more than one  work ,  the  t i t l e  of the work in ques t ion and the page  
wi l l  be g i v e n ) .

^ J e a n  Pel i ss ier ,  Camps de  la Mort  (Paris ,  1945) ,  p .  5 0 .
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c amps .  Cer t a in  prisoners from Auschwi tz  wer e  e v a c u a t e d  to Buch enwa ld .  

This was the camp to which many of the male French pol i t i ca l  prisoners 

wer e  s e n t .  It also housed many G e r m a n  red t r i an g l e  prisoners who were  

t he r e  for many y ea r s .  The camp was o r ig i na l ly  con t ro l l ed  by the  g reen  

t r i ang l e  prisoners but  l a te r  the "red t r i angles"  were  a b l e  to usurp p ower ,  

and this bene f i t t ed  the prisoners somewha t .  It was from Buchenwald 

t h a t  depor tees  were  sent  to Dora ,  which la te r  b ecame  an i nde pe nd an t  

c a m p ,  in 1 9 4 4 .  In Do ra ,  there  was a s ecre t  f ac tory  for arms p r o du c t i o n ,  

using c o n c en t r a t i on  camp inmates  to furnish the  labor  for the f a c t o r i e s .  

Dora also supervised the work in the sal t  mines a d j o in i ng  i t .  It is here  

t ha t  the Ger mans  wan t ed  to burn the inmates  a l i v e .  The Al l i es  a r r ived  

just  in t i m e .  On  the pr inc ipa l  e n t r a n c e  to the camp was inscr ibed 

"Rechts  oder  unr ech t s ,  mein V a t e r l a n d . "  It is judged t ha t  a tota l  

number  o f  51 , 5 7 2  men d ied  in Buche nwa l d .  O n l y  f i f t een  women were  

found when  the camp was l i b e r a t e d .  There wer e  4 5 , 8 0 0  ch i ld ren  found 

he r e  in Apri l  1945 a t  the l i b e r a t i o n . 2 0

Dachau  was the first of  the  camps .  It o r ig i na l ly  housed G e r m a n  

p o l i t i c a l  prisoners and l a t e r ,  J e w s .  It was the model  camp and t ra in ing  

ground for the SS . it is l oca t ed  nea r  M u n i c h .  It was in Dach au  t ha t  

the  " C h a n t  des  Mara i s"  was composed by the prisoners to the music of 

a G e r m a n  Christmas c a r o l ,  in the 1930' s ;  t hey  were  la ter  forced to sing 

it on the way to work and it has s ince been  t rans la t ed  into o ther  l anguages  

and  t r a ve l l e d  to the o ther  camps .  At  the l ibera t ion  of D a c h a u ,  2 , 5 0 0  

Frenchmen were  fou nd .  The SS we r e  ex t reme l y  wel l  housed just out s ide  

the  camp a r e a .  There wer e  schools ,  stores and  a swimming p o o l .  The 

e n t r a n c e  to the  camp was c a l l ed  "Freedom S t r e e t . "21

Flossenburg was c r ea t ed  in 1938 and is l oca ted  near  the border  

of  C z e c h o s l o v a k i a .  It housed male  and f emal e  pr i soners .  Severa l  

French f emal e  r es i s tance  depor tees  were  sent  t he re  from Ravensbruck

^ P e l i s s i e r ,  p . .51

I b i d . ,  p . 7 4 .
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to be e x e c u t e d .

L u b l i n - M a i d a n e k ,  c a l l e d  a Vern i ch t ungs  l a g e r , was c r e a t e d  in 

Poland in 1 94 2 .  It was e v a c u a t e d  in J u ly  of 1944 .  It housed Pol ish,  

Russian and Jewish pr isoners .  When Buchenwald sent  some of thei r  

inmates  out  in Black t ranspor ts ,  it was to M a i d a n e k ;  there fore  there  

were  some French there  t o o .  This was an impor tant  c e n t e r  for O p e r a t i o n  

Reinhardt ,  named a f t e r  Heydr ich Reinhardt  (see App en di x  O n e ) .  Lublin- 

M ai d a n e k  had a gas c h a m b e r .

M a u t h a u s e n ,  one of  the  worst  of  the camps ,  is known for its 

immense 186 steps o f  s ta i r ca s e ,  cons t ruc ted  by Spanish d ep o r t ee s  many 

of which per i shed in the  co ns t r u c t i on .  The camp was bu i l t  in 1938 

and was l oca t ed  nea r  Linz,  Au s t r i a .  The inmates  were  Pol ish,  Spani sh ,  

Russian and some French g e n e r a l l y .  The camp had a very harsh regime 

and the  depor tees  were  t r e a t ed  very poor ly .  Mor t a l i t y  rates  were  

among the h i g h es t .  There were  several  a r mament  p lant s  wher e  the 

prisoners wer e  sent  to w o r k .  It was upon Mau th ausen  t ha t  Gus en  

Kommando d e p e n d e d .  It was perhaps  the d e ad l i e s t  and has the fewest  

survivors .  The primary N a z i  weapon  was hunger :  one  b r e a d ,  17 men .

O r a n ie n b u r g - S a c h s e n h a u s e n  was c r ea t ed  in 1933 n ea r  Ber l in .

It was the r efo r e  among the first of  the camps .  It had many French 

pr isoners .  It was in this camp t ha t  fake pound s ter l ing notes  were  

m a n u f a c t u r e d .  The e v a c u a t i o n  of  this camp was one  of  the most 

f a t a l ;  few prisoners s u rv i ved .

Ravensbri ick was a women ' s  camp to which  the major i ty  of  the  

French f emal e  res i s tance  pr isoners were  d e p o r t e d .  It is for this reason 

t ha t  it wi l l  be refer red to so of ten  in this d i s s e r t a t i on .  Hundreds  of 

"t6moignages"  a r e  wr i t t en  by French d e p o r t e e s .  It housed depor tees  

from a l l  co un t r i e s .  The c l im a t e  was ra ther  r igorous .  It was bui l t  to 

the  north of  Berlin in 1939 .  It was pr imar i ly a work c a m p .  The camp 

was cons idered the personal  proper ty of Himmler .

St ruthof  was cons t ruc ted in Al sace  in 1941 ,  to e xp lo i t  " l e  grfes
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rouge r e c h e r c h e  pour ce r t a i ns  bdt iments  . "22 It is known for its 

tor ture  chamber s .  Af ter  1942 ,  it was equ ipp ed  wi th a cremator ium 

b ecau se  the mor ta l i ty  r a t e  was ex t r emel y  h i g h .  It was also famous for 

its g u i n e a - p i g  exper iment s  on pr isoners .  Its first prisoners were  G e r m a n .  

Their  ashes  were  sold b ack  to the i r  f a m i l i e s . 23
Drancy and Com pi egn e  must be m e n t i o n n e d .  Both were  in 

F r a n c e .  They wer e  the anteroom of d e p o r t a t i o n .  They were  the 

wa i t i ng  rooms before e n t r a n c e  into the microcosm of  c on cen t r a t i on  

camps .  Prisoners l ived in these camps before they  were  pe r man en t l y  

r e l o c a t e d .  Drancy housed Jews  and C o m p i e g n e ,  po l i t i ca l  pr i soners .

This br ie f  h i s tor ica l  panorama w i l l ,  it is h o p e d ,  serve as a 

basis for put t ing into proper  per spec t ive  the  l i t erary  works which  

these  camps insp i r ed .  There wer e  thousands of  Kommandos,  probably  

ove r  3 , 0 0 0 ,  We c a n n o t  ment ion them al l  h e r e .  Since  the c l ima t e  

and g eo g r a p h i c  loca t ions  of  the  camps a f f ec t ed  the l i fe of  the 

pr isoners ,  it is impor tant  to have  a g e ne r a l  idea  of  a t  l eas t  the loca t ion  

of  the pr inc ipa l  camps .  S i n c e ,  t ho ug h ,  our  cons ide ra t ions  a r e  l i t erary  

and  not  d o c u m e n t a r y ,  we presume tha t  the p r eced ing  short  summary 

wi l l  s u f f i c e . +

22Pel iss ier ,  p .  97

23 l b id .

+Also see Ap pe nd i ce s  II and III.



The Trip

Sol d e  Compiegne  
Terre grasse e t  c e p e n d a n t  s ter i le  
Terre de  s i lex et  de c ra ie  
Dans ta cha i r
Nous  marquons d ' e m p r e i n t e  

de  nos semel les

Plus dur  que le si lex
Plus d o c i l e  que  la c r a ie  sous

le c o u t e au 24

The trip to the  c on c e n t r a t i o n  camp conta ins  al l  the  e l ement s  of  

the c on ce n t r a t i o n  camp e x i s t e n c e .  It can  be v iewed  as a menotomy.

It is a par t  of  the whole  which  exempl i f i es  the  w h o l e .  From the 

beginning  of  the  t r i p ,  the  prisoners were  pas s i ve ,  t ranspor ted l ike 

c a t t l e .  We wi l l  also see t h a t  ce r t a i n  wr i te rs ,  when speaking  of  the 

trip mai nt a i n  the  same a r t i s t i c  f reedom t ha t  they  main ta in  l a t e r ,  when 

speaking of the  camp l i f e .  The ski l l ful  wr i te r  affirms his f reedom as 

a wr i te r  by the  use of the  t ime s e q u e n c e ,  as he  i n tegra tes  the d i f f e ren t  

moments o f  his l ife into a  s t ruc tured  pa t te r n  o f  f ree  a s s o c i a t i o n . .

For most N a z i  v i c t ims ,  it was a o n e - w a y  t r i p .  It was the  first 

h u r d l e .  A ten y e a r  o l d ,  when  asked to des c r i be  this phenomenon 

s ta ted  wi th pe r fe c t  s impl ic i ty :  "i l s  al l ferent  a I ' au t re  bout  de  la ter re 

et  ils ne  sont pas r e v e n u s . " 2 5  The impact  of  t h e  t rip var i ed  wi th the  

condi t ions  under  which it was  t a k e n .  In g e n e r a l ,  t he  phys ical  

condi t ions  were  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by overc rowdi ng  and ensuing su f f oca t i on .  

Thirst was so overwhelming  tha t  hunger  no longer  m a t t e r e d .  And the 

same methods t ha t  were  used by a l l  the prisoners to main ta in  t hemse l ves —

24Rober t  Desnos,  "Sol  de  C o m p i e g n e " ,  Robert  Desnos,  Poetes 
d ' a u j o u r d ' h u i  (Paris,  1966) ,  p .  187.

^ E n g r a v e d  into the  f loor  of  the Memor ia l  to the  d e p o r t a t i o n ,
Par is .



methods t h a t  they would not  be a b l e  to use in camp ps ycholog ica l

c o mb a t ,  mental  combat  is st i l l  possible on the p enu l t i ma te  l e v e l .

We are  made a w a r e  by this t ha t  they  have  not  r e a c h ed  the u l t i ma t e :

. . .  les souvenirs  p r e c i eu x  v i e n n e n t  a leur a i d e ;  les heures  
e x a l t a n t e s  d e  la Res i s t ance ,  les souvenirs  f a mi l i au x ,  les 
a ven t u r es  bana l es  ou gr i santes  nourr issent  une sor te de
r e ve  e v e i l l e . 2 6

The impac t  of  the t r ip also var ied in r e l a t io n  to the  p l a c e  from 

which  the d e p o r t e e  was c omi n g .  As the individual  sets foot  into one 

of  the  c a t t l e  car s ,  the  e r s twhi le  pr isoner  has become a d e p o r t e e .  The 

t ransformat ion of  human to s ub-human  beg in s .  As o ne  of  them s ta t es ,  

" N o u s  commengons  a de ve n i r  des a n i m a u x " . 2 7  Herein  lies the d i f f e re nc e  

wh ich  is to make this i nc a r c e r a t i on  d i s t inc t  from al l  o ther s ,  for many 

had b e e n  imprisoned before  t h e  N a z i s ,  many stil l  a r e .  It was this 

t r ans f ormat i on ,  this t r anspor ta t ion  a wa y  from home,  this "depays emen t"  

which  was one of the  essent ia l  e l ement s  of the N a z i  system and t herefore  

one  of  the essent ia l  "points  de  d ep ar t "  for those who wrote  when they 

r e t u r n e d .

Robert  Desnos,  who d i ed  in d e p o r t a t i o n ,  s tar ted  his t r ip from 

C o m p i e g n e .  Because he did not  survive the  d e p or t a t io n  to t a ke  the 

t r ip h o m e ,  his i ncan t a t i on  to Compi egne  can con t a i n  only one  level  

of  r e a l i t y .  It is not  wr i t t en  r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y .  Desnos does  no; view 

Compi egne  wi th a lapse of four years  or more ,  nor does  he view it 

in the  l ight  of  his e x p e r i en ce s  in Buchenwald and Flossenburg.  The 

words Desnos uses to desc r i be  Co mpi egne  could wel l  be  used to 

des c r i be  the camps through which  he passed:  " t e r re  grasse et  c e p e n -  

dan t  s t e r i l e  /  Terre de  s i l ex e t  de  c r a i e . "  His p r e o c cu pa t i o n  is the 

same a t  Compi egne  as tha t  o f  others  in d ea t h  camps e l sewhere  in 

N a z i  t e r r i to ry :  " N ou s  marquons I ' empr e i n te  de  nos semel les  ."

This p r e o c c u p a t i o n ,  this idea  of l eaving a t r a c e  of  o n es e l f ,  of  the

2 6 C h r is t ian P i n ea u ,  Kremator ium (Paris ,  1960) ,  p .  14 .  

2 7 | b i d . ,  p .  13 .



e x p e r i e n c e  i t se l f ,  is the same p r eo c c u p a t i o n  t ha t  haunts  al l  camp inmat es .

It begins  before  the t r i p .  It haunts  the wri ters  unt i l  they return and can

e x e c u t e  wh a t  t h ey  feel  to be a par t  of  thei r  des t i ny :

Nous  laisserons no t re  poussiere  
Dans la poussiere  de  Comp ieg ne  
Et nous empor terons  nos amours 
Nos  amours qu ' i l  nous en souvienne

c ho eur :  Q u ' i l  nous en s o u v i e n n e . 28

This is the beg inn ing  of the t r ip for Desnos.  He descr ibes  his thoughts  

a t  the  t ime fust before  his t ranspor t  to the  o t he r  end of  the  wo r l d .  We 

wil l  l a te r  s ee  the  end of  the t r ip for him: the  e n d ,  but  not  the  r e t u r n .

Most  of  the  depor tees  from F r a nc e ,  the  n o n - J e w s ,  we n t  from

var ied  prisons to Co mp ie gn e ,  from wher e  they  d e p a r t e d  from our wor ld ,

to cross into the o t he r  wor ld .  The Jews  were  p ick ed  up in thei r  homes ,

in the  s t r ee t s ,  a n y w h e r e  they we r e  found,  a nd  they  were  t ranspor ted

to Drancy  and then to A u s c h w i t z .  For those who had a c h a n c e  to

spend some t ime in Drancy  the t ransi t ion to t h e  o the r  world was less

b r u t a l .  Those who left  immedi a t e l y  knew noth ing  of  the system of

c o n c en t r a t i o n  camps e x c e p t  for in t er rogat ions  and  the r o un d- up s ,

both c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by surprise a nd  b r u t a l i t y .  Life in Drancy was

h a r d .  It was  the  threshold of d e p or t a t io n  for the  J e w s .  There ,

"bonfour  est  i n t e r d i t . " 2 9  There wer e  no cremator iums and there

were  no gas  chambers ,  but  t he r e  were  d ea t hs  a n y w a y  for var i ed

r e a s o n s - - o l d  a g e ,  ill h e a l t h ,  i nab i l i t y  to survive the rugged c on d i t i o n s .

It was only  the prepa ra t i on  for w ha t  came  l a t e r .  But somehow,  the

t ranspor ta t ion  of  the Jews  was not  as bad as the  t ranspor t a t ion  of  the

po l i t i c a l  pr i soners ,  perhaps  b ec a u s e  the  t ransports  were  to serve as

a p r e l u d e ,  a p r ep ar a t i on  for w h a t  would come l a ter :

II semble  S t range  que  les condi t ions  des convois  des  Juifs,  
par t is  vers A u sc h w i t z ,  se r6v£ len t  parfois  moins p^ n i b l e

2 8 Desnos,  p .  1 87 .

^ ^ C a m i l l e  M e u n e l ,  " D r a n c y " ,  Ecr ivains  en Prison (Paris ,  1945) ,
p. 77 .



que  ce l l es  des " p o l i t i q u e s . "  P eu t -£ t r e  que les n az i s ,  s ac ha n t  
q u e ,  pour les convois  juifs,  le point  d ' a r r i v e e  sera i t  le 
c r e m a t o i r e ,  n ' o n t  pas ep r ouve  le besoin de  fa i re  jouer  la 
s e l ec t ion  des le d e p a r t . 30

There a re  several  ways in which this t r ip can  be  presented  to

us .  In g e n e r a l ,  the authors  wr i te  severa l  years  a f t e r  the  t r ip was

t a k e n .  The per spec t ives  v a r y .  Those who des i re  a s t r ic t ly  rea l i s t i c

por t raya l  a r e  most fai thful  to de t a i l s  and i solate  the i nc id en t  in t i me ,

t ha t  is to say ,  they des c r ib e  the i nc i den t  as if t hey  had just l ived it

a few moments a g o .  They do not  add to it the per spec t ives  of the

life in the c o n c en t r a t i on  camps which  they  came to know l a t e r ,  nor

do t hey  speak a t  the same t ime of  the re turn t r ip .  They fol low an

o b j e c t i v e  t ime s e q u e n c e .  For t h em ,  the t rip was y e s t e r d a y .  They

ca nn o t  t e l l  abou t  its r e l a t ionship  to tomorrow b ecau se  they h ave  not

l ived tomorrow y e t .  In some cases ,  there  a re  re l ig ious  o v e r t on es .

Many priests were  d e p o r t e d .  Those who a r e  rel ig ious  p r a y ,  t a lk  of

G o d ,  of Chr i s t .  And they a re  i nd ignant  of  the humi l i a t ions  endured

by t he i r  re l igious  leaders:

J e  revois  en co re  ce  d igne  pr£t re  o r t h o d o x e ,  a v e c  sa g rande  
b a r b e ,  t en an t  en une brassee sa soutane  r e l e v e e .

But t h e  e l ement s  of  t ime r are l y  vary :

On  nous fai t  monter  dans  des  wagons  a bes t i aux  par  groupes  
de  s o i x a n t e .  "Hommes 4 0 ,  C h e va u x  en long 8 ":  nous avons  
a p e in e  la p l a c e  de  nous as seo i r ,  imbriqu£s comme des 
sardines  en b o f t e .  Un peu d e  p a i l l e ,  I ' i n6v i t ab l e  t i n e t t e ,  
e t  nos por tes  v6r o u i l l6e s .  Sous la p a i l l e ,  nous t rouvons un 
out i l  di ss imul6 , depose  la sans d ou t e  par  q u e l q u e  c h e m i n o t . 3 2

The o ve r c r ow di n g ,  the first e l emen t  which  is d e s c r i b e d ,  wil l  

be found ag a i n  in camp l i f e .  There is l i t t le  po e t i c  t ransformat ion 

in w h a t  we  h ave  just q u o t e d .  The " i n e v i t a b l e  t i n e t t e "  in t roduces

3 0 o i g a  Wo rmse r -Mi go t ,  La Tragedie  de  la Depor ta t ion  
(Paris ,  1955) ,  p .  17 .

3 l A i m 6  Bonifas,  Detenu  20801 (Paris ,  1969) ,  p .  4 2 .

32|bid . ,  p. 43.
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e x p e r i e n c e  i t se l f ,  is the same p r e o c c u p a t i o n  t ha t  haunts  a l l  camp i nma t es .

It begins  be fo re  the t r ip .  It haunt s  the  wr i ters  unt i l  t hey  re turn and can

e x e c u t e  w h a t  t hey  fee l  to be a par t  of  thei r  d es t iny :

No u s  laisserons no t re  poussifere 
Dans  la poussiere  de  Co mp ie gne  
Et nous empor te rons  nos amours 
Nos  amours q u ' i l  nous en souvienne

cho eu r :  Q u ' i l  nous en s o u v i e n n e . 28

This is the  beg inn i ng  of  the t r ip for Desnos .  He descr ibes  his t hought s  

a t  the  t ime just before  his t ranspor t  to the  o t he r  end of  t he  w o r l d .  We 

wi l l  l a t e r  see  the  end of  the  t r ip for him:  t he  e n d ,  but  not  the  r e t u r n .

Most  of  t he  d e p o r t e e s  from F r a n c e ,  the  n o n - J e w s ,  w e n t  from

var ied  prisons to C o m p i d g n e ,  from wh er e  t hey  d e p a r t e d  from our  wo r ld ,

to cross into the  o t h e r  wo r l d .  The Jews  wer e  p i c ke d  up in the i r  homes ,

in the  s t r ee t s ,  a n y w h e r e  they  w e r e  fou nd ,  and  they  were  t ranspor ted

to Drancy  a nd  then  to A u s c h w i t z .  For those who had a  c h a n c e  to

spend some t ime in Dr ancy  the t r ans i t ion to t he  o t h e r  wor ld was less

b r u t a l .  Those who lef t  i mmed ia t e l y  knew nothing of  the system of

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camps e x c e p t  for i n t e r roga t ions  and  the  r o u n d - u p s ,

both c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by surprise a nd  b r u t a l i t y .  Life in Drancy  was

h a r d .  It was the  threshold of d e po r t a t i on  for the J e w s .  The re ,

"bo nj ou r  est  i n t e r d i t . " 2 9  There we r e  no cremator iums  and the re

wer e  no gas  chamber s ,  but  the r e  we r e  d ea t hs  a n y w a y  for va r ied

r e a s o n s - - o l d  a g e ,  ill h e a l t h ,  i na b i l i t y  to survive  the  rugged c o n d i t i o n s .

It was only  the  p r ep ar a t i on  for w h a t  c am e  l a t e r .  But somehow,  the

t ranspor ta t ion  of  the Jews  was not  as bad as the  t ranspor t a t ion  o f  the

p o l i t i c a l  pr i soners ,  pe rhaps  b ec a u s e  the  t ranspor ts  were  to serve  as

a p r e l u d e ,  a p rep a r a t i on  for w h a t  would come l a t e r :

II semble  6t r a n g e  que  les condi t i ons  des convois  des  juifs ,  
par t is  vers A u s c h w i t z ,  se r6v 6 l ent  parfois  moins p^n ib l e

28[)esnos ,  p .  1 8 7 .

2 9 C a m i l l e  M e u n e l ,  " D r a n c y " ,  Ecr ivains  en Prison (Par i s ,  1 9 4 5 ) ,

p.  77 .
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que  ce l l e s  des  " p o l i t i q u e s . "  P e u t - e t r e  qu e  les naz i s ,  s a c h a n t  
q u e ,  pour  les convois  juifs ,  le po in t  d ' a r r i v ^ e  sera i t  le 
c r e m a t o i r e ,  n ' o n t  pas ep r ouv^  le besoin de  f a i re  | ouer  la 
s e l ec t i on  des  le d e p a r t . 30

There a r e  severa l  ways in which this  t r ip can  be  p resen ted  to 

us .  In g e n e r a l ,  the  authors  wr i t e  severa l  years  a f t e r  the t r ip was 

t a k e n .  The pe r spec t ives  v a r y .  Those who des i r e  a s t r i c t ly  r ea l i s t i c  

por t r aya l  a r e  most fa i thful  to de t a i l s  and i so l a t e  the  i nc id en t  in t i m e ,  

t h a t  is to s ay ,  t hey  des c r i be  the  i nc i den t  as  if  t h e y  had just l ived it 

a few moments  a g o .  They do not  add to it the  pe r spec t i ves  of  the

l i fe in the c o n c e n t r a t i o n  cc; 

do t h e y  speak a t  the  sfjj 

o b j e c t i v e  t ime sequq  

c a n n o t  t e l l  a b ou t  itj 

l ived tomorrow y e t  

Many  pr iests  we r e  «

G o d ,  of  Chr i s t .  An 

by t he i r  re l ig ious  l eaa

J e  revois  e n c o r e  ce  aT

y  c am e  to know l a t e r ,  nor 

i p .  They fol low an 

g y e s t e r d a y .  They 

use they h a v e  not  

Ijious o ve r t o n e s ,  

ous p ray ,  t a l k  of  

humil iat ions endured

ffTodoxe,  a v e c  sa g r an de
b a r b e ,  t e n a n t  en une  brassee sa sou tane  r e l e v e e . 31

But t he  e l ement s  of  t ime r are ly  vary:

O n  nous fa i t  monter  dans des  wagons  a b es t i aux  par  groupes  
de  s o i x a n t e .  "Hommes 4 0 ,  Cheva ux  en long 8" :  nous avons  
a p e i n e  la p l a c e  d e  nous a s seo i r ,  imbriqu^s  comme des 
sardines  en b o f t e .  Un peu de  p a i l l e ,  I ' i n £ v i t a b l e  t i n e t t e ,  
e t  nos por tes  v e r o u i l l e e s .  Sous la p a i l l e ,  nous t rouvons un 
out i l  d i ss imule ,  depose  la sans dou t e  par  q u e l q u e  c h e m i n o t . 3 2

The o v e r c r o w d i n g ,  the first  e l eme n t  whi ch  is d e s c r i b e d ,  wil l

be found a ga in  in camp l i f e .  There is l i t t l e  p o e t i c  t ransformat ion

in w h a t  we  h a ve  just q u o t e d .  The " i n e v i t a b l e  t i n e t t e "  in t roduces

3 0 o I g a  W o r ms er -M ig o t ,  La Tr aged ie  de  la Depor t a t ion  
(Paris ,  1955) ,  p .  1 7 .

3 l A i m e  Bonifas,  Detenu  20801 (Par is ,  1969 ) ,  p .  4 2 .

32 I b i d . , p .  43 .
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us to the  N a z i  disregard for human needs  among s u b- hu ma n  pr isoners .  

The same e l ement s  which  make t he  suffer ing in the  t rip un be a r a b l e  

wil l  be r e - e n c o u n t e r e d  in camp l i f e .  T h e /  a r e  r e c o u n t e d  in wha t  we 

have  just quo ted  wi th a g o a l ,  we susp ec t ,  of  real ism and  t ransmission 

r a ther  than t rans format ion .

The e n t r a n c e  of the  pr isoners into the c a t t l e  cars was of ten

v i ewed  by a publ i c  who looked on with mixed r e a c t i o n s .  Here  a t

C o m p i e g n e ,  our  au tho r  is r a t h e r  s ympa the t ic  towards  the  Compiegnois

and finds them courageous :

D e v a n t  tous ces  r egards ,  ci la fois ma l he u r e ux  e t  f ie rs ,  qui  
nous sc ru t en t  a v e c  t a n t  d ' a r d e u r ,  on a e nv i e  d e  c r i e r :  M e r c i 1. 
M e r c i 1. p eu pl e  de  C o m p i e g n e ,  pour la force  qui  est  en toi  et  
que  tes  regards  c o n t i e n n e n t .  M e r c i ,  p eu p l e  d e  France  que  
nous a imons  en t re  tous e t  pour  l equel  nous t i e n d r o n s . 3 3

Let us see a c o n t r a s t .  The first c o n t a c t  wi th  t he  oppressors is

also the first t ime t ha t  the prisoners a re  in c o n t a c t  wi th  the outs ide

world in the i r  roles as d e p o r t e e s .  El ie Wiesel  was  not  depor ted  from

F r a n c e .  He was dep or ted  as a Jewish  chi ld  from a l i t t l e  town in which

he l ived in H un gar y .  He is h au n t e d  from the b eg in n in g  of  the  N i g h t ,

as he ca l l s  his t r ip to the  o t he r  end  of  the  wo r l d ,  by a f ace  in the

c rowd,  t ha t  of  a person who refused Tsipora ,  his s i s t e r ,  a glass of

w a t e r .  Because this  man did not  g e t  up and  find w a t e r  for the  chi ld

who was th i r s ty ,  b ecau se  he  r emained  pass ive  in this  s i t u a t i o n ,  he is

g u i l t y .  N o n - a c t i v i t y ,  pass iv i ty ,  for W i e s e l ,  is e q u a t e d  wi th n e g a t i v e

a c t i v i t y ;  t he r efo r e  the  man is gu i l ty  of  c o l l a b o r a t i o n .

Vous 6t i ez  en dehors  du c e r c l e  m a g i q u e .  Vo t r e  d e vo i r  e t a i t  
c l a i r :  il fa 11 a i t c ho i s i r .  Nous  ba t t r e  ou nous a i d e r .  Dans 
le p remie r  cas je vous aura i s  h a 1', dans  I ' au t r e  je vous aura i s  
a i m e .  Vous Stes rest# a la f e n£ t re :  je vous m e p r i s e . 3 4

There is a third r e a c t i o n ,  perhaps  the most common,  the 

i nd i f f e r ence  of  the  passerby:

En e n t r an t  dans la v i l l e ,  nous avons  vu q u e l q u e s  passant s .  Les

^ B o n i f a s ,  P.  4 2 - 3 .

3 4 E | ; e W i es e l ,  La Vi l l e  d e  la C h a n c e  (Par is ,  1962) ,  p .  185.
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uns p r ome na i en t  leurs c h i e n s ,  les au t res  se h d t a i e n t .  P e u t - S t r e  
a l l a i e n t - i l s  6 la p remie re  messe .  Ils r e g a r d a i e n t  6 p e i n e  les 
camions  dans lesquels  nous 6t ions  d e b o u t .  Nous  c han t i on s  et  
nous cr i ions  pour  les fa i re  au moins tressai  11 i r . ' N o u s  sommes 
des Franga i ses .  Des pr i sonnieres  p o l i t i q u e s .  Nous  sommes 
d#por t£es  en A l l e m a g n e ' .  Ils s ' a r r £ t a i e n t  un ins tant  au  bord 
du t ro t t o i r ,  l e v a i e n t  les y e u x ,  v i te  les b a i s s a i e n t ,  c o n t i n u a i e n t  
leur  c h e m i n . 3 5

The conf ron ta t ions  t ha t  wi l l  t ak e  p l a c e  la ter  b e t w e e n  the  workers  

wa l k i ng  to t he i r  Kommandos and the t ownspeople  who see them wi l l  

be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by the  same t h re e  types  of  r e a c t i o n s .  And the 

d e po r t e es  wi l l  have  the same fee l ings  towards  these  r e a c t i o n s .

Each wr i te r  presents  the  phenomenon  of d ep o r t a t io n  from his 

un i que  p l a c e  in the u n i v e r s e .  A most s i g n i f i c a n t  e x a m p l e  wi l l  be  

El ie Wiesel  whose p e r sp ec t iv e  is q u i t e  d i s t i n c t i ve ;  h au n t e d  by the  

madwoman wi th the power  to p r e d i c t ,  whom none  wi l l  b e l i e v e  or 

h e e d ,  he  presents  this madwoman on the  t ra in  to A u s c h w i t z .  She 

p r e d i c t ed  and  the others  did not  a c c e p t .  She h a l l u c i n a t e d ,  or d r e a m t ,  

perhaps  s aw.  She cr ied out  from the dep ths  of  the c a t t l e  ca r :  "Regardez  

ce  f e u 1. Des f lammes,  des f lammes p a r t o u t . " 3 6  O f  co u r se ,  the  v e r a c i t y  

of  her  vision is ver i f i ed  by the first v i ew of  the  c r em a t o r i u m.  The rest  

of  the t r a i n ,  Wiesel  t e l l s  us,  t hought  she was just a mad woman and 

refused to b e l i e v e  he r  and a r d en t l y  wished t h a t  she would k e e p  q u i e t .

Those who were  not  dep or ted  but  who wr i t e  a b ou t  d e p o r t a t i o n  

beg in  to sketch the i r  c h a r a c t e r s '  r eac t i on s  to camp life a t  t he  po i n t  

in which  the  c h a r a c t e r  enters  this ph an ta s ma go r i c  w o r l d .  Tanguy is 

a  young b o y . 37  He is c om p l e t e l y  i n n o c e n t .  He is being d e p o r t e d  

b e c a u s e  his mother  was a  Spanish p o l i t i c a l  p r i soner .  He is n ine  

year s  old a t  the  t ime t h a t  the  t rip b e g i n s .  (We must point  o u t  t h a t  

the  book is a n o v e l ,  and  t ha t  the  h i s tor i ca l  premise  is not  c o r re c t :  

ch i l d r en  of  n o n - J e w i s h  pr isoners we r e  not  d ep o r t ed  from F r a n c e ) .

3 ^ Le Convoi  du 24 j a n v i e r ,  p .  9 .

S^El ie  Wi es e l ,  La N u i t  (Paris ,  1958) ,  p .  4 9 .  

^ M i c h e l  del  C a s t i l l o ,  Tanguy (Paris ,  1957 ) .



33

The same r e a c t io n s  t ha t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  the  young Tanguy dur ing his t r ip 

c h a r a c t e r i z e  his l i fe in c a m p .  He c an no t  b e l i e v e  wh a t  is hap pen i ng  

to h i m.  He b lames  the  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  the b u r e a u c r a c y  of  the wor ld ,  

and  says t ha t  it has made  a mi s t a ke .  He sti l l  be l i ev es  t ha t  he  wi l l  

make  them under s t and  it was a l l  a mis take and  t ha t  he wi l l  t hen  be 

f r e e d .  The re f ore ,  Del  Cas t i l l o  shows,  he is en te r ing  this o the r  world 

s lo wly .  He is not  ful ly t he re  by the t ime his t r ip b e g i n s .  For a chi ld  

of n i n e ,  his t hinking  is m a t u r e .  He wonders  how such things can  

h a p p e n .  The same t inge  of  i nd i f f e r ence  which  emerges  in his c h a r a c t e r  

is seen here  t o o .  When the  first chi ld in his convoy d i e s ,  his r eac t i ons  

a r e  the same as when he sees the d ead  being ca r r i ed  back  from the  

swamps:  ca lm a c c e p t a n c e .

V e r co r s1 C l e m e n t i n e ^ S  js a person who is c h a r a c t e r i z e d  

t h roughout  her  l i fe by her  need  to serve o t he r s ,  to be wi th o th er s .  

Vercors  shows us t h a t  the t r ip and  the  la ter  camp e x p e r i e n c e  wi l l  not  

c h a n g e  her  in this r e s p e c t .  He shows tha t  the  per sona l i ty  t rai ts  which 

he wishes her  to mai nt a i n  a r e  i ndeed  ma i nt a i ned  th roughout  the  trip 

a n d ,  more i mpor t an t ,  dur ing her  l ife in camp and la te r  a f t e r  her  r e l e a s e .  

Vercors  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  they  must come to the  fore dur ing the t r ip .

Awar e  of  the  horror  of  the t rip and  of  wha t  is going on around h er ,  

C l e me n t i n e  is wel l  a b l e  to calm the o ther s ,  to b eg i n  in her  role as 

helpful  f r i e n d .  And s ince  she is b as ica l ly  not  unhappy  in c a m p ,  she 

is not  u nhappy  dur ing the  t r i p .  For Vercors  the camp e x p e r i e n c e  

begins  in the t ra in  and there fore  the  s t ructur ing of  his he ro i ne  must 

begin  t he r e  t o o .

O n e  might  ask why the  camp e x p e r i e n c e  did not  begin in 

Drancy  and C o m p i e g n e .  To answer  this ,  we  propose t ha t  the  pr imary 

charas t er i s t i c  of this e x p e r i e n c e  was the  t ranspor t ing of  the pr isoner  

to the  c a m p .  The idea  of  t ranspor t ing the pr isoner  to d i f fe r en t  sur round­

ings,  to a d i f f e r e n t  c l i m a t e ,  was the crux of  the dep or t a t io n  and of the

S ^ V e r c o r s ,  Sur ce  r ivage  (Paris ,  1960) .



N a z i  sys t em.  The pr isoner  in a g h e t t o  or in a small  camp in his own 

count ry  was not  undergoing  the  same e x p e r i e n c e  as the one  who was 

be ing  t ranspor ted to the  o the r  end of  the  e a r t h .  The cons ide ra t ions  

wer e  d i f f e r e n t ,  in a  camp in F r a n c e ,  the  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  was wi th 

w ha t  would  happ en  n e x t .  The pr isoner  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  he  was in t r a n s i t .  

His ques t ion  was:  where  n e x t ?  He was not  ove r wh el mi ng l y  p r eo cc u p i e d  

wi th l i fe i t sel f ;  his l ife was in less d a n g e r .  O n c e  he  began  the  t r i p ,  

he  r e a l i z e d  t ha t  he  may n ev er  t ake  the  same t rip in reverse :  "tu crois 

que  | e  la r e v e r r a i . . .  ?"39 He was p r e o c c u p i e d  by the idea  t h a t  he was 

f a r a w a y ,  tha t  his loved o ne s ,  or the  pub l i c  in gen e r a l  did not  know 

wh er e  h e  w as ,  or wha t  was h a ppe n i ng  to him and thousands  l ike h i m.

" N o u s  nous sommes ins ta l l ees  comme pour  un long v o y a g e ,  

les amies  co te  a c o t e , " 4 0  wri tes  Mrs .  D e l b o .  The key word he r e  is 

" c o m m e . "  This is of  cour se ,  a long t r i p ,  t he  longest  a n y on e  wi l l  

eve r  t a k e .  Then why the  word " c o m m e " ?  To show us t ha t  this t r ip 

is not  a " long vo y ag e"  as on e  takes  to go on v a c a t i o n ,  as one  t akes  

to c h an g e  l o c a l e :  it is a t r i p ,  a long o n e ,  but  one  t h a t  bears  no 

r ese mb l an ce  to any th in g  t h a t  has eve r  t aken  p l a c e  in the history of  

m a n .  It is unique  unto i t s e l f .  A long t r ip is r e a l ;  a t r ip to t h e  o ther  

end of  the wo r l d ,  beyond human borders ,  is in the  realm of  the  s u r r e a l .

As soon as the t rip beg i ns ,  al l  i l lusions a r e  b roken:

J ' a i  h eur eusement  pu conserver  a co t e  d e  moi Bonamour ,  fur ieux 
d e v a n t  son i l lusion d£ t ru i t e  d ' u n  con fo r t ab l e  v o y a g e  dans  un 
somptueux wagon  de  t ro i s ieme c lasse .41

It is in te res t ing to note  t h a t  t he  compar i son is wi th a third class c a r ,

not  a f i r s t .  The f ee l ing  of " i l lus ion d i t r u i t e "  comes through less

st rongly in the  l i t e r a t ur e  pe r t a i n i ng  to Drancy and C o m p i e g n e .  The

des i re  is to find onese l f  wi th the  few p e o p l e ,  the few fr iends  on e  has

t h e r e ,  to t a k e  the journey t o g e t h e r .  This remains  a pr ime cons ide ra t ion

39P i n e a u ,  p .  7 .

4QLe convoi  du 24 j a n v i e r , p .  10 .

41 P i n e a u ,  p . 8 .
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l a t e r  in c a m p ,  t o o .

O n e  f a c t ,  wh i ch  domi na t es  much of  the l i t e ra t ur e  a b ou t  the

d e p o r t a t i o n ,  must be men t ioned  h er e :

Nous  avons  essays  de  d i s loquer  des p l a n c h e s .  Dans mon w a g o n ,  
r ien a f a i r e .  Dans ce l u i  0C1 e t a i t  M a d e l e i n e  D e c h a v a s s i n e ,  
e l l e s  y sont  pa r venues  e t  I ' ouver t ure  a u r a i t  6te assez g rande  
pour  sor t i r .  Les r a i sonnables  ont  demont re  que  q u e l q u e s - u n e s  
s ' e v a d e r a i e n t  p e u t - 6t r e  mais que  les au t res  s e r a i en t  fus i l l£es .
Si e l l e s  a v a i e n t  lu I ' a v e n i r . .  . 42

This story is r eco un t ed  count l ess  numbers  o f  t imes .  Holes wer e  made

in the  b oar ds .  Some pr i soners ,  a t  l e a s t ,  could h a ve  t r ied to e s c a p e .

But the N a z i  psychology is a l r e a d y  vi s ible  from the b e g i n n i n g .  They

told t he i r  prisoners t h a t  if some e s c a p e d ,  or t r ied t o ,  the  others  would

be s h o t .  This is e x a c t l y  the  same t e c h n i q u e  t h a t  was  used in c a m p .

And the  psychology  was e f f e c t i v e  from the  b e g i n n i n g ,  as seen by the

former  q u o t a t i o n .  H e r e ,  we  h a ve  the first inkl ing of  the idea of

s u b j e c t i v e  t i m e .  "Si e l l e s  a v a i e n t  lu I ' a v e n i r . . . . 11 The a u t h or ,

in t he  mi ddle  of  her  des cr i p t ion  of  the t r i p ,  t akes  us into the rea lm

of  s u b j e c t i v e  t ime and lets us see the  f u t u r e .  She hints  a t  it by t e l l ing

us t h a t  t he  worst  is y e t  to c o m e .  As we read more ,  we under s t and  the

wa y  in which  the word " ra i sonnab l es"  might  be t a k e n  and t h e n ,  by

the  end of  the s tory,  we c o n c l u d e  t h a t  " ra i s onnab l es "  is meant  most

s a rcas t i ca l  l y .

The e l em en t  of  t ime and the transmission of  the sur real i s t i c  

wo r l d ,  t h a t  indeed  begins  wi th the t r i p ,  and  is c on t a i n e d  in the t r i p ,  

is most e f f e c t i v e l y  done  by J o rg e  S e m p r u n 4 3 /  who r e a l i z e s  the immense 

d imensions  t ha t  t he  t r ip in i t sel f  could h a v e ,  and t he  suggest ions  t ha t  

the  e l ement s  of  the t r ip could  make to us .  For Semprun ,  the t r ip to 

the  camp is a round t r ip which  con ta ins  wi th in  i t se l f  the camp 

e x p e r i e n c e ;  the  p ic tu re  as we  see it from his book is tha t  of  a t r ip 

whi ch  star ts  and ends the same w a y ,  into which  the  camp e x p e r i e n c e  

wi l l  be w o v e n .  He w ea v e s  his en t i r e  story a round the  t r ip ,  on many

^ Le convoi  du 2 4  j a n v i e r , p .  10 .  
4 3 |_e G r a n d  V oy a g e  (Par is ,  1 9 6 3 ) .
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l ev e l s .  H e r e ,  most e f f e c t i v e l y ,  the  compl e t e  story of  d ep or t a t io n  is 

t o l d ,  woven  into the  story of  the t r i p .  The t r ip is made  to e n c ap s u l e  

eve r y  e l e m e n t  of  the c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp u n i v e r s e .  It begins  wi th a 

d es c r i p t io n  on a pure ly  phis ical  l eve l :

I l y a  ce t  en tas sement  des  corps dans  le w a g o n ,  c e t t e
l a n c i n a n t e  d ou l eu r  dans  le geno u  d r o i t . 44

This is a t yp ica l  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  of  the prisoners  both dur ing the  t rip 

and  in the  life t ha t  t hey  l ive as d e p or t e e s  t h e r e a f t e r :  the p r e o c c u ­

pa t ion  first  and a b o v e  al l  wi th  oppress ive  phys ica l  e l e m e n t s ,  desc r i bed  

wi th s t inging p r e c i s i on .  And t h e n ,  the t roub l e  our  nar ra tor  e x p e r i e n c e s  

in count ing  the days  and  th e  n i gh ts .  He counts  too many nights  for the  

cor responding  number  of  d a y s .  Establ ished things a r e  no longer  c e r t a i n .  

The c o n c e p t  of  t ime hence f or t h  is s u b j e c t i v e ,  not  o b j e c t i v e ,  showing 

a r e m ar ka b l e  and  c l e a r  para l l e l  and  i n f lue nc e  wi th and by Proust .

Al l  t ha t  seems d e f i n i t e  is t h a t  t he  t rip begins  ea r ly  one  morn i ng .  

It is worse than w h a t e v e r  t h e y  had i m a g i n e d .  The nar ra t or  closes  his 

eyes  and  opens  them to assure himsel f  t h a t  this is not  a d r e a m .  (He 

conveys  this  u nc e r t a i n t y  to his r e a d e r ) .  As he  plays  a t  open i ng  and 

closing his e yes ,  s ince  both he  and we need  c ons ta n t  a s surance  t h a t  

this  is the  r e a l i t y  of  the  s i tua t ion  and not  a d a y d r e a m ,  he becomes  

par t  of  the  scenery  which  surrounds h i m.  The s cen ery  enters  his body 

through his e y e s .  A fusion takes  p l a c e .  The t ransformat ion of  the 

man has b e g u n ,  his s e l f - i m a g e  is t ransformed and he is t ransmi t t ing 

this  metamorphosis  to us .  He is f i l l ed  wi th a s t range  ha pp i nes s .

Al t hou gh  in losing his sense of  iden t i t y  the  n ar ra t or  seems to h a ve  

f a l l en  into the t rap of  the N a z i  a r c h e t y p a l  v i s io n ,  in r e a l i t y  his 

metamorphos i s  offers him t he  possibi l i ty of  t r a n s c e n d e n c e ;  "II ne 

f au t  pas me laisser d i s t ra i re  de  c e t t e  joie  s a u v a g e . " 4 5  And this 

s a v a ge  joy is his p sycho log i ca l  d e f e n c e  ag a i ns t  the  s i t u a t i on ,  it is

^ Le G r a n d  V o y a g e  (Paris ,  1963) ,  p .  11 

4 5 $ emprun, p . 15.
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an a v e n u e  of e s c a p e ,  a t ransformat ion for s u rv i va l .  From this s c e n e r y ,  

the v a l l e y  of La M o s e l l e ,  he makes o t h e r  a s so c i a t i o ns .  He is r eminded  

of  the t as t e  of  the w i n e  of t ha t  region and thus t ranscends  the pr imary 

level  o f  the v o y a g e .  It is the  return t r ip t h a t  permits  him to tas t e  the  

wine  for the first t ime in his l i f e .  He r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he  is t r a nscend ing  

present  r e a l i t y  and t h a t  he  must come b a c k  to i t .  He  t he r e f or e  s ta tes :  

" J e  ne  conna i s  pas le vin d e  la M o s e l l e . "46 He st i l l  did not  w a n t  to 

t a l k  of  the  r e t u r n .  He  was disgusted by his r e p a t r i a t i o n  t h a t  n igh t  in 

Eisenbach when he first  tas ted t he  Mose l l e  w i n e .  He fe l t  out  of  p l a c e .  

The men t a l  as soc i a t i on  of t as te  and  p l a c e  c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e d  by the 

thought  of  the  wine of  the  Mose l le  evokes  in our mind the  " C o r re s po n­

den ces "  of  Baude la i r e :  "Les par fums,  les couleurs  e t  les sons se

r e p o n d e n t . "47

As we con t i nue  r e a d i n g ,  the e v e r y d a y  things  tha t  we  a r e  so

a c cu s t omed  to knowing and t ha t  the na r ra t or  and his fe l low t rave l le r s

a r e  so a ccus tomed  to h e a r i n g ,  lose t he i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  The whis t l e

of  the  l ocomot i ve  in this c on t e x t  seems a bs u r d .  As the  nar ra tor

c on t em pl a t es  his s i tua t ion  and t h e  r e l a t i v i t y  of  his f r ee do m,  he comes

to r e a l i z e  t ha t  he was  n e ve r  r e a l l y  f r e e ,  and  t ha t  o t h e r s — even  those

not  i n c a r c e r a t e d — a r e  not  f ree e i t h e r .  In f q c t ,  p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  he

finds h imsel f  in this c a t t l e  car  b ec a u s e  of  the  ex e r c i s e  of f reedom

and t h a t  others  en joy  g r e a t e r  f reedom than  he for the  moment  is only

be caus e  they  can p a r t a k e  of  the  fruits of  the e a r t h ,  whe r eas  he  c a n n o t .

Phys i ca l l y ,  he is e n c l o s e d .

. . .  je suis d ed an s  et  . . .  ils sont d eh o r s .  Une profonde  t r is tesse 
m ' e n v a h i t .  J e  suis dedans  . . .  e t  ces au t res  sont  d e h o r s . Ce  
n ' e s t  pas s eu le me nt  le fa i t  q u ' i l s  so ient  l ibres ,  il y a u r a i t  
b e a u c o u p  a d i re  l a - dess us .  C ' es t  tou t  s implement  q u ' i l s  sont 
d e ho r s ,  que  pour eux  il y a des routes  . . . .  Ce  n ' e s t  pas 
t e l l e m e n t  le fa i t  de  ne pas £ t re  l ibre d ' a l l e r  oO je v e u x ,  on 
n ' e s t  jamais  t e l l e m e n t  l ibre d ' a l l e r  ou I 'on v e u t . . .  . J ' a i

^ S e m p r u n ,  p .  18 .

4 7 | n Les Fleurs du Mai  ( S w i t z e r l a nd ,  1947) ,  p p .  9 7 - 8 .
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6f6 l ibre d ' a l l e r  0C1 il f a l l a i t  que  j ' a i l l e . . .  . J ' e t a i t  l ibre 
d ' a l l e r  dans  ce  t r a i n . . .  . J ' y  suis l i b re me n t ,  pui sque  j ' au ra i s  
pu ne pas y § t r e . . .  . C ' e s t  tout  s implement  une  sensat ion 

v phys ique :  on est  d e d a n s . 48

The f ee l ing  becomes  more and more i n t e n s e .  In a l a t e r  c h a p t e r ,  we

r e a l i z e  t ha t  the  f ee l ing  of " dedans "  combined  wi th o t h e r  camp

condi t ions  robs the pr isoner  of  his a b i l i t y  e v e n  to d e b a t e  me t aphys i ca l

ques t i ons .  But,  of  co ur se ,  the  w r i t e r ,  wr i t ing in r e t r o s p e c t ,  a f t e r  the

e v e n t ,  is a r t i s t i c a l l y  f r e e .  Semprun affirms a t  t he  same t ime the f ee l ing

of  "dedans"  and his f reedom as a wr i te r  to be f ree in his c r e a t i o n ,  to

i n t eg r a t e  the  d i f f e r e n t  moments  of  his l i fe by a pa t t e r n  of a s soc ia t ion

which  he  has chosen :  "Mai s  c ' e s t  moi qui  i c r i s  c e t t e  his toi re  e t  je

fais comme je v e u x . " 4 9  The en t i r e  book stresses the  oppos i t ion

b e t w e e n  his f reedom as a wr i t e r  and  the  phys ica l  f ee l ing  of  being

e n c l o s e d .  This is the  first inkl ing of  the  Proust ian i n f l u e n c e .  We

a r e  c l ea r l y  reminded  of  the  pa r t  of  Combray in which  Proust ,  a f t e r

hav ing  des c r i bed  the e x p e r i e n c e  of the " m a d e l e i n e " ,  speaks  of his

" b a g a g e  i n t e l l e c t u e l " :

G r a v e  i n c e r t i t u d e ,  toutes  les fois que  I ' espr i t  se sent  depasse  
par  l u i - m ^ m e ,  quand  lu i ,  le c h e r c h e u r  est  tout  ens emble  le 
pays obscur  oO il do i t  c h e r c h e r  e t  oO tout  son b a g a g e  ne  lui 
sera de  r i e n .  C h e r c h e r ?  Pas s eu le me nt :  c r6e r .  II est  en 
f a c e  de  q ue l q u e  chose  qui  n ' e s t  pas e n c o r e  e t  que  seul il peu t  
rSa l i ser ,  puis fa i re  en t r e r  dans  sa l u m i ^ r e . 5 0

The juxtapos i t ion  of  f reedom and the i n t e l l e c t u a l  founda t ion  and

s i tua t ion  of the  wr i t e r  is c l e a r ,  and  Semprun is in the  s i tua t ion  wh ich

Proust descr ibes ;  his " b a g a g e "  wi l l  be  of  no use to h i m,  his posi t ion

as a wr i te r  is un ique  and he  is l imi ted on ly  by the  obscur i ty  of  the

s i tua t ion  in which  he f inds h imse l f .  Semprun stresses his f reedom as

a wr i te r  in t h a t  he a n t i c i p a t e s  his re turn and the  f a c t  t h a t  he  wil l

wr i t e  this n a r r a t i v e .  He mainta ins  this f reedom throughout  the  camp

48S emp ru n ,  p .  2 3 .

4 9 |bid . , p .  2 4 .

5 0Marce l  Proust ,  Combray ( N e w  Yor k ,  1 9 5 2 ) ,  p .  8 1  .
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e x p e r i e n c e .  There is s imul t aneous ly  a d e c l i n e  of  phys ica l  f r eed om,  a 

cons tan t  a n t i c i p a t o r y  f reedom and a cons tant  a f f i rmat ion  of  his present  

f reedom as a w r i t e r .

Semprun is t roubled by his thoughts  a b o u t  p e op l e  he  has k no wn .

And his mind turns b a c k  towards  the books he has r e ad :  H e g e l ,  Lukacs ,

t he  Marxi s t s .  These cons ide ra t ions  a r e  p o l i t i c a l  r a th e r  than  l i t e r a r y .

There is he r e  a n o t h e r  suggest ion of Proust:  the  power  of  the  memory,

the  savor  of  things  p as t .  Proust te l l s  us tha t :

. . .  quand  d 'u n  pass6 a n c i e n  r ien ne  subs i s te ,  ap r es  la mort  des 
£ t res ,  apr&s la des t ruc t ion  des  choses ,  s eu le s ,  plus f re les  mais 
plus v i v a c e s ,  plus immat e r i e l l es ,  plus pe r s i s t an te s ,  plus f idd l es ,  
I ' odeur  et  la saveur  r es t en t  e n c o r e  longtemps,  comme des dmes ,  
a se r a p p e l e r ,  a a t t e n d r e ,  a e s p^ re r ,  sur la ru ine  de tout  le r es t e ,  
a por te r  sans f l ^c h i r ,  sur leur  g o u t t e l e t t e  presque  i m p a l p a b l e ,  
I ' ed i f i c e  immense du s ou v en i r .

It is this f lavor  of  the past  which  remains  wi th Semprun:  ind iv idua l

even t s  and peop l e  h av e  been  e f face d  in his mind by the  present  r e a l i t y .

But he  c a n n o t ,  and  does  not  wa n t  to d e t a c h  himsel f  from the " e d i f i c e

du sou ven i r " ;  he cher i shes  it just as Proust d o e s .

As we  wil l  s e e ,  those who a r e  a b l e  to think beyond thei r  

phys ica l  needs  dur ing the  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp e x p e r i e n c e  g e n e r a l l y  

r eve r t  to the i r  l i t e rary  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  thei r  r eadings  in 

p o e t r y .  But the  t e c h n i q u e  is the same:  t h inking  of  l i t e r a t ur e  or 

wr i t t en  ideas  to d iv er t  o nes e l f  from the  r e a l i t y  of  t he  present  mo ment .  

N o t  al l  were  a b l e  to do this  l a t e r .  In A us c h w i t z ,  as  we  wi l l  s e e ,  

the  condi t ions  were  too oppress ive  to permi t  e v e n  th i s .  But on the 

level  of  the  t r ip ,  it was st i l l  poss ib le .  Because of t h e  superb t e c h n i q u e  

of  the a u t h o r ,  we r e a l i z e  t h a t  t hese  mental  wander ings  do not  last  long ,  

t ha t  he is r a th er  absorbed wi th the d i f f e r en t  levels  o f  the t r ip i t se l f .  

There is a  c o m pl i ca t e d  t ime p er spec t i ve  involved  h e r e ,  w h i c h ,  as  we  

ment ioned  p r ev i ous ly ,  shows a profound Proust ian i n f l u e n c e .  Semprun

^  C o m b r a y , p .  82 .
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r ecount s  the t r i p ,  u t i l i z i ng  the t ime and  s pace  p e r sp ec t i v e  of camp life 

and  of  the  return t r i p .  But ,  in r e a l i t y ,  dur ing the  t r ip a l l  this was 

unknown to h i m.  So perhaps  it was on ly  an i l lusion t h a t  he  did not  

dwel l  for long on the p o l i t i c a l  cons ide ra t ions  of which  he speaks;  

something must fill  the gap  in t ime tha t  wi l l  be  c r e a t e d  as we remove 

a l l  cons ide ra t i ons  o t he r  than those of  t he  a c t u a l  t r ip to the  c a m p .

Semprun knows t ha t  we  wi l l  f ind t ha t  the  p ar a l l e l s  with Proust 

a r e  s t r ik i ng ,  even  a t  first r e a d i n g ,  and so he adds  a no t h e r  l i t erary  

d imension by i n t eg ra t i ng  Proust  d i r e c t l y  into his n a r r a t i v e .  " J e  g ue t t a i s  

I ' a r r i v^ e  de  Swann"  52 he says,  and Swann has thus b ecome  an in tegra l  

par t  of  the  n a r r a t i v e .  Every a s soc i a t ion  t ha t  the r e a d e r  can  make is 

p rovided  for and  u t i l i z ed  to the  f u l le s t .  And this r e f e r e n c e  to Swann 

reminds Semprun of  an  e x p e r i e n c e  tha t  he had wi th a J e w e s s .  It is 

in te res t ing  to r e a l i z e  tha t  h e r e ,  in his t r i p ,  Semprun is sharing a 

c ond i t i on  wi th J e w s ,  t ha t  Swann is J e w i s h ,  and  t h a t  Proust was h a l f -  

J e w i s h .  The i n t erp l ay  and assoc i a t ion  of  these  f ac t s  embel l i sh  the  

r ead ing  of  the n a r r a t i v e .  There is a pe r fe c t  un i ty  not  on ly  of  t ime 

but  of  Semprun ' s  l ife with his l i t e ra ry  insp i ra t ions .  And he  r e-af f i rms  

t ha t  memory g ives  l i fe its a u t h e n t i c i t y ;  an e v e n t  can no t  h ave  t aken  

p l a c e  if no one  remembers  i t .  He is thus t e l l ing  us t ha t  t h e  t ra in  r ide  

took p l a c e  b ec au s e  someone ,  a p a r t i c i p a n t ,  r emembers  i t .  The 

i mpor t ance  of memory is e m p h a s i z e d .  In o rder  to r e c o v e r  from this 

e x p e r i e n c e ,  he  had to forget  it f o r a  long t i m e ,  t he r eby  e x t e r n a l i z i n g  

it and  o b j ec t i fy in g  i t .  We wi l l  speak  of  this l a t e r  in a no t h e r  c h ap t e r  

of this d i s s e r t a t ion ,  when we  d ea l  wi th the c o n c e p t  of myt h.  An 

e x p e r i e n c e  can  only  be c o n c r e t i z e d ,  for Semprun ,  as for Proust ,  

when  it is t ransformed by the  memory.  It is for this r ea son ,  b ec au s e  

he  is r emember i ng ,  t h a t  t he  wh o le  e x p e r i e n c e  of  d e p or t a t io n  is r e a l .

The r e a l i t y  of  the  e x p e r i e n c e  is found in its sur rea l i s t i c  t rans f ormat i on .

The au t hor  te l l s  us t ha t  he  is p l ay ing  wi th dimensions  of t i m e .

^Semprun, p.  88.
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His thoughts  w a n d e r .  He c o n t em p la t e s  the c r em at o r iu m.  But he  returns  

c ons tan t l y  to the  t r a i n ,  to the  most minute  d e t a i l s .  The r e a l i t y  has b een  

t ransformed into a surreal  e x p e r i e n c e ,  into myt h ,  bu t  i t  n eve r  loses its 

base  in r e a l i t y .  And Semprun reminds us con s ta n t l y  t h a t  his in t en t ion  is 

t w o - f o l d :  to s tay wi th in  the  t empora l  s i tua t ion  and  to t ranscend  i t .

A chi ld  is throwing stones a t  t he  w i n d o w .  The ch i ld  is not  g u i l t y ,  ye t  

he is.  He is not  a N a z i ,  but  y e t  he  is o n e .  His pa ren t s  stand by and 

permi t  him to p lay  this g a m e .  The r ea c t i on s  of the  outsiders  to the 

passing t ra in a r e  c on t a i n e d  pe r fe c t l y  in this small  v i g n e t t e .

The a u thor  is co ns ta n t ly  t ak i ng  a t rip into the  p a s t .  We a r e  in 

pr i son.  We a r e  wi tness ing the  e x e c u t i o n  of  a c o m r a d e .  The SS have  

d e c i d e d  to set  an e x a m p l e ,  but  t hey  h a ve  s u c c e e d e d  only in set t ing 

an  e x am p l e  of  how br ave l y  a man can  d i e ,  and  how d ign i f i ed  d e a t h  

can  b e .  Sti l l  in the  same t ime s e q u e n c e ,  Semprun remembers  t h a t  in 

prison he  read Va l er y  whom he  in t ense l y  d i s l i ke s .  It was by r ead ing  

Va l e r y  t h a t  he  could  draw out  t he  a mou nt  of  soup a l l o t t e d  to h im,  tha t  

is,  make it a p p e a r  more by making it last  l onge r ,  by making it last  

throughout  the  r e c i t a t io n  of  the  p o e m .  But he  c a n n o t  d e c e i v e  h i mse l f .  

There was n e v e r  enough soup ,  no mat te r  how wel l  he p l ayed  t he  g a m e .  

And he a l way s  b l ocked  c e r t a i n  l ines of  "Le C i me f i e re  M a r i n " .  He is 

in his cel l  wi th his c e l l - m a t e ,  who has a surplus o f  f ood ,  thanks  to 

p a c k a g e s .  Af t e r  e a t i ng  the  soup ,  he  burps .  And 11 le gars  de  S e m u r " , 

Semprun ' s  t r a v e l l i n g  companion  whose  name we  do not  e v e r  f ind out  

(i t  is thus t h a t  the a no ny mi t y  of the c h a r a c t e r  is p r e se r ve d ,  i t  is " l e  

gars de  Semur" and it is an y  on e  and a l l  of  the  2 2 0 , 0 0 0  Frenchmen 

who wer e  d e p o r t e d ) ,  t e l l s  us t ha t  he  would h a ve  s t rangled  h im.

Semprun rep l ie s  t ha t  he would  h a v e  d one  the  s a me .  By af f i rming 

th i s ,  he is making himsel f  s ub jec t  and  o b j e c t  a t  t he  same t i m e .  He 

is d e t a c h i n g  himsel f  from h imse l f .  He is c r ea t in g  a  " d e d o u b l e m e n t  

de  s o i " .  This is a r e -a f f i r m a t i o n  of  the  wr i te r ' s  f reedom as a c r e a t o r .

If Semprun we r e  sri t ing a n o v e l ,  he  would make  his protagonis t  s t rangle  

his c e l l - m a t e  in the  a b o ve  s i t u a t i o n .  But s ince  this is a  n a r r a t i v e ,
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based on r e a l i t y ,  he does  not  s t r angle  h i m .  He removes  himsel f  from 

the s i tua t ion  to make himsel f  an o b j e c t  and to des c r i be  how the  o b j e c t  

would  a c t  in t h e  g iven  s i t u a t i o n .  But s ince  he r e  s u b j ec t  and o b j e c t  

c o i n c i d e ,  t he  c e l l - m a t e  is not  s t r a n g l e d .  This caps ul a t e s  Semprun ' s  

pos i t ion;  it r e -a f f i rms  both his l imi ta t ions  as a  wr i t e r  and  his f reedom 

as s u c h .

It is somet imes  the ment ion of  a n  o b j e c t  t ha t  permits  the  a u thor  

to f ree  a s s o c i a t e .  We wi l l  discuss here  one  e x a m p l e  which  may remove 

us for a moment  from the  t r ip ,  but  wh ich  is impor tan t  in the  i l lus t ra t ion  

of  the  wr i t e r ' s  s t y l e .  He is in j a i l .  He is t a lk ing  a b o u t  f o o d .  Then 

he  is in c a m p ,  wher e  a p i e c e  of  b read  equa l s  the l i fe of a m an .  And 

t he  moment  of  c h o i c e  is t h e r e ;  choosing to s teal  is choos ing o n e ' s  

own life ove r  t ha t  of  a n o t h e r .  It is the possibi l i ty  for man to b ec om e 

subhuman ,  a possibi l i ty  t h a t  we  h a ve  seen e l s e w h e r e .  The fact s  do 

not  c h a n g e  wi th  this a u t h o r .  There is no de f ormat i on  of  r e a l i t y .  The 

facts  a r e  mere ly  t ransformed into an a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n  t h a t  surpasses 

a t t empt s  a t  r ea l i sm.  The p o t en t i a l  of  man does  not  e s ca pe  Semprun .

He r e a l i ze s  t h a t  the a n ima l  is l a t en t  in al l  m e n .  He a c c e p t s  this  and  

r e-a f f i rms  his own g u i l t .  But he  also affirms t ha t  man is c a p a b l e  of 

a l t ru i s m.  The camp and the  t r ip can p roduce  e i t h e r  e x t r e m e .  We 

h a v e  seen so far  the p as t ,  the present  and the  future and  remained  

in r e a l i t y  a t  a l l  t imes .  The sur rea l i s t i c  c h a r a c t e r  of  the n a r r a t i v e  

lends it s c o p e .

The in tens i ty  of  the  unrea l  is f e l t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  on the  return 

t r i p .  This is far  more d i f f i cu l t  for Semprun to a d a p t  to t han  the  t rip 

to the  c a m p .  The things  t ha t  he e x p e r i en ce s  h a ve  t e k e n  on a d imension 

of absurdi ty  in the l ight  of  wha t  he has just s u rv i v e d .  The absurdi ty  

is not  present  in the  t rip to c a m p .  It is so s t rongly fel t  in the r eco un t in g  

of  the  return t r ip t ha t  it makes us feel  t ha t  t he  tr ip is unrea l  b e ca us e  

we  c ann ot  a c c e p t  t h a t  things  so absurd can be  t ak ing  p l a c e .  Semprun 

communica t es  very e f f e c t i v e l y  the  d o u b l e  f ee l i ng  of  " d^ pa ys em en t "  on 

t he  t rip to camp and on the t r ip b a c k .  The re turn journey is fused wi th
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t he  t r ip to the  camp and his f ee l ings  remain  c o n s t a n t .  The absurd

becomes  a f ami l i a r  par t  of  his pe r son .  He t e l l s  us t ha t  he di scovers

his t rue b e i n g ,  his e s s e n c e ,  on t he  t r i p .  He must c l ing to r e a l i t y ,  not

to the  r e a l i t y  of  the pas t ,  but  to t he  r e a l i t y  of  the present  w o r l d ,  of

the  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp u n i v e r s e - - i n  o rder  to su rv i ve .  And this is

perhaps  the  key  to survival  t ha t  others  wer e  no t  a b l e  to put  into words:

L' i rr6el e t  I ' absurde  d e v e n a i e n t  f ami l i e r s .  Pour s u rv i vr e ,  il 
f au t  que  I ' organisme c o l i e  a la r e a l i t e ,  e t  la r e a l i t y  e t a i t  
p rec i s£ment  ce  monde a bs o lument  pas na t ur e l  de  la prison e t  
de  la mor t .  Mais  le vrai  c ho c  s ' es t  p rodui t  au r e tour  de  ce
v o y a g e .53

O n e  prefer red to c l ing to the  p as t ,  to o t h e r  t hough t s ,  r a t he r  than

conf ront  the  absurd world into which  he  was t h ro wn ,  b u t ,  for his

s u rv iv a l ,  this conf ron ta t ion  was m a n d a t o r y .  The f a c t  tha t  r ea l i ty

was  cons t r uc t ed  from the  unrea l  and  the absurd made  the  task d i f f i c u l t ,

but  a l l  the  more n e ce s sa r y .  This was n o t ,  h o w e v e r ,  the  most d i f f i c u l t .

For the  d e p o r t e e ,  s t range  as  it may seem to the  u n i n i t i a t e d  r e a d e r ,  it

was  the  t rip home t ha t  was far  more d i f f i cu l t  to ad jus t  t o .  Ar thur

A d a mo v ,  i n t erned  in a camp in F r a n c e ,  A r g e l e s ,  b ec au s e  he was

a f o r e i g n er ,  a l t ho u gh  not  d e p o r t e d ,  exp la ins  wel l  w h a t  the d e p o r t e e

fe l t  in J e ,  I l s . . .  (Paris ,  1969)

Et c e p e n d a n t  j ' y t a i s  possede par  le s en t iment  . . .  que  mon 
e x i s t e n c e  m e t i cu leu se  de  p r i sonni er ,  dans  son humble  s im pl i c i t y ,  
c on s t i t ua i t  la seule  vra ie  v i e ,  a lors  que  la v i e  e r ran te  du dehors ,  
c e l l e  des  hommes l ibres ne  m ' a pp a ra i s s a i t  plus q u ' i r r e e l l e ,  se 
mouvant  dans  la van i t y  d ' u n e  v a g ue  f an t a i s i e  a b s t r a i t e .  (p .  3 3 . )

In the  l ight  of the years  spent  in c a m p ,  the out s ide  world be ca me

absurd and the camp was more r e a l ,  more v a l i d .  This is hard ly  wha t

w e  would ha ve  e x p e c t e d ,  and it was s imul taneous ly  hard ly  w h a t  the

d e p o r t e e  e x p e c t e d  to feel  dur ing the l o n g - a w a i t e d  tr ip h o m e .  H e n c e ,

the  shock t h a t  Semprun d e s c r i b e s .

The phys ica l  p r e oc cu p a t i on s  t ha t  d om i n a t e  this l i t e r a t ur e  in 

g e ne r a l  a l so d o m i na te  Semprun' s  w o r k .  And he  knows t hey  a r e

53Semprun, p.  7 0 .
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meaningless  and  most eas i ly  forgot t en  but  t h a t  they  w e r e ,  a t  the  same

t i m e ,  the cause  of  d e a t h  o f  many thousands of  m e n .  The absurdi ty  of

the c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp microcosm is fe l t  to the  utmost  when Semprun

tel l s  us of  his first r ea l  meal  on t he  return t r ip:

Un seul vrai  r e p a s ,  e t  la faim est  d e v e n u e  q u e l q u e  chose 
d ' a b s t r a i t .  Et pour tan t  des  mi l l iers  d ' hommes  sont  morts au t ou r  
de  moi a cause  d e  c e t t e  i dee  a b s t r a i t e . ^ 4

The theme of  hu nge r  is a lways  p r e se n t .  The absurd r e ach es  its u l t im a t e  

wi th the a b o v e  words by Semprun .  The t r ip to the  camp is the b e g i n ­

ning of h u n g e r .  The return is its e n d .  Semprun ' s  f ee l ings  co n t i nu e  

to form a pe r f e c t  c i r c l e .  The same d es pe r a t i on  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  both 

ha Ives of  t he  t r i p .

D a y b r e a k — but  we do not  know of which  d a y — ushers in a 

phys ica l  comp la i n t :  " . . .  j ' a i  I ' impression que  mon corps va se br iser  

en m o r c e a u x . " 5 5  Semprun is t ak i ng  us b a c k  into t h e  pas t ,  to the t ime 

when he is having  his hai r  c u t .  We r eca l l  t he  shaving and ha i r cu t t ing  

e x p e r i e n c e s  of  camp l i f e ,  and o nc e  a g a i n ,  the p ieces  fit  t o ge t he r  

p e r f e c t l y ,  both in r e a l i t y  and  in Semprun ' s  s u b j e c t i v e  t ime s e q u e n c e .  

The b a l a n c e  of  the book tends  to weigh  more h e a v i l y  in the  d i r e c t io n  

of the re turn t r ip as our r ead ing  progresses .  We h a ve  made  a g e n t l e  

progression towards  t h e  f u t u r e .  Semprun ' s  i mag i na t ion  n e ve r  permi t t ed  

him to see w h a t  camp would be  l ike before  his a r r i v a l .  The re f ore ,  it 

is a look into the f u t u r e ,  not  by the i m a g i n a t i o n ,  but  through a shift  

in t i m e .  He is not  f o r e t e l l in g ;  he  is t e l l i n g .  As he  te l l s  us of  camp 

l i fe ,  t he r e  is a p r eo c c u p a t i o n  wi th the  town surrounding the c am p ,  

wi th the  p e o p l e  who l ived in i t .  In shor t ,  he is p r eo c c u p i e d  by the 

same things t ha t  the o the r  wri ters  of  this l i t e r a t u r e  choose  to d i scuss .  

O n c e  a g a i n ,  his t ime s e q u e n c e  and s tyle  wi l l  c r e a t e  t h e  overwhe l ming  

d i f f e r e n c e .  He is a lso p r eo cc u p i e d  wi th the idea  t h a t  he should have  

r e co un t ed  the  t rip in t h e  t ime s e qu e n c e  in whi ch  it took  p l a c e ,  thus

^ S e m p r u n ,  p .  8 5 .

5 5 | b i d . ,  p .  122 .
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emphas iz ing  his f reedom an d  op t i o ns .  He is h a u n t e d ,  a t  d i f f e r en t  t imes 

in his memory,  by ce r ta i n  i nc iden t s :  a convoy  of  J ews  t ha t  a r r i ve  in 

camp and  the f i f t een  ch i l dren  in it t ha t  a r e  k i l l ed  by SS dogs ,  the  sign 

a t  the  threshold  of  the  camp " Ar be i t  ma ch t  f r e i " , t he  e f fec t s  of  tor ture  

upon a man ,  and  the  possibi l i ty t h a t  tor ture  offers for a man to affi rm 

his s ta t e  as a human b e i n g — (will  he  t a l k ? ) ,  a few who becomes  a 

res i s t ance  f igh t er  so tha t  he  can  c o i n c i d e  wi th his des t iny  as a Jewish 

d e p o r t e e .  There  a r e  also empt y moments  in the  n a r r a t i ve ;  Semprun 

looks b a c k  on c e r t a i n  moments  of  t he  t r ip wi t ho ut  be ing  a b l e  to remember  

wh a t  he t hought  of  a t  those moments .  We a r e  passing over  ce r ta i n  

inc i den t s  wh er e  he speaks  s p e c i f i c a l l y  of  t h e  life in camp or of  the 

re turn b ec au s e  these subjec ts  wi l l  be discussed in fu ture  c ha p t e r s .

In the  second par t  of  the  n a r r a t i v e ,  the  nar ra t or  becomes  a 

c h a r a c t e r .  The na r ra t i ve  is no longer  in the  first pe r son .  G e r a r d  

is the  p r inc ipa l  c h a r a c t e r .  We e n t e r  the  camp of  whi ch  we wi l l  

s peak  h e r e .  There a r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  severa l  things  we  wish to po in t  

ou t  a b o u t  the first par t  of  t he  n a r r a t i v e .  As we  h a ve  s a i d ,  Semprun 

n e v e r  ment ions  the  name  of  his t r a ve l l i ng  c o m p a n i o n .  Mo re ov e r ,  

he speaks  in d e t a i l  of  only o ne  t r a ve l l i ng  c o m p a n i o n .  We do have  

a r a th e r  p rec i se  idea  o f  his o r ig ins ,  of  his pe r sona l i t y ;  we  know him 

r a t he r  w e l l ,  in f a c t .  11 Le gars  de  Semur" dies  dur ing the  t rip and  we 

know t h a t  he is going to d i e .  We a r e  t he r e f o r e  p resen ted  wi th the 

f a c t  t h a t  the t r i p ,  in e f f e c t ,  endanger s  the l ives of  t he  passengers .

The mor ta l i ty  of  man is under l ined  by the  anonymi ty  of the  c h a r a c t e r ,  

by the  c loseness  we feel  towards  h im,  and  by the void which the au t ho r  

feels  b ec au s e  of his d e a t h ,  of  which  we  a r e  reminded  by the f ac t  t ha t  

our  nar ra tor  t e l l s  us a t  t imes t ha t  he  c a n n o t  s peak  o f  o ne  s ub jec t  or 

a n o t h e r  b e ca us e  " l e  gars  de  S6mur" does  not  know a b o u t  i t .  He had 

a l r e a d y  died a t  the  t i m e .  Throughout  the  first par t  of  the  n a r r a t i v e ,  

the  nar ra tor  r emai ned  a per son ,  a s u b j e c t ,  s peak i ng  in the  first pe r son .

It is q u i t e  s ign i f i can t  tha t  co i nc i d i ng  wi th the  point  in the 

o b j e c t i v e  t ime s e qu e n c e  a t  which the na r ra t or  enter s  the  c a m p ,  he
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t ranscends  his s u b je c t i v e  pe r sona l i t y  and becomes  the  o b j e c t  of  the

n a r ra t i v e  r a t he r  than its n a r r a t o r .  He is t he r e fo r e  no longer  in cont rol

of  his d e s t i n y .  He can no longer  r e -a f f i r m his f reedom e i t h e r  as a

wr i te r  or  as a pe r son .  This t r ip is the t rans i t ion b e t w e e n  life as we

know it and the l i fe in c am p ,  the loss of the  p e r so n a l i t y .  As long as

Semprun was in his own t ime s e q u e n c e ,  he  could  permi t  himsel f  to

r e t a i n  his own i d e n t i t y .  At  the  poin t  a t  wh ich  he  l eaves  his own t ime

s e q u e n c e ,  to e n t e r  the t ime s e q u e n c e  of the  N a z i  w o e l d ,  he  is ob l iged

to b ec om e just a n o t h e r  v i c t i m ,  just a n o t h e r  number ,  to deny  his own

f re ed om .  He wants  to d i e ,  to t ruly r e no u n c e  his f r eedo m,  but  he

makes  t he  last  c h o i c e  open to him: to stay a l i v e .  Time is no longer

c l e a r  in his mi nd .  He does  no t  know how long the  t r ip has l as t ed ,

nor  when  he  lef t  Compiegne® This b ec au s e  he  is no longer  f ree  to

es tabl i sh his own t ime s e q u e n c e .  In this second p a r t ,  t he r e  is no

gl impse towards  the f u tu r e .  There a r e  some g l a n c e s  b ack  into the

p a s t .  Reminded by a kick in the pants  admi ni s t e red  by an SS o f f i c e r ,

he r ec a l l s  a s cene  in Compi&gne.  He no longer  has the  power  to

e v a d e  r e a l i t y .  The cold p a r a l yz es  h i m.  There is a n  o b j e c t i v e

d es cr ip t ion  of  ce r ta i n  e v en t s ,  by the  n a r r a t o r ,  t ha t  t a k e  p l a c e  in

c a m p .  It is no longer  G e r a r d  who is e x p l a i n i n g .  He is no longer

the omn ip ot en t  n a r r a t o r .  He has r en oun ced  this world to b ecome  a

s ub j ec t  wi thin  the N a z i  w o r l d .  The orches t ra  of  the  camp is p l ay i ng

and the  t rip is o v e r .  The in t roduc t ion  is f in i s hed .  He has a r r i ved  a t

the  o t h e r  end of the  wo r ld .  He has t ak en  his p l a c e  in the  world the

N a z i s  c r e a t e d  for h i m.

. . .  il lui semble  bien qu ' i I s  a r r i ven t  pa r  la au bout  du v o y a g e ,  
que  c ' e s t  a i n s i ,  en e f f e t ,  parmi les vag ues  sonores de  c e t t e  noble  
mus ique ,  sous la lumiere g l a c e e  e c l a t a n t  en gerbes  mouvan te s ,  
q u ' i l  faut  qu i t t e r  le monde des v iv an t s ,  c e t t e  phrase t ou t e  f a i t e  
t ournoi e  v e r t ig ineus emen t  dans  les repl is  de  son c e r v e a u ,  e mbu6 
comme une vi t re  par  les ra fa les  d ' u n e  p lu i e  r a g e u s e ,  a u i t t e r  le 
monde des v i v an t s ,  q u i t t e r  le monde des  v ivant s

^Semprun, p. 234.



47

The Arr iva l  and the Ini t i a t ion

Jus t  as the  t r ip to the  c on ce n t r a t i o n  camp is only  h a l f  of  a

r o u n d - t r i p ,  the road to the  c a m p ,  the  e n t r a n c e ,  is also the  road from

t he  c a m p ,  the e x i t .  "Rue de  I ' a r r i v6e ,  Rue du d e p a r t " ,  the  openi ng

poem in Aucun d e  Nous  N e  R e v i e n d r q 5 7  ;s perhaps  the most e f f e c t i v e

in t roduc t ion  to camp l i f e .  The d ep or t ee s  a r r ive  in a r a i lway  s t a t i o n . 58

In r egul ar  r a i lway  s ta t ions ,  t he re  is an equa l  measure of  those who a r e

a r r iv ing  and those  who a r e  l e a v i n g .  There a r e  d i f f e ren t  s t reets  and

e n t r a n c e s  for those  who a r r i v e  and those who d e p a r t .

I l y a  les gens  qui  a r r i v e n t .  I Is 
c h e r c h e n t  des yeux  dans  la foule  de  
ceux  qui  a t t e n d e n t  c e u x  qui  les 
a t t e n d e n t .  Ms les embrassent  et  ils 
d i sent  q u ' i l s  sont  f a t igues  du v o y a g e .

I l y a  les gens qui  p a r t e n t .  Ils 
d i sent  au  revoi r  a c eu x  qui  ne 
pa r t e n t  pas et  ils embrassent  les 
en f an t s .

I l y a  une  rue pour les gens  qui  
a r r i v e n t  e t  une rue pour  les gens 
qui  p a r t e n t .

II y a un c a f i  qui  s ' a p p e l l e  'A 
L ' Ar r i v^ e1 e t  un caf£ qui  s ' a p p e l l e  
'Au D e p a r t ' .

I l y a  des  gens  qui  a r r i v e n t  et  il 
y a des  gens  qui  p a r t e n t . 59

We  n o t i c e  t ha t  the  b a l a n c e  is e x a c t ,  e v e n  s y n t a c t i c a l l y .  This is the

^ C h a r l o t t e  D e l bo ,  Aucun de  Nous  N e  Reviendra  (Par i s ,  1970 ) .  
For future  no t es ,  unless o therwise  i n d i c a t e d ,  it is this ed i t ion  t h a t  wil l  
be u sed ,  d es ign a t e d  as Aucun de N o u s .

5®lt is interes t ing to note  t ha t  in the region of  the  former  G a r e  
M on tp ar nas s e ,  t he re  is a "Rue de  I ' a r r i v^e"  and  a "Rue du d e p a r t . "

59A ucun de  N o us ,  p .  9 .
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nor m.  But the  s ta t ion c a l l e d  A u s c h w i t z ,  which  did not  even  show the

name of  the s t a t i o n ,  was q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t .  "La g a r e  n ' e s t  pas une g a r e .

C ' e s t  la fin d ' u n  r a i l . " 6 0  | t  was  a  p l a c e  of  a r r iva l  and  a p l a c e  of

d e p a r t u r e ,  but  it was  not  d e p a r t u r e  in the  usual  sense of  t he  word;  the

p e o p l e  w e r e  no t  going to a n o t h e r  p l a c e .  Ra t he r ,  t hey  wer e  t ak ing  the

f inal  s tep of  d e p a r t u r e  from our  w or l d .  Total  i ncorpora t ion  into the

N a z i  world mean t  no r e t u r n .  They do n o t ,  t h e n ,  a r r i v e ,  t hey  t raverse

th e  s t a t i o n .  It is a t r ans i t iona l  p l a c e ;  i t  is not  a d e f i n i t e  a r r i v a l .

They a r r i ve  from al l  over :

il y a c e u x  qui  v i e n n e n t  de  Z a g r e b  les 
femmes a v e c  des  mouchoi rs  sur la t§ t e

il y a c e u x  qui  v i e n n e n t  du Danu be  a v e c  
des t r icots  f a i t s  a la v e i l l £ e  dans  des 
la ines  mul t i co lores

il y a c e u x  qui  v i e n n e n t  de  Gr&ce . . .  61 

But h e r e ,  " . . .  c e u x  qui  a r r i v en t  sont  jus t ement  c e u x - l a  qui  p a r t e n t . "62 

Th ere f ore ,  incor pora t ed  in the  i dea  of  a r r iv ing  is the  idea  of  d e p a r t i n g - -  

they  a r e  one  and the s ame .  In this  open ing  po em ,  it is not  depa r t in g  

from the  camp t ha t  is s ug ge s t ed ,  it is t he  idea  of  f inal  d e pa r t u re  from 

this wo r ld ,  b ec au s e  " . . .  c e u x  qui  a r r i v en t  ne sont  | amais  a r r i ves ,  . . .  

c eu x  qui  sont  par t is  ne sont  jamais  r e v e n u s . " 6 3  To those who wer e  

t h e r e ,  it seemed t h a t  " c ' e s t  la plus g r and e  g ar e  du m o n d e . "64 

Perhaps it w a s .  By this  t i m e ,  the  t rave l le r s  should know w h a t  wi l l  

fol low in a normal  s e q u e n c e  of  e ve n t s ,  b e c a u s e  they  h a v e  b een  p repared  

by the  t ra in r i d e ,  bu t  no:  t hey  e x p e c t  h e l l ,  pe r h ap s ,  but  the  on ly  word 

t h a t  can  be  used to d es c r i b e  w h a t  they  found is " I ' i n c o n c e v a b l e . ' ^ S

60a ucun de  N o u s , p .  11 .

61 Ibid . , p .  1 3 .

^ Ibid . , p .  9 .
6 3 . . .  ,I b i d . ,

64 | b i d .

^Ibid . , p. 11.
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When they  f ina l l y  r e a c h e d  the c am p ,  t hey  a r e  told to l ine up

by rows of  f i v e .  They a r e  lost ,  t hey  do not  unders tand the l a n g u a g e ,

bu t  "i ls c ompr en nen t  a u x  coups  de  b6 t o n ";66 t h e  t ransi t ion to the

o t h e r  wor ld is c o m p l e t e .  Their  a t t i t u d e ,  as  d es cr i bed  by C h a r l o t t e

D e l b o ,  is s t r iking:

Et q ua nd  on leur  d i t  d e  laisser  les p aq u e t s ,  les edredons  e t  les 
souvenirs  sur le q u a i ,  ils les la i ssent  p a r c e  q u ' i l s  d o iv en t  
s ' a t t e n d r e  a tout  e t  ne v e u l e n t  s ' e t on n er  de  rien

And t hey  w a i t  and q u i e t l y ,  s t i l l ,  t h e y  w o n d e r .  When they a r r i ve  a t

n i g h t ,  t hey  h a ve  longer  to w o n d e r .  When they  a r r i ve  dur ing the  d a y ,

t he r e  is no wa i t i ng  p e r i o d .  The women and  ch i l d re n  wa lk  first  and  the

men a re  r e l i e v e d .  C ou r t e s y ?  N o :  e f f i c i e n c y .  In the w i n t e r ,  t hey

a r e  s t ruck by the  c o l d .  They undress t h e m se lv es ,  t hey  undress t he i r

c h i l d r e n .  They c a n n o t  e ve n  r e a c t ,  t h e y  a r e  a l r e a d y  par t  of  the N a z i

w o r l d :

e t  e l l e s  c o m me nc en t  ci se d e s h ab i l l e r  d e v a n t  les 
enfants  t a n t  pis^S

This is a l l  par t  of  t he  " r i t es  de  passage"  b e t w e e n  our  world and  the

o t h e r  w o r l d .  It is the  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  of c o n ve n t i o n a l  manners  and

s o c i e t a l  norms.  It is t he  marking of  a c h a n g e  in the very base  of

the  so c i e ty ;  it is the  passage  from one  soc ie ty  to a n o t h e r ,  and  the

passage  was c l e a r l y  c a l c u l a t e d  by the  N a z i s .  In this c a s e ,  some

e n t e r  t h e  o t h e r  s o c i e t y ,  the  c a m p ,  and  the others  go i mmedi a t e l y  to

t h e i r  d e a t h .  These "r i t es  d e  passage" p r epa r e  e q u a l l y  wel l  for b o t h .

The vic t ims  a r e  not  d i s turbed by these  r i t es ,  bu t  t hey  a r e  d i s turbed

by the f a c t  t h a t  the  shower  may be c o l d ,  the  ch i ld ren  might  ca t c h

a c h i l l .  This way of  t h inking  is par t ly  the camp a t t i t u d e ,  but  sti l l

con t a i ns  remnants  of  the i r  l i fe b e f o r e .  They h ave  become d e p o r t e e s ,

a par t  o f  the sys tem.  Even if t h e y  can  unders t and  w h a t  is h a p p e n i n g ,

66a ucun de  N o u s , p . 11 

67 l b i d .

^ 8 | b i d . ,  p .  16 .
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it serves no pur pose ,  b ec a u s e  they  c a n n o t  warn the  o t h e r s .  But they  a re

sti l l  p r e o c c u p i e d  by the same things  t ha t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  the i r  t r i p ,  and

wil l  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t he i r  l i fe in camp:

Tous v e u l e n t  se r a p p e l e r  q u e l l e  impression ils on t  eue  e t  
comme ils ont  eu le s en t i men t  q u ' i l s  ne  r e v i e n d r a i e n t  p a s . ^ 9

They f e e l ,  t h e y  h a ve  the " sen t i men t"  t h a t  t hey  wi l l  not  r e t u r n ,  but

they  c a n n o t  r ea l l y  imagi ne  t ha t  t hey  wi l l  n o t .  They wa n t  to r emember ,

and  the under l y ing  presumpt ion is: to r emember  to t e l l .

There is an in teres t ing  " d i d o u b l e m e n t " : the a u t h o r ,  who

herse l f  passed through the  "Rue de  I ' a r r i v e e ,  Rue du d e p a r t "  is not

descr ib ing  he r  own a r r i va l ;  she is r a th e r  desc r i b i ng  the  a r r iva l  of

an o t h e r  convoy  (probably  J e w s ) ,  and  of  c o u r s e ,  a dd i ng  the  d imension

of  the k n o wl ed ge  t ha t  her  s tay in Auschwi tz  p er mi t t ed  her  to a c q u i r e .

II y a une m i r e  qui  c a l o t t e  son en f an t  de  c inq ans  p e u t - e t r e  
pa r ce  q u ' i l  ne  veu t  pas lui d on n er  la main . . .  EIIe c a l o t t e  
son e n f a n t  e t  nous qui  savons ne le lui pa rdonnons  p a s . 7 0

This is the  i n i t i a t ion  to camp life wi th the p e r sp ec t i v e  of the c am p ,

just as L e ' G r a n d  V o y ag e  was the capsu l e  of  camp l i fe wi th the

dimension of  the  re turn t r i p .  And from this poem we  know w h a t  wil l

h ap pen  in the  camp:  the  g i r l s '  skirts wi l l  dress the  band so t ha t  they

can  p l ay  Vie nn es e  w a l t z e s  on Sunday  mornings .  A Blockhova wil l

make cur t a ins  for he r  windows from the r abb i ' s  holy c lo th  and  the

Kapos wi l l  p l ay  br ide  and groom a t  n ight  w hen  the others  h ave

c o l lapse d  from exhaus t ion  and t h e y  wi l l  w e a r  the c l o t hes  t ha t  the

n e wl y we d s ,  who wer e  sha tc hed  a t  the  s teps  to the  s y n a g o g u e ,  brought

to camp wi th t h e m .  And the  food wil l  be  d i s t r i bu t ed  to the  G e r m a n

f ema le  pr isoners  who a r e  s ick  and wi l l  not  l ike i t .  And this wil l

go on for e t e r n i t y ,  the wr i t e r  f e e l s ,  and  t he re  is no i d e a ,  in the

p oe m ,  o f  tire end of this r o u t i n e .  Al l  we  are  told is t h a t  it happens

^ Aucun  de  N o u s , p . 13 .  

7 0 | b i d . ,  p .  15 .
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"Et tou t  le jour  e t  t ou t e  la nu i t "  .71

The poem is c om p l e t e l y  d e p e r s o n a l i z e d ;  it ta lks  to a l l  its r eade r s ,  

it tel l s  t he  story as if t he  a u t ho r  had not  l ived i t ,  bu t  had simply seen 

it h a p p e n .  But we  know t h a t  she could have  only  known to tel l  if she 

had l ived through i t ,  b ec au s e  "il  n ' y  a q ue  c e u x  qui  en t ren t  dans  le 

camp qui  s a c h e n t  ensu i t e  c e  qui  est  ar r ivS a u x  au t res  e t  qui  p l e u r e n t  de  

les av o i r  qu i t t es  a la ga r e  p a r c e  que ce jour la I ' o f f i c i e r  comman da i t  au x  

plus jeunes  de  former  un rang a p a r t " .  72 W h y ?  "I f  faut  bien q u ' i l  y 

en a i t  pour  as secher  les marais  e t  y r e pan dr e  la c e n d r e  des  au t res  . . .  et  

ils se d i sen t  q u ' i l  a u r a i t  mieux va lu  de  ne jamais  e n t r e r  ici  e t  ne jamais  

savoir"  .73

We h a ve  a l r e a d y  s e e n ,  in the first c h a p t e r ,  t he  d e t a i l s  of  the 

a r r iva l  and  the s e l e c t ions  t h a t  took p l a c e .  The pr isoner  had only  one 

c h o i ce  lef t ;  the  only  c h o i c e ,  t ha t  would  be a cons tan t  compani on  

dur ing his stay in the c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp:  the  c h o i c e  to commit  

s u i c i d e .  Dur ing the first days  in c am p ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  a f t e r  the pr isoner  

has ful ly f e l t  t ha t  he may not  l ive l o ng ,  t ha t  a hor r ib le  dea t h  a w a i t e d  

h im,  i n e v i t a b l y ,  he d e b a t e d  wi th himsel f  or wi th  his c o - i n m a t e s  w h e t he r  

to t a k e  his own l i f e .  The beg i nn i ng  t h e n ,  of the l i fe of the d e p o r t e e  is 

a d i a l og ue  b e tw ee n  l i fe and d e a t h .  The d e p o r t e e  st i l l  ma in t a i n ed  the 

s t rength to discuss i t ,  to th ink  a bo ut  i t .  It was  on ly  the  first we ek  

(approx i mat e l y)  of  his stay in c a m p .  He had seen others  a round him 

d i e ,  a t  first the  o l de r  ones  and  then some of  the  yo un g er  ones  and 

when the  yo un g er  ones  began  to d i e ,  he was t ruly c o n v i nc ed  t ha t  

soon,  it wi l l  be his t u r n .  And he saw t ha t  " l a  mort  n ' a  que  des versions 

hor r ibles  i c i "  . 7 4  The tho ugh t  t ha t  he  might  survive  did no t  e n t e r  his 

mi nd .  He wi l l ed  t ha t  someone  must re turn to t e l l  w h a t  has h a p p e n e d ,  

but  he  could  not  c o n c e i v e  t h a t  it might  be h e .  There is, t h e r e f o r e ,

71 A ucun  de  N o u s , p .  1 8 .

^ Ibid . , p .  19 .

73 I b i d .

7 4 c h a r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P ar o le s" ,  u np u b .
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an  a p p a r e n t  d i a l e c t i c  which  ensued b e t w e e n  life and  d e a t h .  In

" Q u i  Rappor tera  ces P ar o le s" ,  the  crux of the mat t e r  is not  only  the

d i a l e c t i c  b e t w e e n  l i fe and d e a t h ,  bu t  a l so the  respons ib i l i ty  of  one

woman towards  the o t h e r .  F r ango i s e ,  the  p ro ta gon i s t ,  was a res i s tance

f i g h t e r .  When she en t er ed  Bi rkenau ,  she was b e t we en  25 and 3 0  years

o l d .  An o t h e r  d e p o r t e e ,  C l a i r e ,  a p p r o a c h e d  her  and  told her  she heard

t h a t  s he ,  F r ango i se ,  plans to commit  s u i c i d e .  C l a i r e  informs her  tha t

she does  not  h a ve  the r ight  to do so,  Frangoise wants  to use her  last

f ree  c h o i c e ,  e x e r c i s e  her  last  ex tens ion  of  f ree w i l l .  She is sure t ha t

she wi l l  d i e  in two w ee k s ,  a f i l thy  d e a t h ,  a horr i fying d e a t h  and  she

prefers  to ma i n t a i n  her  p r i d e ,  her  s e l f - i m a g e ,  he r  pe r sona l i ty  and  d i e

a c l e a n  d e a t h ,  a painless  d e a t h  and  e l i m i n a t e  the suffering tha t  wi l l

p r e c e d e  an y  d e a t h  in c a m p .  C la i re  informs her  t h a t  she does  not  have

t he  r i g h t ,  as a res i s t ance  f ig h te r ,  to make the c h o i ce  to d i e .  "Un

c o m b a t t a n t  ne  se su ic i de  p a s ,  "75  s a y S C l a i r e .  For F rangoi se ,  this

does  not  hold t rue ,  g i ven  the  co n t e x t  of  the i r  present  s i t u a t i o n .

They a r e  in a p l a c e  wh er e  "les  v£r i t es  ont  c h a n g e ,  . . .  les v 6rit€s

ne  sont  plus les m§mes . "76 Frangoise  does  not  w a n t  to suffer  to tha t

l imit  t ha t  none  of  humani ty  had eve r  known before  t hem,  and she tel l s

C l a i r e  t ha t  she should ask the  others  who h a ve  suffered t ha t  t e r r ib le

d e a t h ,  then  she would be a b l e  to b e t t e r  unders tand why Frangoise

want s  to commit  su ic ide :

Tu me d eman des  . . . .  Pose la ques t ion  a ce l l e s - l a  qui  sont 
co uch£ es  ra ides  dans  la n e i g e ,  pose la ques t ion a leurs visages  
qui  ne  sont  plus des v i sages ,  a leurs orbi tes  que  les rats ont  a g r a n -  
d i es ,  a leurs membres qui  r essemblent  a du bois mor t ,  a leur  

p eau  qui  n ' a  la co u l eu r  de  r ien de  c o n n u .  N e  sa is - tu  pas tout  
ce  q u ' un  humain est  c a p a b l e  de  suppor t e r  a v a n t  d ' e n  mour i r?
N e  c ro i s - tu  pas que  pour  a r r i ve r  d c e t  e t a t  de  mai greur ,  
de  l a i d e u r ,  de  c o nv ul s i on ,  d ' i n d e n o u a b l e  dans  ce qui  reste 
de  cha i r  e t  de  p e a u ,  il faut  avo i r  souffer t  jusqu'a  la l imi te ,  
la l imi te  que  personne ne  conna i s sa i t  a v a n t  nou s?  J e  ne  veux

7 ^ Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Pa r o le s" ,  p .  5 .

761 b i d .
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pas souffrir  jusqu '6 c e t t e  l imite-lci  . 77  

From al l  t ha t  we  know a b o u t  c on ce n t r a t i o n  camps ,  we c a n n o t  c o n c l u d e  

but  t ha t  Frangoise is ac t i n g  r a t i o n a l l y ,  l o g i c a l l y ,  l uc i d l y \ and  she 

her se l f  knows it t o o .  It as C l a i r e  who is asking for the i r r a t i o n a l ,  the 

i d e a l .  D e a t h ,  personi f ied  by Frangoise ,  d e b a t e s  for a long t ime wi th 

l i f e ,  personi f ied  by C l a i r e ,  and  la ter  by o t h e r s .  This p oe t i c  d i a l og ue  

lasts for many p ages .  We r e a l i z e  t h a t  t he r e  is something which  makes 

even  Frangoise l isten to C l a i r e ,  b ecaus e  by the  f a c t  t h a t  a f t e r  the  

second day  of the d e b a t e ,  she has not  commi t t ed  su ic i de  y e t ,  by the 

f ac t  t ha t  she st i l l  d e b a t e s ,  we know t h a t  t he r e  is something pul l ing 

he r  towards  l i fe and tha t  she is sti l l  c o ns i de r i n g .  We must a lso note  

t ha t  this means  t h a t  she sti l l  has the s t rength to t a lk  a b ou t  i t ,  to 

cons ide r  and  v o c a l i z e .  For Frangoise ,  to l ive in this s i tua t ion  takes  

was ted  c o u r a g e ,  cou r age  which  wi l l  be for n a u g h t .  But C la i r e  exp la ins  

to her  t ha t  her  l i f e ,  s ince  she is not  a l o n e ,  s ince  she is a res i s tance  

f i gh t e r ,  is not  hers to g ive  a w a y .  She must f i gh t ,  r ea l l y  f igh t ,  r ea l ly  

s t ruggle  to hang on to life as long as  poss ib le ,  not  b ec a u s e  she wil l  

su rv ive ,  b ecaus e  not  even  life i t sel f ,  C l a i r e ,  can c o n c e i v e  tha t  

Frangoise  wi l l  surv i ve ,  but  b ecaus e  it wi l l  g i ve  someone  also the 

c h a n c e  to s u r v i v e .  And someone must survive to t e l l  the o ther s ,  to 

br ing b a c k  the  dying words of the  o t he r s ,  to t e l l  how they  d i ed  and 

how they  suf f e red .  And also b ecaus e  Frangoise has a f o l l o w i n g .  She 

is loved and i m i t a t e d .  If she commits su ic i de  a n o t h e r  may f o l l ow,  

one  who has a c h a n c e  to l i v e .  The respons ib i l i ty  to the o t he r s ,  

a c c o r d i n g  to C l a i r e ,  must make Frangoise  d e c i d e  to l i v e .  For 

Fr ango i s e ,  none  of them h a ve  a c h a n c e ,  no one  wi l l  r e t u r n .  They 

a r e  f ighters  outs ide  the  b a t t l e g r ou nd ;  no o ne  wi l l  know t ha t  t hey  a re  

t h e r e ,  no one  can he lp  t h em ,  and  they  a re  he lp i ng  no o n e .  But 

Cl a i r e  con t inues  to t e l l  her  t ha t  it is b ec a u s e  of t h i s ,  b ec a u s e  no 

one  knows of  t he i r  c o n d i t i o n ,  of  thei r  p l i g h t ,  t ha t  t hey  must survive

^ 7 " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P ar o le s" ,  p .  6 .
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to t e l l ,  and t h a t  the others  h a ve  the  respons ib i l i ty  to  he l p  her  survive

with a l l  t he i r  power :

Suppose que  tu t i ennes  q u i n z e  jours /  says C l a i r e  to F r a n g o i s e / /  
p e n d a n t  lesquels  tu auras  a i d e  les au t res  a t e n i r .  M§me si 
tu Idches  a l o r s ,  ce  sera q u i n z e  jours g a g n £ s .  Une a u t r e  te 
r e l a i e r a ,  puis une a u t r e ,  pour  q u ' i l  y en a i t  une  qui  t i enn e  
jusqu ' au  b o u t . 78

But Frangoise  c an no t  see this e n d — and even C l a i r e  does  n o t .  C l a i r e ,  

h o w e v e r ,  makes  the  b e t  (we th ink  of  P as ca l ,  "Le Par i " ) ,  commits 

he r se l f .  C l a i r e  is c onv in ced  t ha t  the  power  to l ive l ies wi th in  the 

s e l f .  Life is t a lk ing  to d e a t h ,  and  t e l l i ng  it t h a t  l i fe br ings wi th it 

the  power  to r enew i t se l f  an d  c on t i nu e :  "Tu t i endras  d eu x  mois si 

tu v e u x " s h e  te l l s  Y v o n n e .  C l a i r e  insists:  if you ha ve  a l r e a d y  

d e c i d e d  to d i e ,  wa i t  and d ie  l a t e r ,  wha t  d i f f e r e n c e  can a l i t t l e  t ime 

make  to y o u ?  Frangoise  con t inues  to answer  " Au cu n  de  nous ne  

r e v i e n d r a " , 8 0  and  tr ies to c o n v i n c e  C l a i r e  t ha t  s he ,  C l a i r e ,  r ea l l y  

b e l i ev es  the  same t h i n g .  And this is so; even  l i f e ,  C l a i r e ,  can no 

longer  b e l i e v e  in he r se l f .  She b e l i ev es  on ly  in its power  for a n o t h e r :  

the  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  Frangoise  and  C l a i r e ,  b e t w e e n  l i fe  and d ea th  

(and t he r e  is now r ea l l y  l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n c e — they  a r e  p r a c t i c a l l y  

synonymous)  is t h a t  C l a i r e  b e l i e ve s  t h a t  someone wi l l  r e t u r n ,  whereas  

Frangoise  c a n n o t  a c c e p t  t h i s .  Frangoise  is very  t empted  by the  

e l e c t r i f i e d  barbed  w i r e .  She wants  to run to i t ,  touch it and d ie  

q u i e t l y - - a  q u i c k ,  c l e a n  e n d .  By the  f a c t  t ha t  t he r e  is bas i c a l ly  so 

l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  C l a i r e  and  Fr ango i se ,  in r e l a t i on  to the i r  

p e r so na l i t i e s ,  we see tha t  t h e r e ,  in c a m p ,  t he r e  was l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n c e  

b e t w e e n  l i fe and d e a t h ,  to the  i nma t es .  Their  l i fe in c a m p ,  from the  

b e g i n n i n g ,  would be  no more than  a very  s low,  a g o n i z i ng  d e a t h .  It 

was  not  l i f e ,  i t  had nothing to do wi th l i f e ?  It was d e a t h ,  in a v a r i e t y

7 8 ,|Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P a r o l es" ,  p .  9

7 9 |bid . , p . 10 . 

80l b i d . ,  p .  11 .
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of forms,  a l l  of  which  ta r r i ed  much on the  w a y .  Every road ends in

d e a t h :  Frangoise tel l s  us t h e r e  is only  one  s a n c t i o n ,  d e a t h :

La mort  si vous sortez du r a n g ,  la mort  si vous t ra fnez  la j a mb e ,  
la mort  si vous ne cour ez  pas assez v i t e ,  la mort  si vous ne 
compr enez  pas un ordre  ou une i nsu l te ,  la mort  si vous ne 
t ene z  pas d eb ou t  sans boug er  p e n d a n t  c inq h e u r e s ,  dans  le 
f ro id ,  dans  la nui t  . . .  81

They do not  fust w a i t  for d e a t h ,  t hey  e x p e c t  i t .  Why f i gh t ,  asks

Frangoise  a g a i n  and a g a i n .  But G i n a  knows t ha t  in spi te  of  a l l  of

th i s ,  t hey  w a n t  to l i ve ,  r e a l l y  wa n t  t o .  And we  see a n o t h e r  " d 6d o u -

b le me nt  de  soi" be ing c r e a t e d  he re :

II me semble  qu e  ce  n ' e s t  pas moi qui  d e c i d e .  Ce  do i t  §t re  
que ce  qui  est  e n co r e  v i v an t  veu t  pers i s ter  a v i v r e ,  sans 
r a i s o n . 82

During t he  en t i r e  first  a c t  of  this t r a g e d y ,  t h er e  is on ly  one  ques t ion  

t h a t  is eve r  d e b a t e d :  to l ive or to d i e .  There seems to be no poin t  

in discussing any t h i ng  e l s e ,  this is the on ly  p e r t i n e n t  q u e s t i o n .  It 

is the ques t ion  t ha t  poses i t se l f  e a c h  morning;  the r e  is a f ight  to g e t  

u p ,  to s tand u p ,  to s tay s t a n d i n g ,  to w a l k .  And a t  e a ch  step of the  

w a y ,  of  the d a y ,  of  the n i g h t ,  as the c h a r a c t e r  is l iv i ng ,  he  can  

choose  to d i e ,  to thus c o i n c i d e  wi th the  des t i ny  the N a z i s  h ave  

ou t l in ed  for h i m.  We must u n d e r l i n e ,  in f a c t ,  t h a t  this d e b a t e ,  as 

s u c h ,  co n t inu es  only for the  first a c t  of  t h e  p l a y ,  t h a t  is,  when  the 

d e p or t e e s  h av e  been  in Birkenau for only  e i gh t  d a y s .  We wi l l  s e e ,  

in our  nex t  c ha p t e r s ,  how things have  c h a n g e d  by Ac t  III,  when  they 

h av e  been  the re  seventy  d a y s .  What  is the  d e c i s i v e  f a c t o r ,  t h e n ,  

t ha t  prevent s  Frangoise from commit t ing s u i c i d e ?  O r ,  wha t  is the 

f ac to r  t h a t  makes  her  wan t  to l i ve ,  t ha t  makes  he r  r e a l l y  w a n t  to 

f ight  to s u r v i v e ?  M o u n e t t e ,  a younger  c h a r a c t e r ,  wan ted  to d i e  

when  she first wa l ke d  into the  c a m p .  She would h a v e  g l a d l y  v o l u n ­

t e e r e d  to h ave  been  shot a f t e r  hav ing  wa lk ed  o v e r  c ad av e r s  in the

81 " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P ar o le s" ,  p .  1 4 .  

8 2 [ b i d  . ,  p .  1 5 .
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snow,  be fo re  having  known and seen the  r es t .  N o w ,  knowing and 

seeing the r es t ,  a l thou gh  she thinks  it is for no reason t h a t  they 

persist  in l iv i ng ,  she is holding onto  l i f e ,  she is f i g h t i n g .  And 

Frangoise  is c o n v i n c e d ,  b ec au s e  of  M o u n e t t e ,  and  d ec i d e s  to " fa i r e  

le p a r i " :

Tu aura i s  prefer^  £t re  fus i l l ee  a l ' a r r i v e e , ^ a y s  Frangoise 
to Mounett§f7 e t  m a i n t en an t  tu t ' a c c r o c h e s .  J e  ne te 
laisse p a s . 83

Frangoise has t he r e fo r e  d e c i d e d  to f ight  to l ive b ec au s e  

M o u n e t t e  wi l l  h ave  a b e t t e r  c h a n c e  to l ive if she and  the others  

s tay to he l p  he r ,  wi th no arm o t he r  than t he i r  s imple  p r e s e n c e ,  

which  raises the  odds in he r  f a v or .

O n c e  this verba!  d e b a t e  b e t w e e n  l i fe and  d e a t h  has e n d e d ,  

o n ce  Frangoise has d e c i d e d  to b e t ,  to " pr en dr e  I’e n g a g e m e n t " , this 

phase  of camp li fe has drawn to a c l o s e .  It is no longer  " I ' a r r i vee"  

and  the few days  or the w e e k  t h a t  fol low i t .  The in t roduc t ion  to camp 

life is ove r  and the r ou t i ne  b e g i n s .  The rou t ine  and the r e pe t i t i on  of 

rou t ine  t h a t  formula te  the  d a i l y  d r u d g e r y .  But before  we  discuss camp 

life as a t o t a l i t y ,  camp li fe a f t e r  the  dec i s ion  to l ive was m a d e ,  we 

shal l  ex am in e  severa l  o t he r  p resen t a t ions  of  the  a r r iva l  and  the first 

we ek  or so in c am p.

There are  t hree  l evel s  from which  C h ar l o t t e  Delbo  views the 

d e p o r t a t i o n :  the  anonymous  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  t h a t  d es c r ib e  the tota l  

phenomenon  on a d e p e r s o n a l i z e d  l e v e l ,  the s o c io l og i c - h i s t o r i ca !  

l e v e l ,  and the  personal  l e v e l .  In " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces P a r o l es" ,  

we h a v e  the  pe r sona l ized  r e a c t i on s  to t h e  a r r i v a l ,  the  fee l ings  of  

the  d e p o r t e e s ,  the passions t ha t  form the t r a g e d y .  In Aucun  de 

Nous  ne  R e v i e n d r a , we  h a ve  the over power i ng  desc r i p t ion  of the  

t o t a l i t y  on an anonymous  l e v e l .  We a re  told t ha t

Tous 6t a i e n t  marqu£s a u  bras d ' u n  numero i n d e l e b i l e .  Tous

8 3 " Q u i  Rapportera  ces  P a ro le s" ,  p .  16 .
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d e v a i e n t  mour i r .

Le t a t o u a g e  i d en t i f i a i t  les morts e t  les mortes .®^

It is p r e c i s e ,  conc i se  and  an on ym ou s .  It descr ibes  the ce r emo ni a l  

"r i tes  de  passage"  by showing its g o a l ,  its purpose and if fur ther  

demons t r a t es  to the  r ea de r  the  a non ymi t y  and d e p e r s o n a l i z a t i o n  of 

the  d e p o r t e e  o n c e  he en t e r e d  the  c a m p .  The only w ay  in which  he 

could  be  s ingled ou t  or i den t i f i ed  would  b e  by his t a t o oe d  n um be r .

The same d i a l i g u e  b e t w e e n  l i fe and d ea t h  seen in " Q u i  Rappor tera  

ces  Paroles"  is found in A ucun  d e  Nous  ne  Reviendra  , but  i t  t akes  

p l a c e  on a d i f f e r en t  l i t e rary  l e v e l .  The persons '  names  a r e  n e v e r  

m e n t i o n e d .  The s cene  is e n t i t l e d  " D i a l o g u e " .  Two w o m e n - - t h e  

a u t ho r  is one  of  t h e m — ar e  t a l k i ng  of  t he i r  c h a n c e  to l ive:

— II faut  lut ter  d e  tout  son c o u r a g e .
— Pourquoi  . . .  Pourquoi  lu t t er  pui sque nous devons  toutes  . . .  85 

We h av e  no idea  who is conv in c i ng  whom or who the  second pr isoner  

i s .  The d i a l o g u e  is not  i nd iv i du a l i z i n g  or p er sona l iz i ng  the p h e n o ­

m e n on .  The " i l  faut"  is s ign i f i can t :  i t  shows,  by the use of an 

impersonal  v e r b ,  the tone  the wr i t e r  is t rying to s e t .  The " j e"  enters  

for a n o t h e r  s ingle  s e n t e n c e  and then is d e p e r s o n a l i z e d  fur ther  by a 

third person s ingular  p r ono un ,  it becomes  " o n " ,  the  i nd ef in i te  p r ono un .  

" J e  lu t t e  co n t re  ma ra i son .  O n  lut t e  co n t re  sa r a i s o n . " 8 6  The au t hor  

does  not  wan t  to e n t e r  into the  n a r r a t iv e  for a pro longed  per iod  of  

t i me ,  nor  does she wan t  a n y  o t he r  person to p l ay  a do mi nan t  ro le :

she is conv ey ing  a  d e p e r s o n a l i z e d  t o t a l i t y .

Let us now e x am i n e  the  s o c i o l o g i c a l - h i s t o r i c a l  t r e a t m e n t  of  the  

a r r i v a l ,  which  is d e s c r i p t i v e ,  r e a l i s t i c .  The women a r e  s t ruck first by 

the smell  of  the  camp:  "une  o de u r  d a t a b l e  mal t e n u e ,  une o deur  de

84a  ucun de  N o u s , p .  2 4 .

8 5 |bid . , p . 2 6 .

86A ucun de  Nous ,  p .  2 7 .
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v a c he s  sales  . . . " 8 7  Lulu comments  when  she sees t he  o t h e r ,  f i l thy

pr isoners ,  t ha t  they  could  a t  l eas t  wash th em se lv es .  But " Q u i

s oupgonna i t  q u ' i l  n ' y  a v a i t  pas d ' e a u  dans  le c a m p ? " 8 8  They do  not

kn ow,  but  t hey  beg i n  to s us pe c t ,  w h a t  the fu ture  holds:  I’C ^ c i l e  a

d i t :  'Dans  hui t  jours tu sent i ras  aussi  mauvais  e t  tu ne  le sent i ras

p l u s ' ." 89 O f  cour se ,  as in t h e  o t h e r  e f f e c t i v e  n a r r a t i v e s ,  the  t ime

s e q u e n c e  is not  s t r i c t ly  o b j e c t i v e .  The dimension of  t he  l a t e r - a c q u i r e d

k nowl edg e  is shown h e r e ,  even  in the  s o c io l og ic a l  d e s c r i p t i o n .  As

they  go through the g a t e  l ead i ng  to the  c a m p ,  whose  name they  stil l

do not  know,  t hey  read the  sign V e r n i c h t u n g s l a g e r . The commentary :

" 'Eh b i e n ,  c ' e s t  g a i . '  " 90  And t h e y  sing the  M ar se i l l a i s e :  the on ly

c onvoy  eve r  to en te r  A us c h w i t z -B i r k e n a u  s i n g i ng .  They see the SS

women for the first t i m e .  The d es c r i p t io n  is r e a l i s t i c ,  e x a c t :

Hautes  bot tes  no i re s ,  longue p e l e r i n e  n o i r e ,  hau t  c a pu chon  
par  dessus le c a l o t .  Des s i l houe t t es  au dessin prec i s  sur le 
fond de  n e i g e . 9 1

N o  r e a c t i o n  is r e c o r d e d .  The des c r i p t i on  con t in ues :

Notfs avons  co n t ou r ne  des  bar oques  . . .  II f a l l a i t  en j amber  
des cadav res  . . .  O n  co mpr ena i t  b les voi r  que  Iq mort  ici 
n ' e t a i t  pas d o u c e .  La v ie  non plus en l ' a t t e n d a n t . 9 2

The key word he r e  is "en  I ' a t t e n d a n t . " It is d e f i n i t i v e  and leaves  no

ques t i on :  d e a t h  is a w a i t e d ,  it is the  norm,  the  e x p e c t a t i o n .  The same

i dea  t ha t  we  h a ve  seen before  in Mrs .  De l bo ' s  wr i t ings ;  only  the  l i t e rary

t e c h n i q u e  has b een  a l t e r e d  to fi t  the  c o n t e n t .  The nex t  of  the  t raumas

d es cr i bed  is the  m i d - d a y  s o u p .  It is the  first con f ro n t a t i on  of  the

prisoners  wi th disgust  and  d i s tas te  t ha t  they h a ve  to o ve r co me :  they

h av e  to e a t  t h a t  soup t h a t  revol t s  t h e m .  1 " O n  ne p e u t  pas manger

87Le C o n v o i ,  p . 11 .

88 l b i d .

89l b i d .

90 l b ? d . ,  p .  12 .

91 Ibid.

9 2 I b i d .
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c e t t e  s ou pe .  E11 e sent  la t i n e t t e , "  "93 say S one  pr i soner .  And 

M a d e l e i n e  D o i re t ,  a n o t h e r ,  r ep l i e s :  1 "La soupe sent i ra  toujours  la 

t i n e t t e ,  il faudra bien la manger  ou mouri r  de  f a i m.  A u t a n t  co mmen ce r  

tout  de  s u i t e . "  ' 9 4 | t is t he  first  t ime t h a t  t h e  pr i soner  wil l  h a v e  to 

ove r come  a personal  r ep u l s i on .  We must poin t  out  t h a t  this a c t  of  

e a t ing  the soup is more d i f f i cu l t  than w a l k i ng  ove r  the  cadaver s  in 

t he  s no w.  It more c l ose ly  a t t a c k s  the  person and the  s e l f - i m a g e .

An ot he r  phase  of  the  i n i t i a t ion  to camp wi l l  also be  discussed 

by C ha r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  on e a ch  l e v e l .  The d e p o r t e e s ,  shorn,  s h a v e n ,  

n a k e d ,  did not  r e c o g n i z e  e a c h  o t h e r .  " N u e  e t  t o n d u e ,  a u c u n e  n ' 6 t a i t  

plus e l l e „ " 9 5  Even dressed ,  t h ey  do not  r e c o g n i z e  e a c h  o th e r ;  this we 

see  several  t imes in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P a r o l es" .  We the r efo r e  h ave  

to c o n c l u d e  t ha t  there  is something o the r  than t he  l ack  of c h o t h e s ,  or 

t he  lack of  ha i r  tha t  prevents  the  pr isoners from r e c og ni z i ng  e a ch  o t h e r .  

It is the a tmosphere  of the  camp which has deformed each o ne  to such 

an  e x t e n t  t ha t  his looks h a v e  c h a n g e d ;  he has phys ica l  b ecome 

d e h u m a n i z e d ,  d e p e r s o n a l i z e d .  And w h a t  c l e a r e r  way of e xp l a i n i ng  

it than to show t h a t  one did not  r e c o g n i z e  the o the r  ne i t he r  by the  

v o i c e  nor the  looks .  We must r emember  t h a t  this  was still  e a r ly  in the 

l ife in c a m p ,  so it is not  du e  to phys ica l  d e f o r m a t i o n ,  e m ac i a t i o n  or 

i l lness .

We wil l  dwel l  on on ly  one  more po in t  o f  the  Convo? du 24 

J a n v i e r ,  C h a r l o t t e  De l bo ' s  soc i o l og ica l  wor k ,  and  t h a t  is t he  c o n f ro n t ­

a t ion  of  the  new prisoners and the  old upon the  a r r i v a l  of the  new ones  

in the  c a m p .  The l a t t e r  a r e  not  a b l e  s t i l l ,  or shal l  we  say y e t ,  to 

unders tand why so many wi l l  d i e .  A Dutch woman comes over  to one 

of the women in t h e  convoy  and  says t h a t  ou t  of  2 3 0 ,  they  wi l l  be 

r e du ced  to 30  wi th in  a mont h .  The o t he r s ,  c a l c u l a t i n g  tha t  she has

9^ Le C o n v o i ,  p . 1 2 .

94 lb?d.

9^ l b i d . ,  p . 13 .



been  g iven  an order  to d e m or a l i z e  t hem,  do not  b e l i e v e  h er ,  b ec au s e

even  a f t e r  hav ing  t aken  the  t r ip and  seen the  c a m p ,  they  c a n n o t  imagine

t hi s .  And when  they  a r e  told t h a t  roll  ca l l  ki l ls  them a l l ,  t hey  r ea l l y

refuse to b e l i e v e  it:

Nous  avons  cru q u ' e l l e  vou l a i r  nous a b a t t r e .  Nous  et ions  
d e t e r m i n e s  a ne  pas nous en laisser  a c c r o i r e .  Des heures  
d e b o u t ?  II n ' y  a pas de  quoi  en m o u r i r .9 6

The suspension of d i sb e l i e f  is n o t ,  t hus ,  q u i t e  c o m p l e t e .  They refuse

to u nde r s t an d ,  or do not  un de r s t an d ,  when  t hey  compla in  t ha t  the

bar racks  wher e  they  s leep  a r e  over crowded  and  the  Blockhova te l l s

them t ha t  soon it wi l l  be  b e t t e r .  Thus they  a r e  in a t r ans i t i ona l  phase :

t hey  h a v e  t ak en  the t r i p ,  seen w h a t  the camp is l i k e ,  some of  them

h a ve  a l r e a d y  b een  so over whe l med  t ha t  they have  g i ven  up t rying to

l i v e ,  t hey  h a v e  not  ea t e n  nor s lep t ;  t hey  h a v e  le t  themselves  d i e .

Some h a v e  d i ed  of  o t h e r  causes ,  mostly the  e l d e r l y .  They a r e  in the

o t he r  w o r l d ,  but  t hey  a r e  not  c om pl e t e l y  e n t r e n c h e d  in i t .  O n l y  t ime

wi l l  make this d i f f e r e n c e .  It is not  a vi s ib le  t r ans i t ion tha t  can  be

p i n p o i n t e d .  It is a g r adua l  c o n d i t i o n i n g ,  tha t  b egan  wi th the first

moment  of  the  t r ip ,  t h a t  wi l l  a f f e c t  d i f f e ren t  pr isoners a t  d i f f e r en t

t imes .  H e r e ,  as e l s e w h e r e ,  the  key f ac t or  is t i m e .  It is impossible to

say tha t  the prisoners  were  one  way  the first w e e k  and  d i f f e r en t  the

s econd:  the i r  a t t i t u d e  depends  e n t i r e l y  on wh a t  they  br ing wi th them

to the c a m p — thei r  l ives b e f o r e ,  the i r  h e a l t h ,  o u t l o o k ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  men t a l

a r m a m e n t .

The speech  by the  SS upon the  e n t r a n c e  of t he  pr isoners into

N a t z w e i l l e r ,  as r epor t ed  by one  of the d ep or t ee s  who s u rv i ved ,  stresses

the  f ac t  t ha t  the  SS wished to d e m o r a l i z e  the d e p or t e e s  as much as possible

Vous e t es  ici  a N a t z w e i l e r ,  le camp de la mor t ,  don t  per sonne  
ne sort v i v a n t . ^ 7

This was t yp ica l  of  many of  the  induct ions  into camp l i f e .  They left

9 ^ Le C o n v o i ,  p . 1 4 .

^ J e a n  de  Laromiguidre ,  La Dame 6 I ' O m b r e l l e  (Paris ,  1946) ,
p. 78.
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t he  d e p o r t e e  wi th ou t  a c l e a r  idea  of wh a t  his future  would be in r e f e r e n c e  

to d a i l y  l i f e ,  but  they  d e f i n i t e l y  removed any  hopes  t h a t  might  still  

l i nger  wi th h i m.  They also c l e a r l y  de f ined  for him the posi t ion of  the 

SS so t ha t  he would be  a b l e  to commence  p lay i ng  his ro le  in the i n t e r ­

a c t i o n  .

The cremator ium was the  c en t e r  of  a t t e n t i o n  of  the first walk  

through the c a m p .  "Pas bon m o n s i e u r "  , 9 8  a nn o u n c e s  the SS m a n ,  in 

a r a t he r  large u n d er s t a t em en t ,  a f t e r  point ing it o u t .  This was indeed 

done  to f r ighten the  pr i soners .  The pr isoner  had never  seen a c r e m a ­

torium before  and would be a w a r e  of  d e a t h ' s  propor t ions  he r e  on ly  as 

he  ponder ed  why the  cremator ium was t h e r e .

In some cas es ,  the  r eac t i on s  were  of ca lm and surpr i se .  It 

was  r a t h e r  the  e l e m e n t  of  the  unknown tha t  came  to the  f o re ,  not  the 

hor ror ,  t h a t  was t r o u b l i n g .  It must be po in ted  ou t  t h a t  this r e a c t i o n  is 

r ecorded  by a d e p o r t e e  to N e u b r e m m ,  which  does  not  inspire t he  same 

horror  as  A u s c h w i t z - B i r k e n a u . We can tel l  t he  l evel  of  the condi t ions  

of the  camp by the  au th o r ' s  ment ion of  the  f a c t  t h a t  in N e u b r e m m ,  there  

was w a t e r .

Many were  of  course s t ruck by the odor  o f  burning f l e sh .  O t h e r  

r eac t i ons  we r e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  the  backgr ound  t ha t  the  v ic t im brings 

to camp;  a re l ig ious  woman is t r a uma t i ze d  when  her  rosary beads  a re  

t aken  a w a y  from h e r .

There was somet imes  a f ee l ing  of  loss of  cont rol  ove r  o n e ' s  

d e s t i n y .  It was  the  d e h u m a n i z a t i o n ,  the  becoming  an o b j e c t  t ha t  

Semprun i l lus t rates  by the  s imple t e c h n i q u e  of  c h a n g e  of  the  au th o r ' s  

v i e wp o i n t  from nar ra tor  to c h a r a c t e r  t ha t  o t he r  au thors  ( e . g .  C a t h e r i n e  

Roux,  Simone Lahaye) ,  not  q u i t e  so sk i l l fu l ,  wi l l  h ave  to use words 

to d e s c r i b e .  It was not  y e t  a f ee l ing  of  f e a r .  It was t he  beg inn ing  of  

a f e e l i ng  of  h u m i l i a t i o n ,  of  l ack  of  g r an d e u r ,  of  t he  l ack of  possibi l i ty  

for t ha t  f ee l i ng  of  g r a nd eu r  to o c cu r  among t he  v i c t i ms .  It is de s c r i bed

9®Pineau, p. 19.
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by o n e  as a " premi er e  mise en sc&ne t r ag iq ue  e t  r i d i cu l e"  She is a t  

the  same t ime s t ruck by the s imulacre  of  hones ty  on the pa r t  of  the  N a z i s  

and  the  a t t e n t i o n  to d e t a i l ,  t he  b u r e a u c r a c y .  She fee l s  she has en t e r ed  

a d a n c e .

O n e  r e a c t i on  must be  s ingled o u t  b e c a u s e  it is q u i t e  t yp ica l  of 

the  a u t h or ' s  po in t  of  v i e w ,  s tyle  and al so b ec au s e  it  di ffers  so much from 

a n y  of  the  o t he r  " t 6m o i g n a g e s " . C a t h e r i n e  Roux,  n a k e d ,  s t r ipped of al l  

h e r  possessions,  main ta ins  her  p r i d e ,  a t  leas t  in her  book:

. . .  p r i s on ni e r e ,  d e s a r m e e ,  t ou t e  n u e ,  | e  me sens r i c h e ,  comme 
une r e i n e  e t  je r e l e v e  h a u t e m e n t  le f r o n t . ^00

The r e a c t i o n  is u nus ua l ,  a t y p i c a l  and  tends  to d e c o y  the  r e a d e r  from

focusing his a t t e n t i o n  on t h e  horrors of  camp l i f e .  It is in Ravensbruck

t ha t  she is a b l e  to keep  her  head  high:  she avo ids  r ecou nt ing  sordid

d e t a i l s  and  a c e r t a i n  n a i v e t 6 pe rvades  her  book:

Mon D i e u , je n ' a i  plus d e  v e t emen t s  sur moi  ̂^

she says a f t e r  the t ra d i t i ona l  undressing s c e n e .  The m a i n t e n a n c e  of

pr ide  and calm is q u i t e  d i s t i n c t i v e .

We must po in t  out  one o t h e r  book b ec a u s e  i t  is wr i t t en  by a 

n o n - d e p o r t e e . ^  02 She p laces  he r  story in Ravensbruck and her  h e r o i n e ,  

V a l e n t i n e ,  a ged  19 ,  is q u i t e  n a i v e  and not  a t  a l l  p r ep ared  for camp l i f e .  

Her  first n igh t  in camp is more t r a uma t i c  than her  first d a y .  The c o n c e p t  

t ha t  n igh t  is more t e r r i fy ing than da y  and  r epea t s  i t se l f  many t imes 

t h roughou t  the  l i t e ra t ur e  o f  the  d e p o r t a t i o n .  Her  youth  a nd  n a i v e t e  

d om i n a t e  t h e  n o v e l .  Dur ing this first n i g h t ,  she h a l l u c i n a t e s  and  she 

c an n o t  a c c e p t  t ha t  she is r ea l ly  in c a m p .  She is not  a t  a l l  sure a t  this 

t ime t h a t  she wi l l  su rv i ve .  She wonders  w h e t he r  she wil l  over come the

9 9 |_es Frangaises  a Ravensbruck (Paris ,  1965) ,  p .  7 7 .

1 ^ C a t h e r i n e  Roux, Tr i ang le  Rouge (Paris ,  1948) ,  p .  5 9 .

101 I b i d . , p .  5 7 .

^P2Regina W a l l e t ,  Ce l l es  qui  ne V o u l a i e n t  pas Mouri r  
(Par i s ,  1962) .



" c h oc s  m ul t ip l e s ,  . . .  la faim et  . . .  les c o u p s . T h e s e  a r e ,  obv i ous ly ,  

pr imar i ly  phys ica l  p r e o c c u p a t i o n s .  This book is impor tant  b ec a u s e  it 

shows the  a b i l i t y  of  a n o n - d e p o r t e e  to c a p t u r e  a ce r t a i n  ve r i s imi l i tude  

in r e f e r e n c e  to the  d e p o r t e e  and his e n t r a n c e  into c am p,  but  un f o r tu ­

n a t e l y ,  this v e r i s imi l i t ud e ,  as we wi l l  see l a t e r ,  is not  m a i n t a i n ed  to 

the  po in t  wh e r e  the  l ack  of  it becomes  a d i s tor t ion  of f a c t  a nd  the  book 

becomes  inver i s imi lar  and  u n t r u e ,  i mposs ib le .

This c h a p t e r  would be i ncomp le t e  if i t  d id  not  speak  a t  g r e a t e r  

l ength of  Elie W i e s e l .  He a r r ived  wi th his fami ly  in A u s c h w i t z .  It 

was a J ewish  c o n v o y .  There was a s e l e c t io n  to be m a d e .  O f  cour se ,  

the  fami ly  wa n t e d  to s tay  t o g e t h e r .  The c a m a r a d e r i e  of  a s t r anger  saved 

the  f a t h e r  and  son .  They l ied a b o u t  the i r  a g e s — the son was too young 

and  the  f a t h e r  too o l d — and  they  were  sent  to t he  l e f t ,  t he  good c o l u m n .  

The idea  o f  the  c om a r a d e r i e  of  s t r anger s ,  so i mpor tan t  in the  c o n c e n ­

t ra t ion  camp l i t e r a t u r e ,  comes  to t h e  fore ea r ly  in the  n a r r a t i v e  and 

its i mpor t ance  is thus u n d e r l i n e d .  Wiesel  does  not  know t h a t  he  is 

l eav i ng  his mother  and  sister  f o r e v e r .  There is no inkl ing t h a t  i t  is 

not  just a t empora ry  s e p a r a t i o n .  The SS p r ep are s  them for w h a t  wi l l  

fo l low:  he  speaks  to them as J ews  and " U n t e r m e n s c h e n " :

Vous v o y e z ,  l a - b a s ,  la c h e m i n e e ?  La v o y e z - v o u s ?  Les 
f lammes ,  les v o y e z - v o u s ?  . . .  Vous n ' a v e z  pas encor e  
compr is?  Fils de  c h i e n s ,  . . .  O n  va vous b r O l e r . . .  Vous 
r edu i re  en c e n d r e s ' J 0 4

There is no e q u i v o c a t i o n ,  bu t  sti l l  the  p e op l e  c a n n o t  b e l i e v e .  Wiesel

thinks  perhaps  it is a l l  an  u n i m a g i n a b l e  (a word t h a t  occurs  f r e q u e n t l y ,

not  only  in Wiese l )  n i g h t m a r e .  O n e  man in t h e  crowd wants  to r evo l t ;

he  want s  the  others  to know wha t  has  h a p p e n e d  so f a r ,  he  want s  to

e s c a p e  to t e l l .  The others  sti l l  cons ide r  this to be  a " b6 t i s e " . The

a t t i t u d e  wi tnessed on the  t ra in  has not  c h a n g e d ,  y e t .  The SS plays  a

g a m e ;  no one  knows which  column leads  to d e a t h  and  which  one  leads

 ̂^ Ce l l es  qui  ne  V o u l a i e n t  pas M o u r i r , p . 6 5 .
1
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to l i f e .  Which is t h e  good c o l u m n ?  Wiesel  wants  to know two things:  

is he  a w a k e  and is he  go ing  to l i v e ?  And he wants  to commit  s u i c i d e ,  

he t o o ,  if he  has to d i e  a n y w a y .  He d o e s n ' t  w a n t  to w a i t ,  if he is 

wa i t i ng  to be burnt  a l i v e .  Around h i m,  many a r e  a l r e a d y  r ec i t ing  the  

Kaddi sh ,  t he  p r aye r  for the  d e a d .  And it is a t  this po in t  t h a t  Wiesel  

revol ts  ag a i n s t  his upbr inging  and his present  cond i t i on  for t he  first t i m e .  

He c a n n o t  a c c e p t  t h a t  p eo p le  r e p e a t :  V i y i s g a d a l ,  v i skadash shme r a b b a ,  

M agn i f i ed  and sanc t i f i ed  be Thy n a m e . He c a n n o t  praise  the  Lord for 

the  horror  t h a t  he is s e e i n g .  He c a n n o t  a c c e p t  his r e l i g i o n .  The 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp t he r e fo r e  i r c i t ^ s  the  b eg i nn ing  of me t aphys i ca l  

ques t ions  and  revol t  t ha t  d o m i n a t e  his w o r k .  His r e l i e f  is immense when  

he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he  is not  going to d i e  r ight  then  an d  t h e r e .  And he  

holds t igh t ly  onto his f a t h e r .  And t hey  r emember  Mrs .  S c h a c h t e r ,  the  

mad woman from the  t r a i n .  Wiesel  t e l l s  us of  the  things  t ha t  s tand out  

in his mi nd ,  t he  things  t h a t  he wi l l  never  forge t  a b o u t  t h a t  first  n i g h t .  

The word " N i g h t "  has a  d o ub l e  mea n i ng :  it is the  l i t e ra l  first n igh t  

t h a t  he  spends in c a m p ,  and  it  is a lso the  beg i nn i ng  of t ha t  phase  of  

his Jife t h a t  he cal l s  " la  n u i t " ,  his s tay in c a m p .

J ama is  je n ' o u b l i e r a i  c e t t e  n u i t ,  la p r emie re  nui t  de  camp
qui  a f a i t  de  ma v ie  une  nu i t  l ongue  e t  sept  fois v e r r o u i l l e e .

J ama is  | e  n ' o u b l i e r a i  c e t t e  fum6e .

J ama is  je n ' o u b l i e r a i  ces f lammes qui  consumeren t  ma Foi .^®^

He q u i c k l y  passes over  the d es cr i p t ion  of  t h e  bar racks  and  the  s a l i e n t  

f ea tures  which  he  emphas izes  a r e  the  " l u ca r ne s  b leudt res"^  06 and 

the  "hommes a f fo l e s ,  t a n t  de  c r i s ,  t a n t  d e  b r u ta l i t e  b e s t i a l e "

At  the  t ime when a l l  men become eq ua l  ( "Pour  nous ,  c ' e t a i t  la

^O^La N u i t ,  p .  60 

 ̂^ I k i d . ,  p . 61 . 

107l b i d .
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v e r i t a b l e  e g a l H 6 : c e l l e  de  la nu d i te "  J  he has only one  d e s i r e — to 

cl ing to his f a t h e r .  They mee t  p e op l e  who a r r ived  in camp a we ek  or 

so be fo re  they  did and they  use t he i r  last  s t rength to c r y .  Cry a t  t he  joy 

t ha t  t hey  a r e  sti l l  a l i v e  and  cry b e c a u s e  they  too let  themselves  be 

brought  h e r e .  G r a d u a l l y ,  Wiese l ' s  fee l ings  o f  fear  dissolve and a r e  

r e p l a c ed  by overwhelming  f a t i g u e .  We know t ha t  he  has t ruly become 

par t  o f  t h e  camp a t  this moment  b e c a u s e  this f ee l ing  of  f a t i g u e ,  p roduced  

by va r ied  caus es ,  is the  f ee l ing  t h a t  domi na t es  the  na r ra t ives  a b ou t  the  

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp "v ie  q u o t i d i e n n e "  . They no longer  th ink  abouit the  

ones who a r e  a b s e n t ,  and  we  a r e  reminded of  the  c h a r a c t e r  in " Q u i  

Rappor tera  ces  Paroles" who says:  "II f au t  a t t e n d r e  d ' e t r e  revenu  pour 

se r a p p e l e r "  0 9  Wiesel  te l l s  us t ha t  "II e t a i t  i n c a p a b l e  de  penser  a 

quoi  que  ce  s o i t " 1 1 0 a n d  this is the  f ee l ing  we  must u n de r sc o r e .  Count less  

r eaders  a re  under  the mis taken impression t ha t  t he  camp inmates  could 

lose themse lves  by l e t t ing  t he i r  thoughts  w a n d e r ,  by th inking  a b ou t  

n a t u r e ,  by d a y d r e a m i n g .  Wiesel  r e a l i z e d  e a r l y ,  in the  first  two days ,  

and s ta tes  here  tha t  this was imposs ib le .  The oppress iveness  of  t he  N a z i  

system consists in t he  a b i l i t y  to make  it imposs ible ,  p hys ica l ly  or m e n t a l l y .  

And Wiesel  te l l s  us t h a t  " L' ins t inct  de  c o n s e r v a t i o n ,  d ' a u t o - d e f e n s e ,  

I ' a m o u r - p r o p r e — tout  a v a i t  f u i " . ^ ^  The p a r a l l e l  b e t w e e n  Wiesel  and 

Delbo  is c l e a r .  Both t e l l  us of  t he  immedi a t e  loss of  i d en t i ty  and  of  the  

des i re  for s e l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n .  O n l y  the  l i t erary  form d i f f e r s .  In one 

case it is t he  n a r r a t i v e ,  in the  o ther  it is a d r a ma t ic  d i a l o g u e .  Wiesel  

wr i tes :

Dans un ul t ime moment  de  l u c i d i t y ,  il me sembla que  nous 
e t ions  des  ames maudi t es  e r ran t  dans  le monde du n6a n t ,  des  
6mes condamn£es  a e r rer  a t rovers  les e spaces  Jusqu'a la 
fin de  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  a la r e c h e r c h e  de  leur  r e d e m p t i o n ,  en

 ̂^ La N u i t ,  p . 61 .

 ̂O^L o c .  c i t . ,  p . 5 5 .  

 ̂  ̂ ^ La N u i t ,  p . 63 

 ̂  ̂ 1 I b i d .
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q u £ t e  de  I ' o u b l i ,  sans espoir  d e  t r o u v e r . ^ ^

The f ee l ings  to p o e t i c a l l y  communica t ed  here a r e  t he  same as the  ones

which  we  find in C ha r l o t t e  De l bo ' s  p l a y - - t h e  des i re  to forget  and  the

f ee l ing  of  be ing  n o w h e r e .  The e f f e c t i v e  t ransmission of  this  f ee l i ng  to

the  r e a d e r  is far  more i mpor t an t ,  and far  more impressive upon the

r e a d e r ' s  conscious  than is the  more e x a c t  des cr i p t ion  of  the  r i tual s

pe r t a i n i ng  to t h e  e n t r a n c e  into camp l i f e .  What  is more impor tant  is

this des c r i p t ion  of  the  metamorphos i s  of  the  pr isoners '  mind .  They have

a l r e a d y  b ec om e au tomat ons :

Un ordre :  ' Cour i r ' .  'Et nous c o u r o n s . ^ ^

The d e p or t e e s  d o n ' t  think a b o u t  wha t  t h e y  a r e  d oi ng ;  they  simply o b e y .

Al l  r e f l ex es ,  e x c e p t  the one  of  o b e d i e n c e ,  a r e  a l r e a d y  g o n e .  They

h a ve  be en  in the  camp on l y  two da ys .  The s i tua t ions  a p p e a r  comi ca l

to Wiesel  too:  "Si la s i tua t ion  n ' a v a i t  e t 6 t r a g i qu e  nous aur ions  pu

6c l a t e r  de  r i r e . " ^ ^  Wiese l  can  a l r e a d y  see the  c h a n g e  t h a t  has  t ak en

p l a c e ,  and  is wr i t t en  on a l l  t he  m e n ,  by seeing his f a t he r  who shows al l

t he re  is to show by the  f a c t  t ha t  "Ses y e u x  s ' 6t a i e n t  o b s c u r c i s . " ^  ^

And Wiesel  remembers  t h a t  he was i n c a p a b l e  of  f inding any th in g

comfor t ing to say to h im.  There is a lso a  pa r a l l e l  he r e  wi th Semprun:

Tant  d ' e v e n e m e n t s  6t a i e n t  ar r ives  en q ue l ques  heures  que  
j ' av a i s  co mp l e t em en t  perdu la not ion du t emps .  Q u a n d  
a v i o ns -n o us  q u i t t e  la m ai so n?  Et le g h e t t o ?  . . .  Une 
s e m a i n e ?  . . .  Une n u ? t - - une  seule  n u i t ? ^ 6

As C h a r l o t t e  Delbo  says "Des  a n n e e s  d ' u n e  s eu le  sa i son ,  des  a n n i e s

d ' h i v e r  e t  de  n u i t .  7

The suspension of  d i s b e l i e f  is sti l l  not  c o m p l e t e .  The i n t eg ra t i on

 ̂  ̂7 La N u i t ,  p . 6 3 .

1 1 3 l b i d .

 ̂1 ^ I b i d . , p . 6 4 .

115 l b id .

116l b i d .

117 " Q u i Rappor tera  ces  P a r o le s " ,  p .  1 3 .
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into the o t he r  world has progressed q u i t e  a b i t :  " C ' ^ t a i t  surement  un 

r £ v e , "1  1® wri tes  W i e s e l .  The same a t t i t u de s  t ha t  a r e  shown dur ing 

the t ra in  r ide and in the  g he t t o es  a r e  sti l l  coming to the fore h e r e .  The 

men a r e  told to stand up and  not  to b u d g e .  Some wa n t  to lie down and 

do so.  Othe r s  scold:  "Vous e tes  fous?  O n  a d i t  de  res ter  d e b o u t .

Vous v ou l ez  nous a t t i r e r  un m a l h e u r ? " 1 19 And Wiesel  answers  them 

a l l  wi th a s ingle  s e n t e n c e :  "Comme si tous les malheurs  du monde 

n ' a v a i e n t  pas d e j a  fondu sur nos t6t e s ."120

Wiesel  fal ls  a s l e e p  s tanding up and has his first d r e a m .  He 

dreams o f  a b e d ,  the  caress  of  his mot he r .  We wi l l  r emember  this ,  

t h a t  this is the  dream of  a boy who has been  in camp for a day  or two ,  

an d  compar e  it  l a ter  wi th the  dreams of  prisoners who h a ve  been  in 

camp l on ge r .  This can be e n t i t l e d  an  "a r r i va l  d r e a m " ;  the  others  wil l  

be refer red to as c o n c e n t r a t i o n - c a m p  e x i s t e n c e  d r e am s ,  and  t he r e  is a 

sharply p r onounced  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  the t wo .

Elie Wiesel  heard  the  same type  of i n i t i a t ion  speech  upon his

e n t r a n c e  into camp t ha t  many others  had h e a r d .  The SS man presented

two essent i a l  c ho ices  to them:

l e i ,  vous d e v e z  t r a v a i l l e r .  S inon ,  vous i rez d ro i t  a la c h e m i n e e .  
Au c r e m a t o i r e .  Tr ava i l l e r  ou le c r e m a t o i r e — le cho ix  est  en t re  
vos ma i ns . 1 21

J us t  as C ha r l o t t e  Delbo  tel l s  us,  t he re  a re  no shadows ,  t he r e  a r e  no 

a m b i g u i t i e s .  There is on ly  one  p en a l t y :  d e a t h .  There is nothing but  

l i fe and  d ea th  and the  two h ave  l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t we en  them;  this 

is one  of  the  c o n v e r g e n t  points  b e tw ee n  La N u i t  and  C h a r l o t t e  De l bo ' s  

works .  There is one  thing which  sti l l  main ta ins  its e l e m e n t  of  r e a l i t y  

for W i es e l ,  even  a t  this po in t :  the word " c h e m i n 6e , "  the image 

of d e a t h  i t s e l f .  "II / m e a n i n g  t he  w o r d / f l o l T a i t  dans  I ' a i r  m£l6 a

11 ^ La N u i t ,  p . 6 5 .

119l b id .

1 20 l b i d .

1 21 I b i d . , p . 6 6 .
i
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la fum6e" .^22 j h e f j rs  ̂ r e a | t rauma Qf Camp life t akes  p l a c e  when 

Wies le ' s  f a t he r  fal ls  to the ground b ecau se  a gypsy Proeminent  (see 

A p pe n d i x  O n e )  slaps h im,  h a r d ,  b e c a u s e  the  former does  not  know,  

has not  ye t  unders tood tha t  he is an  Untermensch and  asks for the 

l a t r i nes .  Wiesel  remains  mot ion less .  Y e s t e r d a y ,  in a n o t h e r  p l a c e ,  

a n y w h e r e  e l s e ,  he would have  fought  the gyps y .  Here  he is i mmobi le .

It reminds us of  the  s c ene  in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Paroles"  when Cl a i r e  

is k i l l e d ,  and  Frangoise ,  in a long m on o lo gu e ,  te l l s  us how s t rongly she 

must c l ing to l ife to remain immobi le  in t ha t  s i tua t ion  and how s t rongly 

the  Kapo who ki l led must c l ing to l i fe to kill  C l a i r e .

The same e l em en t  o f  i rony t h a t  we found present  in Mrs .  De l bo ' s  

work can  be  found h e r e .  "C o c a s s e ,  23 say S Ch ar l o t t e  Delbo  when  

she f inds hersel f  using the express ion "prendre  froid" in Frangoise ' s  

long monol ogue  a b ou t  d e a t h .  " D e r i s io n ,  24 say s VViese! when  he 

reads the  inscr ipt ion on the barbed wires  "At t en t i on  '. Dan ge r  de  m o r t . "125 

There is t he r efo r e  an  e l em en t  of  i rony which  l a t e r  chap t er s  wi l l  show 

even  more c l ea r ly  and  which  the  pr isoners a re  a w a r e  of  from the b e g i n ­

ning .

Wiesel  is t ransferred from Birkenau to Auschwi tz  wh er e  " Ar b e i t

mach t  f rei"  is the  first thing t h a t  gree t s  h im.  His first  r e a c t i o n  is t ha t

Auschwi tz  is b e t t e r  than Bi rkenau.

Des bdt iments  en b£ton a d eux  Stages  au l ieu de  baroques  
en boi s .  Des | a rd ine t s  ga et  1 a . 126

There was w a t e r  in A u s c h w i t z ,  but  none  in Bi rkenau .  O f  cou r se ,  to

w el come  the pr i soners ,  t here  was a n o t h e r  induct ion s p e e c h ,  this t ime

by a Polish Proeminent  who tel l s  them not  to lose h o p e ,  t h a t  t hey  wi l l

see the l i b e ra t i o n ,  t ha t  t he re  is a l l  possible hope s ince  they  have  made

 ̂2 2 La N u i t ,  p . 6 7 .

^ 2 3 " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P ar o l es" ,  p .  14 .

^24La_Nui t ,  p . 6 9 .

125lbid_.

126l b i d .
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it through the s e l e c t i o n .  He te l l s  them to he lp  e a c h  o t h e r ,  to r emember  

t ha t  suffer ing is not  e t e r n a l .  We r e a c t  n e u t r a l l y  to him and Wiesel  

records  no r e a c t i o n .  The n e x t  d a y ,  t h ey  a r e  sti l l  in q u a r a n t i n e ,  so they  

d o n ' t  w or k .  Their  mora le  is b e t t e r ,  t hey  h a v e  b e t t e r  c l o t h e s ,  some foo d .  

They speak  of eve ry t hi ng  but  of the  ones  who h ave  d i s a p p e a r e d .  Wiesel  

t ho ug h ,  spoi led  chi ld  t ha t  he  himsel f  says he is,  c a n n o t  e a t  his soup .  It 

disgusts h i m.  His f a t he r  swal lows  i t .  That  a f t e r n o o n ,  Wiesel  is t a t ooed  

number  A-771 3 .  " J e  n ' e us  plus desormais  d ' a u t r e  nom 27 The days  

pass and by the  third d a y ,  El ie Wiese l  is hungry enough to e a t  a n y t h i n g .  

At  n i g h t ,  some of the  d ep or t ee s  sing Hassidic melodies  and  a l t hou gh  

Wiesel  himsel f  has ceased  to pray he does  not  d e n y ,  a t  t h a t  mo men t ,  the 

e x i s t e n c e  of G o d  though he c a n n o t  help  but  d ou b t  His abso lu t e  Jus t i ce .  

Wiesel  l istens to the others  t a lk  o f  G o d  and  now and then  he wonders  

wh er e  his mother  and sister  might  b e .  Now r ea l l y  knowing t hey  wer e  

g as sed ,  he  pre tends  to b e l i e v e  t h a t  his mother  is in a n o t h e r  camp working 

wi th his s i s ter .  Af ter  three  w e e k s ,  for the  d e p o r t e e  sti l l  in q u a r a n t i n e ,  

l i fe is b e a r a b l e ;  it is b e t t e r  than the  first days  and they  a r e  a l l owed  to 

s l e e p .  Then one  d a y ,  they a r e  sent  off in t ranspor t  to w o r k .  He is sent  

to Buna,  a Kommando of  A u s c h w i t z .  The same r i tua l s  of  in i t i a t ion  and  

e n t r a n c e  t a k e  p l a c e  o n c e  a g a i n  and  they  h a ve  three  more days  of  q u a r a n ­

t i n e ,  before  t hey  a r e  sent  off  to w o r k .

Wiesel  wants  to g e t  into a "good"  Kommando but  he would h a ve

to g i v e  up his shoes as a br ibe  and  he  refuses .  This shrewd sense of

knowing wha t  to do in a s i t ua t ion  whi ch  o ne  has n eve r  e n c o u n t e r e d

previous ly is a lso seen in C ha r l o t t e  De l bo ' s  Le Convo? du 24 Janvier

and  one  wonders  from wh er e  the k nowl ed ge  c a m e .  They h a ve  Just

a r r ived  in c a m p . .

1 Faisons b ien  a t t e n t i o n  a ux  chaussures .  Essayons d ' e n  t rouver  
qui  ne p r en nen t  pas I ' e a u ,  n ' i mpor t e  si e l l e s  sont  t rop grandes  
ou t rop lourdes .  Les chaussures ,  c ' e s t  ce q u ' i l  y a d e  plus 
impor tan t  ' ,  a d i t  Yvonne  Bl ech .  D'oD t e n a i t - e l l e  t an t  
d ' e x p 6r i e n c e ?  Elle a t r i e  pos6ment ,  exa mi ne  m et i cu l e u s e m e n t . ^  28

^ 2 7 ^a N u i t ,  p .  7 2 .

^ ^ Loc. c i t . , p. 1 3 -1 4 .
£r



They a r e  sent  to work and  El ie ' s  pr ime c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  o n ce  a g a i n ,  is 

not  to be  s ep a r a t ed  from his f a t h e r .  And he f inds f r i ends ,  makes  f r iends  

a nd  begins  to t a l k  wi th them a b o u t  P a l e s t i ne ,  which  is to p lay  so impor tan t  

a  ro le  in his l a t e r  l i f e .  His first c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp p r o j e c t  is made :  

to go to Pa les t ine  if he survives .

Elie Wiesel  is now in t eg ra t e d  into camp l i f e .  His " v i e  q u o t i -  

d i e n n e  c o n c e n t r a t i o n n a i r e "  has b e g u n .  His long n i g h t  has b e g u n .

There was no ques t ion  of k i l l i ng  h imsel f ,  perhaps  b ec a u s e  he was wi th 

his f a t h e r ,  perhaps  b ecaus e  of some re l ig ious  t aboos  t ha t  sti l l  r ema ined  

wi th h i m.  Even though he ceases  to p r a y ,  he  does  sti l l  b e l i e v e .  The 

pa r t i a l  metamorphosi s  t h a t  the a r r i va l  in camp has brought  a b o u t  has 

begun  to be e f f e c t u a t e d .  Wi ese l ' s  s t y l e ,  in La N u i t  is s imp l i c i t y ,  

b r e v i t y ,  and  c l a r i t y .  It is r e a l i s m,  it is a r a t h e r  ski l l ful  n a r r a t i v e .

There is no a t t e m p t  be ing  made  to t ransform the  e x p e r i e n c e s .  The goa l  

of  the  a u t ho r  is c l e a r l y  to t e l l ,  not  to t ransform,  the  e v e n t s .  And he 

has cap t ur ed  the  es sen t ia l  points  of  his own met amorphos i s .

In t he  n e x t  c h a p t e r s ,  we  wi l l  see in d e t a i l  how the  d e p o r t e e  

r e a c t e d  o n c e  he  b e c a m e  i n t eg ra t ed  into t he  camp sys tem.  We wil l  

no t  stress t h e  idea  of  t ime in these  c h a p t e r s ,  e x c e p t  in cont ras t  wi th 

the  first c h a p t e r s ,  b ec a u s e  th er e  is a s t r iking d i f f e r e n c e  be t we en  

"a r r iva l  r eac t i on s"  and those of  t he  l a t e r  camp l i fe ,  but  t he re  a r e  

few b e t w e e n ,  let  us s ay ,  t h re e  weeks  and ten w e e k s .  O n c e  the  

pr isoner  has passed through w ha t  we h av e  just de s c r i bed  h e r e ,  a nd  

termed t he  a r r iva l  p h as e ,  he  loses t r ack  of t ime and t ime becomes  a 

c o n c e p t :  it is not  days  t ha t  m a t t e r ,  it is minutes :  the  d ay  is r e d uc ed  

into its minutes  and the minutes  a r e  r ea l  minutes ,  measured by s uf fe r ing .  

The pr isoner  has a d i f f i cu l t  t ime d i s t inguishing b e t w e e n  the  real  hours 

a n d  the minutes  t ha t  seemed l ike hours .



The Life in Camp

Le temps pour nous ne passai t  
pas;  c ' e s t  nous qui  passions ,  
toujours  plus las,  sur ces  jours 
i mmobi les ,  remplis  de  souf f rances ,  
d ' i n q u i € t u d e s ,  ou d e  m o no t o n i e ,  
mais immobi les ;  sans q u e ,  le soi r ,  
nous puissions les inscr i re derri&re 
nous ,  dans  le passe ,  puisque  nous 
ne connaiss ions  plus la d u r e e .  
C ' e t a i t  v r a imen t  du temps p e r d u ,  
e t  qui  nous p e r da i t  a v e c  l u i . ^ 2 9

The passage quo t ed  a b o v e  suggests  "ou t  of  t ime"  e x i s t e n c e  wi thin  

the  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  c a m p .  The d e p o r t e e ,  having  left  t h e  " a r r i v a l "  phase  of  

his s tay in c o n c e n t r a t i o n  c a m p ,  has become  t o t a l l y  i n t eg ra te d  into the 

c a m p .  He can no longer  dis t inguish moments  in t i m e ,  s ince  t ime exists 

on ly  as a s ta t i c  q u a n t i t y  which  is r edu c i ng  his l i fe s pa n .

A soc ie ty  was c r e a t e d  in the  con ce n t r a t i on  camps wi th a l l  the 

a t t r i bu t e s  of  a normal  s o c i e t y .  There was a p l e b e i a n  c l ass ,  a middle  

c lass ,  and  an a r i s t o c r a c y .  O n e  could  speak  of  an  a r i s t o c r a c y  among 

the  pr isoners ,  subserv ien t  to the  omni po t en t  a r i s t o c r a c y  of  t he  SS 

p e r so n n e l .  There wer e  few Frenchmen or women who wer e  members 

of  the  a r i s t o c r a cy  b ec a u s e  as we  ment ioned  in C h a p t e r  O n e ,  the Kapos 

wer e  pr imar i ly  Poles or G e r m a n s .  Accor d i ng  to N a z i  c l ass i f i ca t ion  

by n a t i o n a l i t y ,  the  French were  to f ind themse lves  in the lowest  c lasses ,  

and  they were  looked down u p o n ,  no t  only  by t he  SS but  also by the  

major i ty  of  the o ther  pr i soners .  It seems t ha t  t he  reason for this is the  

fo l lowi ng :  the o t he r  pr isoners ,  and  perhaps  the  Ger man s  t oo ,  could  

not  r e spec t  a p eop l e  who had so q u i ck l y  c a p i t u l a t e d  and let  t hemselves  

be  p l a c e d  under  Hi t l e r ' s  t y ra n ny ,  under  P6t a i n .  It is a l so t ha t  the  

French w er e  a minor i ty ,  and  a minor i ty  who a r r i ved  la te  in the  c a m p .

129|_o u is M a r t i n - C h a u f f i e r ,  L'Homme e t  la BSte (Paris ,  1947) ,
p . 1 03 .



The last  two condi t ions  would g e n e r a l l y  tend to i nc i te  p r e j u d i c e  in a n y

kind of a s i t u a t i o n .  Also,  we must r emember  t h a t  the  French did not

speak the  same l an guage  as  the  major i ty  of  the  o t he r s .  This made  t he i r

ass imi la t ion into t h e  d e p or t e e  group d i f f i c u l t .  The c a p i t u l a t i o n  of the

French to t h e  Na z i s  led to the g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  t ha t  a l l  Frenchmen wer e

wor thless ,  l azy and  ment a l ly  i n c o m p e t e n t ,  a t  l e a s t .  The re f o r e ,  the

Frenchmen in camps did not  o c c u p y  p r iv i l eged  posi t ions  and wer e  not

wel l  t r e a t e d .  It must a lso be noted  t ha t  w h i l e  of  course  t hey  did look

to g e t  into "good Kommandos , "  they  did not  seek  posi t ions  wh er e  they

would be  p i t t ed  ag a i ns t  fe l low pr isoners of  an y  n a t i o n a l i t y .  In many

w ay s ,  the  posi t ion of  the  d e p o r t e e  was a l r e a d y  c r e a t e d  for him by the

t ime he ar r ived  in camp an d  the  a t t i t ud es  t h a t  others  would  h a ve  towards

him we r e  p r ed i sposed .  When the  d e p o r t e e  a r r i ved  in c a m p ,  the  soc ie ty

and t he  laws that  gov er ned  it had a l r e a d y  b ee n  d e t e r m i n e d .  I nva r i ab l y ,

to the  surprise of t he  d e p o r t e e  who n e v e r  b e l i e v e d  he  could  b ecome

" l ike  t h a t " ,  he  too soon b e c a m e  an in tegra l  par t  o f  t h a t  s oc ie ty  and

func t ioned  in a c c o r d a n c e  wi th its laws:

Deja  nous r6agissons les uns envers  les au t r es  selon les lois du 
c a m p .  Sans nous f rapper  e n c o r e ,  nous nous t ra i tons  sans m a n a g e ­
ment .  La mauvaise  h um eur ,  la gross ie re te  sont  de  r e g i e .  Les 
termes orduriers  dont  nous a gr ement ons  nos rappor t s  sont  une 
forme d ' a d a p t a t i o n  a not re  s i t u a t i o n .  Nous  t rouvons  a les i o n
e mp loye r  sinon du pla i s i r  du moins une sorte de  soulagemen t . 1

The camp r o u t i n e ,  t he  rout ines  of d a i l y  l i f e ,  a r e  d es cr i bed  wi th 

inf in i t e  d e t a i l  by a lmost  eve r y  a u th o r  who wr i tes  a b o u t  d e p o r t a t i o n .

The ou t s t and ing  f ea tures  of the  r o u t i n e ,  p r obab l y  t he  most u n b e a r a b l e ,  

t ha t  a re  found in e a c h  n a r r a t i v e  are  roll c a l l ,  d i s t r ibu t ion  of food ,  

h ung er ,  thi rs t ,  puni shments ,  work and  d e a t h .  In some cases ,  w e  wil l  

also come across  descr ip t ions  of na t u r e  in the  c a m p ,  of  the  sur roundings .  

We must po i n t  out  t h a t  a l t h o u g h ,  for e x a m p l e ,  w h i l e  the  wri ters  who 

speak of Auschwi tz  do not  des c r i be  the  b ea u t i e s  of  n a t ur e  nor the  sky 

a b o v e ,  others  wr i t ing of  Ravensbri ick which  is not  a Vern i ch tuns l ager

^ ^ P i n e a u ,  p .  52
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for e x a m p l e ,  do so .  We c o n c l u d e  t ha t  the  e x p l a n a t i o n  beh ind  this  is 

t ha t  condi t ions  such as those  t h a t  ex i s t ed  in Auschwi tz  did not  l ea ve  the 

d e p or t e e  wi th any  i nc l i na t i on  or possibi l i ty to find any t h i ng  a round him 

b e a u t i f u l ,  and a l so t ha t  he was so t o t a l l y  i n t eg r a t ed  into the  camp world 

t ha t  he could  not  e scape  into n a t u r e .  He was  so c om p l e t e l y  d e s t r o ye d ,  

had so c om pl e t e l y  d i s i n t e g r a t e d ,  t ha t  the world a round him no longer  

p r eo cc u p i e d  him a t  a l l .

The foremost  p r eo c c u p a t i o n  of  the d e p o r t e e  was wi th w h a t  he 

would e a t .  His l i fe c e n t e r e d  around the  hours of  food d i s t r ibu t i on .

These wer e  the only  hours in the day t h a t  he  had any  reason to look 

forward t o .  His conver sa t ions  and r e l a t ionships  wi th others  were  of ten 

based upon f ood .  Since  food was in va r i a b l y  i ns uf f i c ie n t ,  the  t heme  of 

hunger  is a  s a l i e n t  f ea t ure  of  the l i t e ra tu re  of  the  d e p o r t a t i o n .  The 

camp a r i s t o c r a cy  was d i s t i n gu i s h ab l e ,  in ad d i t io n  to d i f f e r en ce s  in dress ,  

by its o be s i t y .  This was e q ua l l y  t rue of  the  pr i soner  a r i s t o c r a cy  and  the  

S S . Both were  w e l l - f e d .  The we ap o n  of  food and d ep r i v a t io n  of  food 

was a f avor i t e  N a z i  t a c t i c .  Food was used as  a reward ;  the  S on de r -  

kommando was very  wel l  fed for three  months ,  but  a f t e r  t h a t ,  they were  

k i l l e d .

It is in teres t ing to no t e  t ha t  a g r ea t  par t  of the  s o c i e t y ,

p a r t i c u l a r l y  of  the  men,  was c e n te r ed  around the "Abor ts"  (see A pp en di x

O n e ) .  They had no p l a c e  to e x c h a n g e  goss ip ,  news  or conver sa t ions

wher e  t h e y  were  not  w a t c h e d .  It was t he  on l y  p l a c e  wher e  they  e n | o y e d

any sort  of  f reedom and so it is t he i r  " soc ia l  h a l l " .  Robert  An t e l me  has

interes t ing commentar ie s  to make on this sub jec t :

Les SS t o l e re n t  e g a l e m e n t  q u e  I 'on pisse et  que  I 'on c h i e .
Pour c e l a ,  ils nous font  meme reserver  un e m p l a c e m e n t  qui  
s ' a p p e l l e  A b o r t . Pisser n ' e s t  pas c h o q u a n t  pour  les SS; 
b e a u c o u p  moins q ue  d ' e t r e  s implement  d e b o u t  e t  r ega r de r  
d e v a n t  soi ,  les bras b a l l a n t s .  Le SS s ' i n c l i n e  d e v a n t  
I ' i n d ^ p e n d a n c e  a p p a r e n t e ,  la l ibre dispos i t ion de  soi de  
I 'homme qui  pisse:  il d o i t  c ro i re  q ue  pisser est  ex c l us ive me nt  
pour  le d e t e n u  une se rv i tude  dont  I ' acco mp l i ss emen t  do i t  le 
fa i re  d ev e n i r  m e i l l e u r ,  lui p er met t r e  de  mieux t r a v a i l l e r  et  
a ins i  le r endre  plus d e p e n d a n t  de  sa t d c h e ;  le SS ne sal t  pas
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q u ' e n  pissant  on s ' 6v a d e .  Aussi ,  pa r fo i s ,  on se met  con t re  
un mur,  on ouvre  la b r a g u e t t e  e t  on fai t  s emblan t ;  le SS 
passe ,  comme le c o c h e r  d e v a n t  le c h e v a l . ^ 3 1

The s oc i e t y  and  its c a t e go r i e s  a r e  d ef i ned  by Francis  W e t t e r w a l d ^  ^2

as:

les pui ssant s -  strong b ecau se  they  were  wel l  f e d .  

les c a p i t a l i s t e s -  those who had c i ga r e t t e s  

les p a u v r es -  the  oppressed ,  the w e a k ,  the  scrupulous  

les m a l i ns -  those  who f l a t t e r ed  the  gods

les des in te ress£s -  those  who d i ed  of hu ng e r  b ec au s e  they  refused
to d e ba s e  themse lves .

As can  be  s e e n ,  the  c l as s i f ica t ion  is bu i l t  a round f o o d .  11 Les fauves  

a t t e n d e n t  leur  p i t a n c e  . . .  I ' ev&nement ,  le bu t  e t  le moyen a la fois 

d ' u n e  e x i s t e n c e  que  I 'on semble  vo le r  au  temps qui  f u i t . " ^ 3

For G i l b e r t  De br i se ,  in C i me t i e r e  sans T o m b e a u x , the  c o n v e n ­

t iona l  use of  the  word "bourgeoi s "  car r ies  over  to camp s oc ie ty  to 

r epresen t  p e t t y  cap i ta l i sm:

Les pe t i t s  bourgeois  conformistes  se l amen ten t  a l ongueur  
de  journees  sur la p e r t e  d e  leurs va l i s e s .  134

The d i s t r ibut ion of  food p un c t u a t e d  the  d i f f e r en t  moments  of  the

d a y .  The first t hought  in the  morning was a lways  wh a t  would they ge t

to e a t  and  how much of  it t he re  would  b e .  In many cases ,  the  des i re  for

food was so o v e r wh e l m in g ,  and  t he  ment a l i t y  of  t he  d e p o r t e e  so d e b a s e d ,

t ha t  they  s tole  from o the r  pr i soners .  To avoid  des cend in g  to t h a t  level

"i l  faut  a t t e i n d r e  d ' un  coup a la p u r e t6 du s a c r i f i ce  total  oCi les ac t es

Robert  A n t e l m e ,  L'Espfece Humaine  (Par i s ,  1957) ,  p .  4 0 .  

^ ^ F r a n c i s  W e t t e r w a l d ,  Les Morts Inut i les  (Paris ,  1946) .

133 l b?d . , p .  41 .

^ ^ o p .  c? t . (Par i s ,  1945) ,  p .  7 4 .
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sont  une ar&te de  cr i s ta l  . . . " 1 3 5  M i c h e l i n e  M a u r e | 1 3 6  wri tes  t h a t  the  

first  t i m e ,  when  something was s tolen from h e r ,  she let  it pass .  The 

second t ime it h a p p e n e d ,  she s tole  an e q u i v a l e n t  i tem from a fe l low 

d e p o r t e e ,  un r emor se f u l l y . The d e p o r t e e  r e a c h e d  a poin t  a f t e r  a few 

days  in camp a t  which  he was r eady  to ki l l  for a s l i ce  of  b r e a d .  F o s t y l 3 7  

has  a poem en t i t l ed  "La Faim" in which the a d j e c t i v e  used to qua l i fy  

hunger  is " h u r l a n t e"  . When he  speaks  of the  pa s t ,  as it a p p e a r e d  to 

him w hi l e  in Bu ch enwa l d ,  it is " l e  temps des  bons r e p a s " . 1 3 8

Perhaps t he  most overpower i ng  desc r i p t ion  of hung er  is found in

Elie Wiese l ' s  La N u i t .  The boy is with his f a t h e r  and  t h ey  a r e  e a t i n g ,

or  d r i n k i n g ,  t h e i r  r a t ion of soup of  the d a y .  An SS passes by an d  forces

the f a t he r  to g i v e  his soup to his s on .  Wiesel  te l l s  us t h a t  " J e  n ' a t t a c h a i s

plus d ' i n t e r e t  q u ' a  mon ass i e t t e  d e  soupe q u o t i d i e n n e ,  a mon bout  de

pa in  rassis .  Le p a i n ,  la s o u p e — c ' 6t a i t  t ou t e  ma v i e .  J ' e t a i s  un corps .

P e u t - ^ t r e  moins e nc o r e :  un es tomac  a f f a m6 . L' es tomac seul  s en ta i t  le

temps p a s s e r . 39 vVe see t here fore  a d i s t i nc t  l ink b e t w e e n  t ime and

hunger ;  one  is the measure of  the  o t h e r .  Wiesel  is happy  when the  SS

forces  him to e a t  his f a t he r ' s  r a t ion of s o up .  He feels  his hunger  q u e n c h e d .

But of  co ur se ,  he feels  g u i l t y .  And this happens  many t imes ,  b ecaus e  of

food and his f a t h e r .

J e  lui d onna i  ce  qui  me res t a i t  de  so upe .  Mais  j ' av a i s  le 
coeur  g ros .  J e  senta is  que  je lui ceda i s  c e l a  con t re  mon g r £ . ^ 4 0

Later ,  when  his f a t he r  is d y i n g ,  he is told by the  Blocka l t es t e  t ha t

he  must keep  his f a t he r ' s  food for h imsel f ,  s ince  his f a the r  c a n n o t

be  he l ped  a n y w a y .  "II a v a i t  r a i son ,  p e n s a i s - j e  au plus s ec r e t  d e

m o i - m6me,  sans me I ' a v o u e r .  Trop tard pour sau ve r  ton v i eu x  p e r e ,

me d i s a i s - j e .  Tu pourrais  avo i r  d e u x  ra t ions  de  p a i n ,  d eu x  rat ions

1 3 5S imone Lahaye ,  Un Homme Libre parmi Les Morts 
(Paris ,  1954) ,  p .  3 2 .

l ^ M i c h e l i n e  M a u r e l ,  Un Camp trds O r d i n a i r e  (Paris ,  1957) .

^ 3 7 ; n Ant ho lo g i e  des Pofemes de  Buchenwald (Paris ,  19 46) .

 ̂ I b i d . , p .  51 .

1 3 9 Lg N u i t ,  p .  8 7 .

140l b i d . ,  p .  1 67 .



de  soupe . . .  Une f rac t ion  de  s e con de  s e u l e m e n t ,  mais je me senta is  

c o u p a b l e . 4  ̂ His hunger  is over whe l mi ng  and  he  fee l s  pe r secu ted  by 

g u i l t .  We must po in t  out  t h a t  the  idea  of  g u i l t  as  mot iva t ion  if one  of  

the  p r inc ipa l  themes  of  Wiesel  an d  does  not  a p p e a r  on ly  in r e l a t ion  to 

food and his f a t h e r .  It seems to fol low and haunt s  both Wiesel  an d  his 

c h a r a c t e r s .

In c e r t a in  camps ,  r e l a t ionsh ips  b e t w e e n  prisoners  were  based 

upon food;  t rue  f r iendship was symbol ized  by the  shar ing of  p ac ka ge s  

(we must s t a t e  t h a t  this is t rue  on ly  in some camps b ecaus e  pack ag es  

we r e  not  pe rmi t t ed  to a r r i v e  in a l l  camps) .  This shar ing of p ackages  

led to p rob lems ,  a rguments  and d i sa pp o i n tme n t s .  A c co r d i ng  to 

L'Arbre de  G o e t h  e ,  1 42 a w h ole  system was e f f ec t ed  w h e r e by  a l l  t he  

p ac k a g e s  of  al l  n a t i o n a l i t i e s  of  pr isoners  in c e r t a i n  bar racks  were  put  

into a common lot  and  di s t r ibuted  to a l l ,  e v e n  those who did not  

r e c e i v e  p a c k a g e s  and  could  not  share  wi th the  r e s t .  But this is r a t h e r  

the  e x c e p t i o n  than  the  ru le ;  in g e n e r a l ,  p a c k a g e s  wer e  shared wi th 

o ne ' s  c losest  f r i ends ,  used to br ibe  a P r oemi nen t ,  h e lp  someone in 

poorer  con di t io n  than  o nes e l f ,  or  shared wi th s omeone  who would 

share  wi th him l a t e r .  This "shar ing"  was g e n e r a l l y  l imi ted to on e ' s  

own n a t i o n a l i t y .

Hunger  and  food wer e  the  basis  for a l l  emot ions ;  the d e g r e e  

of  hunger  from which  a d e p o r t e e  suffered c on t r o l l e d  his o t he r  f e e l i ng s .  

He  suffered more a c u t e l y  from his e x i l e ,  his e n s l a v e m e n t ,  when he 

was less h un g ry .  When hu ng e r  r e a c h e d  its p e a k ,  it p r e v en t ed  any 

o t he r  f ee l ings  or emot ions  from be ing  f e l t .  Very  c l ose ly  r e l a t ed  to 

the  t hought  of  hunger  was t ha t  of  t h i r s t .  The d e p o r t e e  also suffered 

a c u t e l y  from th i r s t .  This p r e s e n t e d ,  in t u r n ,  o t he r  problems to h i m.  

Dr inking made dysen te ry  worse and  the worse the  d ys en te ry  g o t ,  the 

more the pr isoner  c raved  l iquids ,  which  wer e  poisonous for h i m.  El ie

141 La N u i t ,  p .  1 72 .

142p;e r re  J u l i t t e ,  L'Arbre d e  G o e t h e  (Par i s ,  196 5) .
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Wiesel  a l so descr ibes  this in r e l a t io n  to his f a t h e r .  His f a t h e r  c r aved  

w a t e r  wh i l e  he was dying of  d y s e n t e r y .  Wiesel  does  not  h a v e  the  h ea r t  

to refuse the  dying m an ,  but  he knows t h a t  it wi l l  ki l l  h i m .  His f a t he r  

did not  last long a f t e r  t h i s .

The desc r ip t ion  of  thirst  is not  as  f r equen t  as  t he  desc r i p t ion  of  

h u n g e r .  Thirst  is most a c u t e l y  des c r i bed  in A ucu n  de  Nous  ne R e v ie nd r a .  

Thirst  in the  camp is compared  to thirst  in the  d e s e r t .  But thirst  in the 

c a m p ,  in the swamps wh er e  they  work is more b ur n in g ,  and  it lasts 

l o n g e r .  There is no mi rac le  as  t h e r e  a l way s  is in t he  stor ies of  t h e  

t r a v e l l e r  lost in the  deser t  for t hree  days  but  found a g a i n .  The d e p o r t e e  

in t he  camp is not  r escued by any  M e s s i a h .  And "La raison c h a n c e l l e .

La rai son est  ter rass£e par  la s o i f .  La raison r£siste a t o u t ,  e l l e  c e de  

a la s o i f . There is no hope  of f inding an oas i s .  "Les joues c o l l e n t  

a u x  d e n t s ,  la l angue  est  d u r e ,  r a i d e ,  les mdchoi res  b l o q u e e s ,  e t  tou |ours  

c e t t e  impression d ' e t r e  mor te  e t  d e  le s a v o i r .  Et I ' e p o u v a n t e  g r and i t  

dans  mes y e u x .  J e  sens g rand i r  I ' e p o u v a n t e  dans  mes ye ux  jusqu ' a  la 

d e m e n c e .  Tout  sombre ,  tout  6c h a p p e .  La raison n ' e x e r c e  plus de  

c o n t r o l e .  La so i f .  Es t -ce  qu e  je r e s p i r e ?  J ' a i  soif  . . .  soif  a c r i e r  . . .  

Reste u ne  i dee  f ixe :  b o i r e .''^44 j h e des i r e  to d r ink  is so s t rong ,  so 

o m n ip o te n t  t h a t  when  the  Blockhova sends he r  to g e t  some t h i ng ,  and 

she sees  the  soapy w a t e r  in which  the  Blockhova w a s h e d ,  she wants  to 

lap it  u p .  "Au bord de  la d £ r a i so n ,  je mesure a que l  po in t  la soif  me 

f a i t  pe rd re  le s e n s . 11

But far  worse than the thirst  of  the d a y  is t h e  thi rs t  of  t he  n i g h t ,  

the  thi rs t  in t he i r  d r e am s .  " . . .  la soif  d e  la n u i t ,  la plus a t r o c e .

P arce  q u e ,  la n u i t ,  je bois e t  I ' eau  d e v i e n t  i m med i a t emen t  s eche  e t  

so l ide  dans  ma b o u c h e .  Et plus je boi s ,  plus ma b o u ch e  s ' emp l i t  de

^43 p p .  c i t . , p . 1 1 4 .  

 ̂44 l b i d . , p . 1 1 6 .  

145 | b i d .



feuiI les pourr ies  qui  dur c i s s en t .  "146  Then,  t h e r e  is the  o t he r  d r e a m ,  

t he  q ua r t e r  of  an o r a n g e .  " . . .  j ' a i  le goOt d e  I ' o range  dans  la b o u c h e ,  

le jus se r£pand {usque sous ma l an g u e ,  t ou ch e  mon p a l a i s ,  un peu a c i d e  

e t  me r ve i l l eu semen t  f r a t c h e .  Ce  goOt d ' o r a n g e  et  la sensat ion du frais 

qui  c ou l e  me r S v e i l l e n t .  Le reve i l  est a f f r eu x  . . .  c ' e s t  . . .  la p6te  de  

feu i l l es  pourr ies  en mort ier  qui  p £ t r i f i e .  Ma b ouc he  est  s d c h e .  Pas 

am&re.  Lorsqu'on sent  sa b o u c h e  amer e  c ' e s t  q u ' on  n ' a  pas pe r du  le 

goOt ,  c ' e s t  q u ' on  a e n c o r e  de  la sa l ive  dans  la b o u c h e . "147  As we wi l l  

see a g a i n  l a t e r ,  the sensat ions  of  the  n i gh t  a r e  s t ronger ,  h a r d e r ,  than 

the  sensat ions  of the  d a y .  W h a t e v er  is r e l ived  in dreams is f e l t  more 

a c u t e l y ,  more p a i n f u l l y .

The e x p l a n a t i o n  for the  f a c t  t h a t  the  n igh t  is worse than  the d ay

is found in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P a r o l e s " .  M o u n e t t e  tel ls  us t ha t  the

dreams a r e  worse than  the r e a l i t y  b e ca us e  dreams a r e  d r eamt  in s o l i t u d e .

There is no one  to g i v e  moral  suppor t .  At  n i g h t ,  t he  pr isoner  is a l on e

wi th his d r eam s .  Each d e p o r t e e  r e a l i ze s  t h a t ,  wi thou t  the  o t he r s ,  he

would n e ve r  h a ve  b een  a b l e  to come b a c k .  He would n ever  h a ve

s u r v iv ed .  It is t he  p r e se nc e  of the  o the r s ,  in i t se l f ,  wi thout  the i r

neces sa r i l y  doing a n y t h i n g ,  t h a t  he lped  the  d ep o r t e e s :  this p o em ,

e n t i t l ed  "Aux Autres  M er c i "  is i n d i c a t i v e  of  the  thoughts  found in al l

the  l i t e r a t u r e  on this s ub jec t :

Un f a n t6me dans eur  de  co r de  
qui  s ' e x e r g a i t  la nui t  
sur les fils du t € l 6gr a ph e  
II ne s av a i t  pas  que  | e  le voyais  
II dans a i t
II s ' 6t a i t  h ab i l l€  en f an tome 
e t  c e p e n d a n t  
personne  ne  le v o y a i t .

Moi  |e n ' a u ra i s  pas t enu 
si per sonne  ne m ' a v a i t  v u e ,

14 6 p p .  c jf ̂  123 .

 ̂^ A u c u n  de  N o u s ,  p . 123.



si vous n ' a v i e z  pas 6t 6 l a . ^48 

There a r e  many e x p l an a t i on s  of t h e  need  for o th e r s .  Acc or d in g  to 

c e r t a in  wr i t e r s ,  it was not  so l idar i t y  by n a t i o n a l i t y  t h a t  r e i n f or ced  the  

pr i soner ' s  posi t ion in c am p ,  it is the  re l ig ious  a f f i l i a t i o n  or  a f f i l i a t i o ns  

wi th the  communists  or the marxists  becaus e  t hese  a f f i l i a t i on s  or be l i e f s  

assured them of  co h er e n t  e x p l a na t i o ns  for  the i n c o h e r e n t  wor ld  of  the 

camps .  It is this ,  a c c o r d i n g  to Loui s -Mar t in  Chauf f i e r  whi ch  p re ve n t e d  

them from g e t t i n g  d i sco ur ag ed :  " l e  sen t iment  d ' u n e  dur ee  e x t e r i e u r e  

a eux  et  qui  les p r o l o n g e a i t .  "149 yye SUSp e c t  t ha t  the e x p l a n a t i o n  is 

not  th i s ,  a l th ou gh  it is par t  of  i t ,  but  t h a t  it is r a t he r  the p r e s e n c e  of 

a s t rongly cohes ive  group of  f r i ends ,  he ld  t o g e t h e r  for  any r e a s o n ,  t ha t  

g a v e  moral  suppor t ,  t ha t  made  the  d i f f e r e n c e .  This discuss ion wi l l  be 

con t i nued  when  we discuss r e l a t ionships  wi th in  the c a m p .

As we ment ioned  in C h a p t e r  O n e ,  the  d a i l y  l i fe cons is ted  most 

g e n e r a l l y  of the  roll c a l l ,  t he  work ,  the  food,  the a f t e rnoon  w o r k ,  the  

even in g  roll ca l l  and the  n i g h t .  Al l  the  days  were  t he  s a m e .  Time was 

measured on ly  by the suffer ing e n d u r e d .  O t h e r w i s e ,  the hours mel t ed  

one into the o t h e r ,  as  the d ay s ,  t he  months a nd  the years  d i d .  From 

al l  t ha t  we h a ve  r e a d ,  we can  s ta t e  t ha t  a l th ou gh  the  work v a r i ed  in 

the d i f f e re n t  camps ,  and the  condi t ions  va r i ed  t o o ,  the  roll c a l l s  r a re ly  

v a r i e d .  It was a torturous e x p e r i e n c e  wh i ch  few p e o p l e  who h a v e  not  

under gone  can unders tand b e ca us e  it i nvolved noth ing  more than  s tanding 

mot ionless .  The prisoners could  no t  unders tand it  t hemselves  wh en  t h e y  

h e a r d ,  upon a r r i v a l ,  " I ' a p p e l  tue tout  le m o n d e . " 1 5 0  The roll  ca l l  was  

the  eas ies t  w ay  to kill  off  the largest  number  of  p e o p l e .  It g a v e  no 

t roubl e  to the  SS and r equ i red  a very  minimal  e x pe n d i t u r e  of  both 

manpower  and energy on the i r  p a r t .  It e p i t o m i ze d  the  e f fec t ivenes s  

of  the  N a z i  system.  It was one  of  the un i que  moments  dur ing the  day

148c h a r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  Une C on na i s san ce  Inut i l e  (Paris ,  1970) ,
p. 3 5 .

^^ Loc.  c i t . , p . 5 5 .

1 5Q|_e Co nv o i ,  p .  14 .



when  t h e  en t i r e  camp was assembled in the same p l a c e .  In Bi rkenau ,  in

1943 ,  t h e r e  were  1 5 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e .  The number  in c h a r g e  was r id i cu l ous l y

low,  c o m p a r a t i v e l y .  This i nd i ca t es  t ha t  t he  dep or tee s  wer e  wel l  c on t r o l l e d

by very f e w ,  and  t ha t  the  a tmosphere  of  ter ror  was so pe rvas i ve  t ha t  t h e

d i s c i p l i n e  en fo rced  by the  Na z i s  was eas i ly  ma in ta i ned  even  when  they

were  p r esen t  only  to g ive  a cursory g l a n c e .  This is due  to the  e x t r e me ly

poor  phys ica l  condi t ion  of  the d e p or t e e s  who were  b ar e l y  a b l e  to stand

on thei r  f e e t  and therefore  were  eas i ly  d o m i n a t e d .  The roll  c a l l ,  whose

purpose was  to coun t  the d e p o r t e e s ,  seemed e t e r na l  to t h e m .  The most

usual  ones  were  no t  the normal  o n e s .  The normal  o n es ,  t ha t  is, t he  ones

wi thou t  i nc i d e n t  were  in the  m i nor i t y .  So very  o f t e n ,  the  counts  did

not  t a l l y ,  and  so the r e - c o u n t i n g  was i n t e r m i n a b l e .  G e n e r a l l y ,  the

authors  d es c r ib e  this in very  m a t t e r - o f - f a c t  ways  and tel l  us t ha t  the

roll  ca l l s  lasted from one  to f i f ty - s ix  hours .  But t e l l ing  us the number

of  hours does  not  a p p e a l  to our emot ions ,  it r ecount s  facts  tha t  do

nothing to our emot ions .  It odes  not  r e a l l y  touch us b ec au s e  these

emot ions  t h a t  we c an n o t  r ea l l y  k n ow ,  and when  they  a r e  told this w a y ,

we  c an no t  feel  t hem,  e i t h e r .

L ' appe l  g e ne r a l  est  g r and i ose  . . .  Une heure  apres  le r e v e i l ,  
u l u le  par  une sirene a 3h30  du m at i n ,  a r r i v en t  dans  la vas te  
Lagers t rasse , qui  s ' e t en d  d ' u n  bout  a I ' au t re  du c a m p ,  les 
co l onnes  rayees  de prisonniferes . . .  La Lagerstrasse est  
r empl i e  d e  ces  co lonnes  sinist res que  les policiferes r angen t  
a v e c  des  injures  et  des  coups  qui  ne  sont  pas s i m u l e s . 1 5 1

They a r e  hungry a t  morning roll ca l l  as they  wi l l  be  a t  even i ng  roll

c a l l ,  t hough  in the  even i ng  the possibi l i ty  of  food is n e a r e r .  The

roll  cal l  is a l ways  domi na ted  by its s i l e n c e .  No  movements  are

pe rmi t ted  wi th in  sight  of  t h e  Proeminent s .

. . .  il y a les mourants  que  I 'on sou t i en t  e t  qui r d le n t ;  ils 
ne passeront  pas la n u i t ,  la f i evre  les ronge ;  leur  toux est 
le seul  brui t  permis . . .  , a v e c ,  au - dess us  de  nous ,  le 
s inis t re  croassement  des  vols de  c o r b e a u x .  II y a les

151 Q u o t e d  in La Trag6d i e  de  la D e p o r t a t i o n ,  p .  86 . From 
Frangois  e t  Edouard M i c h a u t ,  Esc l avage  pour  une Resur rec t ion .
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dysent6r iques  qui  se v i d e n t  e t  qui  s en ten t  mauvai s  . .  . ^ 2  

These desc r i p t ions  t e l l  w h a t  the roll  cal ls  w e r e ,  but  they  do not  p e n e t r a t e  

our  subconscious  s u f f i c i en t ly  for us to r e a l i z e  why they  were  so d e a t h l y ,  

why the  inmates  found them so p a i n f u l .

Af te r  the roll  ca l l  came the  the d a i l y  w o r k .  This work was so

var ied  t ha t  it seems point less  to q u o t e  from many works to show the

d i f f e re n t  kinds of  l abor  d e t a i l s .  What  is impor tan t  though is the f ac t

t h a t  it was useless w o r k ,  des igned  to make the  d e p o r t e e  feel  t ha t  he

was " de  t rop" in the  wor ld and t ha t  his e x i s t e n c e  did not  coun t  a t  a l l .

It had noth ing  to do wi th w h a t  he was t r a ined  for or the  c a r e e r  he  had

before  he came  to c a m p ,  in most cases .  It was impossible for him to

judge when  a job was f in i shed;  t hey  al l  seemed end l es s .  How can

a n y o ne  tel l  when a d i t ch  is d eep  enough if he does  not  know the

purpose for whi ch  h e  is d igg ing  the  d i t c h ?  And even  if he  did . . .

In L’Arbre de  G o e t h e , a man feels  useless and ta lks  to his f r i end .

The f r iend repl ie s :  "11 ne  s ' ag i t  pas d ' e t r e  u t i l e .  II s ' a g i t  de  s u r v i v r e ."1 53

But the  d e p o r t e e ' s  mind was still  using norms which  he had brought  wi th

him from the  c o n v e n t i o n a l  s o c i e t y .  The d e p o r t e e ' s  mind was l ike a

" p a l i m p s e s t e " — the  t ab u l a  rasa des i red  by the N a z i s  had not  been

c o mp le t e l y  a c c o m p l i s h e d ,  ideas  remaining from normal  l ife come to the

fore in many s i t u a t i on s ,  e v e n  though a t  t imes it would h av e  been  e as i e r

for the  d e p o r t e e  if t h e y  had n o t .  This fee l ing  of  uselessness ,  of  d es p a i r ,

led to t he  fur ther  d i s i n t eg ra t i on  of  the d e p o r t e e .  It is this  f ee l ing  which

brings a b o u t  the  p ro tagon i s t ' s  n ea r  downfal l  in “ Lulu" in Aucun  d e  N o u s .

Chr i s t i an  Pineau desc r i bes  t he  "work"  done  in camp l i t e ra l ly  and  his

desc r i p t i on  is t y p i c a l  o f  those found in most of  our  authors :

Transporter  q u e l q u e  chose d 'u n  endroi t  a un au t r e  sans u t i l i t e  
a p p a r e n t e ,  c ' e s t  une des  o ccupa t ions  typiques  de  Buchenwald 54

^ ^ La Traged ie  de  la d e p o r t a t i o n ,  p .  8 9 .  From Marce l  O r s e t ,  
Misfere e t  M or t ,  nos de ux  c om pa gn es .

 ̂^ o p . c i t . , p .  17 8 .

 ̂^ l ° c «  c i t . ,  p . 1 0 6 .
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Ho w e v e r ,  when he l a te r  f ee l s  a  c e r t a i n  sa t i s fact ion over  the  comple t i on  

of  a n o t h e r  kind of  t ask ,  he  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he  must not  feel  it b ec au s e  it is 

work being d one  for " them" a n d ,  in a d d i t i o n ,  it is f a l l ing into a t rap 

set  by the  N a z i s .

M i c h e l i n e  Maure l  speaks  of  " la  pa r fa i t e  i nd i f f e r ence  des 

Frangaises  pour  la d i sc i p l i n e  a l l e m a n d e . 55 This was possible in

Ne ubr andenbur g  or in Ravensbr i ick,  and  w h e n e v e r  it was possible 

(i t  c e r t a i n l y  was not  so in Au schwi tz )  i t  formed something which  is 

not  e x a c t l y  a par t  of  camp m o ra l i t y ,  nor  was it e x a c t l y  a means of 

p sycho log ica l  d e f e n c e  for the  d e p o r t e e s .  It was  ra ther  a way of 

g a i n i ng  small  v i c t o r i e s .  It h in t e d  a t  d e f i a n c e  of G e r m a n  au thor i ty  — 

not  marching in s tep when it was  commanded ,  singing a song o the r  

than the compulsory o n e .  Punishments  might  fol low such as roll c a l l s ,  

va r i ed  r aces  or  c a l i s t h e n i c s ,  but  g e n e r a l l y  it was  worth it  to the  d e p o r t e e .  

It did not  risk his l i fe and  it a l l o w e d  him these  small  v i c tor i es  which  

he  n e ed ed  to feel  fu l f i l l ed  in some w a y ,  to remain h um an .

The d e p o r t e e  seemed most  t y p i c a l l y  to be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by 

i n d i f f e r e n c e .  He b e c am e  an a u t o m a t o n ,  func t ioning  by commands 

and  blows r a th e r  than by t he  pushing of a b u t t o n ,  but  t h er e  was very 

l i t t l e  o t he r  d i f f e r e n c e .  When t he  condi t ions  were  ex t remel y  oppress ive ,  

he was robbed of his a b i l i t y  to t h i n k .  We h av e  seen tha t  when they  

were  less oppress i ve ,  he t h ou g h t  of  his r e l i g i o n ,  of the past  and of  the  

f u tu r e ,  and of things he had r ead  but  we must also comment  on o the r  

possible and  p r o ba b l e  p r e o c c u p a t i o n s  of  the d e p o r t e e .  The first was 

his sur roundings ,  his phys ica l  sur roundings .  In A us c h w i t z ,  wh er e  the  

w e a t h e r  and  phys ica l  cond i t i ons  were  as g r e a t  an enemy as the  SS,  

the d e p o r t e e  could  not  find a ny t h i n g  to a d m i r e ,  any t h i ng  e n c o u r a g i n g ,  

na ture  was c om p l e t e l y  h o s t i l e .  We a r e  reminded of Vi c t or  Hugo' s  

p oem,  wr i t t en  much b e f o r e ,  but  set  in the  same c l i ma t e :

Apres  la p l a i ne  b l a n c h e ,  une a u t r e  p l a i n e
b l a n c h e .

 ̂^ l o c .  c i t . , p . 8 3 .
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II n e i g e a i t ,  il n e i g e a i t  t o u j o u r s '. La f roide
bise

Si f f l a i t ;  sur le v e r g l a s ,  dans  des  l i eux
i nc on nu s ,  . . .  ^56

In o ther  camps (in Ravensbruck ,  for e x a m p l e ,  w h e r e  the condi t ions  were

less o ppr es s ive ) ,  we find desc r i p t ions  o f  n a t u r e  in our  r e ad i n g s .  They

very  of ten come a t  the  beg i nn i ng  of  the  w o r k ,  b ecaus e  la ter  the  d e p o r t e e

tends  to a s so c i a t e  his surroundings  wi th the  e ne my  and is not  a b l e  to

admi re  t h e m .  Chr i s t i an  Pineau descr ibes  Buchenwald  for us when  he

has only  been  the re  a short  t ime:

Ses pen tes  tapi ssees  de  h§t res  e t  de  sap ins ,  lourds de  ne i ge  
e c l a t a n t e ,  d e s c e n d e n t  a v e c  des o n d u l a t i on s  v ar i ees  vers 
I ' immense v a l l e e  qui  s ' 6 t end  p e n d a n t  des k i lomet res  jusqu ' a  
d ' a u t r e s  co l l i nes  l o in ta ines  dont  la s i l h o u e t t e  se n app e  d ' u n e  
brume l£gere  . . .  la l igne de  chemin  de  fer  d on t  les rai ls  
t r a c e n t  a t ravers  les champs  de  fins s i l lons  d ' a r g e n t ,  tout  
semble  a p p a r t e n i r  a une n a t u r e  r e p o s e e ,  a une humani t e  
a c c u e i  I l a n t e .  ̂57

This is c e r t a i n l y  not  an  u nc om p l i m e n t a r y ,  nor a n e g a t i v e  d e s c r i p t i o n .  

Pineau has b een  in the  camp only a short  t ime  a t  the  po i n t  in t h e  

na r ra t i ve  a t  which  this des cr i p t ion  o c c u r s ,  but  s ince  he is wr i t ing 

severa l  years  l a t e r ,  we  must c o n c l u d e  t h a t  this is t he  descr ip t ion  t ha t  

r emai ned  wi th h i m.  We find many des cr i p t ions  of  the  d i f f e r en t  camps ,  

bu t  it is in te res t ing to no t e  t h a t  the  n o n - d e r o g a t o r y  descr ip t ions  of 

na t u r e  a r e  those resul t ing from observa t ions  made  wh i l e  t hey  a r e  ou t s ide  

t he  c am p ,  in t ranspor t  to a Kommando or  to w o r k .  The pro tagon i s t  in 

Regina W a l l e t ' s  nove l  is r eminded  of  Le G r a n d  M e a u l ne s  when  she 

admires  the  s ce ne ry  on a  t hree  day  work excur s i on  ou t s ide  the  c a m p .

In many of  the  descr ip t ions  of  the in te r ior  of  the  c am p ,  the  c r ema t o r i um,  

t h e  smoke,  d o m i n a t e s .  Red is the  most f r e qu en t l y  recurr ing c o l o r .  In 

Francis  W e t t e r wa ld ' s  desc r i p t ion  of n a t u r e ,  we find the  fo l lowing a t

^ 5 6 v i c t o r  Hugo ,  " L ' E x p i a t i o n " , C h a p t e r  O n e  in "Les 
C h d t i m e n t s " ,  Poems of  Vi c t o r  Hugo ( N e w  Yor k ,  1906) ,  p .  1 84 .

 ̂57 |o c . c i t . , p.  37 .
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t he  end:

Sur un tapi s  f l o r a l ,  dans  un c o n c e r t  d e  ma uve s ,  d e  viole t s  
d ' a m # t h y s t e s ,  de  bleu de  Prusse . au mi l i eu  des  pensees  
comme une  p l a i s a n t e r i e ,  jambes et  bras r e p l i e s ,  bou ch e  
b # a n t e ,  y eu x  r e v u l s i s ,  s ' # t a l e ,  n u ,  g r o t e s q u e ,  un c a d a v r e . 1 5 8

The l a t t e r  is t y p i ca l  of  many desc r i p t i ons  by t h e  juxtapos i t ion  of  beau t y

a nd  horror  of  d e a t h .  In Ren# Salm#' s  p oem,  " K r e m a t o r i u m , " n a t u r e

takes  on the  c h a r ac t e r i s t i c s  of  t he  human beings  t h a t  it is sur rounding .

the  poem is a b ou t  Buchenwal d:  " . . .  des a rbres  c r i a n t ,  s que le t i ques  /

Dans le ven t  . . . "  ̂ 59

In c a m p ,  M i c h e l i n e  Maure l  f inds tha t  11 Le c i e l ,  la seu le  be au t e

d e  N e u b r a n d e n b u r g ,  e t a i t  s u p e r b e 1 60  Jt js d i f f i c u l t  to ex p la in  w h y ,

wh i l e  most au thor s  c an no t  br ing themse l ves  to a n  e n t i r e ly  pos i t ive

desc r i p t ion  of n a t u r e  wh i l e  wi th in  the  c a m p ,  in cont ras t  to the t imes

when  t hey  lef t  the  c a m p ,  for va r i ed  reasons ,  such as going to work on

the  o u t s i d e ,  M i c h e l i n e  Maure l  is a b l e  to a p p r e c i a t e  sky,  sun and  grass .

We must first po i n t  out  t ha t  this is not  A u s c h w i t z ,  w h e r e  t he re  was

n e ve r  a n y  grass a t  a l l .  That  Miss Maure l  is a b l e  to find s o lace  in

n a t u r e ,  r a t h e r  than be ing  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  the  d e p o r t e e ,  is e x c e p t i o n a l ,

a nd  here  we must g i ve  p l a c e  to her  per sona l i t y  and  presume t h a t ,  in

ce r t a i n  ca s es ,  he r  wr i t ing is the  resul t  of  her  per sona l  fo rmat i on .

S ince  no a r c h e t y p e s  can be f ormed ,  we wi l l  c e r t a i n l y  not  c o n t r a d i c t

ourselves  by a t t em pt i ng  to s t e r eo ty p e  the  au thor s  we  a r e  d i scuss ing .

To some pr isoners in Ravensbruck ,  e ven  sunr i se ,  a par t  of

na t ur e  whi ch  most find very  b e a u t i f u l ,  becomes  di s tas teful  b ecaus e

it is a s soc i a t ed  wi th the  roll  ca l l  and  the  b eg i nn in g  of the  day  in

c a m p .  O n e  c h a r a c t e r  in C ha r l o t t e  D el bo ' s  Une C onn ai s sanc e  Inut i le

te l l s  us t ha t  she n eve r  want s  to see  a n o t h e r  sunrise unless it is when

she is r e tu rn ing  from Les Hai l es  a f t e r  a good on i on  s ou p .  For most

 ̂* ^ l o c . c i t . , p .  6 0 .

 ̂ ^ l n  A n t h o l o g i e  de  Buc he nw al d ,  p .  1 0 0 .  

1 6 0 | q c . c i t . ,  p .  9 9 .



wri te rs ,  the  cha r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  na ture  a r e  too c lose ly  a s so c i a t ed  to the 

l i fe and ag on i es  o f  e v e r y d a y  e x i s t e n c e  to be a p p r e c i a t e d  or  cons ide red  

a p a r t  from the  w h o l e .

In a Kommando of  Buche nwa l d ,  Porta W e s t p h a l i c a ,  Andre  

Bleton desc r ibes  happiness :  11 Le temps est  b e a u ,  la gu er re  a v a n c e ,  

j ' a i  t o uche  t re n te  c i g a r e t t e s .  La v ie  est  b e l l e . "161 | n this  c a s e ,  we 

tend  to fee l  t ha t  the a p p r e c i a t i o n  of  11 le beau  temps" is no t  so much 

l inked to na t u r e  as to the  sof tening of  cond i t i ons  when  it is less c o ld ,  

or not  snowing or r a i n i n g .  Time was pass ing,  and  s ince  a l l  the  

depo r t ee s  were  con v i n ce d  t ha t  the  r ight  s ide wi l l  win the war  and  

t h a t  e v e n t u a l l y  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camps and  the SS would be d o n e  a w a y  

w i t h ,  t ime was t he i r  worst  enemy an d  t he  passing of  it is a  thing to 

be r e j o i c ed  o ve r  as an  i n d i ca t i on  t ha t  perhaps  if t hey  h a v e  survived 

so long,  they  wi l l  see the e n d .  C i ga r e t t e s  mean t  more than  food 

s ince  they  could be t raded and smoked which  was ,  for the  pr i soner ,  

a co ve t ed  l uxury .  We must po i n t  ou t  though t h a t ,  judging by his 

t emoi .qnage , Bleton was a very so l i t a ry  pr i soner  who did not  seek 

out  companionsh i p  as much as some of the others  did a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  

his sources of happiness  wer e  d i f f e r e n t .  O n c e  a g a i n ,  t he r e  a r e  no 

a r c h e t y p e s .  Whi l e  others  t a l ked  al l  the  t i m e ,  to h ea r  themse lves  

t a lk  and thus prove  to themse lves  t h a t  they  we r e  sti l l  a l i v e  (and it 

is to themselves  t ha t  t hey  a r e  t rying to prove th i s ) ,  Bleton asks only  

t ha t  they l e a v e  him a l o n e ,  and  finds t ha t  he c a n n o t  d e p e n d  on 

a n y on e  but  h imsel f .

Dea th  was the Final  Solut ion t h a t  the N a z i  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  

camps wer e  to p r o d u c e .  "La mort  est  I ' about i s sement  l o g i q u e ,  

p r eme d i t£ ,  de  la d e p o r t a t i o n .  La mort  est  la c o n s e q u e n c e  i n e l u c ­

t a b l e  des condi t ions  de  la vie  q u o t i d i e n n e  e t  du t rava i l  qui  

about i s sen t  a la mort  ' n a t u r e l l e 1, d i t - o n  par  e u p h e m i s m e . "  ̂62

Andre  Ble ton,  Le Temps du purga to i r e  (Paris ,  19 53 ) ,  p .  7 9 .  

^ ^ La Tragedie  d e  la D e p o r t a t i o n ,  p .  3 5 3 .



We wi l l  no t  en te r  into a discussion of  the  most va r ied  forms of d e a t h  

whi ch  the  SS came  upon to e x t e r min a te  the  U n t e r m e n s c h e n . What  

is impor tan t  to us here  is not  the  descr ip t ions  of  how p eo p le  d i e d ,  

but  r a t h e r  the e f fec t s  t ha t  d ea t h  had upon the d ep or t ee s  b ec a u s e  this 

was a n  impor tant  par t  of  the i r  p sycho log i ca l  m a k e - u p .  The dep or tee s  

who a r r i ved  in Ver n i ch t un g s l ag e r ,  as we  h av e  seen by " Q u i  Rappor tera  

ces  P a r o l e s , "  found t h a t  dea t h  would be  far  e a s i e r ,  far  p r e f e r a b l e  to 

the  l i fe  in c a m p .  But for va r ied  reasons many chose  to l i ve ,  as  we 

h av e  a l r e a d y  poin ted  o u t .  Dea th  h o w e v e r ,  r ema i ned  a cons tant  

poss ibi l i ty  a n d ,  in most cases ,  a p r obab i l i ty  as Dominique  Gaus sen  

w r i t e s ,  in Le K a p o , t ha t  "on s ' h ab i tu e  plus v i t e  a I ' i d e e  d e  la mort  

q u ' a  la p e u r . 63

Accor d i ng  to Laromiguiere ' s  La Dame a I ' O m b r e l l e , d ea th  

caused  the  same r eac t ions  in c on c e n t r a t i o n  camps t ha t  it caused in 

normal  l i fe;  the  young did not  f ear  i t ,  whereas  the  e l de r ly  d i d .  We 

suppose though tha t  a s t ronger  f ee l i ng  than  the one  t ha t  is found in 

e v e r y d a y  l i fe was present  among the  i nmates .  For m any ,  it was a 

very pos i t ive  c on c e p t  as  exempl i f i ed  by the f o l lowing :  " . . .  a v e n t u r e ,  

r e n o u v e a u ,  por te  ouver t e  sur t ou t  ce  qui  est au d e l a  du p o s s i b l e . "   ̂64 

This c o n c e p t  of  d e a t h ,  of  cour se ,  tends to g i ve  an idea  of r esur rec t ion 

or of  a f t e r - l i f e .  We do not  know S te pha ne  Hess le ' s  re l ig ious  co nv i c t i ons  

but  h e  obvious ly  does not  see d ea t h  as an  e n d .  He sees it r a t he r  as 

an unknown but  p re fe r ab l e  a l t e r n a t i v e  to w h a t  he  is l iving th rough ,  

but  he  does  not  see it as  a " n e a n t  . "  Even for those  d e p o r t e e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  

who did not  th ink  of l i fe a f t e r  dea t h  or the poss ibi l i t i es  of  resur rec t ion 

and such th ings ,  dea th  of fered a very pos i t ive  a l t e r n a t i v e :  "La c r a i n t e  

d e  la mort  n ' e t a i t  pas la pensee  do mi nan t e  des m a l a d e s .  Elle n*etai t  

r ien a c o t e  de  I 'obssession de  la faim";^ 65 |n o ne  Qf h ; s poems,  Fosty

 ̂63 o p .  c i t . (Paris ,  1966) ,  p .  7 4 .

^ ^ s ^ p h o o e  Hessel ,  "Entre leurs m a i n s " ,  Temps M o d e r n e ,
1 &re a n n e e ,  n° 6 (Paris ,  1946) ,  1080 .

^ ^ P a u l  Ti l l a rd ,  Mauthausen  (Par i s ,  1946) ,  p .  61 .



shows his i n d i f f e r en ce  to the d e a t h  of o ther s ,  but  un l ike  the o t he r  authors  

d i scussed ,  he is a f ra id  of  d e a t h .  It is t he  on l y  thing he  can  think of: "A 

quoi  p e u t - o n  penser  si ce  n ' e s t  a la mort /  Ca r  penser  ci la mort  c ' e s t  

penser  a la v i e 66 A ncj when he  thinks of  d e a t h ,  he  thinks of the 

pas t  and he is somewhat  r emorse fu l .  For most d e p o r t e e s ,  it was not  

enough to r e t u rn ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  when  they t h o ug h t  a b ou t  i t  in the  e a r l i e r  

par ts  of  the i r  s tay in camp:  t h ey  wan ted  to survive  w h o l e .  The g e n e r a l  

t rend in the l i t e r a t ur e  of  the  d e p or t a t io n  is to show tha t  d ea t h  is a we l come  

poss ib i l i ty ,  it is not  as d r e a d e d  as it is in normal  l i f e .  When the  condi t ions  

in camp are  worse ,  it is more w e l c o m e .  It is less painful  than the  life 

in c a m p ,  it is eas i er  to b e a r ,  and i t  is the  end of  suf fe r i ng .  N e v e r  do 

we  read of  the  torments  of hel l  in a possible life t h e r e a f t e r ;  nothing is 

ev er  cons ide red  worse than w h a t  is be ing suffered a t  the  moment  e x c e p t  

perhaps  a t ranspor t  to a worse c a m p .  The possibi l i t ies  of  the beyond a r e  

w e l c o m e d .  The awar eness  of d e a t h  in the c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp did not 

come i m m e d i a t e l y ,  t h o u g h .

It was cons idered  normal  t ha t  the  o l d e r  ones should d i e ,  as they  

do in r ea l  l i f e .  It was when the younger  ones  began  to d i e ,  the ones 

who wer e  very strong the d a y  b e f o r e ,  t h a t  dea t h  becomes  very  r e a l .  

M i c h e l i n e  Maure l  wr i tes  t ha t  when  the first person in her  convoy  d i es ,  

it is the beg i nn i ng  o f  a d e m o r a l i z a t i o n  among the o t he r  pr isoners ,  a 

r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  they  would not  al l  r e t u r n .  It is when they  see d e a t h  

in g r e a t  numbers ,  when  they  h a v e  e x p e r i e n c e d  life in camp for a 

w h i l e ,  t h a t  the  ideas  of  the  d e p o r t e e  towards  d ea t h  is f o rmu la t ed .

And it is a t  this t ime t ha t  the  des i r e  to l ive is sti l l  wi th  h i m,  l inger ing 

o n ,  pul l ing him o n .  At  t h e  same t ime ,  the  f r ight  t h a t  d ea th  usual ly  

inspires is e r a d i c a t e d .  There is much l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  is des c r i p t i ve  of 

the  c remator iums ,  the  gas chambers  and the  var ious  other  methods o f  

put t ing the  d epor t ee s  to d e a t h ,  but  the d e p or t e e s  themselves  who have  

wr i t t en  a r e  r are ly  h au nt ed  by the  idea  of  d e a t h ;  the h u ng e r ,  t he  p a i n ,

^ ^ l n  An t ho lo g i e  de  Bu ch enwa l d ,  p .  5 3 - 5 4 .
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the puni shments ,  the d e a t h s  of  others  t ha t  t h ey  we r e  a t t a c h e d  t o ,  a r e  

far  more a c u t e l y  fe l t  t han  the i r  own fea rs .  There is,  t h e n ,  a n o t h e r  idea  

t ha t  is expressed:  many of the  women whose husbands were  shot  as 

hos tages  a r e  g lad  tha t  t he i r  husbands d i ed  a c l e a n  d e a t h ,  r a t he r  than 

f a c e  the  possibi l i ty  t h a t  they  be d e p o r t e d ,  d i e  in camp and  b ec om e 

u g l y ,  r a vag ed  c a d a v e r s .  It is far  more d i f f i cu l t  for the  women to 

observe  the men de po r t e es ;  to see the  c ond i t i on  they  a r e  i n ,  than it 

is for them to see the i r  f emale  c o - d e p o r t e e s  suf fe r .  The d e p o r t e e  who 

wr i tes  this  way  shows us t ha t  the  though t  of  the  possibi l i ty  of  survival  

was not  uppermost  in the  d e p o r t e e s '  minds wh i l e  in camp;  it is the length 

of t i m e ,  the a mount  of  suffering before  d e a t h ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in the 

ex t e r mi na t i on  camps ,  t ha t  we i g he d  h e a v i l y .

It is in te res t ing to s e e ,  in var ious  au tho rs ,  the descr ip t ions  of  

Chr is tmases  spent  in c a m p .  Most  d epo r t ees  spent  a t  least  one  Chris tmas 

in c a m p .  Even for those whose r e l ig ion  does  not  observe  or a c k n o w l e d g e  

this h o l i d a y ,  even  for those who do not  normal ly  c e l e b r a t e  i t ,  Christmas 

was looked forward t o .  Many  t hought  t ha t  they  might  g e t  more to e a t ,  

a c h a n c e  to s l ee p ;  e a c h  hoped for w h a t  he  n e e d e d  most for his s u r v i va l .  

Some d ep or t ee s  found it an  occas ion  to d read  b ec au s e  of the  wickedness  

of  the  SS who somet imes au gm en t ed  t he i r  c r ue l t y  wi th t he  coming of  a 

h o l i d a y ,  perhaps  to make it a d a y  to r e me m b e r .  We wil l  discuss here  

just a few of  the  many reac t ions  to Christmas t ha t  we  ha ve  r e a d .  Pierre 

J u l i t t e  desc r i bes  Chr i s tmas ,  194 3 ,  in B u c he n wa l d .  The Blocka l t es t e  

used c h o c o l a t e  wr app er s ,  which  he s tole  from the  pr isoners '  p a c k a g e s  

from home to make  t insel  t ree  o r n am en t s .  The t r ee  stood in a corner  

of  the  c a f e t e r i a .  For J u l i t t e ,  "La vue de  c e t  a rbre  r a p p e l a i t  les f§tes  

f ami l ia l es  e t  e n g e n d r a i t  des pensees  d e p r i m a n t e s . 11  ̂^7  Because of its 

a s soc ia t ions  wi th the  p as t ,  Chris tmas is a t ime tha t  stands out  in the 

pr i soner ' s  mind s ince  it d ee pe ns  his sadness .  O n e  of  the m en ,  C h a r l i e ,  

to l i ghten the  spiri ts of  his depressed f e l l o w - d e p o r t e e s ,  starts a rumor 

t h a t  the prisoners  a re  going to r e c e i v e ,  e a c h ,  a p a c k a g e  from t h e

1 67 | q c  . c i t . , p .  163.
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Holy S e e ,  c on ta i n i ng  the Pope ' s  s l ipper  and o t h e r  such r id iculous  th ings .  

But s ince  e a c h  man a l ways  b e l i ev es  w h a t  he  chooses  t o ,  the  news is 

twis ted and wi th in  an  ho ur ,  t he  wh ol e  camp e x p e c t s  p a c k a g e s  for 

Chr i s tmas .  It is too l a t e  for C h a r l i e  to r e t r a c t  his story b ec a u s e  the 

others  refuse to a c c e p t  the r e t r a c t i o n .  The discussions t h a t  ensue concer n  

noth ing  but  this no mat t er  how much C h a r l i e  d en i es  its v e r a c i t y .  But:

I Is r eguren t  a v e c  la soupe du soir ,  une  minuscu le  sauci sse ,
supplement  surprenant  et  der i soi re  a I ' o r d i na i re  du ca mp .^  68

That  is a l l .  The G e r m a n  pr i soners ,  f r iends  of t he  Bl ocka l t es t e  come and 

sing songs.  The French let  the i r  thoughts  w a n d e r  and  as they  co n t i nue  

to think of pas t  Chr i s tmases ,  t h e y  grow s a d d e r .  They try not  to l isten 

to the G e r m a n s  s inging and t e l l i ng  funny s tor i es ,  but  they wan t  to hea r  

the Christmas Caro l s ,  a l l  the  whi le  knowing it  wi l l  be worse if t hey  d o .

It is a f ee l ing  of  abs urd i t y ,  of  sadness ,  of  something out  of  p l a c e ,  tha t  

is c onv eye d  h e r e .

It is in teres t ing to no te  t h a t  Regina W a l l e t ,  one  of  the au thors  

who was not  d e p o r t e d ,  chooses  Christmas for t he  cu l mi na t ion  of  her  

love story which  is discussed e l se whe re  in more d e t a i l ,  b e tw ee n  her  

p ro tagonis t  and  the G e r m a n  o f f i c e r  U l l r i c h .  It is p e r h ap s ,  in normal  

l i f e ,  most f i t t ing t ha t  it should h app en  a t  Chr i s tmas ,  but  c om p l e t e l y  

out  of  p l a c e  in camp life and fur ther  robs the story of  any  ve r i s i mi ­

l i tude  it might  h a v e .

In Une Conn ai ssan ce  I n u t i l e ,  C ha r l o t t e  De l bo  te l l s  of  Christmas 

in Raisko,  a Kommando of  A u s c h w i t z .  The story is en t i t l ed  " L ' Ou rs  

en P e l u c h e " .  The Polish women d e c i d e  to make a 'Teast"  . In Raisko,  

the prisoners  a re  be t t e r  off  than they  had b ee n  in A us c hwi t z :  they  

could s t e a l ,  t hey  could t r a d e ,  and  the r e fo r e  this feast  is in the realm 

of  the  pos s i b l e .  The Poles a re  the most numerous ,  and for this r e as on ,  

would fol low the  Polish t r a d i t i o n .  The Russians a r e  not  i n v i t e d - - t h e y  

a r e  d i sda i ned  by the  Poles b e c a u s e  they  do the  lowest  kind of  work in 

Raisko and also b ecaus e  of  the t r a d i t iona l  an imos i ty  b e tw ee n  Poles and

168|o c . c i t . ,  p .  163.
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Russians.  The French a r e  i n v i t e d .  This r iva l ry  among n a t i o n a l i t i e s ,  so 

absurd in this c o n t e x t ,  was none t he l es s  q u i t e  p r e se n t .  It is log i ca l  t ha t  

t h e  Poles be  the  ones  to make the feas t  as t hey  a r e  pe rmi t t ed  to r e c e i v e  

p a c k a g e s ,  and s ince  the  p a c k a g e s  do not  come from very  far  a w a y ,  they  

of fer  pe r i shab l e  d e l i c a c i e s ,  s uf f i c i en t  to provide  for a r a t he r  sumptuous 

m e a l .  They a l l  dressed u p .  They found an  iron and some wh i t e  mate r ia l  

to d e c o r a t e  the i r  s t r ipes;  they  p r epared  as if for a b a l l .  They hard ly  

r e c o g n i z e d  each  o t h e r .  Their  h a i r — w h a t e v e r  h a i r  t hey  had on the i r  

h e ad s ,  s ince  t hey  had been  shorn not  long a g o — was do n e  and t he i r  

m a k e - u p  was i de n t i ca l  b ecau se  they  on ly  had one  color  for lips and 

cheeks  a l i k e .  There is a  comic  e l e m e n t  h e r e .  It is the  t e r r i b l e  a l i k e -  

ness t h a t  is a t  t he  same t ime t e r r i b l e  and  y e t  a sort  of  b l a c k  h umour .

Even h e r e ,  there  is no in d i v id ua l i ty  and  the  a u t ho r  te l l s  us t ha t  the  

dresses w e r e  a l i k e ,  even  the i r  d e c o r a t i o n s .  They had a f ee l i ng  of  

"en  v a i n"  in the i r  p re p a r a t i on s ,  and  we  read a story of  something far  

from g a y ,  something unrea l  and  almost  f r i gh t en i ng :  a sort of  f u t i l i t y .  

They had dressed up as if t hey  e x p e c t e d  gues t s ,  but  these  wer e  guests  

t ha t  t hey  know a r e  c o m i n g .  "Un moment  de  t r is tesse q ue  des r ires 

s e c o u e r e n t . "1 69 VVe know t ha t  not  even  for a br ie f  moment  is this 

Chr is tmas a happy  one  but  r a t h e r  it is a d a y  sadder  than  the  rest  (the 

ones  be fo re  and the ones  a f t e r )  even  though it is a d i f f e r e n t  d a y .  This 

r e in forces  our  con te n t i on  t h a t  wh a t  made  days  d i f f e r  was on ly  a g g r a ­

va t ions  of t he  c o n d i t i o n .  There is a Chris tmas t r e e .  The Poles share 

the  "sac red  host" and the  F r e n c h ,  most of  whom a r e  a t h e i s t s ,  share  

wh a t  is of fered and r e p e a t  the  wish "Do d om ou ,  do d o m o u " , A la 

mai son ,  A la ma i s on " ,  nex t  y e a r  . . .  ou t  of  k indness .  The French 

and  the  Poles a re  not  f i l l ed  wi th hos t i l i t i es  b ec au s e  as both sides 

a c k n o w l e d g e ,  it is not  the t ime for i t .  The meal  is e a t e n .  They were  

not  used to ea t ing  unt i l  t hey  wer e  f u l l ,  and it is something new and 

old a t  the  same t i m e .  The Polish women begin  to sing and the French

1 69 |oc< c i t . , p . 83.



91

let  t he i r  thoughts  w a n d e r — and they  w an d e r  to only  sad t h i ngs — to t he i r

comrades  who a r e  sti l l  in Auschwi tz  p r op er .  They w onde r  how the i r

fr iends  a r e  spending Christmas in an e x t e r mi na t i on  c a m p .  Their  thoughts

and  the i r  memories  " d e v e n a i e n t  lo inta ins  e t  f r a g i l e s . " ^  70 They th ink  of

the  Chris tmas t ree  s tanding in Auschwi tz  on the  Lagers t rasse,  n e a r  the

n oo s e .  The singing ends ,  the  l ights go on a g a i n  and e a ch  one  forces

herse l f  to b eco me  gay  a g a i n ,  as they  should be  dur ing a real  Chr i s tmas .

They s tar t  to e x c h a n g e  presen t s .  And we h a ve  the cu lmina t ion  of  this

even i ng  which  we knew could not  end but  s ad ly .  A woman a t  the  o t he r

side of the  t a b l e  is caress ing a Teddy b e a r  and  M a d e l e i n e  remembers

wh er e  she saw one  l ike i t ,  r e c e n t l y  be fore :  in the  arms of  a chi ld  of a

Jewish  convoy  wa i t i ng  to be g as s e d .  This p a r t i c u l a r  story may not  be

t y p i c a l  of  Christmas in c a m p ,  but  the f ee l ings  t h a t  the story l eave  us

wi th a r e  t yp i ca l  of  the  emot ions  evoked by o the r  descr ip t ions  of

Chr is tmas in camp:  the r e  is a f ee l ing  t ha t  no m at t e r  how Christmas

is c e l e b r a t e d ,  it is c e l e b r a t e d  w r o n g l y .  It is out  of p l a c e  and w e  h ave

a premoni t ion  t ha t  this day  wi l l  end b a d l y ,  u n h a p p i l y .  To us,  i t  very

much pa r a l le l s  the  des cr i p t i on  of J u ly  14 ,  1944 ,  in Ravensbruck by

Mal r a ux  a t  the end of  his A n t i - M e m o i r e s :

" . . .  nous avions  fai t  des robes a v e c  des bouts de  p a p i e r ,  e t  
nous sommes a r r i vees  a nous h ab i l l e r  une  en b l e u ,  une  en 
b l a n c ,  une  en r o u ge .  Toutes les femmes ont  bourdonne  la 
Mars e? I l a i se . C ' e t a i t  p l u t o t  a v e n t u r e ,  e t  a u j o u r d ' h u i ,  ga 
me paraf t  b i za r r e :  ga ne ressemble pas a u  c a m p . "   ̂71

This is a former  d e p o r t e e  t a l k ing  to M a l r a u x ,  t w e n t y - f i v e  years  la ter

and  she is express ing the  same f ee l ing  t h a t  we e x p e r i e n c e  r ead ing  the

desc r i p t ions  of Chris tmas in c a m p .

Part ly as a resul t  o f  the  a n t i - s o c i e t y  t ha t  was formed in the 

camps ,  r e l a t ionships  among the p e o p l e  involved  d e v e l o p e d ,  the same 

way  tha t  they  form in normal  s oc ie ty  but  they  wer e  al l  the more c ruc i a l  

in the  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp c o n t e x t  b e ca us e  they  wer e  q u i t e  of ten the

^ ^ l ° c » c i t . ,  p . 8 6 .

^ 7 l An d r6  M a l r a u x ,  A n t i - M 6m o i re s  (Par i s ,  1967) ,  p .  5 9 4 .



means  of  and meaning  for survival  among the  d e p o r t e e s .  Chr i s t i an 

Pineau wri tes :

[ . ' organisat ion des  camps a 6te  congue  d e  t e l l e  fagon q u e  la 
ha i ne  se d e v e l o p p e  cont re  nos voisins  de  misere ,  non cont re  
I ' ennemi  commu n.  Le berger  dort  t r a n qu i l l e  t andis  qu e  
s ' a f f r on t en t  en t r e  eux  les moutons t ransformes en lo ups . ^72

This is the pessimist ic po in t  of v i e w .  A c t u a l l y ,  the r e l a t ionsh ips  t ha t

d e v e l o p e d  among the d e p or t e e s  were  q u i t e  pos i t ive  in many cases  and

a source  of s t r en g t h .  In t he  d i a l og u e  b e t w e e n  l i fe and  d ea t h  in " Q u i

Rappor tera  ces Paroles"  it is not  b ecau se  C l a i r e  feels  t ha t  Frangoise has

a respons ib i l i ty  to a p a r t y ,  or to any  r e l i g i o n ,  tha t  she te l l s  her  t h a t

she must try to l ive;  it is b ec au s e  she has a respons ibi l i ty  to history

i t se l f ,  and  a bove  a l l ,  b ecau se  she has a r espons ibi l i ty  to the  others  in

g e n e r a l .  Frangoise d e c i d e s  t w i c e  in the  p l ay  t h a t  it is worth it to go

on l iving for the sake of  the  o t he r s .  She does  not  h ave  any hope  tha t

she wi l l  s u rv i ve ,  but  she makes  the  dec i s ion  to l ive b ec au s e  it may

he l p  a n o t h e r  to be a b l e  to return and accomp l i sh  the  mission:  " ra pp or t e r

ces  p a r o l e s ."

The necess i ty  of  comradeship  is a l so cap t u r ed  by the  authors  who 

wr i t e  a b ou t  d e p or t a t io n  w i t hou t  themselves  having b een  in c a m p .

Regina W a l l e t ' s  " r e c i t "  does  so by giv ing  a large  p l a c e  to the f r iendship 

b e t w e e n  the he ro i ne  and O l i v i a ,  her  best  f r i e nd .  H e r e ,  it is not  a 

g r o u p ,  but  a pa i r  of  f r i ends .  The i d e a ,  t h o ug h ,  is a l l  the same the 

necess i ty  for c omr adesh i p ,  for a t  least  one  f r i e nd .  In g e n e r a l ,  h o we ve r ,  

it is f ra t e rn i ty  among one ' s  compat r io t s  t ha t  is s ought .  David Rousset ,  

in Les Jours  de  not re  M o r t , 173 a novel  whose goal  is to g i v e  a panorama 

of camp l i fe ,  t here fore  surpassing the l evel  of  his own camp e x p e r i e n c e ,  

stresses the i mpor t ance  of  f inding one ' s  o w n .  The "o thers"  for him are  

the  Russians,  Ge r ma ns  or Slavs ,  who a r e  t o u g h e r ,  and  a b o ve  a l l ,  not  

very  r e c e p t i v e .  The comradeship  among Frenchmen is one  of the  dominan t

172Pp t c i t . , p .  3 5 .

173D a vid Rousset ,  Les Jours  de  not re  Mort  (Paris ,  1947) .



themes  of  a l l  l i t e r a t ur e  discussed h e r e .  In L'Arbre d e  G o e t h e , when the  

p r o tagon i s t ,  a G a u l l i s t ,  is invi t ed  to speak  to the  Communists  who a re  

in c h a r g e  of t he  camp on the  d e p o r t e e  h ie r a r ch y  l e v e l ,  t he  thing t ha t  he 

asks in return for the  favor  he is doing them is t h a t  they  p l a c e  the  French 

in s ep ar a t e  ba r ra cks ,  under  the supervis ion of  a French Kapo ,  so as to 

increase  the i r  so l idar i ty  a n d ,  l i k e wi s e ,  the i r  c ha nc es  for s u r v i va l .

There is a f ear  of  be ing  s ep a r a t ed  from o n e ' s  f r iends  and  c o m p a ­

t r io t s ,  e i t h e r  by t ranspor t  to Kommandos or e l s e w h e r e ,  to o the r  camps .  

The f ee l ing  of  s o l ida r i t y ,  it is our  c o n c l u s i o n ,  is based upon n a t i o n a l i t y .  

This does  not  e x c l u d e ,  of c ou r se ,  inc ident s  of  c a m a r a d e r i e  among o t he r s .

Vercors ,  when presen t ing  C l e m e n t i n e  to us,  makes her  d ominan t  

t r a i t  the  des i re  to be  wi th the h e l p  o t he r s .  For this r ea so n ,  she is not  

too unhappy  in c a m p .  We c a n n o t  he lp  but  c o n c l u d e  tha t  a l t h oug h  the  

premise of  the  need  for c a m a r a d e r i e  is h ighly  v a l i d ,  the  conc lus ion  t ha t  

b ecau se  of this C l e m e n t i n e  could be happy  in camp is c om p l e t e l y  false 

and  inver is imi laro N o  one  was happy  in c a m p .  No  d e p o r t e e  has ev er  

wr i t t en  and said t h a t  he or she was happy  in c a m p .  Almost  al l  stress 

the i mpor t ance  of  others  but  we r e a l i z e  wi th ou t  an y  d i f f i c u l t y ,  and 

from the  b e g i n n i n g ,  t ha t  t he  o t h e r  condi t ions  wer e  far too oppress ive  

to be e r a d i c a t e d  by the p r esence  of f r i ends .

T a n gu y , a l so  w r i t t e n ,  as a l r e a d y  m e n t i o n e d ,  by a n o n - d e p o r t e e ,  

is an e x c e p t i o n  to the  idea  of c a m a r a d e r i e  by n a t i o n a l i t i e s .  For Tanguy ,  

it is " gen t i l l e s s e"  t ha t  counts  more than n a t i o n a l i t y .  O f  cou r se ,  we  

must po i n t  out  t h a t  this is a u n i qu e  case  b ecau se  it is be ing told from 

the  po i n t  c f  v i ew of  a chi ld  who w i l l ,  as is n a t u r a l ,  t a k e  tenderness  

and f r iendship wh er e  he can  f ind t h em .  It is a l so t rue  t h a t  the  chi ld  

is supposedly Spanish b u t  l ived for a w h i l e  in F r a n c e .  This may be used 

to show tha t  he  is o f  somewhat  mixed n a t i o n a l i t y .  The chi ld becomes  

f r i endly  wi th a G e r m a n  pr i soner ,  one  who plays  in the  camp o r c h es t r a .  

But this is not  e x a c t l y  f r iendship as  it is too o n e - s i d e d  to be  ca l led  

t hi s .  The chi ld  l ikes G u n t h e r  / " s i c  / b e c a u s e  of the  things G u n t h e r  

g ives  h im.  We suspect  t h a t  G u n t h e r ,  be ing  p r i v i l eg ed  as a member



of the  o rches t r a  becau se  he somet imes ge t s  ex t ra  f ood ,  feels  a b i t  gu i l ty  

a b o u t  i t .  He has thus compensa t ed  by t aking the  chi ld  under  his 

p r o t e c t i v e  w i n g .  Their  f r i endship is rooted in f oo d .  The chi ld  l ikes 

those who man ag e  to g e t  him something to e a t .  G u n t h e r  is r a th e r  an  

interes t ing c h a r a c t e r ;  he  does  not  h a t e .  He . th inks  tha t  ha t e  is only for 

those too w e a k  to love and does  not  even  h a t e  his e x e c u t i o n e r s .  We 

wil l  return to this poin t  l a t e r  when  we discuss the  d ep o r t e e s '  c o n c e p t  

of  the  " o t h e r s " .  Tanguy is p r e j u d i c ed  a ga i n s t  the  Jewish  pr isoners .

He finds c am a r a d e r i e  not  so much in the  o t he r  pr i soners ,  but  o n l y  in 

G u n t h e r .  When G u n t h e r  d i sappears  b ec a u s e  G u n t h e r  is shot ,  t he  

chi ld  is lef t  a l o n e .  It is here  the  case  of the chi ld  looking for the 

f a t h e r ,  whom he n eve r  r ea l ly  h a d ,  in the  camp r a t h e r  than a t rue  

ques t  for f r i ends hi p .  In this r e s p e c t ,  we  offer  no cr i t i c i sm of t h e  

b oo k ,  and c o nc l u de  t h a t  the  faul ts  l ie e l sewhere  and  t ha t  Del Cas t i l l o  

has perhaps  cap t ur ed  the  essent ia l  points  in r e l a t io n  to Tanguy and  

his possible r eac t i ons  and  c o n t a c t s  wi th the  o th er  d e p o r t e e s .  In a 

ch i ld ' s  mind ,  the  idea  of  n a t i o n a l i t y  is perhaps  far  less d e f i n i t e l y  

i mpr i n t ed .  Also ,  t he  idea of  n a t i o n a l i t y  impl ies  a common cu l tu ra l  

so urce ,  a common l an gu ag e  and  the possibi l i ty to c o n v e r s e .  These 

l a ter  ideas  a r e  probab ly  the  basic reasons why pr isoners g rouped 

t og e t he r  not  only  by n a t i o n a l i t y ,  but  by r e g i o n .  Two Parisians have  

more in common than a Paris ian and  a T o u r a n g e a u .  They can remember  

the same r es t au r an t s ,  the same stores and  e v o k e  memories  of  t h e m .

For a c h i l d ,  this does  not  coun t  as m uch .

O
o o

Because sexual  desi res  a r e  not  pr imary n e e d s ,  t he r e  is a lmost  

no ment ion of them in the  l i t era tu re  d ea l i n g  wi th t h e  camp e x p e r i e n c e .  

The only  ment ion of them is found in the  e x p l a n a t i o n  for the  reasons  why 

they  wer e  no t  present  among e i t h e r  the male  or f ema le  d e p o r t e e s .  They 

c e r t a i n l y  did not  p r eo cc up y  the  f emale  pr isoners a t  a l l .  The mal e  

prisoners tel l  us t ha t  hunger  r e p l a c e d  sexual  d e s i r e s .  There w e r e  bordel l



in some of the  c amp s .  Most  men did not  des i re  to f r equ en t  them and in 

many cases ,  the i r  v i s i t a t ion  r ights were  res t r i c t ed  only  to the  SS and 

Kapos .  The pr isoners were  too f a t igued  to des i re  th i s ,  and most did 

not  h av e  the  money r equi red  by the bordel los  in some of  the camps 

( rece iv ing  of  money was l imi ted to c e r t a i n  n a t i o n a l i t i e s  or to ce r t a i n  

posi t ions  in camp) ,  or they  did not  w a n t  to b e t r ay  the i r  wives  or girl  

f r i ends .  W h a t e v e r  the  case  may b e ,  t he re  is l i t t l e  ment ion of  sexual  

des i r es .  There is a lso l i t t l e  ment ion of love s tor ies  among pr isoners .

Women were  s epara t ed  from men in the camps .  In most ins t ances ,  they  

were  in en t i r e ly  d i f f e r en t  c a m p s .  If the  men say t h a t  they longed for 

wo m e n ,  it is t ha t  they  longed for t he  comfor t ,  t h e  r ea s s uranc e ,  the  

sympa t he t i c  company of women and this has nothing to do with sexual  

des i r es .  It is the f eminine  p resence  t ha t  was s ough t ,  p robably  b ec au s e  

it would make  thei r  world seem less fore ign to t h e m ,  more n a t u r a l .

In a l l  the French l i t e r a tu r e  a b o u t  the  d e p o r t a t i o n ,  there  a re  

few love s tor ies .  We g i ve  the t hree  fo l lowing ones  as e xampl es ,  wi th 

the  conc l us ion  t ha t  t hey  a r e  p r obab ly  unique  in the i r  genre  and tha t  

they a r e  t yp i ca l  of  ce r t a i n  f ee l i ngs ,  of  wha t  it was possible for a pr isoner  

to f e e l ,  g iven  his surroundings  and  d a i l y  l i f e .  The first two a re  wr i t t en  

by d e p or t e e s  and seem c om p l e t e l y  p r o b a b l e .  The third is wr i t t en  by a 

n o n - d e p o r t e e  and is so out  of c o n t e x t ,  so u n b e l i e v a b l y  f a l se ,  and so 

removed from anyth ing  t ha t  we  h a v e  r e a d ,  t h a t  w e  a re  forced to c o nc l u de  

t ha t  i t  is not  a u t h e n t i c .

Lily was t w e n t y .  She worked in Raisko,  a Kommando of A u sc h w i t z ,  

wher e  she s tudied the  k o k - s a g h y z ^  74 wi th o ther  pr isoners under  the  d i re c t io n  

of the  SS.  Every d a y ,  men from the  camp come to work in the ga rden  

wh er e  the  k o k - s a g h y z  was be ing  c u l t i v a t e d .  It was forbidden to t a lk  

to the  men,  but  many of  the  girls had a f ianc#  or  a f r iend among t h em.

Lily had a f i a n c e .  The men brought  news and  managed  to t ransmit  it 

to t he  wo m e n .

l 7 4 kok - s a g h y z : a Russian word meaning  " . . .  une esp&ce de  
pissenl i t  dont  la r a c i n e  c o n t i en t  du l a t e x . "  (Une Co nna i ssance  I nu t i l e ,  
p .  7 4 . )
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Ms 6 t a i e n t  d ev en us  f i a nces  en e c h a n g e a n t  un r e g a r d ,  t andis  
que I 'homme 6 t a i t  courbe  sur des p l a n t e s .  I Is 6 t a i e n t  devenus  
f i ances  en 6 c h a n g e a n t  que l qu es  mots ,  sans se r e g a r d e r ,  sans 
av o i r  I ' a i r  de  p a r l e r . ^75

And the f i a n c e  managed  to bring her  l i t t l e  g i f t s ,  a  c u c u m b e r ,  a c i g a r e t t e ,

which  he  hid in the g ar den  wi th a l i t t l e  n o t e .  They had not  known e a c h

other  before  Raisko a nd  the  k o k - s a g h y z . It was forbidden to co mm un i ca t e

in a ny  way  wi th the  men and  s ince  t a lk ing  was d i f f i c u l t ,  Lily wro te

e a c h  n i g h t ,  to he r  f i a n c £ .  And it  made  her  very  h a p p y .  O n e  d a y ,

Lily' s  f i a n c e  was sent  to work e l se wh ere  so he t e l l s  his f r iend to p ick

up the  l e t t e r  from Li ly,  bu t  the  f r iend gets  c a u g h t .  The le t t e r  was

s igned " L i l y . "  The fr iend was tor tured and Lily was not  d i f f i cu l t  to

f ind in the  l a b o r a t o r y .  The f r iend said t ha t  the  n o t e  was for h im,  but

the  real  f i a n c e ,  not  wan t i ng  him to be shot ,  g a v e  himsel f  u p .  All  three

wer e  sho t .  The SS d e c i d e d  t ha t  the  l e t t e r  was in c ode  and t h a t  it

c on t a i n e d  a p o l i t i c a l  mess ag e .

Dans la l e t t r e  d e  Li ly,  il y a v a i t  c e t t e  phrase :  " N o u s  sommes 
la comme des  p l an t es  r iches  d e  v ie  e t  de  s e v e ,  comme des  
p lan tes  qui  v o u d r a i e n t  pousser  e t  v i v r e ,  e t  je ne peux 
m 'emp Sche r  de  penser  q ue  ces  p l an t es  ne d o i v e n t  pas v i v r e . " ^ ^

This love s tory ,  if  it c an  be  t e rmed thus ly ,  is a story of  t he  purest  

s i mp l i c i t y ,  of  t h e  r e l a t ions hi p  b e t w e e n  two p e o p l e  which grows 

p r a c t i c a l l y  e n t i r e ly  out  of  l e t t e r s .  This d e v e l o p m e n t  is in a way 

u n r e a l ,  but  is of  cou rse ,  c om p l e t e l y  a u t h e n t i c .  We see tha t  Lily 

almost  p red ic t s  the i r  fu ture ;  she knows t ha t  noth ing  beau t i fu l  could 

d e v e l o p  or g r ow,  under  the w at ch f u l  e y e  of  t he  SS.  The story is 

c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by s impl ic i ty  and  c r u e l t y ;  the  s impl i c i ty  of t he  emot ion 

and the  c r ue l t y  of  the ending  is so u n j u s t i f i ed ,  so u n c a l l e d  for ,  but  

so t yp i ca l  of  the  N a z i  g o a l .  This goa l  was to des t roy any  m an i f e s t ­

a t i o n  of  human e m o t i o n .  This story t h o u gh ,  permits  us to see t h e  only  

type  of  love t ha t  e x i s t e d ,  or t ha t  the  pr isoners  could  e v e n  wa n t  to find

 ̂^ Une Conn a i s sa nc e  I nu t i l e ,  p . 7 6 .  

^ ^ o p .  c i t . , p .  7 8 .



in such surroundings  wher e  al l  phys ica l  des i re  is a b s e n t .  It is a r e l a t i o n ­

ship t h a t  g ives  comfor t ,  t h a t  g i ves  e n c o u r a g e m e n t ,  t ha t  g i ves  a reason 

to wa n t  to l i v e ,  t h a t  promises .  This is a l l  t h a t  was possible t h e r e ,  but  

even  this did not  s u r v i v e . !  77

J e a n  Laf i t t e ,  in his two volumes  on camp Iife 178 anc| j-he | ; f e 

a f t e r  c a m p ,  tel ls  a story of  his love for a w o m a n ,  a l so a co mp le t e l y  

p la t o n i c  love when  he is in the  camp an d  she is on t he  o u t s i d e .  Because 

of Laf i t te ' s  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  the  story t akes  on o ther  d imens ions .  

M a r c e l ,  Laf i t t e ' s  p r o t a gon i s t ,  sees the  woman for the  first t ime when 

he is wi th a n o t h e r  d e p o r t e e .  She gives  the  f ee l in g  to the  men of 

" la  v i s ion ,  depui s  longtemps p e r d u e ,  d ' u n  §t re  v i v an t  que  la s ou f f r anc e ,  

la m £ c h a n c e t e  n ' a v a i e n t  pas de f orme  . "179 s h e  g ives  some bread to 

the w a t c hm an  who t ransmits  it to M a r c e l ,  and she d i s a p p e a r s .  M ar ce l  

te l l s  us t ha t  it is thanks  to this a c t ,  and to the  f a c t  the woman is not  

vi s ibly d isgus ted by the  cond i t i ons  of  the  men she sees in camp t h a t  

he can  f ind a g a i n  the  human d i g n i t y  which  he had lost or which  had 

t empora r i ly  d i s a p p e a r e d .  It is in te res t ing  to note  t h a t  M a rc e l  t e l l s  

us t ha t  the  others  who saw the  beau t i fu l  woman br ing the  bread do not  

say a ny t h i n g  a t  a l l  a b o u t  he r  b e a u t y :  they  a r e  r a th e r  more in teres ted  

in the  b read  t ha t  she b r ings .  They do not  h a ve  eyes  for a n y t h i n g  e l s e .  

But for M a r c e l ,  this woman is even  more impor tan t  than  for her  beau ty  

and h e r  b read ;  she is a  r are  and  un i que  c o n t a c t  wi th the  ex t e r io r  

wo r l d .  He wants  to use h e r ,  first of  a l l ,  to make  known to others  

sti l l  in France  t h a t  he is t h e r e  in c am p,  d e p o r t e d .  He throws a p i e c e  

of  p a pe r  to the w o ma n .  This al l  t akes  p l a c e  not  too long before  the  

l ibera t ion  and  we  wil l  s e e ,  in the  c h a p t e r  on the  r e t u r n ,  t ha t  Marce l  

is haun ted  by this w o ma n ,  t h a t  he  is in love wi th h e r .  Thus,  this l ov e ,

^ ^ l t  is in te res t ing to no te  t ha t  this is the same Lily tha t  Peter  
Weiss ta lks  of  in L ' l n s t r u c t i o n .

^ 7 8 j e an  La f i t t e ,  C e u x  qu? Viven t  (Paris ,  1947)  and  Le Lac 
a u x  R6ves (Paris ,  1965) .

 ̂^ L e  Lac au x  R§ves, p . 1 3 .



this f ee l ing  for the  woman t ha t  s ta r ted  in c a m p ,  which  s ta r ted  wi th  a 

very  t an g i b l e  p i e c e  of  b r e a d ,  is pe rmi t t ed  to d e v e l o p  l a t e r  and  the 

end is t r a g i c .  This book is e n t i t l e d  " r o m a n " .  We do not  know if it 

is a t rue story:  we  do know tha t  "Li ly"  is a t rue  s to r y .  But g i v en  the  

camp c o n t e x t ,  Laf i t t e ' s  story is p laus i b l e  and  ap pea r s  a u t h e n t i c .  We 

wi l l  re turn to his hunt  for t h e  woman a f t e r  the l ibe ra t i on  in a  l a t t e r  

c h a p t e r .  M a r c e l ' s  cons ide ra t i ons  dur ing the  t ime h e  is in c o n t a c t  

wi th this woman d i f fer  s l ight ly  from Li ly ' s .  He wants  not  only  the  

human d i gn i t y  tha t  he finds a ga in  when  he  d i scovers  the  w o m a n ,  not  

only  the  b r e a d ,  but  he wants  to make  his p r e s en ce  k n ow n .  Thus the  

idea  of  asser t ing o ne ' s  b e i n g ,  the p r in c ip a l  c on s i de ra t i on  of  the  

d e p o r t e e s ,  is present  even  in this story of p l a t o n i c  love r e l a t io ns h i p s .

The third " l o v e  story" is the  story told by a woman who was 

no t  d ep or t ed  and who was inspired to wr i t e  the  s tor ies of d e p o r t a t i o n  

t h a t  she heard  a round h e r .  Her he r o i ne  is a young girl  named V a l e n t i n e  

whom w e  h a ve  ment i oned  e l s e w h e r e .  The story t akes  p l a c e  in Ravensbr i ick.  

A G e r m a n  of f i ce r  saw V a l e n t i n e  and  admi red  he r  dur ing the  o c c u p a t i o n .

He fo l lowed her  to t h e  camp and saved her  from a bea t i ng  by a 

P ro emi nen t .  He comes to the  inf i rmary to vis i t  her  wh i l e  she is 

r e c o v e r i n g .  He l a t e r  makes  her  a Chris tmas s u p p e r — h am,  b i scui t s ,  

f ru i t .  The two risk t he i r  l i ves ,  we a r e  t o l d .  We must say t ha t  the  

d e t a i l  of  Chr is tmas s upper ,  a l t ho ugh  c om p l e t e l y  improbab l e  do es  a t  

l eas t  r eve a l  a c ha r a c t e r i s t i c  p r eo c c u p a t i o n  wi th f o o d .  U l l r i c h ,  the 

G e r m a n  o f f i c e r ,  is t aken  wi th V a l e n t i n e  and ta lks  to her  a b o u t  the  

war  and the  problems of  g u i l t  and  r e sp ons ib i l i t y .  Let us remember  t h a t ,  

to fur ther  c o m p l i c a t e  the  s to ry ,  he  is G e r m a n  and she is in a G e r m a n  

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  c a m p .  Ul l r i ch does  not  cons ide r  h imsel f  g u i l t y ,  we  wil l  

th ink  of  this  la ter  when  we  discuss Wer ne r  in " C e u x  qui  a v a i e n t  C h o i s i " .

For U l l r i c h ,  when  a man is a s o ld ie r ,  he  is o b l i ge d  to fol low orders ,  

even  when  he  feels  his commander  is in the w r o n g .  But V a l e n t i n e  feels  

g u i l t y .  She says t ha t  b ec a u s e  she n e e d e d  the  t enderness  of  a man ,  she 

feels  she is a t r a i to r .  This is perhaps  b ec au s e  her  husband d i ed  short ly
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b e f o r e ,  and perhaps  she feels  g u i l ty  towards  he r  fe l low de po r t e es ;  she 

is bene f i t t i ng  from something she does  not  share  and also b ec a u s e  France  

an d  G e r m a n y  a r e  a t  w a r ,  and G e r m a n y  is t he  enemy of  her  count ry  thus 

making her  a t r a i to r  to her  c o u n t r y .  Ul l r ich l eaves  v o l un ta r i ly  for the  

Russian front  w h i l e  V a l e n t i n e  is st i l l  in the in f i rmar y .  She n eve r  speaks  

to a n y o n e  a b o u t  t ha t  Chr i s tmas .  It is a memory t h a t  she has no des i re  

to share :  we  do not  know if it is ou t  of  fee l ings  of  shame and g u i l t ,  

or  simply b ec a u s e  it was  something she fel t  she  did not  wish to s h a r e .  

Even this is not  a u t h e n t i c :  we th ink  of  the d i a l o g u e  b e t we en  Frangoise  

and  Lina in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Pa r o le s" ,  when  Frangoise  tel l s  us t ha t  

in camp t he r e  a r e  no s ec r e t s .  In g en e r a l  this " l ove  story" is very  unrea l  

and  it does  not  seem possible t h a t  it could  h a v e  t ak en  p l a c e  in the  

c o n t ex t  in whi ch  it  is p r e s e n t e d .  Whi le  we m ai n t a i n  tha t  a s t r i c t  

co m p l i a n c e  wi th de t a i l  is u n n ec es s a r y ,  we a r e  c o n v i nc ed  of  the  n eed  

to ref ra in from dis tor t ing the  s i tua t ion  and of  the  necess i ty  to t a k e  into 

a c c o u n t  w ha t  was possible under  the  c i r c u ms ta nc es .
O

o o

In M i c h e l  Borwicz ' s  s tu dy ,  Les Ecrits des  Condamnes  a M o r t , 1 8 0  

t he  " we "  -  " t h e y "  d i a l e c t i c  is most  tho rough l y  discussed in r e f e r e n c e  to 

t he  wr i t ings  of  t h e  condemned  to d i e .  These i n c l u d e  pr isoners in camp 

and  e l s e w h e r e ,  French pr isoners and  o t he r s .  We a g r e e  wi th Borwicz 

in his discuss ion of  the "we"  on ly  p a r t i a l l y ,  h o w e v e r .  For Borwicz ,  

the  p r e d o m in a nc e  of  the  "we"  c o n c e p t  is t he  idea  of  "nous ,  p eu p l e  

oppr ime . "  This is perhaps  t rue of  the  l i t e r a t u r e  in g e n e r a l ,  but  when  

we  l imit  the  l i t e r a t ur e  to fust the  F r e nc h ,  " we"  seems to s tand for the  

French imprisoned in the  same c a m p ,  those t h a t  could  be foun d ,  s e e n ,  

t o g e t h e r  a t  the  same t i m e .  As Borwicz s ta t es ,  t he r e  is an emphas is  on 

the  idea  of  " w e " :  "un ' N o u s '  pos i t i f  e t  fo r t ement  a c c e n t u i ,  c ' e s t  le 

Nous  des  amis ."1 81

^ ^ M i c h e l  Borwicz ,  o p . c i t . ,  (Paris ,  19 54) .

1 8 ^ I b i d . , p . 5 4 .



We draw our  conclus ions  from the  l i t e ra t u r e  which  we  ha ve  read which

of  course f req uen t l y  uses t he  term " w e " ,  the  pronoun i t se l f .  We a g r e e

t h a t  the  " we"  is most g e n e r a l l y  the  " w e"  of  f r iends  t o g e t h e r  in c a m p ,

small  groups o f  c o mp a t r io t s .  It is r a r e l y ,  in con t ras t  to w h a t  Borwicz

s t a t e s ,  the  " we"  of  a l l  h u m a n i t y .  Borwicz also stresses t h e  i mpor t ance

of  the " we "  of  a ce r ta i n  b a r r a c k ,  the " w e "  of  a c e r t a i n  b r i g a d e .  We

find this far  less p r ev a l e n t  than he  d o e s .  It is far more d i f f i cu l t  to

de f i n e  " t h e m " .  As Borwicz ' s  s tudy points  o u t ,  " t hem"  is a t  first the

enemy i t sel f :  the  SS and t he i r  ass i s tant s ,  the  " b o u r r e a u x " :

Eux,  c ' e t a i e n t  tou t  d ' a b o r d  les b o u r r e a u x ,  les SS a v e c  tous 
leurs s e rv i c es .  C h a c u n  d ' e n t r e  eux  r e p r i s e n t a i t  un ennemi  
i m pl a c a b l e  don t  I ' app r och e  ne p r e s a g e a i t  r ien de  bon:  
b e a u c o u p  d ' e n t r e  eux  sont ment ionn^s  n ommemen t ,  e t  leurs 
noms suivis  d ' u n e  descr ip t ion  plus d e t a i l l e e  ou d ' u n e  
enu mer a t i on  de  leurs cr imes . . .  L'un d ' e n t r e  eux  mar tyr i sa i t  
e t  assass ina i t  ses v ic t i mes  ' p o l i m e n t ' ,  I ' au t r e  a v e c  pass ion ,
I ' au t r e  e n co r e  en observan t  un systeme ou un r i t e  a l u i .
C ' £ t a i t  p our tan t  toujours  du c r ime .^  82

Very o f t e n ,  t h o u g h ,  there  is no d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  b e t w e e n  N a z i s  and

G e r m a n s ,  and  both terms b eco me  synonymous wi th the  word c r i m i n a l .

But for Borwicz ,  " them" is also the  compat r io t s  t h a t  h av e  remained

f r e e .  We w er e  not  a b l e  to find this  c o n c e p t  in French l i t e r a t u r e .  We

must a l so  po i n t  ou t  t ha t  we  have  not  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d ,  to this p o i n t ,  e x c e p t

when  a b s o lu t e l y  n eces sa r y ,  b e t we en  Jewish  and n o n - J e w i s h  wr i t e r s .

The c o n c e p t ,  h o w e v e r ,  o f  " we "  and  " t h e y "  among t he  J ews  is 

somewha t  d i f f e r e n t .  Jus t  as  the French themse lves  ident i fy  with the  

French as  p e o p l e ,  the J ews  ident i fy  themse lves  wi th the  J e w s ,  and  "we"  

for the  J ew s  is e i t he r  "we"  as the  Jewish p e o p l e ,  t he  mar tyred p e o p l e ,  

or  "we"  the  J ews  from a spec i f i c  p l a c e .  In this c a s e ,  as an extens ion 

of  " t h e m " ,  we can  find t he  use of  the term to mean any  n o n - J e w s .

But there  is an extens ion  of  " them"  t ha t  is far  more wi de l y  used ,  and 

t h a t  inc ludes  a l l  the  p r iv i l eged  pr isoners ,  the  h i e r a r c h y .  Among the  

F r e n c h ,  this is an easy d i s t i nc t ion  to make  as very  few of the i r  o w n ,

^82[jorwic z  ̂ p.  155 .
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t he  F re nc h ,  wer e  members  of  this h i e r a r c h y .  The " we "  - " t hey"  d i s t i nc t i on  

in the  case  of  Kapos and Bl ock a l t es t e ,  e t c .  is harder  to d i scern  in the 

l i t e r a t u r e  of  o t h e r  count r ies  a n d ,  of co ur se ,  the  G e r m a n  l i t e r a t ur e  a b ou t  

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camps presents  an obvious ly  thorny problem in r e l a t ion  to 

th e  "we"  -  " t h e y "  d i s t i n c t i o n s .  We wi l l  not  discuss this  problem h e r e .

We can  only c o n c l u d e  t h a t  when the d e p o r t e e  a c t e d  by co l l a bo r a t in g  

in an y  way  wi th " t h e m " ,  even  if it was in as low a rank as D e l me t s c he r ,  

he was cons ide red  as par t  o f  " them"  and  not  as " we"  by the  o t h e r s .  In 

t h e  case  of  the Dol met sche r  and  the  S c h r e i b e r ,  this was not  a l wa ys  the  

c a s e ,  but  as w e  go h i gher  up ,  to Kapo and Bl ocka l t es t e ,  these  p e op l e  

a r e  i nva r ia b ly  par t  of  " t h e y " .  S ince  the  V o r a rb e i t e r  is the  " co n t re ma f t r e"  

and  s ince  he is a c i v i l i a n ,  a l t hou gh  he is n e ve r  par t  of  " w e " ,  he  is not  

a l ways  judged wi th as  much sever i ty  as " t h e y " .  As po in ted  o u t ,  t he r e  

a r e  many descr ip t ions  of  t he  ind iv idua l  " t h e y " ,  of  Kapos ,  e t c .  We 

wi l l  not  discuss al l  t he  r eac t ions  of  the  d epo r t ees  to " t h e m " ,  as 

ind iv idua l s  b ec au s e  this would not  serve our  p ur pose .  H ow ev er ,  it 

is very  p e r t i n e n t  and impor tant  to show the r eac t i on s  of  the  d ep or t ee s  

as a t rend b ec a u s e  this d a i l y  " w e "  -  " t hey "  d i a l e c t i c  forms an impor tan t  

par t  of the  pr isoner ' s  l ife and  of his c hances  for s u rv i va l .  There is a lso 

a r e a l i z a t i o n ,  as l ife in camp progresses ,  of how d i f f i cu l t  it is to resist  

the  p r iv i l eged  posi t ions c a l l e d  "des  p l a n q u e s " .  Paul Ti l lard points  ou t  

t ha t  the young boys ,  chosen by the  SS from among t he  prisoners to be 

t he i r  s pec i a l  compan i ons ,  soon be ca me  as savage  as the  SS t h emse l ves .

Few r e a l i z e d  how con t ag i ous  b ru ta l i ty  was and how q u i c k l y  the c on t ag i on  

would s p r e a d .  G i l b e r t  Debr i se  wr i tes :  "La vo l up t e  de  tyranniser  son 

s embl ab le  est  si c o n t ag i eu s e  que  tout  g r ade  se r e v i l e  auss i tot  un des po te  

et  une  b r u t e . " ^ ^  O n c e  the dep or tee s  o b t a i n ed  p r iv i l eg es ,  they  were  

loa t he  to g ive  them u p ,  and  the  only w a y  to k ee p  them seems to h ave  

been  to the  d e t r im en t  o f  on e ' s  fe l low pr isoners:

S t u b e n d i e n s t e ,  larbins immondes q u i ,  pour  une g a m e l l e
s up p l^ m e n t a i r e ,  s ' e t a i e n t  changes  en gardes  ch i ourmes ,  ca r



on ne c on se r va i t  ces  postes p r iv i l eg i es  q u ' e n  f rappant  et  
en g u e u l a n t .   ̂84

The Stubendi ens t  in this case  has become one of " t h e m " ,  and  S t ubend iens t  

is hard ly  o ne  of  the upper  e c h e l o n :  it is low in the h i e r a r c h y .  Most  

d ep or t ee s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  the  SS and a t  many t imes ,  the  o ther  " t h e y " ,  

by the i r  u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y .  Francis  Wet t e r wa l d  descr ibes  a s cene  

b e t w e e n  a d e p or t e e  and an SS: the SS drops a c i g a r e t t e  and  the  

pe i soner  is a f ra id  to p ick  it u p ,  even  though he wants  i t .  "Blode 

H u n d e 1. Vous a v e z  trop a f u m e r ? 85 sho u ts the SS,  fur ious .  The 

r e ac t i on  could just as wel l  be the  same even  if the  d e p o r t e e  had p i cked  

up the  c i g a r e t t e .  It is impossible to know which  is the  good co lumn ,  

the r igh t  r o a d ,  the co r re c t  thing to d o .

From wh a t  w e  can c o n c l u d e ,  the  SS and o t he r  Proeminents ,  

on o c c a s i o n ,  a r e  t y p i c a l l y  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by t he i r  u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y .

G i l b e r t  Debr ise  wr i tes  " C e p e n d a n t ,  a ses moments  d e  bonne  humeu r ,  

no t re  Blocka l t es t e  s av a i t  f a i re  p reuve  de  comprehens ion  e t  d ' i n d u l -  

g e n c e . " 1 8 6  This is shown in " Le V oya ge "  ( Ch ar l o t t e  De lbo :  Une 

C on na i s san ce  I nu t i l e ) .  When T a u b e ,  the  fea red  m an ,  the  despo t  of  

t h e  c a m p ,  the man who inspi red terror  when he  passed t h rough ,  the  

man who put  women to d e a t h  for less of  an o f fen ce  than the i r  un t i ed  

s h o e l a c e s ,  bends down to he l p  Carmen t ie  her  s h oe l aces  b ecau se  he r  

f ingers  a r e  too f rozen to do so by her se l f ,  the a u t ho r  remarks t ha t  they 

would h a ve  been  less surprised if Carmen had been  put  to d ea th  for 

her  c lumsiness .  When the  Proeminent  becomes  a l i t t l e  n i c e r ,  t r ies  to 

a c t  g o o d - n a t u r e d l y ,  the d ep o r t ee s  a re  a t  a loss to unders tand and  they 

a r e  more a f ra id  than us ua l .  They wonder  if wh a t  lurks in the future  is 

not  something t e r r i b l e .  This means t h a t  wi th " t h e m " ,  the d ep or t ee s  a l ways  

had to be  on the i r  g u a r d — even  when " t h e y "  a re  n i c e ,  it is not  t ak en  as 

a good sign b ecaus e  the de po r t e es  h a ve  so removed " t hem"  from t hemse l ves ,

 ̂84|_aromigui&re/ p .  83 

 ̂®^ Wet t e rwa ld , p .  5 7 .

1 86[ )ebr i se ,  p .  9 9 .



from g o o d ,  t ha t  eve ry t hi ng  tha t  " t hey"  do is cons ide red  evi l  and  f o r e ­

b o d i n g .  For C a t h e r i n e  Roux,  who manifests  the  a b o ve  f ee l ings  towards  

an Au f se he r in ,  the  d i f f e r e n c e  be twe en  "we"  and " t h e y "  is so impor tant  

t ha t  she devo t es  a ch ap t e r  to " N o us "  and  a n o t h e r ,  the fol lowing o n e ,  

to " E u x " .  O u r  impression is tha t  her  "nous" is a l l  t he  pr isoners in 

her  c a m p ,  Ravensbruck ,  a t  leas t  the  ones  t h a t  she sees and knows .

In " E u x " ,  she descr ibes  the  Kommandant :  , i nc r oyabJe  s a uv ag er i e

et  de  desarmantes  p r o v e n a n c e s . " ^  ^  The disarming manner  seems to 

be very  t y p i ca l  o f  " t h e m " ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  of  the  SS t h emse l ves .  Her  

desc r i p t ion  of  the  Kommandant  puts her  on a n i ma l  l eve l ;  a s avage  

n a g ,  beau t i fu l  and  a gg r es s iv e ,  very  a l l u r i n g ,  o u t r igh t ly  c r u e l .  Her 

most ou t s t and ing  c ha r ac t e r i s t i c  is t h a t  she out l aws  f emin in i ty  among 

the  d e p o r t e e s .  The f a c t  t h a t  the  descr ip t ions  of the  Proeminents  vary 

l i t t l e  from a phys ica l  s t a n d p o i n t ,  is of  minor i m p o r t a n c e .  It is t he i r  

a t t i t u d e s ,  as  seen by the d e p o r t e e s ,  t ha t  interes t  us .  O u t r i g h t  c r ue l t y  

is less f ea red  than  the  u n k no wn .  Roux fears most of  a l l  a Proeminent  

whom she ca l l s  " M o u c h e  a m i e l " ,  f ee l ing  her  to be al l  the  more 

f r igh ten ing  b ec au s e  she n e ve r  str ikes and  t he r e f o r e  has not  t o t a l l y  

r e v e a l e d  h e r se l f .  She somet imes ac t s  k in d ly ,  but  the  express ions  she 

uses so c o n t r a d i c t  he r  a c t i on s  t ha t  C a t h e r i n e  Roux fears  tha t  her  t rue 

c h a r a c t e r  is t e r r i fy in g .

Joseph W e i n b e r g l 8 8  descr ibes  Kola ' s  le t ters  (a camp Proeminent )  

to his m o th e r .  They do not  surprise us; they  a r e  g e n t l e  in tone  though 

t hey  r e c o u n t  t e r r i b l e  ac t s  o f  c r u e l t y .  He te l l s  how prisoners d i e  and  

he  exp l a i ns  to his mother  t ha t  he would r a t he r  be a Proeminent  than 

d i e .  His mother  never  answers  his l e t t e r s .  His c l ing i ng  to wr i t ing 

to her  is a lmost  u n r e a l ,  a bn o r m a l ,  u n do ub t e d l y  a sort of  ca t ha r s i s .

He is ha rd l y  a s ympa t he t ic  c h a r a c t e r ,  but  he  is p r obab ly  very t y p ic a l  

of  t h e  SS.  As we ment ioned  in C h a p t e r  O n e  and as the  a u t o b io g ra p hy

^ ® ^ R o u x ,  p .  1 3 5 .

1 88 j os ep h  W e i n b e r g ,  Le Pr intemps des  Cendres  (Paris ,  1960) .



of  Hoess shows,  the  SS were  normal  in the i r  family r o le s .  They 

we r e  almost  c o mp l e t e l y  d i f f e ren t  human be ings  from the  ones  seen 

by us in the  camp l i t e r a t u r e .  Kola ap pe a r s  to t ruly love his mot her ,  

to t ruly be c a p a b l e  o f  a f f ec t i on ;  he  even  ment ions  somewhere  in the 

le t ters  t h a t  he loves a g i r l .  O f  course we can n e i t h e r  i den t i fy  ourse lves  

wi th him nor  f ind excuses  for him s ince  he is not  suf f i c i en t ly  e xp l a i n e d  

or excused  by t he  a u thor  to permi t  us to do t hi s .  He remains  c ompl e t e l y  

one  of  " them"  for us .

For J a c q u e l i n e  S a ve r i a ,  F l o r e n c e ,  in becoming  an A nw e i s e r i n ,  

has be t r ayed  her  g r o up ,  he r  fe l low pr i soners .  For this r eason ,  she 

has b ec om e one  of " t hem"  and A r m a n d e ,  one of the  c h a r a c t e r s ,  detes t s  

h e r .

Ant i - semi t i sm among n o n - J e w i s h  d ep or t ee s  was g e n e r a l l y  

looked down u p o n .  Ho wev er ,  t he r e  wer e  a n t i - s e m i t e s  among the  

d e p o r t e es  in t he  c amps .  W a nd a ' s  M a da me  D u t ho i t ,  S av er i a ' s  

M a da me  G e r m a i n ,  and  the  o t he r  pr isoners do not  l ike these cha r ac t e r s  

b e ca us e  of the i r  p r e j u d i c e s ;  This does  not  i n c l ud e  depor tees  who 

for one  reason or a n o t h e r  had gr ipes  a ga i ns t  o t h e r  d e p o r t e e s ,  who 

might  h app en  to be J e w i s h .  The a n t i - s e m i t e s  do not  p l a c e  the  Jews  

in camp wi th " them"  as we have  used this t e r m.  They ra ther  p l a c e  

them in a group a p a r t  an d  do not  cons ide r  them e x a c t l y  fel low 

pr isoners ,  avo i d  them and  then d i s l ike  t h e m .  This is an t i - semi t i sm 

for no r e a so n .  It is an t i - semi t i sm t h a t  these  p eop le  probably  harbored  

before  the  w a r ,  p r e j u d i c e  wi thout  r e as on ,  which  wil l  p r obabl y  not  

d i s ap pe a r  a f t e r  the  w a r ,  e i t h e r .  Whi le  one might  th ink  t ha t  sharing 

the same c on di t ions ,  or  in many cases see ing  J ews  suffer  more than 

n o n - J e w i s h  pr isoners  for no o ther  reason than t ha t  they w er e  born 

J e w i s h ,  and suffer ing with them might  e rase  an y  p r e j u d i c e s ,  this 

is not  t he  c a s e .  We can  only c o nc l u de  t h a t  c e r t a in  h ab i t s ,  l ike 

p r e j u d i c e s ,  stem from personal  l ikes and d i s l ikes ,  much l ike 

p re fe r ences  in food and  other  th ings ,  and  were  not  e r a d i c a t e d  or 

t ransformed by the  camp e x p e r i e n c e s .

There is a n o t h e r  " t he y"  t ha t  we h av e  not  as y e t  discussed;



this is the  non -p r i so ne r  the  pr isoner  c ame  in c o n t a c t  wi th — those 

they  saw and wer e  seen b y .  We t ouched  upon this s ub jec t  in 

C h a p t e r  Two and return to it he r e  momentar i ly  to say t h a t ,  g e n e r a l l y ,  

the r eac t i ons  to the  pr isoners ,  by those outs iders  who saw t hem,  

were  d iv ided  into three groups ,  just as they were  to the  convoys 

in t r ans i t :  a p a t h y ,  ha t red  and p i t y .  Most  of  " t hem"  were  a p a t h e t i c .  

They passed the  d ep or t ee s  and they  did not  turn the i r  h e a d s .  It 

was more a p a t h y  than ha t red  wh i ch  infur i a t ed  the  d epo r t ees  and 

made them feel  more s u b - h u m a n .  As far  as the  n e g a t i v e  r eac t io n  

of  be ing spi t  upon and be ing  d e t e s t e d  was c o n c e r n e d  an d  which 

h ap p e n e d  to both p o l i t i c a l  pr isoners and  J e w s ,  w e  a re  asking o u r ­

selves  w ha t  could  have  mot iva t ed  i t .  We can on ly  presume tha t  

it was e f f e c t i v e  p r opa ga nd a  put  through by the  G e r m a n s ,  s tat ing 

t ha t  these  men and women in the  camps wer e  enemies  of  the Third 

Re ich .  There wer e  p eo p l e  who passed by and t r ied to offer  a p i ec e  

of  b r e a d ,  or w a t e r  or  a t  leas t  a kind s mi l e .  Somet imes  the  pi ty 

t h a t  they  fe l t  showed on t h e i r  faces  when  t h e y  saw the condi t ion  

of  the  d e p o r t e e s .  Laromiguifere te l l s  us tha t  o n c e  the peasant s  in 

the  surrounding a r e as  of t he  camp r e a l i z e d  t ha t  t hey  wer e  po l i t i ca l  

pr i soners ,  the  peasants  b ec a m e  s y m p a t h e t i c .  Their  sympathy r a re l y ,  

t ho u gh ,  we n t  as far  as c o n c r e t e  ac t s ;  a l th ou gh  t h e r e  a r e  stories of 

bread and  w a te r  be ing o f f e r e d ,  they a r e  in the  mi n or i t y .  We must 

of  course not  forge t  that  these  camps were  in a r e as  t h a t  were  cont ro l l ed  

by the  G e s t a p o ,  who inspired maximum f e a r .  We presume also tha t  

the  c i t i z e n s  fe l t  a sen t i men t  of  helplessness  in f ront  of  so much 

misery ,  the re fore  they  chose  to do nothing r a t he r  than not  e n o u g h .  

Regina W a l l e t  wr i tes  a b ou t  the G e r m a n  peasants  who share  thei r  

bread wi th the pr isoners ,  but  this is a f t e r  the  l ibera t ion  of  the  camps ,  

when  the G e r m a n s  know they  h a v e  lost the w a r .

The key to t he  pr i soner ' s  survival  was not  only  his r e l a t ionsh ip  

wi th the  others  but  also his r e l a t ionsh i p  to h imse l f .  It is c lose ly  

r e l a t e d  to the idea  of  be ing  a " m u su l m an " .  O n c e  t he  pr isoner  lost 

his f ee l ing  of being a human b e i n g ,  his c o n s c i e n c e  of  his own human



d i g n i t y ,  when  he would lower  himsel f  to th ings  l ike e a t ing  g a r b a g e ,  

a d eed  whi ch  des t royed  his comrades '  image o f  him and his  own 

s e l f - i m a g e  b e c a u s e ,  e ven  in such c i r c u ms t an ce s ,  t h e  image of self  

is formed by the  p e e r  g r o u p ,  the  pr isoner  was on the road to becoming 

a " mus u l ma n" ,  on the  road to d e a t h .  He would be a b l e  to  co n t i nue  

f i gh t i n g ,  to co n t i nu e  t rying to l ive only  as  long as he  he ld  on to his 

own h u m a n i t y .  As soon as he began  to look a t  himsel f  t h e  way the 

N a z i s  w a n t e d  him to see h imsel f ,  he would be  lost .  It was  an easy 

t rap  to fal l  i n t o .  The c ha r a c t e r s  in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces Paroles"  

t e l l  us t ha t  they  though t  t h a t  a  m an ,  e ven  if he was s t r ipped of 

e v e r y t h i n g ,  would  ma in ta i n  his human d i g n i t y .  N o w ,  in Birkenau 

a f t e r  a short  t i m e ,  they  h a ve  c h an g ed  the i r  minds .  But t h e y  r e a l i z e  

t ha t  some measure  of  h u m a n i t y ,  some i n t a n g i b l e  q u a l i t y  must  remain 

wi th them so t ha t  they  can  f ace  themse lves  a n d  the i r  co mr ad es .  

O t h e r w i s e ,  they  wi l l  e i t h e r  become " t h e y "  or  " m u su l m an s " . When 

he first  e n t e r e d  the c a m p ,  the d e p o r t e e  g e n e r a l l y  saw himsel f  as  a 

hea l t h y  and a p t  human b e i n g .  He looked a round him and saw a l l  

the others  who had been  t h e r e  for va r ied  lengths  of  t i m e .  He could  

not  iden t i fy  himsel f  or a s so c i a t e  wi th the  d ep o r t e e s  whose looks were  

so far  r emoved from a ny t h i ng  human t h a t  t hey  f r igh tened  t h e  n e w c o m e r .  

He cou ld  not  even  b eg i n  to b e l i e v e  t h a t  he  cou l d  e v e r  g e t  to be this 

w a y ,  and  the  possibi l i ty tha t  he mi gh t ,  f r i gh t ened  him i mmense ly .

When J e a n n e ,  upon a r r i va l  in Bi rkenau,  sa id:  "Et di re  q u e  nous 

dev iendr ons  aussi  moches  q u ' e l l e s " ,  ̂8 9  t he  others  d id  not want  to 

b e l i e v e  i t .  A t  this t i m e ,  t h e  "we"  does  not  i nc lu d e  those whose 

cond i t ion  is so e x t r e m e ,  so a t ro c i ou s  t ha t  the  newcomers  d o  not  

wan t  to i n c l ud e  them in t he  realm of  human b e i n g s .  In g e n e r a l ,  

t hese  d e p or t e e s  a re  c a l l e d  "musulmans" or "Schmuss tuck"  (see 

Ap pe nd i x  O n e ) .  This is t he  last s t age  of  l i f e ,  l ife just before  d e a t h ,  

a l t ho ugh  some did r e c o v e r  a f t e r  hav ing  been  a t  this p o in t .  Their

1°  A n e c d o t e  r ec ou n te d  by J e a n n e  Ser res .  Personal  a r c h i v e s .



desc r i p t ion  is most vivid in:

Ay a n t  de  loin d£pass£ ce q u ' on  a p p e l l e  ma i gre ur  e t  pr6s 
d ' a t t e i n d r e  la p6r iode  mor te l l e  d e  la d£nu t r i t i on  (d 
I ' au t ops ie  on t rouva i t  tous les organes  r £dui t s ,  le foie 
de  la grosseur  de  ce l u i  d ' u n  l ap in ) ,  i n ca p a b l e s  de  
d i sc i p l i ne  i n te r i eu r e  ou s o c i a l e ,  ne se l ev an t  plus ,  ne 
c h e r c h a n t  plus leurs po ux ,  v§tus de  loques i nvra i s emblab l es ,  
co uve r te s  d e  pla i es  suppurantes  | amais  s o ig nee s ,  de  g a l e  
i n f e c t e e ,  d ' a v i t a m i n o s e ,  rouees  de  coups ( avec  ou sans raison)  
par  toutes  les Al lemandes  vigoureuses  du camp (gardiennes  
SS ou prisonniferes g a l o n n £ e s ,  les r ef l exes  e t a i e n t  les mSmes),  
se j e t an t  a p l a t  ven t re  dans  la boue  pour  l e ch e r  par  te r re  une 
g a m e l l e  de  soupe r e n v e r s e e ,  sans ami s ,  sans cama r ad es ,  
sans espoi r ,  sans d i g n i t y ,  a pp a r e mm en t  sans p e n s e e ,  mus 
s eu le me nt  par  la faim et  la peur  . .  J  90

This s ta t e  of  "musulman"  is not  p h y s i c a l ,  but  emot i ona l  and menta l  

as w e l l .  The o ther  pr isoners ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  a t  the  b e g i n n i n g ,  c a n n o t  

s tand to be w i t h ,  or  see t he  "musul mans" .  M a d a m e  G e r m a i n ,  in 

J a c q u e l i n e  Sa ve r i a ' s  Ni  Sains N? Sauf s , t rembles  wi th f e a r ,  when 

she r e a l i z e s  t ha t  many can reach  tha t  s t a t e ,  t h a t  none  a r e  n e c e s s a ­

r i ly e x e m p t e d .

There is a  g r e a t  d i f f e r e n c e  in t he  camp h i e r a rc hy  b e t we en  

the t wo,  but  perhaps  in r e a l i t y ,  p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y ,  the  two a r e  not  far 

a p a r t .  Both h a v e  lost an y  c o n c e p t ,  p r e c o n c e i v e d  or o therwise  i n a t e ,  

of  w ha t  is r ight  a n d  wrong,  and of  w ha t  p r i ce  is too dea r  to pay  for 

l i fe;  t h ey  h av e  in some w a y  lost thei r  s e l f - i m a g e s .  Some te l l  us 

t h a t  a n y o n e  has t h e  c a p a c i t y  of  becoming  a b r u t e ,  s a v a g e ,  in o t he r  

words ,  pa r t  of  " t h e m " .  But we see r e p e a t e d l y  in l i t e ra tu re  t ha t  

th er e  a r e  some p eo p l e  who refuse a t  any  cos t .  In f i c t i o n ,  in the 

t r a g e d y ,  it is C l a i r e  and  G i n a  ( " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Paro les" ) .

In camp l i fe ,  as told in Le Convoi  du 24 j a n v i e r , i t  is A d e l a i d e  

H a u t v a l .

We must dwel l  for a moment  on Dominique  G aus sen ' s

1 9 0 g ; Iber t  Debr i se ,  Cimetiferes sans Tombeaux (Paris ,  1945) ,
p .  6 2 .
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Le K ap o } ^  whi ch  is c a l l e d  a " t em o i g n a g e "  but  which is somewhat

d i f f e re n t  not  only  becaus e  it has more l i t e rary  q u a l i t y  than most ,

but  a lso b ec au s e  of  the  t i t l e .  We n o t i c e ,  upon consul t a t ion  of  the

b i b l i o g r a p h y ,  t h a t  most of the  " t 6moi gnages"  a re  told from a personal

poin t  of  v i e w .  Ei ther  i t  is a t i t l e  with " W e " ,  "I" or  " M y " ,  or it is

a t i t l e  de s c r ip t i ve  of  the c a m p .  Le Kapo is perhaps  un ique  in its

t i t l e ;  it t akes  one  of " eux"  and the book is c e n t e r e d  around Le G r a n d

G e o r g e s ,  a Kapo ,  one  of " t h e m " ,  in Do ra ,  o ne  of  the worst  Kommandos

of  Buchenwald  t h a t  e v e n t u a l l y  b ec a m e  an i n d e p e n d a n t  c am p .  Le

G r a n d  G e o r g e s  had ki l l ed his mot he r .  He was  a huge  man whom

Gau s se n  compares  to a g i g a n t i c  spider :  " J ' a v a i s  la sensat ion q u ' u n e

force  o c c u l t e  . . .  se d e g a g e a i t  d e  c e t  h o m m e . " ^ ^  j h e Kapo' s

main des i re  is to h a v e  the power  to d e c i d e  w h e t h e r  a  man should

l ive or d i e .  Gau s se n  wr i tes :

Pour moi ,  les soldats  p or tan t  I 'uni forme a v e c  l '6cusson 
r ep r£s en t an t  une t6te  de  mort  sur d eux  t ib i as  croises 6 t a i e n t  
des  et res  ci pa r t ,  sans 6 m e .  Leur poser  un e  ques t ion ne  
m ' e t a i t  j amais  venu a I ' espr i t  e t ,  c h a q u e  fois qu ' i l  m 'a va i t  
f a l lu  repondre  ci I 'un d ' e u x ,  j ' ava i s  regu des  c o u p s  J  93

G a u s se n ' s  book is not  only  the  s tudy of the K a p o ,  it is the study

of l i fe in c a m p ,  with many va l id  points  and con c l us ion s ,  but  his

t i t l e ,  Le K a p o , is d i s t i nc t i ve  enough in i t sel f  t h a t  ment ion be  made

of  it h e r e .  The life in his book seems to c e n t e r  a round the Kapo ,

a round the  Proeminents  in g e n e r a l ,  the same way  An te l me ' s

L'Espfece Humaine  center s  a round food,  thus showing that  for

ce r ta i n  pr i soners ,  some enemies  wer e  more powerful  than they

were  for o t he r s .

Before closing this discussion of basic r e l a t ionsh ips ,  we

191o £ u j c i t .  (Paris ,  1966) .  

19 2 | b i d . , p .  2 5 .

^ [ b i d . ,  p .  177 .
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must discuss La Mort  est  Mon M £ t i e r ^94 b ecau se  it is one  of  the 

only  works ,  if not  t h e  only wo rk ,  of  its k i n d .  Based upon the  life 

of  Rudolph Hoess,  and  drawn from his a u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  Le Commandan t  

d ' A u s c h w i t z  p a r l e ,  this book is a n  a t t e m p t  to p resen t  t he  story of 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camps from t he  poin t  of  v iew of  one  of  " t hem"  . It 

n ev er  a t t empt s  to excuse  the  C omm andan t  for w h a t  he has d o n e ,  

and  a t  the  end ing  of  our  r e a d i n g ,  we  do not  r e a l l y  under s t and  the  

psycho log ica l  reasons for Hoess1 c o n d u c t .  H o w e v e r ,  this a t t emp t  

a t  e x p l a n a t i o n ,  using the  ch i l dhood  as a bas is ,  is most i n t e r es t i ng .

We a r e  d i sappo i n t ed  when we  finish our  r ead i ng  of  the work b e ca us e  

we  e x p e c t  to f ind th e  e x p l a n a t i o n  of  wh a t  t he  h en ch ma n  is,  how 

his mind works ,  why he  has b ec om e an e x e c u t i o n e r ,  bu t  we  find 

none  of t h i s .  We find only t ha t  the  e x e c u t i o n e r ,  be he  N a z i  

Com ma nd an t  or  o t h e r ,  is an  i n e x p l i c a b l e  c h a r a c t e r .  What  is 

in teres t ing is the a t t em p t  t h a t  Mer l e  has made  and  t he  f a c t  tha t  it 

is a l i t e ra ry  wor k ,  wi th l i t e ra ry  and  a r t i s t i c  i n t en t i on s ,  and t ha t  the  

work is n ever  sensa t i ona l i sm,  t h a t  it is,  on t he  c o n t r a r y ,  a u t h e n t i c ,  

t ruthful  and u npr e t e n t io us .  It begins  wi th the  ch i l dhood  of  Hoess 

and  we  find the  first  i nd i ca t ions  of  an  a bnor ma l  s i tua t ion  in the  f a c t  

t ha t  the boy has a very  s t r i c t  f a ther  whom he held  in d e a d l y  fear  

and  r e s p e c t .  His f a t he r  des t ins  him to be a p r ie s t ,  but  he loses 

fai th a t  the  a g e  of  t h i r t een  b ec au s e  he thinks t ha t  a pr iest  be t rayed  

h i m.  Both his f a t he r  and  mother  a r e  fe roc ious  a n t i - s e m i t e s .  He 

is very much e n t h r a l l e d ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  by the  v i o l e n c e ,  and  by 

chauvin i sm in g e n e r a l ,  when the First World War  b reaks  out  and 

he t he r e f or e  joins a r e g i me n t .  He is ha t ed  b e ca us e  of  his s t r ict  

d i sc i p l i ne  when  he  is in a posi t ion of  a u t h o r i t y .  He mainta ins  

a w a r - l i k e  mora l i ty  th roughout  his l i f e .  He is not  t o u ch e d  by the 

d ea th  of p eo p l e  he  is a t t a c h e d  t o .  We do not  wish to r e p e a t  al l  

the  d e t a i l s  t h a t  Me r l e  furnishes ,  but  we choose  those  whi ch  we

^^■Robert  M e r l e ,  La Mor t  est  mon M e t i e r  (Par i s ,  1952) .
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feel  might  g i v e  a c l ue  to his fu ture  b e h a v i o r ,  those clues  t ha t  led 

us to hope  t h a t  the  book might  con t a i n  the  e xp l a n a t i o n  we have  

long a w a i t e d  of  w h a t  makes a man b ecome  a h e n c h m a n .  Hoess 

works b l i n d l y ,  l ike an a u t o m a t o n .  He does  not  feel  an a t t r a c t i o n  

towards  women;  he  only fee l s  a l i v e  in w a r t i m e ,  in the  a r my .  No t h i n g  

e l se  s t imulates  h i m.  His f a th e r  has long s ince  d i e d ,  but  he  sees him 

c o n s t a n t l y ,  is haun t ed  by his p r esence  p e r i o d i c a l l y .  For h im,  the  

Devi l  is a J e w  caus ing the ruin of G e r m a n y .  Having read the 

Vol k i sche r  Be ob a c h t e r , he  joins the  N a z i  p a r t y .  He seems to h a v e  

a s t r ange  idea  of mora l i ty  and  n e ve r  looks for the  easy w a y .  His 

mar r i age  is a r r a ng ed  and he  is marr ied wi thou t  an y  d e s i r e .  He is 

a f ra i d  of  p ov e r t y ,  a l though  he has no reason to b e .  At  the  t ime 

D a c h au  is o r g a n i z e d ,  he  is i ns t a l l ed  t he re  wi th his f ami ly ,  and he 

d e f i n i t e l y  knows t h a t  it is a Ko n ze n t r a t  ions l a g e r .  The camp soon 

has more p e o p l e  than  it  can h o l d ,  and  he wri tes  to his superiors 

hoping to h a ve  few sent  t h e r e  in the f u t u r e .  Himmler  then chooses  

h im,  b ecaus e  of his t a l en t  as an  o r g a n i z e r  and the  q u a l i t i e s  of  his 

c o n s c i e n c e ,  to d i r e c t  the  Final  Solut ion in A u s c h w i t z .  He d oes ,  

in f a c t ,  make  innovat ions  in sys t emat i c  k i l l i n g .  There  is no f ee l ing  

of g u i l t ,  compassion or disgus t  t ha t  comes through a t  any  poin t  in 

the  s tory .  He te l l s  his wi fe  t ha t  eve r y t h i ng  he  is doing is under  orders ,  

t h a t ,  as a s o ld i e r ,  he  c a n n o t  refuse these orders .  His wi fe  then asks 

if he would shoot  his son if t ha t  w e r e  an o rder  and he  rep l ies :  of  

co u r se .  He wants  only to o b e y .  At  the  e n d ,  he d en i es  nothing 

and  only  says t ha t  he o b e y e d .  We are  sure t h a t  Freudian i n t e rp r e ­

t a t ions  of  his ch i ldhood  might  r e v e a l  c e r t a i n  under ly ing  factors  

t h a t  might  fur ther  exp l a i n  this per son ,  but  we have  not  been a b l e  

to find a d e q u a t e  e xp la na t i on s  of  wh a t  makes some men SS and some 

d ep or t ee s  Proeminent s ,  wh er eas  some would ra ther  d i e .  As Frangoise 

t e l l s  us in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Paroles" :

Les bour reaux  sont  les b o u r r e a u x .  I Is en ont  le cos tume,  les 
ins ignes ,  les t r a i t s .  Ils ne  c h e r c h e n t  pas a d i ss imuler ,  a 
passer  pour  des  hommes.  Ils sont  les bour reaux  sans h y p o c r i s i e .
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Jama i s  ils ne jouent  b a m a d o u e r ,  j amais  ils ne  s ingent  un 
so ur i r e .  Ils ne naus v o i e n t  p as .  Nous  les voyons  dans  leur 
d i f f e r en ce  toute  n e t t e .  Les v ic t i mes  sont  les v i c t i mes ,  
b r u t a l i s ee s ,  d e f a i t e s ,  h u mi l i ^ e s ,  d e g o u t a n t e s ,  pou i l l euses .
Et ce l l e s  q u i ,  de  v i c t i m e s ,  s ' a r r a n g e n t  pour  passer  du c6t£ 
des b our re au x ,  p r en ne n t  immed ia t emen t  les s ignes qui  les 
d i s t i ngu en t :  brassard,  b d t o n ,  ou f o u e t ,  g u e u l e  a s sor t i e .
Nous  aurons  vu c o t e  b c o t e  la p i re  c r u a u t e  e t  la plus 
g r and e  b e a u t 6 . 1 9 5

Let us return for a moment  to the  c o n c e p t  of  t i m e .  French

de po r t e es  spent  three  years  or less in c a m p .  O n c e  they b e c a m e

i n t eg r a t ed  t o t a l l y  into the camp l i f e ,  one  d ay  b e c a m e  l ike the  n e x t .

Each hour  b e c am e  l ike the p re ce d i n g  and the  fo l lowing o n e .  The

d ep o r t ee s  t r ied to k eep  t ra ck  of the  d a y s .  It was  a d i f f i cu l t  task

s ince  t hey  had only the  f a c t  t ha t  Sunday  o c c a s i o n a l l y  was d i f f e ren t

from the o th er  days  to g u i d e  them:

Nous  tenons  le compte  des  jours comme pour  e mp e c h e r  la 
cassure en t re  nous a v a n t  et  nous depu i s  que  nous sommes 
i c i .  J u s q u ' a  p r esen t ,  nous ne nous sommes pas embroui l l ^s ,  
du moins je le s uppose .  1^6

They a re  a w a r e  tha t  t he r e  is a d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  s ub j ec t i ve  and

o b j e c t i v e  t i m e ,  and tha t  they  may a l so  confuse the  two:

A v e c  le pr in temps ,  il f a i t  moins f ro i d .  Enf in,  c ' e s t  fagon 
de  d i r e .  En p l e i n e  n u i t ,  quand  nous sortons pour  I ' appe l  oO 
nous restons d eb ou t  des  heures  -  je dis des  heures  pa r ce  que  ce  
sont  de  vra ies  h eu r e s ,  non un moment  qui  p a r a f t  des  h e u r e s .
De trois heures  du mat in a sept  heures  du ma t i n ,  ce l a  fai t  
b ien des  h e u r e s . ^ 97

Time is long ,  very long ,  b ecaus e  e a c h  day  is broken down into its

hours ,  and  each  hour  is broken down into its minutes  and the d e p o r t e e

knows t h a t  he must l ive minute  by minute  b e c a u s e  each  minute  brings

a n o t h e r  prob lem,  a n o t h e r  d a n g e r .  His l ife may be  in ques t ion a t

e a ch  moment .  Then ,  a t  t imes ,  he  c an no t  b e l i e v e  t ha t  he has lasted

as long as he  has .  It seems u n b e l i e v a b l e ,  even  to h i m.  He r e ,

^95op.  c i t . , p . 59 .

^ 6 ,,q uj Rapportera ces Paroles", p .  51 .

197 lbid . ,  p.  52 .
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s u b j e c t i v e  t ime and o b j e c t i v e  t ime h a ve  b e c o m e  m i xe d ,  confused 

in the  d e p o r t e e ' s  mind and he  is f ight ing a g a i n s t  b o t h .  He f ights 

ag a i ns t  the  idea  of  s u b je c t i v e  t ime b ec a u s e  this is o ne  of  the  ways 

he wi l l  mai nt a i n  his wi l l  p o w e r ,  his s t rength to l i v e .  He f ights 

ag a i ns t  o b j e c t i v e  t ime b ec a u s e  his l i fe d ep en d s  upon i t .  He knows 

t h a t  it is al l  a ques t ion of  t ime ,  he is sure t h a t  t he  Al l i es  wi l l  w i n ,  

but  he  con t i nues  to ask himsel f  or  to d oub t  w h e t h e r  he  wi l l  be there  

for t he  v i c t o r y .  His f ight  ag a i n s t  o b j e c t i v e  t ime is obvious  whi le  

his f igh t  a ga i n s t  s u b j e c t i v e  t ime is a b i t  more s u b t l e .  When t ime 

seems e t e r n a l  to the  pr i soner ,  it is a s u b j e c t i v e - t i m e  s e q u e n c e  t ha t  

he is formula t ing  in his mind and the t ime i n v a r i ab ly  ap pe a r s  longer  

to h i m.  This makes  the  f ight  seem h a r de r  and he  is more d i s c o u r a g e d .

The d e p o r t e e  was s t r ipped of  a l l  means  o f  co mba t  when he

en te r ed  the  c a m p .  He was a l o n e  wi th h imse l f ,  his thoughts  and  his

comr ades ,  who were  as naked  as he w as .  Let us now cons ider  the

d e p o r t e e  himsel f  and  see w h a t  d e v i c e s  he could  e mp l oy ,  b ec au s e

a g r e a t  par t  of  his c ha n c e s  for survival  d e p e n d e d  on his in t e rna l

measures  of  s e l f - d e f e n c e .  The re l ig ious  p r i soner  c a l l e d  upon his

r e l i g i o n .  M i c h e l i n e  Maure l  t e l l s  us t ha t  w hi l e  o ther s  t a l ke d  of the

c o l d ,  of  things  to e a t ,  she t a l ked  wi th her  f r i ends ,  dur ing t ha t  first

y ea r  in c am p ,  of  G o d ,  l o v e ,  evi l  and the  meaning  of  l i f e .  She

mainta ins  t ha t  she drew her  c ou r ag e  from this an d  p r aye r  and  tel l s

us of  it in her  c o l l e c t i o n  of  poems,  La Passion se lon Ravensbruck:

Si Tu pe ux  q u e l q u e  c hos e ,  O Toi. '
je t ' e n  suppl ie  

Prends pi t i6  de  la g ue r r e  et  d a i g n e  
la f in i r ,

Dans nos l ibres foyers l a i s se -nous  r e v e n i r ,
Et f a i s -moi  r e t ro uve r  les ames d e  ma vie  ' .198

To amuse  her se l f  wh i le  e a t i n g ,  M i c h e l i n e  Maure l  said the  rosary .

She p r a y e d .  She somet imes asked  G o d  t ha t  he le t  he r  d i e  i m m e d i a t e l y .

There a r e  some,  h o w e v e r ,  whose be l i e f s  wer e  put  in j eopardy

198 m ; c h e l i n e  M a u r e l ,  o p . c i t . (Paris ,  1965) ,  p .  2 4 .
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wh en  they  looked a round t h e m .  Wanda te l l s  us t h a t  she no longer

b e l i e v e d  in G o d ,  superna tura l  i n t e r v e n t i o n ,  f a i t h ,  r e l ig i on  or a n y

o t he r  me t aphys i ca l  power s .  M a ny  priests we r e  d e p o r t e d ,  a n d  they

r ema i ned  from wha t  we  can s e e ,  b e l i e v e r s .  But for many ,  the

i n t e rnmen t  in the  camps posed re l ig ious  ques t i ons .  It was d i f f i cu l t

to fol low the  d i c t a t e s  of  o ne ' s  r e l ig i on  t h e r e ,  a t  the  end o f  the e a r t h .

Wiesel  is surprised th e  first t ime he  sees a man r ec i t ing  the  p raye r

for the  d e a d  over  h imsel f ,  something t ha t  is not  supposed to h ap pe n

a c c o r d i n g  to Jewish l aw .  Wiesel  asks if perhaps  it is not  a  first in

h i s to ry .  He feel s  r evo l t  growing in h i m .  He c a n n o t  sanc t i f y  G o d ' s

name;  he  c a n n o t  t hank  Him b ec a u s e  He is s i l e n t .  El ie  Wiese l  stops

p r a y i n g .  He ident i f i es  wi th J o b ,  he does  not  d eny  the  e x i s t e n c e

of  G o d  but  he does  d oub t  His supreme j us t i ce :

Cer ta i ns  p a r l a i e n t  de  D i e u ,  de  ses voies  myster ieuses ,  des 
p^ches  du p e u p l e  juif  e t  de  la d e l i v r a n c e  f u t u r e .  M o i ,  
j ' ava i s  cesse de  p r i e r .  Comme j ' 6 t a i s  a v e c  J o b .  J e  n ' a v a i s  
pas r en i e  Son e x i s t e n c e  mais je dou ta i s  d e  Sa J u s t i c e  
a b s o l u e . 199

He hears  g r ea t  d e b a t e s  wi th the  a p p r o a c h  of  Yom Ki ppour ,  the  Day

of  A t o ne m en t  when a c c o r d i n g  to the  Jewish  r e l i g i o n ,  al l  adul t s  a r e

e x p e c t e d  to f as t .  But under  these  c i r c um st anc es ,  fast ing could  be

a life and  d e a t h  ques t ion :

Fa I la i t —i I j eOner?  La ques t ion  6 t a i t  Oprement  d e b a t t u e .
JeOner  pouva i t  s igni f ier  une mort  plus c e r t a i n e ,  plus 
r a p i d e .  O n  jeOnai t  ici  t ou t e  I ' a n n e e .  Toute I ' a n n e e ,  
c ' e t a i t  le Yom Ki ppou r .  Mais  d ' a u t r e s  d i s a i e n t  qu ' i l  f a l l a i t  
jeOner jus tement  p a r ce  que  c ' e t a i t  un d a n g e r  d e  le f a i r e .
II f a l l a i t  montrer  a Dieu  que  meme i c i ,  dans  c e t  enfer  c los ,  
on 6 t a i t  c a p a b l e  d e  c ha n t e r  Ses l o u a n g e s . 2 0 0

Wiesel  d e c i d e d  not  to fast ;  f i rs t ,  b ec a u s e  he does  not  w a n t  to hurt

his f a t he r  to whom h e  made the  promise t ha t  h e  would ea t  his r a t ions ,

an d  then b ecaus e  t he re  is no reason to fast  s ince  he can no longer

a c c e p t  t he  s i l en ce  o f  G o d .  By e a t i n g ,  he is making his p r iv a t e

1 9 9 La N u i t ,  p .  7 6 .  

2 QQ| b i d . ,  p .  1 1 1 .



protes t  ag a i n s t  Him.  The problem is an in teres t ing  o n e .  Accor d i ng

to t h e  O r t h o d o x  Jewish  laws,  as r ecorded  in Shulhan Ar uh ,  the  law

is the  same for Yom Kippour  as it is for the  S a b b a t h .  This means  t ha t :

Like a l l  t he  Divine  Commands ,  the Sabba th  Laws a r e  suspended 
when  a human l i fe is in d a n g e r .  H e n c e ,  it is mandatory  to 
d e s e c r a t e  the  Sabba t h  for the  sake  of  a person who is c r i t i c a l l y  
ill . . .  For i t  is a g rave  sin to car ry  p i e t y  to the  poin t  of 
i d i ocy  . .  .201

The problem of  fast ing or  hot  fast ing t ha t  the J e w  fe l t  himsel f  

conf ron t ed  by is r a t he r  s t r a n g e .  Accor d i ng  to Jewi sh  l aw ,  there  

r e a l l y  was no problem becaus e  the  J e w  is not  supposed to fast if 

i t  in any  w a y  endanger s  his l i f e .  Wh y ,  then did the  J e w  in camp 

become  so obs t i na t e  and  insist upon fast ing when  c e r t a i n l y  it could 

put  his l i fe  in j e o p a r d y ?  We think t h a t  t he  answer  lies not  in the  

re l ig ious  ove r tones  of  the  q u e s t i on ,  but  r a t he r  in the  p sycho log i ca l  

mot iva t i on  of the  pr i soner .  In order  to main t a i n  his se l f  i m a g e ,  in 

o rder  to c o n t i n u e  being the person he was before  he came to c am p ,  

he f e l t  t h a t  he must hold on t o ,  or  fol low some t e n e t ,  some p r e c e p t ,  

no ma t t e r  how d i f f i c u l t .  S ince  in the  case  of these  men t ha t  a r e  

d e b a t i n g ,  the  re l ig ious  p recep t s  a r e  those ideas  t h a t  a r e  most b as i c a l l y  

eng r a i n ed  into the i r  pe r sona l i t y ,  t hey  o bs t i n a t e l y  chose to fas t ,  

b ecau se  t he i r  own se l f  image is more impor tant  in the i r  s t r ugg l e ,  

p er haps ,  than  l i fe i t s e l f .  It is a t a c t i c  in sel f  p rese rva t ion  tha t  is 

as va l id  as  any  o t h e r .  Short ly a f t e r  the Jewish  N e w  Year  in c am p,  

the  d e p o r t e e s  a r e  s ub jec ted  to a s e l e c t i o n .  Some p r a y ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  

the old m e n .  Many lose f a i th ,  a c c o r d i ng  to W i e s e l ,  dur ing t h a t  

s e l e c t i o n .  He uses as an exampl e  the  case  of Akiba  Drumer ,  r e s i gn ed ,  

e m p t y .  Acc or d in g  to Wi es e l ,  if Akiba  Drumer h a d n ' t  lost f a i th  a t  

the t ime of  the s e l e c t i o n ,  he would have  s u rv i v e d .  If he could h ave  

seen in this s e l ec t io n  a proof  of  G o d ,  he  would not  h av e  been  

s e l e c t e d .  But o nc e  he feels  himsel f  losing f a i t h ,  his who l e  reason

Rabbi Solomon G a n z f r i e d ,  Co de  of  Jewish  Law ( N e w  Yor k ,  
1961) ,  p .  133 .
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for f ight ing is lost and he  begins  to l ament  and  to a g o n i z e .  He is 

lost from t ha t  moment  o n .  It seems,  t h e n ,  t h a t  we  can c o n c l u d e  

t ha t  a c c o r d i ng  to some we l t e r s ,  the  fai th in G o d  and  in o n e ' s  r e l ig ion  

did g ive  cou rage  to some of  t h e  d e p o r t e e s .  We wo n d e r ,  ou r se lves ,  

t h o u gh ,  if it does  not  go a bi t  d e e p e r  than t h a t ,  b ec a u s e  there  has 

to be  a s pec ia l  reason why Aki ba  Drumer  loses fa i th  just a t  t he  moment  

when  he  needs  it most ,  why he  c a n n o t  sustain h imsel f  by his f a i t h .

We b e l i e v e  t ha t  t he r e  is something e l s e ,  some o t h e r  reason why he 

g ives  himsel f  up a t  the  s e l e c t i o n ,  why he lets himsel f  be s e l e c t e d .

We feel  t h a t  t h er e  is an inner  s t r e ng th ,  an inner  r e so l u t i on ,  tha t  

permits  some to l ive w h e t h e r  it be  by le t t ing them keep  the i r  fai th 

or by some o t he r  means ,  and  t h a t  the  keep i ng  or the  loss o f  the  fai th 

is only the  a p p a r e n t  or outward man i fes t a t ion  of  this  inner  s t r eng th .

What  o th er  means then  did  the  d e p o r t e e  h a ve  to p r ev en t  

himsel f  from losing h imsel f ,  from le t t ing himsel f  be  o ver whe lmed  

by s u f f e r i ng?  S ince  his pr imary problem was a phys ica l  o n e ,  a 

c ombina t ion  of ex t reme  f a t i g u e ,  h u ng e r ,  thi rs t  and  f i l t h ,  he had to 

find ways to men ta l l y  comba t  this  p r o b l em.  O n e  of  the  ways  t ha t  

is ment ioned  in a lmost  every  work a b o u t  d e p or t a t io n  is the  t e l l ing  

and  c o l l e c t i n g  of  r e c i p e s .  The more hungry ,  the more famished 

the  d ep or t ee s  b e c a m e ,  the more they  t a l ked  a b o u t  food ,  t h e  more 

t hey  though t  a b o u t  i t ,  and  the more r ec ipes  t hey  e x c h a n g e d .  This 

is t rue among the men as wel l  as the w o m e n .  D e n i s e ,  in " Q u i  

Rappor tera  ces Paroles" asks for the r ec ip e  for sole  in whi skey  just 

before  going to s leep  one  n i g h t .  In " Le Depa r t "  (Une C on na i s san ce  

Inut i le)  t h e  r ec i pes  t ha t  wer e  c o l l e c t e d  dur ing the  s tay in camp are  

i ro n i ca l l y  l isted as par t  of the  t reasures  a c q u i r e d .  M i c h e l i n e  Maure l  

te l l s  us t ha t  a t  one  moment ,  her  f avor i t e  dish was r i ce  in mi lk .  And 

she regrets  al l  the  t imes t ha t  she was on a d i e t  and al l  t he  t imes t ha t  

she did not  s uf f i c i en t ly  t hank  her  mother  for t he  cakes  she a t e .  It 

seems t ha t  to think of  f oo d ,  to t a l k  a b o u t  i t ,  to imagine  i t ,  to ha ve  

it on one ' s  mind,  somehow diminished the pr i soner ' s  hunger  and



comfor ted him in some w a y .  The future plans  tha t  t hey  made were  to 

go an d  e a t  in e a ch  others  houses ,  to open a re s t auran t  or  a store to 

sell  f oo d .  This seems in some cases to be a sort  of  de l i r ium and  a t  

t imes it becomes  a form of psychosis t ha t  is no t  res t r i c t ed  to the  camp 

a t m o s p h e r e .  It seems t ha t  dur ing the  o c c u p a t i o n ,  p e o p l e  who were  

not  p a r t i c u l a r l y  hungry t hought  of  nothing but  food,  ran ev e r ywhe r e  

in t he  va i n  hope  of  f inding something for which  t hey  had a sudden 

c r a v i n g ,  even  among pr isoners of w ar  and hungry s tudents  in a 

dormi tory  .202

But the  pr isoner  n eeded  more than this  to k eep  himsel f  i n t a c t ,  

to keep  from losing his menta l  s t r en g th .  If t h e  pr isoner  was c o n v i nc ed  

t ha t  he had a c h a n c e  to return to those he l ov ed ,  t h a t  is to s ay ,  if 

he was sure t ha t  they  had not  been  g as sed ,  or ki l l ed or a r r e s t e d ,  then 

he  somet imes  tho ugh t  of  t h e m.  But,  let  us men t i on ,  as is t he  case 

of  G i n a  and  Frangoise  ( " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Pa ro le s" ) ,  those who 

know t h a t  t h e i r  husbands h a v e  been  sh o t .  They canno t  think of  the 

days  when  they  wer e  wi th the i r  husbands  b ecau se  t he  memory is too 

painful  s ince  they  know t ha t  i t  is something t hey  can  n e v e r  find a g a i n .  

Even if t hey  r e t u r n ,  they  wi l l  not  re turn to t h a t  h app i nes s .  They h a ve  

men t a l l y  r esolved not  to th ink  of  i t .  For t h o s e ,  h o w e v e r ,  who h ave  

a  c h a n c e  to r ega i n  the  happiness  t h a t  they  h av e  t empora r i ly  been  

s e pa ra t e d  from,  this is a source  of  s t r e ng t h .  They th ink  of  thei r  

loved on es ,  a t  h o me ,  not  in p a i n ,  not  suffer ing and they  a re  consoled 

by this t h o u g h t .  Some even  d e d i c a t e  poems to them as does  M i c h e l i n e  

M a u r e l :

Tout  ce  q u ' un  p auvr e  c o e u r  a n ^ a n t i  d e  froid 
Peut  encor e  pour  un homme epr ouver  d e  t endresse 
J e  t e  I ' e n v o i e ,  af in d ' a p a i s e r  ta t r i s tesse,
Car  j ' a i  peur  que  demai n ne soit  t r i s te pour t o i . ^ 0 3

Robert  Desnos is of ten consoled by the  t hought  of  his wi fe  who

2 0 2 y r a ns |a t ; on 0 f a | e t t er  wr i t t en  to us by O l g a  W o r ms er -M ig o t ,  
F e b .  1 4 ,  1970 .

^ ^ L a  Passion selon Ravensbruck ,  p .  4 7 .



is wel l  and  safe a t  h o m e .  These cher i shed  memories  a r e  on ly  va l id  

for those prisoners  who h ave  a c h a n c e  to f ind them a g a i n .  N o s t a l g i a  

such as  we see in Desnos '  " Por t e  Sa in t  M a r t i n ,  Porte S a i n t - D e n i s  /  

Boire un cafS a v e c  ses a mi s ' . " 2 04 js p i t i fu l ,  b ec au s e  we  know Desnos 

did not  r e t u r n .  At  the  same t ime it is a pos i t ive  memory for h i m.  It 

forms par t  o f  a "communau t £  de  souvenirs"  t ha t  he can  share with his 

fe l low French prisoners and whi ch  hea r tens  him b e c a u s e  he  may find 

it a g a i n .  Wies e l ' s  f a t he r  n e ve r  thinks of  his wife  b ec a u s e  he  doubts  

t ha t  t h e y  wi l l  eve r  be  t o ge th e r  a g a i n ;  the  c ha nc es  a r e  t ha t  she was 

gassed in Bi rkenau .

The thoughts  of  the  prisoners  go most of ten to the i r  ch i ldhood  

y e a r s .  They th ink  of  the i r  mot her s .  They th ink  of  t h e i r  ch i ldhood 

years  when  eve r y t h i ng  was s imply:  "sans ombre ni m e s u r e . " 2 0 5  

They th ink  of t he i r  mothers to g i v e  them s t r e ng th .  M o u n e t t e  when 

she has a dream in which  she is u n ab le  to r eca l l  her  mother ' s  f a c e ,  

loses he r  s t r eng th .  She is c o n v i nc ed  from then  on t ha t  she wi l l  n ev er  

see her  mother  a g a i n .  O t h e r s ,  even  though t he i r  paren t s  h a v e  long 

s ince  d i e d ,  th ink of  t he i r  ch i ld hoo d  years  b ec au s e  these  a re  happy  

memories  of  things  t h a t  h a ve  passed in the order  of  th ings ,  things  

t ha t  h a ve  d i s a p p e a r e d ,  things t ha t  a r e  n a t u r a l l y  far a w a y  from t he m,  

not  things  t ha t  they  we r e  forc ib ly  s epa r a t ed  f rom.  Yves  Boulogne,  

in his poem "Ren ouv ea u"  ca l l s  to his mother :

O m e r e ,  a c c o r d e - m o i  le ges te  f ra t e rne l
Pour q u ' a u  d e l a  des morts me sourisse le c i e l . 2 0 6

He cal l s  to his mother  whom we assume to be d e a d  and  asks for 

her  to i n t e r c e d e  in h eav en  for h i m .  He remembers  the  softness of  

her  h e a r t ,  a n d ,  for h i m,  t he  f a c t  t ha t  she is no longer  there  is 

an  i nd i ca t i o n  t h a t  the  world is not  r ight :

2 04 | n  La Tragedie  d e  la D e p o r t a t i o n ,  p .  4 4 5 .  

2 0 5 n Q u ;  Rappor tera  ces  P a r o l es" ,  p .  5 7 .
A A z

In Anthologie de Buchenwald, p.  15.
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Puisque tu n ' e s  plus la e t  qu e  Dieu n ' e s t  plus D i e u . 2 07

It is of  co ur se ,  obvious  t h a t  those who wer e  i nterned  wi th the i r

mothers could not  draw a ny  s t rength from ch i ldhood  memories ;  t he i r

mothers had b ec om e d i f f e r en t  human beings  and  we r e  no longer  mothers

to thei r  ch i l dren  t h e r e ,  in c a m p .  It is not  a va l id  f rame of  r e f e r e n c e

in these cases b ec a u s e  it  could  not  of fer  e n c o u r a g e m e n t .  Severa l

of  the f l a shbacks  in Aucun de  Nous  ne Reviendra  a r e  to ch i l dhood

ex p e r i e n c e s :  the  naked  d e a d  t ha t  the  au t ho r  sees f r ighten her  a t

f i rs t ,  they remind her  of  t he  mannequins  t ha t  she saw naked  for the

first t ime to wh i ch  she had the  same r e a c t i o n .  A woman whom she

sees ,  who is go ing  to d i e ,  is dy ing  such a pi t i ful  and  slow d e a t h  tha t

it reminds her  o f  the d ea t h  of  F l a c ,  her  ch i l dhood  pe t  dog a n d  the

memory of Flac  is e n t a n g l e d  wi th the p r e se n t ,  wi th the  woman who

is abou t  to d i e .  There is even  a phys ica l  r ese mb l an ce  b e t w e e n  Flac

an d  the dying woman:

C ' e t a i t  un man teau  j a u n e ,  du j aune  de  no t re  c h i e n  Flac  qui  
e t a i t  d e v e n u  t e l l e m e n t  maigre  apres  sa m a l a d i e  e t  dont  t ou t  
le corps s ' a r rondi ssa i t  en s q u e le t t e  d ' o i s e a u  du museum au
moment  q u ' i  I a I l a i t  mour i r .208

And one d a y ,  when  she says to Lulu:  " J e  t ' a s sure  q u ' a u  j ourd ' hui

je n ' en  peux  p l us .  C e t t e  fois c ' e s t  v r a i , "  she cr ies  for a few minutes

on Lulu's shoulder  at;d she is comfor ted :  she can  con t in u e  to f ight

to try to su rv ive .  She is comfor ted by Lulu:

. . .  je n ' a v a i s  pas hon t e  d ' a v o i r  p l e u r e .  C ' e s t  comme si 
j ' ava i s  p leur6  con t re  la po i t r ine  de  ma m e r e . 209

The s impl ic i ty  of  the  f ee l ings  of c h i l d h o o d ,  t h e  p l e a s a n t  memories

a r e  a source  of  comf or t .  There wer e  o the r  sources  of  menta l  d i ve r s i o n ,

t hough ,  t ha t  a r e  f r equen t ly  m e n t i o n e d .  Those p e o p l e  who were

c u l t i v a t e d ,  who had r e a d ,  drew upon t he i r  memories  not  on ly  when

t h e y  wrote  l a t e r ,  to make compar i sons ,  but  a l so dur ing the i r  s tcy

2 0 7 | n A n t h o l o g i e  d e  Bu ch enwa l d ,  p .  15 .  

2Q8p p .  c i t t / p .  4 6 .

2 09 p p .  c i t . , p .  1 68 .
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in c a m p ,  to o c c u p y  the i r  minds .  We must po in t  out  t ha t  t he r e  were  

t imes when  t h e y  cou ld  th ink  of  nothing but  t he  moment  a h e a d  or the  

work to be d o n e .  They could  not  s t rain t he i r  minds as they  did not  

ha ve  the s t rength to t h i n k .  This was p a r t i c u l a r l y  t rue in d e a t h  camps 

such as A u s c h w i t z .  In "Le Ruisseau" (Une C onn ai s sanc e  I n u t i l e ),  

C h a r l o t t e  Delbo  t e l l s  us c l e a r l y  tha t  when she washed herse l f  for  the  

first t ime in 67 d ay s ,  she though t  of  noth ing  but  which  parts of her  

she could  wash most e f f e c t i v e l y .  Her  mind was o therwise  e mp t y .

But when  the  pr i soner  could  th ink  of  s o me th i ng ,  he t hought  of  p lays ,  

of  nov e l s ,  of  l i t e r a t ur e  in g e n e r a l .  He somet imes sang or t hought  of 

songs .  Acco rd i ng  to M i c h e l i n e  M a u r e l ,  t he  pr isoners though t  of  a l l  

l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  was as far  removed from prison e x p e r i e n c e  and 

d e po r t a t i o n  as  pos s i b l e .  Fi rs t ,  b ec a u s e  nowher e  in fo lklore  and 

nowher e  in l i t e r a t ur e  had t he r e  ever  be en  such an  e x p e r i e n c e .  And 

also b ec a u s e  the  purpose o f  such thoughts  was to d i s t rac t  the  mind.  

Some d e p or t e e s  r e c i t ed  and r e con s t r uc t ed  Rac ine  or B au de la i r e .

Some sang songs of  t imes when men left  and  the  women s tayed  home 

to w a i t  for t h e m .  They did not  choose  songs of  c a p t i v i t y ,  nor  of  

re turn a nd  h o p e .  Some r ec i t ed  Hu go ,  Lamar t ine and Musse t ,  in 

shor t ,  the  r o m a n t i c s .  They pre fer red  a ny th i ng  t h a t  spoke of  themes 

foreign to t h e i r  cur ren t  s i t u a t i o n .

We must po in t  out  t h a t  the  l i t e r a t u r e  wr i t t en  a f t e r  the  camp 

e x p e r i e n c e  evokes  many l i t e ra ry  f igures  for use in compar i sons .  We 

f ind Ka f k a ,  Ubu and  D an t e  in p r e d o m i n a n c e .  It is eas i ly  e x p l i c a b l e :  

Kafka an d  Ubu b e c a u s e  t hey  a r e  symbols o f  the  ab s u r d ,  the  g r o t e s q u e ,  

which  is e x a c t l y  the  kind of  wor ld wi th in  a wor ld t ha t  the  SS t r ied 

to c r e a t e  in the  N a z i  camps and  Dan t e  b ec a u s e  his visions and  

desc r i p t i ons  of  hel l  a r e  so v i v i d .  Rousset te l l s  us t h a t  in c a m p ,

King Ubu r e i gned  in the person of  the  SS.  M a ny  ha ve  f a l se ly  said 

t h a t  Da n t e ' s  l ine "Lose a l l  h o p e ,  a l l  ye  who e n t e r  he re"  was wr i t t en  

a t  the  e n t r a n c e  to one  o f  the  camps .  Whi le  it n e ve r  a p p e a r e d  in 

t he  camps ,  i t  is,  o f  c ou r s e ,  a qu o t a t i on  t ha t  fits the  co n te x t  very
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wel l .  There was all reason to lose all hope;  It was the contrary 

that  was unreasonable ,  beyond reason:

Ubu et Kafka perdent  les traits d 'or igine lies a leurs
histoires pour deveni r  des composants materiels du m o n d e . 2 1 0

In ret rospect ,  Bourdet ( loc.  c i t . ,  and also in Anthologie de Buchenwald) 

mentions in his poem "Liberte" Shel ly,  Holder l in,  Byron, Hugo and 

Lamartine because of their  ideas of f reedom. Ady Br I Me, in "Po£me" 

evokes Victor  Hugo.  When Goe t he  appears ,  it is general ly in connect ion 

with Buchenwald because of the story of Goe t he ' s  t r e e 2 1 1 located on 

the site of that  camp.

In "Au D6but  nous voulions Chanter"  (Une Connaissance 

Inut i le) , we find a curious story.  Charlot te Delbo recounts that  in 

Raisko, where the condit ions were not as bad as they had been in 

Birkenau,  they begin to think and soon they came to think about  

the thea t re .  One  of the women in the group used to reci te  plays,  

imitating the voices of the actors and actresses,  to l i t t le groups at  

a t ime.  They decided to put on a play.  They came to l i fe,  as if 

ressuci tated and they want  to do things that  people do in real l i fe .

They put on Moliere ' s  Le Malade Imaginaire, which they reconstructed 

ent i rely from memory.  And for two hours during the performance,  

they are truly able  to escape from what  is going on around them,  

something they are able  to do only thanks to their  own will and the 

genius of Mol ie re .  It appears  to us that  the memory,  the reci tat ion 

of things that  one read and appreciated before was helpful in keeping 

the prisoner a l i v e .  The statistics at  the end of Le Convo? du 24 

j anvier , moreover ,  snow that  indeed,  it is the cu l t iva ted ,  the 

educated depor tee  who managed to return.  This random sampling 

seems to be a val id point  of depar ture for future conclusions.

210oavid  Rousset, L'Univers Concentrat ionnai re  (Paris,  1946),
p .  185.

According to Olga  Wormser-Migot  ( Le Systfeme Concen­
t ra t ionna i re , p .  110),  concent ra t ion-camp tradit ion tells that  Buchenwald 
was constructed around Goe t he ' s  oak ,  but in rea l i ty ,  Goe t he ' s  tree was 
a beech t r e e .
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We can  a t  this poin t  come to two c on c l us ions .  The first  is 

in regard  to those peop l e  w h o ,  wh en  they  r e tu rned  and w r o t e ,  used 

o ther  authors  such as Dante  and Kafka to support  the i r  own d e s c r i p t i o n s .  

Since  c on ce n t r a t i o n  camps a r e  u n ique  in the  history of  man,  s ince  

they  a r e  u n i ma g i n ab l e  to those  who wer e  not  t h e r e ,  s ince  they  are  

u n b e l i e v a b l e  to those who wer e  t h e r e ,  we  do not  cons ider  t h a t  it 

improves the  q ua l i t y  of  the l i t e rary  render ing of the  e x p e r i e n c e  if 

the au thors  use old metaphors  or comparisons  t h a t  a r e  only  p a r t i a l l y  

r e l e v a n t .  Auschwi tz  is not  Da n t e ' s  in fe rn o .  And Kafka ' s  ca s t l e  is 

c e r t a i n l y  not  d u p l i c a t e d  in Bu che nwa l d .  There is no compar i son .

We fee l  t ha t  is is b ecau se  t he  peop le  who w a n t e d  to wr i te  found it 

so d i f f i cu l t  to d e s c r i b e ,  to co mm un i ca t e  thei r  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h a t  they 

fe l t  a n  urge to draw upon w h a t  others  had wr i t t en  in an  a t t e mp t  to 

en t er  the  r e a d e r ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n .  We c an no t  c o n c l u d e  t h a t  this 

embel l i shes  the i r  w o r k .  We also add  tha t  in those works which 

we cons ider  to be the  mas t er p i eces  of  the  l i t e r a t ur e  of  the d e p o r t a t i o n ,  

La N u i t ,  Le G r a n d  V o y a g e , and Aucun  de  nous ne  R e v i en d r a , this 

is not  d o n e .  N o  o the r  au thors  a re  drawn upon for me t aphor s .  Wiesel  

ment ions  n o n e ,  Semprun speaks  only  of  "souveni rs  l i t t e r a i r e s " , and 

C h ar l o t t e  Delbo  makes no compar isons  wi th an y  o ther  l i t e ra t ur e  and 

only ment ions  Mo l i e r e ' s  Arnolphe  and A p o l l i n a i r e ,  from whom her  

t i t l e  comes .

O u r  second conc lus ion  here  is in r e f e r e n c e  to those authors

who t a l k  a b o u t  the wr i ters  t hey  f requen t ly  though t  of  in c a m p .  We

use the  fol lowing quo t a t ion  in l ieu of  conc l us ion :

C e p e n d a n t ,  o b | e c t e r e z - v o u s ,  c ha cu n  n ' a v a i t - i i  pas son b a g a g e  
de  s ouveni r s?  N o n .  Le pass6 ne nous e t a i t  d ' a u c u n  secours ,  
d ' a u c u n e  r essource .  II e t a i t  d e v en u  i r r 6e l ,  i n c r o y a b l e .  Tout 
ce  qui  a v a i t  6 te  not re e x i s t e nc e  d ' a v a n t  s ' i f f i l o c h a i t . Par ler  
res t a i t  la seule  Evas ion,  not re  d 6 l i r e .  De quoi  p a r l i on s - no us ?
De choses matSr ie l l es  e t  consommables ,  ou r e a l i sa b l e s .  II 
fa 11 a i t ^ c a r t e r  tout  ce  qui  e v e i l l a i t  la d o u l e u r  ou le r e g r e t .
Nous  ne  par l ions  jamais d ' a m o u r . 2 1 2

^ ^ U n e  Conna i ssance  I nu t i l e ,  p .  1 1 2 .
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Si nce  these  l i t e ra ry  "souveni rs"  prev ious ly  discussed were  not  the

o n l y  source  of suppor t ,  s ince  not  only  ch i ldhood  is e v o k e d ,  and

c e r t a i n l y  not  only  r e c i p e s ,  there  remains  something more .  There

wer e  plans  for the  f u t u r e .  Some,  l ike W i e s e l ,  make  a vow to go

to P a l e s t i n e .  Some,  l ike G i n a ,  in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Pa r o le s" ,

base  t he i r  plans  for  the  future  on t he i r  p r esen t  des i r e  for e d i b l e s .

G i n a  d e c i d e s  to o pen  a t ea  shop:

" M o i ,  si je r e n t r e ,  j ' ouvr i r a i  un salon de  t h e .  Les g d t e a u x  
seront  exqu i s ,  surtout  les e c l a i r s ,  et  je fera i  un c h o c o l a t  
un ique  a Paris:  c r§meu x ,  e p a i s ,  a v e c  une  t ou ch e  de  c a f £ .
Tu as e ssays  le c h o c o l a t  au c a f £ ?  O n  f a i t  un cafe  tres 
fort  . . . " 2 1 3

These future  plans  o c c u p y  a good par t  o f  the  discussions of  the

d e p o r t e e s .  They make imaginary  plans for t he  r e t u r n .  The future

is not  painful  to th ink  of  as  long as  it is only c o n c e r n e d  wi th l eaving

the  c a m p .  But when  they h ave  to think of  the  r ea d j us tme n t  to l i f e ,

of  the  d i f f i cu l ty  in t e l l ing  others  wha t  t h e y  s u r v i v e d ,  in r eco un t in g

to f r iends  and r e l a t ive s  the  d ea th  of  the  c om rad es ,  it is no t  wi th

joy tha t  t hey  look towards  the  r e t u r n .  But these  o t he r  p la ns ,  thoughts

of  wha t  t h e y ' l l  r e a d ,  wha t  t h e y ' l l  d o — wh a t  t hey  w o n ' t  e v e r  do —

such as marching in p a r a d e s ,  e t c . ;  a l l  of  this gives  them c ou r ag e

and  more impor t an t ,  it makes the  future  b e l i e v a b l e ,  r ea l  to t h em .

This is a cons tan t  source  of  s t r e ng t h .  We find in David  Rousset  a

po in t  which  we  h ave  previous ly  me nt i oned  as essent i a l  in r e f e r e n c e

to Semprun,  which  many authors  o v e r l o o k e d ,  perhaps  b ec a u s e  they

u nde r es t ima t e  its impor t ance :

Puis je compris q ue  c ' e t a i t  p r e c i se me nt  c e t t e  s ingul ie re  f a cu l t e  
a d a p t a t i v e  qui  lui a v a i t  permis d e  survivre  des ann £es  dans 
c e t  enfe r :  c e t t e  dec i s io n  prise un jour  d e  vivre  dans  I ' univers  
c o n c e n t r a t i o n n a i r e ,  d e  briser toutes  les r eve r i e s  malsa ines  
du pass6 (sans oub l i e r  jamais c e p e n d a n t  q u ' u n e  lut te  cont inu 
dans  le monde e t  q u ' e l l e  d e v a i t  avo i r  ses £chos  dans  les 
camps) de  se d§s in teresser  enf in des met iers  successifs  q u 'on

^ 3 pp.  c i t . ,  p. 25
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lui imposai t  . . . 2 1 4  

The same idea  is found in " Q u i  Rapporfera ces  P a r o l e s" ,  when  G i n a  

te l l s  Denise  t h a t  she must w a i t  unt i l  t hey  return to remember  the 

d e a t h  of  her  sister  in c a m p ,  tha t  painful  memories  or  thoughts  must 

be pushed as ide  b ec a u s e  they  p r ev en t  the  l iving from cont inuing  

to l ive in such an  e n v i r o n m e n t .  The i nmate  did not  h a ve  the  s t r eng t h ,  

the  possibi l i ty to let  himsel f  w e a k e n ,  e ven  i n t e r n a l l y ,  b ec au s e  o nce  

he  d i d ,  his c ha n c e s  for survival  wer e  cons ide red  l i mi t ed .  There was 

a necess i ty  to a r r ive  a t  something r a t h e r  d i f f i cu l t :  a p r opor t i ona t e  

b a l a n c e  b e t w e e n  the " b a g a g e  i n t e l l e c t u e l " ,  memories  and  the  camp 

e x i s t e n c e .  If the  past  o v e r w e i g h e d ,  in the  very  worst  of  the  camps ,  

it did not  he lp  the  pr i soner ,  wh er eas  if the  past  p l ayed  a dominant  

ro le  in some of  the  o t he r  camps wh er e  l i fe was a bi t  e a s i e r ,  then it 

was to the  pr isoner ' s  a d v a n t a g e .  It was impor tan t  t ha t  the pr isoner  

ma i n t a i n  his i d e n t i t y ,  ca l l  upon it a t  a l l  t imes ,  or e ven  es tabl i sh a 

new i den t i t y  which  he  grew l a t e r  to a d op t  and b e l i e v e  in,  but  it 

was also impor tant  t ha t  he would not  permi t  this i den t i ty  to come 

into con f l i c t  wi th the  camp m o r a l i t y ,  which  as we wi l l  soon s e e ,  is 

very  d i f f e r en t  from the  Chr i s t i an  or o ther  e t h i c  t ha t  normal  soc ie t i e s  

f o l l o w.  The b a l a n c e  of  a l l  these e l ement s  is d i f f i cu l t  to a r r i v e  a t  

and  to m a i n t a i n .  Pierre J u l i t t e ,  in L'Arbre d e  G o e t h e , tel l s  us 

t ha t  he  was happy  when  he  could  t a l k  to others  of  the  role  t ha t  he 

p l ay ed  in the Res i s t ance ,  b e c a u s e  it pe rmi t t ed  him to evoke  an 

iden t i t y  t h a t  was p re fe r ab le  to his i den t i t y  of  d e p o r t e e  number  X .

We a r e  told e l se whe re  in t h e  same work t ha t  the ques t ions  sessions 

by the  SS were  a l l e v i a t e d  by the  f a c t  t h a t  t hey  permi t t ed  the  d e p o r t e e  

to t a l k  a b o u t  themse l ves ,  to es tabl i sh an  i d e n t i t y .  But this of  cour se ,  

was not  a l way s  possible and  of ten presented  d i f f i cu l t i es  becau se  

some d ep or t ee s  were  i n ca r c e r a t e d  under  false p a pe r s ,  false names 

and  f a b r i ca t ed  i d e n t i t i e s .  For t h e s e ,  nothing a l l e v i a t e d  the

214|_es Jours  de  N o t r e  Mo r t ,  p .  3 6 7 .



ques t ion ing  sessions.

The d e p o r t e e  wa n t e d  to main ta in  his i d e n t i t y .  He wan ted  

not  to b ecome a number ,  not  to become  just a par t  of  the  N a z i  

system,  and  in most cases  he  w a n t e d  to be as d e t a c h e d  as possible 

from the  e xe cu t i on er s  and the N a z i  e t h i c .  But g e n e r a l l y ,  he could 

not  r e t a i n  his s epa r a t e  i den t i t y  a nd  he found t ha t  in o rder  to l ive 

he  had to ad j us t  to the mora l i ty  tha t  he found being c o n s t r u c t e d ,  

d a y  by d a y ,  in camp both by the de po r t e es  in i n t e ra c t io n  among 

themse lves  and  in i n t e ra c t io n  with the Proeminent s .  This e th i c  

was va l id  only  in the c o n c e n t r a t i o n - c a m p  u n iv e r s e .  It was  p r a c t i c e d  

only  t he r e :  i t  did not  ex i s t  before  and does  not  exist  t oday  „ It was 

pa r t  of  the  " b a g a g e "  which  the  pr isoner  had  to f ree himsel f  from in 

order  to r ead j us t  to normal  l i fe .

There were  a l ways  s i tuat ions  in which  someone n ee de d  h e l p ,  

in which  a no t h e r  could of fer  h e l p .  But g e n e r a l l y ,  e ve r yone  was in 

need  of  ass i s tance  and t he r e  we r e  not  enough donors  to go a r o u n d .  

Whom to he lp  f i r s t?  Francis  We t t e r wa ld  descr ibes  a s pec ia l  kind 

of  he lp :  those  who w e r e  in camp for the  longest  per iod of  t ime 

r emained  a t igh t ly  closed g r o u p ,  he l ped  each  o the r  and  did not  

eas i ly  ex ten d  the i r  he lp  to o ther s .

In g e n e r a l ,  the  d epo r t ees  h e l ped  t h e i r  r e l a t ive s  f i r s t .  Wiesel  

a l ways  he lps  his f a ther  first  and the  f a ther  helps and depends  upon 

the son .  Deni se  and M ou n e t t e  ( " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces Pa r o le s" ) ,  

s is ters ,  he lp  e a c h  o the r  f i rs t .  Ber the helps  D6de first an d  v i c e -  

v e r s a .  Le Convoi  du 24 j anv i er  (p .  279)  t e l l s  us tha t  Lulu and 

C a r m e n ,  two s is ters ,  n e ve r  left  each  o t h e r ,  a l ways  wen t  arm in arm 

to be  sure to be t aken  t o g e t h e r ,  w h a t e v e r  the  reason might  b e ,  this 

is n a t u r a l .  Fr iends he lped  e a ch  o ther  first t o o ,  n a t u r a l l y .  The 

so l idar i ty  and mutual  he l p  system has been  discussed e l s e w h e r e .

But the ques t ion  here  is whom to h e l p .  O n e  helps  o ne ' s  own 

first:  members of  the Communis t  par ty he l ped  sympath izers  f i rs t ,  

t he  others  l a t e r .  O n e  h e l p ed  first peop le  from o ne ' s  own t own ,



one ' s  own count ry  and  o n e ' s  own r e l i g i o n .

S tea l ing  was a c om mo np l ac e  o c c u r e n c e  in c a m p .  The ques t ion  

is not  w h e t h e r  this is r igh t  of  wrong;  it is r a th er :  when  a c c o r d i n g  to 

camp mora l i ty  was s t ea l i ng  permiss ible  and  when  was it n o t ?  For 

Pierre J u l i t t e ,  t he  d e f i n i t i on  of  a b l amewor thy  a c t  is one  t ha t  harms 

a n o t h e r .  S t e a l i n g ,  t h e n ,  from a d e a d  man is not  wrong s ince  it 

harms no o n e .  It is g e n e r a l l y  c o n c l u d e d  t ha t  s t ea l i ng  from the  SS 

was pe r mis s i b l e .  And when  a group of  pr isoners was be ing  punished 

and d ep r iv ed  of  f ood ,  it was p e r f e c t l y  a c c e p t a b l e  for o t he r  pr isoners  

to s teal  a cau l dr on  of  soup from the  k i t chen  to feed the punished 

pr i soners .  O f  c ou r s e ,  this  might  mean t h a t  someone  else  would 

e v e n t u a l l y  go w i t h o u t ,  but  one helps  o n e ' s  own f i rs t .  This kind of  

s tea l i ng  is n e v e r  c r i t i c i z e d .

There is h o w e v e r ,  a n o t h e r  kind of  s t ea l ing  t h a t  is g e n e r a l l y  

cons ide red  n o n - e t h i c a l  and  looked down upon:  the s tea l ing  of  

things by o ne  d e p o r t e e  from a n o t h e r .  In c a m p ,  we  must r ememb er ,  

t he re  was no j u s t i ce .  There was no one  th e  d e p o r t e e  could  go to 

e x c e p t  o t h e r  i nma t es ,  b e c a u s e  he c e r t a i n l y  could  no t  t a t t l e - t a l e  to 

an SS or a P ro emi nen t .  His on ly  r ecourse  was to t a k e  the  mat te r  up 

wi th his fel low -pr i soners  who do not  h a ve  much recourse  e i t h e r .

The only  thing t ha t  his fe l low prisoners  could do was to look for the 

r o bbe r ,  a task which  was d i f f i c u l t  b ec a u s e  a l l  camp i tems looked 

a l i k e ,  a nd  s tea l  b a c k  the  a r t i c l e ,  or  console  the  pr isoner  and  share  

t he i r  own s imi lar  a r t i c l e s  wi th h i m.  It was e x c e e d i n g l y  ra re  to s teal  

from o n e ' s  own g r o u p ,  and  this was looked down u p o n .  S tea l ing  from 

o ne ' s  own group could  l ead to exc lus ion  from the  group if the  cu l pr i t  

was  c a u g h t ;  i t  is a form of  be ing  a t r a i t o r .  If a robber  was c a u g h t  

s t ea l ing  c i g a r e t t e s  or v i t a l  utensi l s  from a fe l low pr isoner  he  might  

be p la c i n g  his l i fe in j e o p a r d y .  He was also in d a n g e r  of  a bea t i ng  

or o t he r  kinds of  phys ica l  punishment  unless of  course  the  d e p o r t e e  

from whom the  o b j e c t  was s tolen was q u i t e  s a in t ly  and  d e c i d e d  t ha t  

such dras t i c  measures  were  not  n ec es s a r y .  The f a c t  t ha t  one  pr i soner



126

would s tea l  from a n o t h e r  shows the  e f fec t iveness  of the N a z i  sys tem.  

It shows t h a t  the  system could indeed  d e h u m a n i z e  and t ha t  it was  

e x t r eme l y  e f f e c t i v e ,  b ecaus e  as we ment ioned  o n c e  b e f o r e ,  one  of 

the  goal s  o f  the  system was to pi t  one  pr i soner  ag a i ns t  a n o t h e r .  It 

s u c c e e d e d .

But t he r e  is a n o t h e r  par t  of the  system which  is perhaps  e v e n  

more d i f f i cu l t  for us,  t he  n o n - d e p o r t e e s ,  to u nde r s t an d .  The basic 

premise involved  here  is t he  f o l lowing:  s ave  and he lp  first those 

who h a v e ,  r e l a t i v e l y ,  a b e t t e r  c h a n c e  to s u r v i v e .  If two p e o p l e  

h av e  to be  t ak en  for an y  reason t h a t  may cause  t he i r  d e a t h ,  let  it 

be  two who a r e  go ing  to d i e  short ly a n y w a y .  There is not  suf f i c i en t  

reason to he l p  someone if the  ass i s tance  wh ich  you offer  wi l l  not  

save  or prolong s uf f i c i en t ly  his l i fe and may e n d a n g e r  your  own ,  

or may make  your  own more d i f f i c u l t .

Part  of  the  camp mora l i ty  i ncorpora t es  the  ways o f  looking 

a t  " o t h e r s " .  In this c a s e ,  the  o thers  a r e  the  wounded  G e r m an  

so ld ie r s ,  r e turn ing  from the f ro n t ,  who can be seen by t he  prisoners 

e i t h e r  when  they  themse lves  wer e  in t ranspor t ,  or  from the  camps .

In "Ber l in"  (Une C on na i s san ce  I n u t i l e ) we find t he  expression 

"b ien  fa i t  pour  e u x . "  There  is no sympathy for t he  wounded  m e n .  

Though they  a r e  so ld ie r s ,  not  SS or G e s t a p o  m en ,  the  au t ho r  c a n n o t  

sympa t h i ze  wi th t h e m .  They a r e  G e r m a n  f ight ing  m e n .  They a r e  

par t  of  the  e n e m y .

The camp mora l i ty  was not  a cons tan t  e l e m e n t  of  camp 

e x i s t e n c e .  It was  con s ta n t l y  c h a n g i n g .  In the  beg i nn i ng  of  l ife 

in A u s c h w i t z ,  for e x a m p l e ,  when  l a t e r  tasks consis ted of c l ea r in g  

the  marshes ,  demol i t i on  work or g a r d e n i n g ,  the  idea  was to work as 

s lowly and as l i t t l e  as possible so as to e c o n o m i z e  on e ' s  s t r e n g t h .

But t he re  was no reason to do any  more of it than was abso lu t e ly  

necessary  to a v o i d  be ing  b e a t e n  or put  to d e a t h .  It was one  of 

those small  v i c t o r i e s ,  l ike looking s t ra ight  in the  eyes  of the SS 

when  they  passed ,  ins tead of  shr ive l l ing  u p .  It is for this  reason
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t ha t  t he re  is such a  sharp cr i t ic i sm of  t h e  Russians,  who were  peasants  

dep or ted  from the Ukra i ne  to A u s c h w i t z ,  in "Un Met r o  Nomm6 

L £ n i n e . " 2 1 5  They worked as if they  wer e  working for t hemse lves ,  

as if t he r e  wer e  some reason to work s p e e d i l y ,  to work e f f i c i e n t l y ,  

when  a c c o r d i n g  to camp m o r a l i t y ,  t he re  was every  reason to do |ust 

the  oppos i t e  w h e n e v e r  poss ib le .

Al though  s u ic ide  is cons ide red  a cowar dl y  way  o u t ,  as  seen 

in the  discussion b e t we en  C l a i r e  and Frangoise in " Q u i  Rappor tera  

ces  P a r o le s , "  it is p re fe r ab l e  for G i n a  to commit  s u ic ide  r a t h e r  than 

to work in the  Kommando t ha t  helps kil l  l i t t l e  c h i l d r e n ,  the  "wh i t e  

h a n d k e r c h i e f  Ko mman do . "

There was not  just one  moral  code  t h a t  g ove r ne d  al l  t he  

prisoners  in a l l  t he  camps .  Some of  the  re l ig ious  pr i soners ,  Chr i s t i an  

or J e w i s h ,  had e t h i cs  involved  wi th t h e i r  re l ig ion  as in the  case  of  

Ak iba  Drumer ,  discussed p rev ious l y .  It was g e n e r a l l y  cons idered  

w r on g ,  t h ou g h ,  to pros t i tu te  on es e l f  in any  w a y ,  to k ow- t ow to any  

of  the  Proeminent s .  In amny cases ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  among the males ,  

the  l ives of  t he  prisoners  cou ld  be made  much e as i e r  by a c c e p t i n g  

to e n t e r  into homosexua l  r e l a t ionships  and  b ec ome  a " p i p e l "  of  

a  Kapo ,  the f a v o r i t e ,  and t he r eb y  avoid  puni shments ,  somet imes 

r e c e i v e  ext ra  food and b e ,  in a c e r t a i n  w a y ,  p r i v i l e g e d .  But this 

involved  becoming f r iends ,  more than f r i ends ,  wi th  someone tha t  

is d i s da in ab le  ac co r d i n g  to t h e  camp e t h i c .  Even for t he  man who 

was a homosexua l  b e f o r e ,  t h e r e  was a d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  enter ing  

into a r e l a t ions h ip  for the pleasures  t h a t  would be de r ived  from it 

and  en te r ing  into a r e l a t ions hi p  b ec a u s e  of the  pr iv i l eges  it would 

b r in g .  Accord i ng  to camp mora l i t y ,  homosexuals  w e r e  g e n e r a l l y  

looked down u p on ,  in any  case  by n on - ho m o s e x u a l s ,  but  the 

homosexuals  who indulged  in these a c t i v i t i e s  wi th " t hem"  wer e  

s nicke red  a t  and  cons ide red  par t  of  " t h e m " . The most fearful

^  ^ C h a r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  u n p u b .



punishment  in camp was not  d e a t h  i t sel f ;  i t  was the  way  in which  

one  would d i e .  It was somet imes the  t o r t u r e ,  the puni shments ,  the 

way  in wh i ch  they would l ea ve  the  c a m p — bl ack  t ranspor t s .  But,  

as G i n a  te l l s  us in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces P ar o l es" ,  t he re  is a lways  

a c h o i c e :  d e a t h .  Besides,  (as M a r i e - C l a u d e  V a i l l a n t  Coutur ier21 6 

points  out)  r e fusa l ,  as in the  case  of  A d e l a i d e  H a u t e v a l ,  did not  

a l ways  l ead to d i re  c on se que nc es  and  Mrs.  V a i l l a n t - C o u t u r i e r  

c r i t i c i z e s  he r  fe l low d epo r t ee s  s t rongly for not  refusing of te r  e n o u g h ,  

b e caus e  the  d r ead ed  puni shments ,  for some i l log ic a l  r ea son ,  did not  

a l ways  f o l l o w .  The i l l og i ca l  way  in whi ch  the  camps  wer e  run makes 

it d i f f i cu l t  to fore te l l  t he  danger s  of  o ne ' s  a c t s .

There was nothing wrong wi th se l l ing one ' s  possessions,  but  

it was wrong to sell  o n es e l f ,  in a n y  w a y .  N o n e  r e p ro a c h e d  D a n ie l l e  

Casanova  (see Le Convo? du 24  j a n v i e r ) for prof i t ing from the  f a c t  

t ha t  she was a d en t i s t .  When she first d e c l a r e s  t ha t  this is her  

profess ion,  she did not  k now,  as a mat t e r  of  f a c t ,  w h a t  e f f e c t  this 

might  h a ve  on her  f u t u r e .  She is c r i t i c i z e d  for not  having  t aken  

a d v a n t a g e  of  her  p r iv i l eged  posi t ion to h a ve  done  more for her  fe l low 

d e p o r t e e s .

The ru le  was to share  eve r y t h i ng  t h a t  could be  s h a r e d .  This 

i nc l uded  p ac k a g e s  w h e n e v e r  they  were  r e c e i v e d ,  ex t ra  food when 

it could be o b t a i n e d .  Eat ing something in s e c r e t ,  e v e n  an  onion 

from the  g a r d e n ,  was d e p l o r e d .  O f  cour se ,  some i tems could  no t  

be shared :  too thbrush ,  t o o t h p a s t e ,  a n i gh t sh i r t .  The pr isoner  would 

probably  be con ten t  to use these a r t i c l e s  and  s ince they  w e r e  hi s ,  

as long as he  did not  s tea l  them from a n o t h e r  pr i soner ,  he would not  

feel  gu i l ty  over  having them when  others  did n o t .  But for some,  the 

t hought  t ha t  they  might  h a v e  something more than t he  o t he r s ,  something 

t ha t  could  not  be sha red ,  was a w e i g h t  on t he i r  c o n s c i e n c e s .

^ ^ M a r i e - C l a u d e  Vai l l  a n t - C o u t u r i e r ,  Mes V i n g t - s e p t  Mois  
en t r e  Auschwi t z  e t  Ravensbruck (Paris ,  194 6) .



Des obje t s  dont  j ' a i  b e s o m ,  qui  sont  de  t r o p .  11 s font  
pa r t i e  d ' u n e  vie  a b o l i e .  La vie  ou on se l ave  les d en t s .
Et comment  p a r t a g e r ?  Nous  pa r tageons  t o u t . 21 7

For C ha r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  i t  would be eas i er  to go wi th ou t  than  not  to

be a b l e  to sha re ,  but  t h a t  w a y ,  she would d i sapp oi n t  the  girl  who

is g iv ing  her  these  th i ngs .  This gir l  works in the Ef fektenkammer

(see A p p e n d i x ) ,  so she can eas i ly  s teal  from the  N a z i s .  Mrs .  De l bo

a c c o r d i n g l y  a c c e p t s  the  th i ngs .  Esther is happy  to g i ve  them even

though C h a r l o t t e  Delbo  is not  e v e n  a fr iend of  hers ,  not  in the same

convoy and Esther was not  even  F r e n c h .  We never  know the bond

t ha t  l inked Esther to her  b ec au s e  she n ev er  sees Esther a g a i n .  For

one  of  G a u s s e n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  t h o ug h ,  to be t he  only one  to dr ink

when  t he  others  a re  thirsty but  h a ve  no cup is a necessary  d e f e n c e ,

if t here  is not  enough w a t e r  for a l l .  The camp  e t h i c  is no t  eas i ly

d e f i n e d .

Those for whom life was more impor tant  than r e t a in ing  t h e i r  

human d ig n i t y  did not  necessar i ly  have  to ki l l  or s t e a l .  It seemed 

suf f i c i en t  to speak po l i t e l y  to the  SS,  c l i c k  o n e ' s  hee l s  loudly ,  

share p a c k a g e s  wi th the  Blockhovas  and the Kapos ,  g iv e  w e l l -  

p l a c e d  g i f t s .  This too was looked down upon by the o t he r  pr i soners .

It was k ow- t owi ng  and  giving in ,  unless ,  as in l . 'Arbre de  G o e t h e , 

it is a group effor t  benef i t t i ng  a l l .

O n e  of  the  int r ins ic parts  of  the  N a z i  system involved  the  

pi t t ing of  one  man aga i ns t  the  o t he r s ,  by g iv i ng  some p r i v i l eg es ,  

or by c o l l e c t i v e  puni shments .  Among the  d ep or t ee s  who refused 

to c o o p e r a t e  in a n y  way wi th the  system,  and  it was possible to do 

so (see D a n i e l l e  C a s a n o v a ,  Le Convoi  du 24 j a n v i e r ) , these things 

were  cons idered  w r o ng .  They wer e  not  jea lous  of the  pr isoner  who 

was w e l l - p l a c e d ,  an d  the  l a t t e r ,  in turn ,  h ope f u l ly , d i d  not  forget  

his c o mr a de s .  If these posi t ions were  to be g o t t en  through favor i t i sm,  

through doing things t ha t  were  d i s t as te fu l ,  l ike  s leeping  with the  

Kapo ,  the  dep or tee s  refused to com pe te  and t h e r e f o r e ,  a c c o r d i ng

91 7/ Une Conna i ssance  I nu t i l e ,  p . 41 .
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to camp mora l i t y ,  r emained  m e n .  It is when  men s tar ted to a c t  

l ike an i ma l s ,  when they fought  each  o ther  f o r a  s l i ce  of b r e a d ,  

t ha t  the b reakdown of  the  human mora l i ty  system began  and the 

d e - p e r s o n a l i z a t i o n  took p l a c e .

For Robert  A n t e l m e ,  the  cu l mi na t ion  of  the  system,  the

epi tomy of the  moral  problems is,  of  course ,  c e n t e r ed  a round food

(this theme domi na t es  his en t i r e  L'Espfece H u m a i n e ).  For him,  the

f inal  b reakdown of  s oc ie ta l  norms is expressed in man' s  e a t ing  of

p e e l i n g s ,  in o t he r  words:  g a r b a g e .

Mais  I ' e x p 6 r i e n c e  de  ce lu i  qui  mange  les 6pluchures  est  
une  des  s i tua t ions  ul t imes d e  r e s i s ta n ce .  EI le n ' e s t  au t r e  
aussi que  I ' ex t reme  e x p e r i e n c e  de  la condi t ion  du p r o l e t a i r e .  
Tout  y est:  d ' ab or d  le mepr is ,  de  la par t  de  ce lu i  qui  le 
c on t r a i n t  a c e t  e t a t  et  f a i t  tou t  pour I ' e n t r e t e n i r ,  en sorte 
que  c e t  e t a t  rende  compte  a p p a r e m me nt  de t o u t e  la 
personne de  I 'oppr ime e t  du meme coup  le jus t i f i e ,  l u i .
D ' a u t r e  p a r t ,  la r e v e n d i c a t i o n — dans I ' a c h a r n e m e n t  a 
manger  pour v i v r e — des va leurs  les plus h a u t e s .  Lut tant  
pour  v i v r e ,  il lu t t e  pour fust if ier toutes  les va l eu r s ,  y compris 
ce l l es  de  son oppresseur ,  en les f a i s i f iant  d ' a i l l e u r s ,  . . .
Ce l u i  qui  mSprise le copa i n  qui  mange  les ep l uchur es  . . .  
le m^prise p a r c e  que ce  copa i n  "ne se r e s p ec t e  p l u s " .
II pense  que  ce  n ' e s t  pas d i gne  d 'u n  p o l i t i qu e  d e  bouffer  
des e p l u c h u r e s . 218

Anothe r  int r ins ic  par t  of  the  camp v a l u e  system is found in the

a b i l i t y  of  the  pr isoner  to b ea r  pa in  s i l e n t l y .  This can  be noted

in An te l me  but  it is found al l  o v e r ,  in women and  men e q u a l l y .

b ecaus e  the  camp system grants  comp le t e  e q u a l i t y  to men and

women;  t he re  is no d i f f e ren t  t r e a t m e n t .  The a b i l i t y  to bea r  pain

in s i l en ce  is not  only  r espec t ed  but  cons ide red  necessary  for the

m a i n t e n a n c e  of o n e ' s  r e spec t  and  the  r espec t  of  o t he r s .  In " J u s q u ' a

la C i n q u a n t a i n e "  (Aucun  de  N o u s ) ,  the man passes o u t ,  but  he

n ev e r  sc reams .  No r  does Elie Wiesel  when  he  is admi ni s t e r ed  a

form of the same pun i shment .  In L'Esp&ce H um a i ne ,  we do not

r e spec t  F6l ix b ec a u s e  he uses his ext ra  food to try to t ak e  a d v a n t a g e

21 ^Antelme,  p . 1 01 .
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of a s tarving boy and make him indulge  in homosexual  a c t i v i t i e s .

But when  Fel ix  is pu n i shed ,  and when dur ing the  en t i re  pun i shment ,

a very  seve re  o n e ,  he  curses the  SS but  n ever  screams from p a i n ,

o ne  of  the  p o l i t i c a l  prisoners in his b a r r a c k ,  when  he  comes back

t ha t  n i g h t ,  shakes  his h a n d .  For his c o n d u c t ,  he has g a i n ed  the

respec t  of  the  readers  t o o ,  and  he  has g a i n ed  a  small  v i c t ory  ove r

the SS,  as do al l  those who bear  pain  in s i l e n c e .  In a w a y ,  it is

not  g iv ing  in to " t h e m " ,  it is not  permi t t ing them to h ave  co mpl e t e

power ;  Fe l ix  has not  let  them h a ve  the  sa t i s fac t ion  of  having

c o mp l e t e l y  des t royed  h i m.  Bearing pain in s i l e n c e  is d i s t inc t l y

par t  of  t he  camp e t h i c .  It is also t h a t ,  as a n o t h e r  wr i t e r  puts it:

"II f a l l a i t  se g a r de r  de  t ou t e  sens ib i l i ty  qui  r endra i t  pe r meab l e

aux  maux qui  nous e t r e i g n a i e n t  en si grand nomb re ,  q ue  les

a d m e t t r e ,  c ' e t a i t  y s u c c o m b e r . "21 9

There is a lso a f ine l ine o f  d e m a r c a t i o n ,  forming par t  of

the  camp mora l i ty  which  is d i f f i cu l t  to show; it is most c l ea r l y

perhaps  found in the case of  the Dolmetscher  (see A p p e n d i x ) .  The

t r ans la to r  was a l ways  a  pr isoner  p ick ed  b ec au s e  he  or she knew his

n a t i v e  l a ng u ag e  and G e r m a n  and could  t r ans la t e  the  Kapo' s  and

o t he r  Proeminent ' s  orders  to the pr i soners .  Robert  A n t e l me  c l ea r ly

points  out  the  possibi l i ty t h a t  the  job offers and  we know,  a c c o r d i n g

to d e p o r t e e  e t h i c ,  which  o ne  of  the  two in te rpre te r s  is " o k a y . "

Pour Lucien,  ga cons i s t a i t  a t r adu i re  les ordres des SS e t  des 
Kapos ,  mais en les p r en an t  progress ivement  a son propre 
c o m p t e .  Lucien n ' e t a i t  pas s eu lement  ce lu i  qui  r e p e t a i t  
en l angue  f rangaise  ce que  les aut res  d i s a i e n t  en a l l e m a n d ;  
il e t a i t  d e v en u  a v e c  h a b i l e t e  I ' a ux i l i a i r e  de  l angue  f ranga i se  
d e  ceux  qui  c o m ma nd a i e n t  dans  la langue  a l l e m a n d e .  II ne 
fut qu e  I ' i n t e r p re t e  des  Kapos e t  des  SS,  jamais  ce lu i  des d e t e n u s .

G i l b e r t ,  a I 'us ine comme a I ' eg l i se ,  fut  I ' i n t e r p r e t e  des d e t e n u s ,  
c ' e s t - a - d i r e  q u ' i l  ne se s e rva i t  de  la langue  a l l e m a n d e  que  
pour t e n t e r  de  neu t ra l i s e r  les SS,  les Kapos ,  les M e i s t e r .  II

2 ^ S i m o n e  La haye ,  Un Homme Libre parmi les Morts (Paris ,  1954) ,
p. 35 .



fut  assez h ab i l e  d ' a i l l e u r s  pour  r£gle r  pas mal d e  conf l i t s  
en t re  nous et  le Mei s t er  e t  assez c o u r a g e u x  pour  just i f ier  
ou excuser  ce r t a ins  c am a r a d e s ,  d e v a n t  les SS.  II rempl issai t  
son role de  d e t e nu  p o l i t i q u e ,  il p r e v e n a i t ,  il c o u v r a i t  les 
c op a i n s ,  il leur  s e rva i t  d e  r e m p a r t .  Alors  £tre interpr&te 
n ' e t a i t  plus s implement  une  p l a n q u e ,  c ' e t a i t  aussi  un r isque 
s u p p l £ m e n t a i r e . Car  en ag i ssan t  a i n s i ,  G i l b e r t  e t a i t  devenu  
I ' ennemi  des K a p o s . 220

There is no ques t ion  t h a t  t he re  is a c h o i c e .  The c h o i c e  

is c om pl e t e l y  up to the  d e p o r t e e .  Part  of  the  camp e th ic  r evo lved  

around t he  use of  the  G e r m a n  l a n g u a g e .  For n o n - G e r m a n  pr isoners ,  

in this c as e  French d e p o r t e e s ,  there  was no reason to use the  G e r m a n  

l a n g u a g e  and thus f a c i l i t a t e  the  job of  the  SS and t he  Proeminent s .

If the d e p o r t e e  n ee de d  to use the  G e r m a n  l angu ag e  a t  one point  

or a no t h e r  to s ave  his own l i fe ,  this is,  of  cour se ,  permiss ib le .

But if it was to i ng ra t i a t e  h imse l f ,  to make  things  ea s i e r  for " t h e m " ,  

use of  t h e  G e r m a n  l a n gu a ge  goes  aga i ns t  the  d e p o r t e e  e t h i c .  The 

e x c e p t i o n  was the i n t e rp r e t e r :  he  was a necessary  f u n c t i o n a r y ,  

necessary  for t he  survival  o f  his c om r a d e s .  He should not  h o w ev er ,  

use his pos i t ion to i ng r a t i a t e  or b e t t e r  his s tanding in camp but  

r a th e r  to a m e l i o r a t e  the  lot of  his c o - d e p o r t e e s .  He was in a posi t ion 

in which  he  could c h a n g e  passive res i s t ance  to a c t i v e  res i s tance  by 

using his pos i t ion to make things ea s i e r  for his comrades .

More  f r igh ten ing  than  the d a y t i m e ,  more f r igh ten ing  perhaps  

than d ea th  i t se l f ,  wer e  the n ightmares  of  the  d e p o r t e e s .  " Le c r£puscu le  

est  plus t ris te enco r e  q u e  I ' aurore  quand  il n ' a n n o n c e  pas la t r a n q u i l ­

l i ty de  la n u i t . " 2 2 1  The d e p o r t e e  was not  more f r igh tened  a t  n ight  

b ecau se  he was a l o n e ;  he could  not  look for c o n s o l a t i o n ,  he could 

not  t a l k ,  he  was  a l o n e  wi th his p s yc he ,  and wi th his n ig h t mar es .

These dreams and n ightmares  t ak e  on many forms.  We wish to 

p r e f a c e  our remarks  by s ta t ing t ha t  t h e r e  is a s tudy by J e a n  Cayrol

^ ^ A n t e l m e ,  p .  133 .
221 M a r t i n - C h a u f f i e r ,  p .  133 .
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e n t i t l e d  Lazare  parmi N o u s ^22 ;n which  the  a u t hor  a n a l y z e s  and  

c impares  prison d r eams ,  c o n c e n t r a t i o n - c a m p  dreams and  o t he r  

dreams o f  the  same p e r i o d .  We d i s c re d i t  this s tudy b e c a u s e ,  first 

o f  a l l ,  of  its t e n d e n c y  to c a t e g o r i z e  and  draw conc l us ions ,  and also 

b e ca us e  of  its emphasis  on the  prophes ies  t ha t  dreams h o l d .  We 

prefer  to s ta t e  c a t e g o r i c a l l y  tha t  dreams as an index of the  future  

or an index of  the  d r ea me r ' s  ex t ra  sensory p e r c ep t io n  do not  in teres t  

us and t h a t  we a r e  in teres t ed  on ly  in s tudying dreams b ec au s e  t hey  

a r e  an int r ins ic  par t  of  the  psycho lo g i ca l  problems  of  the  d e p o r t e e  

and  of ten  r e f l e c t  t hese  problems .  We also wish to s ta t e  t h a t  e ve n  

t w e n t y - f i v e  years  l a t e r ,  many former  de po r t e es  a r e  sti l l  h aun t ed  

by t he i r  camp e x p e r i e n c e  in t he i r  d r eams ,  as t hey  a r e  dur ing thei r  

wak i ng  hours .  We wi l l  not  en t e r  here  into a discussion of these 

dreams e x c e p t  to say tha t  they  a r e  e x p e r i e n c e d  by a g r e a t  many 

de p or t e e s  and t h a t  they  a re  par t  of  the  resul ts o f  hav ing  unde r gone  

this e x p e r i e n c e .  They of ten  r e l iv e  the hor ror ,  r ev i ew the a t r o c i t i e s  

of  camp li fe in the i r  n igh tmares .

There a re  severa l  kinds of  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp dreams which

a r e  discussed in the l i t era ture  of the d e p o r t a t i o n .  In camps wh er e

c ond i t i ons  a r e  very  oppr ess i ve ,  such as in A u s c h w i t z ,  the  d epo r t ees

dream perhaps  the  most t e r r i fy ing n i gh t mar es .  They re l ive  wha t

t hey  h a ve  e x p e r i e n c e d  dur ing t he  d a y ,  the a c t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e s ,

a c c o m p a n i e d  by the  same emot ions ,  the  same fears  t ha t  were  with

them dur ing the d a y .  In Aucun  d e  N o u s , we find one  of t he  most

f r i g h t e n i n g ,  one  of the worst  possible dreams of  the  d e p o r t e e .  H e r e ,

it is as i f  the  d e p o r t e e  we r e  not  a l o n e  dreaming  t hi s .  It is as if al l

t he  de po r t e es  were  dreaming  the  same t h i n g ,  s i mu l t aneous ly .  O c t o p i

a r e  s t rangl ing her  a n d ,  a t  the  same t ime ,  them:

. .  . de  leurs muscles v i squeux  e t  nous ne degag io ns  un bras 
que  pour  e t r e  e t r a ng l^ e s  par  un t e n t a c u l e  qui  s ' e n r o u l a i t  
a u t ou r  du c o u ,  ser ra i t  les vertfebres,  la t r a c h ^ e ,  I ' o e s o p h a g e ,

222op.  c i t . ,  (Paris, 1950) .
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le l a r ynx ,  le p h a r yn x ,  e t  tous les condui t s  q u ' i l  y a dans  le 
c o u ,  les ser ra i t  d les br i ser .  II f a l l a i t  I ib4rer  la gorge  pour 
se d e l i v r e r  d e  I ' e t r a n g l e m e n t ,  c e d e r  les bras ,  les j ambes ,  
la t a i l l e  au x  t e n t a c u l e s  p r enan t s ,  envahissants  qui  se 
m u l t ip l i e n t  . . .  . Nous  4t ions prds de  succomber  quand  
nous av ions  soudain I ' impression de  nous r e v e i l l e r .  Ce  ne  
sont  pas des p i eu vr es ,  c ' e s t  la b o u e .  Nous  nageons  dans  
la b o u e ,  une boue  vi squeuse  a v e c  les t e n t a c u l e s  in£pui sables  
de  ses vagues  . . .  . Nous  sommes c o n t r a c t e e s  de  d e g o u t ,  
la boue  en t re  les y e u x ,  dans  le n e z ,  dans  la b o u ch e  . . . .  Et 
ce  se ra i t  peu de  n ag er  dans  la boue  si nous n 'e t ions  pas o b l i gees  
de  por ter  des t ragues  rempl ies  de  mot tes  de  t e r r e ,  si pesantes  
que  la ch ar ge  e n t r a m e  i r r 4medi ab l ement  au fond . . .  .
M a i n t e n i r  c e t t e  t rague  au -dessus  de  la t § t e  cou t e  un effor t  
surhumain et  la c a m a r a d e  d ' a v a n t  s ' e n f o n c e ,  d i sp a r a f t ,  
s ' e n g l o u t i t  dans  la b o u e .  II f au t  la t i rer  . . . 2 2 3

They f ight  to g e t  out  of  the  mu dbank ,  they  pound and  then they

r e a l i z e  t ha t  they  a r e  pounding on the boards  on which  they  a r e

s leep ing  and t ha t  the others  a r e  the i r  co mr ad es ,  a s le e p  nex t  to

t h e m .  The l i t e rary  t ransmuta t ion  of  this  dream (which we know

is an a u t h e n t i c  c on ce n t r a t i o n  camp dream)  is so ski l l ful  t ha t  we

feel  the col lus ion of r ea l i ty  and  the  dream world a t  the point  when

they  a r e  car rying the  t ragues  (see Ap p en d i x  O n e )  o f  mud and they

a r e  in mud over  t he i r  h e a d s .  And when the  au t hor  is h a l f - a w a k e ,

an d  r e a l i z e s  t ha t  the  jumble of bodies  whi ch  she is f ight ing wi th

to g e t  ou t  of  t h e  mudbank ,  is her  s leep ing  c om rad es ,  she momentar i ly

pe r sona l ize s  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  when she sees v ag u e l y  Lulu's moving l eg ,

Vi va ' s  head  and Yvonne ' s  a r m.  And then  we  return to t he  c o l l e c t i v e

s l e e p ,  t he  c o l l e c t i v e  d r e a m .  The only hope  is t h a t  this t ime it wil l

be  more b e a r a b l e  and  the  n igh t mare  wil l  be  less h or r ib l e ,  perhaps

t he  o n e ,  she says ,  in which  she returns h o m e .  Each d ep o r t ee  had

though t  her  family a n x i e t y - r i d d e n  over  the  lost ch i ld ren  becaus e

t he  au t hor  here  returns to her  mothe r ,  but  the  mothers  do not  turn

a round to g r e e t  the i r  c h i l d r e n .  They h a v e  b ecome  s i l en t ,  i nd i f fe rent

s t r anger s .  And the r e turning depor tees  t e l l  them t h a t  this t ime i t ' s

a real  r e t u r n ,  i t ' s not  the d r e a m - r e t u r n ;  it is real  b ec au s e  they  a re

223op.  c i t . ,  pp. 87 -90 ,  passim.
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t ouch ing  the mother ' s  s ink,  a  comfor t ing i m a ge ,  but  a t  the  same t i me ,  

a cold p o r c e l a i n ,  wh i te  i ma ge ,  and  an image  which  is not  f l u i d ,  

t ha t  in i t sel f  it not  warm an d  w e l c o m i n g .  It is comfort ing only 

becaus e  of  its a s soc i a t ions .  The coldness  of the  s tone of the sink 

a wakens  the  d r e a m e r ,  and  the  d e p o r t e e  r e a l i ze s  t h a t  he r  sink is a 

loose b r i c k ,  t ransformed by he r  d r e a m .  They try to c l ing to the 

b r i c k ,  t h e y  hold it t i gh t  to t he i r  h e a r t s .  This is a g a i n  a t ransfer  from 

ever y  da y  rou t ine  of camp li fe when  they  must car ry  cold br icks t i gh t  

aga i ns t  the i r  hear t s  from one  p i l e  to a n o t h e r .  The Kapos shout  and  

the  dogs fol low close  behind  the  pr i soners .  And the au t hor  te l l s  

us t ha t  the  n i gh t  is worse t han  t h e  day  s ince  a t  n i gh t  they  wil l  d i e  

in so l i tude  and t hey  wi l l  be  found d ea d  the  n e x t  morning when the 

others  a w a k e .  They must be  ca r r i ed  to roil  ca l l  and " c h a q u e  morte 

est  aussi leg&re e t  aussi lourde q u e  les ombres  de  la mor t ,  l6gere t an t  

e l l e  est d e c h a r n e e  e t  lourde d ' u n e  somme de  souff rances  que  personne 

ne pa r t ag e r a  j a m a i s . "224  The s a me haun t ing  t h a t  is found so many 

o the r  p l aces  in the  l i t e r a tu r e  of t he  d ep or t a t io n  comes to h aun t  

even  the s leep  o f  the d e p o r t e e - - t h e  suffering t ha t  none wil l  e v e r  

s h a r e — b ec a u s e  no one  wi l l  be a b l e  to under s t and  i t .  N i g h t  is as 

endless  as day  for this a u t h o r .  It is nothing more than an inf ini ty 

of  nightmares  t ha t  a r e  so c l ose ly  r e l a t e d ,  so s imi lar  to the d a y ,  

t ha t  we do not know when  they  e n d ,  as our a o th o r  does  n o t .  The 

dream of  the  re turn is an in t e res t ing  one as i t  shows the  p s ycho l og ica l  

s ta t e  of the  d e p o r t e e .  The f ac t  t h a t  the  mother  does  not  turn a round 

does  not  h av e  to do wi th the  f a c t  t ha t  she is u nh ap py  to see her  

of fspr ing.  It is r a t h e r ,  we t h i nk ,  t h a t  she thinks she is see ing  a 

gho s t ,  and  the d e p o r t e e  r e a l i ze s  t h a t  if she r e tu rns ,  she wil l  h av e  

come back  from the  d e a d ,  and  p e op l e  do n o t ,  or  refuse t o ,  b e l i e v e  

in ghosts and  do not  a c k n o w l e d g e  the i r  p r e s e n c e .  Far more dist ressing 

than  the  r e a c t i on  of the  mother  is t h e  f ac t  t h a t  the  chi ld  r e a l i z e s  t ha t

224o£^jc i t . ,  p.  92 .
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if she r e turns ,  she wi l l  h a ve  come back  from d e a t h .

The same n ightmare  is found ,  somewha t  t ransformed a e s t h e t i c a l l y ,  

in M ou n e t t e ' s  dream in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P ar o le s" ,  b ec au s e  it  is 

a t r a g e d y ,  and  becaus e  p l ays ,  t r a g e d i e s ,  invo lve  f ee l ings  on an 

i nd i v i dua l  l e v e l ,  the  dream is t he  dream of  o ne  d e p o r t e e  por t rayed 

as such ,  and  thus i n d i v i d u a l i z e d .  It i l lu s t ra t es ,  wi th t he  c ha r a c t e r ' s  

own words ,  more s imply,  more s t a r k ly ,  the idea  t ha t  t he  a u th o r  shows 

in A ucun  d e  N o u s : t h a t  n igh t  is worse than d a y  in Auschwi tz  b ecaus e  

when the  r e a l i t y  of  an  i nd iv idua l  l i fe becomes  so u n b e a r a b l e ,  so 

d ee p l y  a n g u i s h i n g ,  t he  d e p o r t e e  c a n n o t  e s cape  e ven  dur ing his 

dreams and his dreams b ec om e mere ly  a r ep e t i t i on  of  his day t i me  

su f f er i ng .  M o un e t t e  te l l s  us tha t  she is af ra id  to s leep  b ecau se  

she is a f ra id  to d r e a m .  If she has ca r r i ed  br icks dur ing the  d a y ,  

then she wi l l  car ry  br icks  in her  dreams and  they  wi l l  be  co lde r  

aga i ns t  her  breasts  than they  wer e  dur ing the  d ay  b ecau se  she is 

a l l  a l o n e .  And the  br icks bring back  a ch i ldhood  memory of  the br ick 

tha t  her  mother  used to g i v e  her  e a ch  night  to warm her  b e d .  She 

car r ies  the br icks on an i n t e rmi nab l e  r o a d .  And when  it is not  the 

br icks t ha t  haun t  h e r ,  it is the dogs .  She uses every  t r i c k ,  every  

c a l c u l a t i o n ,  to try to e s c ap e  but  they  do not  work and the dogs '  

brea th  aga i ns t  he r  c h e e k  is so strong t ha t  it a w a k e n s  her  and  then 

she r e a l i z e s  t ha t  it is only  the b rea th  of  those s leeping  n e x t  to h er ,  

in this c a s e ,  Renee and A g n e s .  She knows t ha t  she has to go b a c k  

to s leep  but  she is a f ra id  t h a t  this t ime she wi l l  dream the  mud d r e a m ,  

the  same one d es cr i bed  in Aucun de  N o u s , e x c e p t  tha t  in the l a t t e r ,  

it is a g i f t ed  a u t ho r  who descr ibes  i t ,  whe r eas  here  it is a simple 

girl  who is par t  of  a p l a y .  And t h e r e  is the  mother  a g a i n :  the  

mother  who does  not  turn towards  h e r .  This is a happy  dream unt i l  

the d r eamer  a wa ke s  to f ind herse l f  o nc e  a g a i n  nex t  to Ren6e or Agnes ,  

the i r  hands  in he r s .  As we h av e  s e e n ,  the  r e a l i t y  of Auschwi tz  was 

too oppress ive ,  too s t i f l i ng ,  to permi t  the  mind to e s cape  even in 

d r e a m .  This is very impor tant  for the  phys ica l  and menta l  s t a t e  of
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t he  d e p o r t e e .  To dream these  dreams is as phy s i ca l l y  exhaus t ing  

as doing the a c t i v i t i e s  d r e a m t .  It mean t  the  d e p o r t e e  would a w a k e n  

wi thou t  having r ea l l y  r es t ed ,  i l l - e q u i p p e d  to f a ce  a new d a y .  It 

a lso means t ha t  he was af ra id  to go to s l e e p ,  y e t  he must in o rder  

to r e ga i n  his s t r en g t h .  S l eep  is not  res t fu l ,  and  a w e l c o m e  e s c a p e  

as it is in real  l i fe;  it is more tor turous  than the  d a y ,  a d i f f i cu l t  

c o n c e p t  to u nd e r s t a nd .  There a r e  many o ther  dreams descr ibed  in 

the  l i t e ra ture  a bou t  c on ce n t r a t i o n  camps ,  perhaps  none of them as 

f r ightening  as thi s ,  nor as ski l l fu l ly  d e s c r i b e d .

We wil l  discuss c e r t a in  dreams becaus e  t h e y  exempl i fy  

s a l i en t  f ea tures  of  the  psychology of the  d e p o r t e e s .  M i c h e l i n e  

Maure l  descr ibes  a n i gh t mare  which  seems not  to be a recur ren t  

o n e ,  a l t hou gh  we c an no t  be  s u r e .  She dreams tha t  the man she 

loves ,  a p a r a ch u t i s t ,  is cau gh t  and  she sees him in a c o n c en t ra t io n  

c a m p .  It is a n ightmare  tha t  expresses  her  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  wi th her  

loved o n e  and he r  op in ion  of  the c a m p .  She sees the  camp as the  

worst  thing tha t  could possibly h ap pe n  to him:  worse than d e a t h .

This also shows,  t ho ug h ,  t ha t  the rout ine  of her  d a i l y  l i fe is not  so 

oppr ess i ve ,  she is a b l e  to dream of  o t he r  th ings ,  r a t he r  than r e l ive  

the horror  of  the  d a y .

In Ce ux  qui  V i v e n t , J e a n  Lafi t te also desc r i bes  a d r e a m ,  

p robably  not  a r ecur r en t  o n e ,  in which  he sees himsel f  in a huge 

b e d ,  lying d o w n .  He c on t empl a t es  the  knots in the  wood of  the 

b e d .  And he sees a f ami l i a r  f a c e .  A woman ca l l s  him gen t l y  — 

the one  who used to rock him to s leep  long a g o .  This dream shows 

the  des i r e  not  only  to e s c a p e  from the  r ea l i ty  of  the  camp but  to 

return to i n f a nc y ,  not  even  to ch i ldhood  but  to i n f a n c y ,  to the 

comfort  of  the mother ,  to the  p e a c e  and t ra nq ui l l i t y  t ha t  only the  

infant  knows,  t h a t  he  wil l  n eve r  know a g a i n .  He is a w a k e n e d  from 

t ha t  p l ea s an t  e scap e  by " A u f s t e h e n " , the  r e v e i l l e  c omm an d.  Elsewhere 

in the same book ,  Lafi t te descr ibes  a no th e r  d r e a m ,  t rou b l ing ,  typ ica l  

of  t he  c o n c e n t r a t i o n - c a m p  u n i ve r se ,  rooted in camp e x p e r i e n c e .
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He dreams 1-hat he  passes in f ront  of  the c remator ium and  t h a t  a man 

jumps up from the  p i l e  of  the d ead  to tel l  Lafi t te t h a t  he  ( the o t he r  man) 

is going to d ie  soon and wants  to be c o n s o l e d .  This shows a p r e o c c u ­

pa t i on  wi th  the  though t  of  being burnt  a l i v e ,  a p r e o c c u p a t i o n  t ha t  

h au nt ed  many d e p o r t e e s ,  coup l ed  wi th the  des i re  not  to d i e  a l o n e .

In Un Homme Libre parmi les Mor t s ,  Simone Lahaye descr ibes

a dream t ha t  she had in camp:

J ' e t a i s  dans  un b a t e au  a la proue e f f i l£e  qui  f e n d a i t  une eau  
ve r t e  dont  je vois enco r e  le remous a r g e n t s .  Le b a t e a u  f i l a i t  
pousse par  le v e n t ,  d ' u n  mouvement  s i l e n c i e u x ,  sans le heur t  
des machines  et  about i ssa i t  a un por t  au x  r ue l le s  p i t to re s qu es ,  
semblables  a ce r t a ins  ports d ' A n g l e t e r r e . 2 2 5

She he r se l f  can  i n t e rpre t  he  own dreams;  i t  is a dream of l i be r t y ,

of  the  des i re  to e s c a p e  from t h e  c a m p ,  to t r a n q u i l i t y ,  "pouss# par

le v e n t , "  w he r e  n a t u r e  is the  g u i de  r a t he r  than o t h e r  a u t h o r i t a r i an

forces .

Pierre J u l i t t e ,  in L'Arbre d e  G o e t h e  descr ibes  a dream he 

had in B uc h e n w a l d .  He dreams t h a t  he  found f r iends  wi th whom,  

for the  e n t i r e  d a y ,  he  could  spend his t ime a t  his f avor i t e  game:  

b r i d g e .  In this dream he c a n n o t  see as far as l ibe ra t i on  and  f r ee do m.

It remains  wi th in  the  camp s i t u a t i o n ,  but  seeks  a m e l i o r a t i o n  of  i t ,  

by c o mpa ni ons h i p ,  and  by the  oppor tun i ty  to remain  p le as a n t ly  

o c c u p i e d .  It is a lmost  as if he  longed to be in pr i son ,  r a t he r  than  

in c a m p .

Dreams and  d ay t i m e  r e a l i t y  show t h a t  d ea th  in camp is not  

the g r e a t e s t  f ear  nor the  most t e r r i b l e  p os s i b i l i ty .  A s ingle  d ay  in 

camp is t e r r i b l e ,  but  the  r e pe t i t i o n  of these  t e r r i b l e  days  is m or t a l .

In o rde r  to unders tand the  cumu la t i ve  ef fec t s  of  camp l i f e ,  it is 

necessary  for us to a n a l y z e  an  en t i r e  work a b o u t  the  d e p o r t a t i o n ,  

in ad d i t io n  to those ind iv idua l  topics  and  passages  t ha t  we have  

just t r e a t e d .  For t hi s ,  we have  p i cked  the one  we  find to be super ior  

as a l i t e ra ry  c r e a t i o n ,  Aucun  de  nous ne  R e v i e n d r a .

225pp.  c i t . ,  p .  41 .
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Et on d eman de r a  e n c o r e :  
"Mai s  de  quoi  s o n t - e l l e s  
mor tes ,  t o u t e s ? " 2 2 6

The r h e t o r i ca l  ques t ion  pos i ted by Denise  suggests  the chorus of 

a n c i e n t  t r a g e d y .  She her se l f  answers :  " . . . e l l e s  sont  mortes de  la 

v ie  i c i . " 2 2 7

Each d ay  in the  l i fe of  the  d e p o r t e e  was very  much l ike the 

p r eced ing  o ne  and the  fo l lowing o n e .  The d e p o r t e e ' s  memory is 

o ne  of  pa infu l  mono tony ,  o f  t he  r e pe t i t i on  of  d a i l y  e v e n t s ,  of  days  

whi ch  we r e  d i f f i cu l t  to dis t inguish from e a ch  o t h e r .  It is t he  m u l t i ­

p l i c a t i o n  of  t he  hours ,  the da ys ,  the w e e k s ,  the  months ,  t h a t  the  

d e p o r t e e  spent  in c a m p ,  t h a t  t og e t h e r  form his e x p e r i e n c e  in the 

o t he r  w o r l d .  It is rare to find one  da y  t h a t  s tands out  in his memory.  

And if we  f ind one  day  t h a t  he  remembers  more d i s t i nc t l y  than the  

p r ec ed i ng  o n e ,  it is b ec a u s e  t h a t  d a y  was so much more h o r r i b l e ,  

so much more t r a u m a t i c ,  so much more d e a t h l y  than the  others  and  

b e c a u s e ,  on t ha t  p a r t i c u l a r  d a y ,  the  tol l  t h a t  d e a t h  took was g r e a t e r  

than a v e r a g e .  The norm is mon ot ony .  The a b n o r m a l ,  the  d i f f e r e n t ,  

is the  d ay  in which  t he r e  was an out s t anding  e v e n t ,  t h e  d a y  in which  

the d e p o r t e e ,  who was usual ly  surprised by n o t h i n g ,  had to t ak e  

n o t i c e  b ec a u s e  the  horror  o f  the  events  shook his numbed consc i ous .  

In Aucun  de  Nous  ne Rev i end ra ,  we  b ecome  a w a r e  of  the  answer  to 

Den i se ' s  q ue s t i o n .

From the  b e g i n n i n g ,  t he r e  is a tone  of  g e n t l e  i rony.  The 

p e op l e  a r r i ve  "Rue de  I ' a r r i v e e ,  rue du d e p a r t . "  The fee l ing  of 

doom becomes  h e a vy  even  to the  un in i t i a t ed  r e a d e r .  We see masses 

of  p e o p l e  but  we see no i nd i v i du a l s .  People  wi l l  d i e  before  we ever  

g e t  to know t h e m .  " P eu t -on  jouer  une pi&ce a v e c  des personnages  

qui  meuren t  a v a n t  qu ' on  a i t  eu le temps de  les c o n n a f t r e ?  Moi

2 2 6 ' ' Q uj Rappor tera  ces  P ar o le s" ,  p .  53 .  

^ ^ I b i d .
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non p lus ,  je n ' a i  pas eu le temps de  les c o n n a f t r e . "228 Wri tes  C h ar l o t t e  

Delbo  e l s e w h e r e .  We h a v e  a fee l ing  from t he  ou t se t  t h a t  none  of the  

d e t a i l s  g i v e n - - w h e t h e r  it is w i n t e r  or summer ,  w h e t h e r  it is n i gh t  

or d a y — wil l  mat t e r  a t  a l l .  N o  mat ter  when  they  a r r i v e ,  the f o r ma l ­

i t ies a r e  t he  s ame ,  and  c e r t a in  c iv i l i t i e s  a t  l eas t  for the  sake of 

a p p e a r a n c e ,  a r e  observed  by the SS.  " C a r  on f a i t  passer  en premier  

les femmes e t  les e n f a n t s . " 229 yye must poin t  out  t h a t  just as we 

n e ve r  " see"  the  SS in " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Paroles"  we  n ev er  "see"  

them her e  e i t h e r .  They a r e  re fer red to a t  this po in t  on ly  as " o n " .

This "on"  t roubles  us; we w a n t  to know its i d e n t i t y .  As y e t ,  no one  

"knows" these  SS,  nor  has a n y o n e  as y e t  p e n e t r a t e d  t he i r  psychology 

or b ecome  a w a r e  of  the i r  c a p a c i t y  for b r u t a l i t y ,  and  thus for the 

r eaders  they  must remain as  anonymous  as  the c r owds .  " O n "  shows 

how impersonal  they  a r e ,  shows us t ha t  t h e y  h a v e  no i n d i v i d u a l i t y — 

t ha t  one  is the  same as the o t h e r .  The unspoken d i a l e c t i c  is b e t we en  

"i ls" and  " o n " .  The anony mi t y  t ha t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  t h e  book commences  

h e r e .  In the b e g i n n i n g ,  t he r e  is no d i f f e re n t i a t i on  b e t w ee n  the  men 

and th e  wo m e n ,  just  as the N a z i s  do not  r ea l l y  d i f f e r e n t i a t e .  But 

a t  t he  poin t  a t  which  the  SS f orce  them to s ep a r a t e  to form two 

co l umns ,  t he r e  is a d i f f e r en t i a t i o n  m a d e ,  by Mrs .  D e l b o ,  be t ween  

"i ls" and " e l l e s " .  Later ,  the d i a l e c t i c  t h a t  evo lv es  includes  the  

r e a d e r .  The d i a l e c t i c  evo l ves  from " i l s " - " o n "  to " i l s - " v o u s " ,  tha t  

is,  it  becomes  a c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  a lmost  a l ec t ure  to the  r e a d e r ,  the 

universa l  " v o u s " .  And we feel  t h a t  the au t hor  is dissat i sf ied wi th us .

The p e op le  look a r o u n d ,  so tha t  they  can  tel l  how it w a s .

But the  au t hor  knows tha t  they  h a v e  the f ee l ing  t ha t  t hey  wi l l  not  

r e t u r n .  They know a l r e a d y  t ha t  "il  f au t  se d e f i e r  des  s e n t i m e n t s . " ( page  13)

2 2 8 " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  P a r o l es" ,  p .  4 8 .

229A ucun d e  N o u s , p .  1 2 .  For future  r e f e r e n c e s ,  in this s e c t io n ,  
to A ucun  d e  N o u s , the p ag in a t i o n  wil l  be  put  in parenthes i s  wi th in  the 
t ex t  for the c o n v e n i e n c e  of  the r e a d e r .  References  to any  o th er  works 
w i l l ,  of  cou rse ,  be  f o o t - n o t e d  as usua l .



The p e o p l e  do not  speak  b ec a u s e  fust as  they  temselves  a r e  "de  t rop" 

in the  s i t u a t i o n ,  so too the i r  words would  be super f luous .  When the  

schoolmarm says "Soyons sages  les p e t i t e s , " ( page  14) to her  s c h o o l ­

c h i l d r e n ,  we a r e  told t ha t  it is useless b ec au s e  "El ies  n ' o n t  pas 

e n v i e  de  n ' S t r e  pas s a g e s . "  (page  14) And it is a c l i c h e ,  t ha t  has 

no meaning  in t he i r  present  s i t ua t i on ;  i t  is lef t  o v e r  from a former 

life t h a t  is i r r e l ev an t  h e r e .  The au t hor  shows t ha t  it is a s i tua t ion  

w h e r e  words a r e  useless ,  w h e r e  t he  mind ,  and  t he r e fo r e  t h e  t o n g u e ,  

a r e  muted and st r ipped of  t he  power  to s p e a k .  N o n e  wil l  re turn to 

" rappor t er  ces  p a r o l e s . "  Words wil l  not  serve immor ta l i ty  and  t hus ,  

they  h a ve  no f u n c t i o n .

There is a d i s t inc t ion  made b e t w e e n  those who "know"  and 

those who a c t  w i th ou t  " k n o w i n g . "  But a t  t he  same t im e ,  the  f ee l in g  

of  the  absurd p e n e t r a t e s ;  it would not  ma t te r  if t hey  k now,  no ma t te r  

how t hey  a c t ,  no mat t e r  wha t  they  d o ,  i t  is the  wrong t h i ng ,  n ow,  

he re :

I l y a  une mdre qui  c a l o t t e  son en f an t  d e  cinq ans p e u t - ^ t r e  
p ar ce  q u 1 i 1 ne  v eu t  pas lui do nne r  la main . . .  . El le c a l o t t e  
son en f an t  e t  nous qui  savons ne lui pardonnons  pa s .  D ' a i l l e u r s  
ce  sera i t  la m§me chose  si e l l e  le cou vr a i t  d e  ba i se r s .  (page  1 5)

It is " u n e  conn a i s sance  i nu t i l e "  but  perhaps  now they  u nde r s t an d ,

they  "know"  wh en  they a r e  made  to undress  in f ront  of  the i r  c h i l d r e n ,

but  it makes  no d i f f e r e n c e .  It is useless k no w l e d g e  s ince  t hey  c an n o t

warn the  o t h e r s .  The absurd wor ld  of  Aucun  de  Nous  is s lowly be ing

c r e a t e d .

The p r ev a l e n t  tone  th roughout  the  open i ng  of  Aucun de  Nous  

is d i f f i cu l t  to d e f i n e .  It is a comb ina t io n  of  l ight  i rony and  d e s p e r a t i o n .  

The a u t h o r  knows wha t  the p e o p l e  h idden  from t h e  N a z i s  in C a t h o l i c  

homes ,  in t h e  mountains  a re  t h ink i ng :  "Pourquoi  i r a i t -o n  les c h e r c h e r  

chez  e u x ,  ils n ' o n t  jamais  fa i t  de  mal a p e r s o n n e . " ( p a g e  17) We 

g e t  the  fee l ing  t ha t  she would l ike  to shake  these  "folk"  out  of  thei r  

r e v e r i e .

They c a n n o t  he l p  t hemse l ves ,  t he re  is no way  for them to
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know;  it is the " i n c o n c e v a b l e . "  The absurd i ty  and  the  i l l og i ca l

f ea tures  of  the  N a z i  world a re  a l r e a d y  c l ea r :

On d i s t r ibuera  a u x  Al l emandes  ma l ades  des  o l ives  noires  et  
du lokoum mais e l l es  n ' a i m e n t  pas les ol ives  de  C a l a m a t a  
ni les o l ives  en g e n e r a l ,  (page 18)

Auschwi tz  is not  a c i ty  b ecau se  " c i t y"  impl ies  me t ropo l i s .  There is 

no w a y  to d es c r ib e  A u s c h w i t z .  The on l y  way  to bring it to the 

r e a d e r  is to evoke  its " n e a n t . "  C h ar l o t t e  Delbo speaks  l i t t le  a b ou t  

it a n y w a y .  It is a des o la te  p l a i n ,  a t  t he  e d ge  of  a c i t y .  The p la in  

is i ced  o v e r ,  and  the c i ty  has no n a m e .  This descr ip t ion  suff ices 

to evoke  the  c a m p .  It is d e s o l a t e ,  b ec au s e  of  its l ack  of human 

i n h a b i t a n t s ,  b e c a u s e  the vict ims are  no more than shadows and 

the SS a r e  not  human be i ng s .  It is s t r ipped of  human i nhab i tan t s  

and  nothing grows t h e r e ,  not  even  a thorn on a g a r b a g e  h e a p .  

Auschwi tz  is a t  the  e d ge  of  a c i ty ;  just as it is a t  t h e  border  of  

human f ront i e r s .  The peop l e  a r e  s ta t e l ess ,  they h a ve  no r ight s ,  

b e ca us e  wi th the  idea  of  c i ty  and s ta te  comes the  idea  of  c i t i z e n ­

s h i p .  The word c i t y ,  " c i v i t a s , "  implies  r e l a t ions h i ps ,  impl ies  

r ights  g r an t ed  to i n ha b i t an t s .  Here  the  depor tees  a r e  s t r ipped of  

n a t ur a l  and soc ie ta l  t i es ,  o nc e  they  h ave  passed through the "r i t es  

de  p a s s a g e . 1! O u t  o f  n ec es s i t y ,  o ther  r e l a t ionships  wil l  e v o l v e ,  

as we  saw,  and this is the  basis upon whi ch  t he  s oc ie ty  main ta ins  

i t se l f ,  but  this soc ie ty  is an unna t ur a l  one  which has  nothing to do 

wi th "c i v i t as "  and  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  It is,  in f a c t ,  the  s imple n eg a t i on  

of both c o n c e p t s .  This p l a c e  has no name  becaus e  many who d ied  

in Auschwi tz  n e ve r  knew its n a m e .  S ince  it was such an unna tura l  

p l a c e ,  they  could not  themselves  g i ve  it a name and  no name was 

told to t h e m .  Ot he r s  l ived to f ind out  its n a m e ,  but  t h e  c o n c e p t  

of t he  name goes  far d e e p e r  than  this;  t he  camp on ly  has a name 

t o d a y ,  only  exists t oday  b ecaus e  of its survivors .  As we wi l l  discuss 

in the  conc l us ion  to this d i s s er ta t i on ,  immorta l i ty  and  survivors 

g i ve  the i r  t rue  names to the c a m p .  That  it was c a l l e d  Os wi ec i m 

in Polish and Auschwi tz  in English does  not  m a t t e r .  What  mat ters
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is t h a t  wh i l e  in c a m p ,  few prisoners knew its name and t h a t  even  

if t hey  had known the n a m e ,  a t  t ha t  t i me ,  i t  would h a ve  been  

useless k n o w l e d g e .  The name is impor t an t ,  e x i s t e n t ,  only becau se  

some l ived to g ive  the camp its n a m e ,  to t e l l .

The dimensions  of  t ime in camp are  brought  to our a w a r e n e s s .  

The endlessness  of  t i m e — "Et tout  le jour e t  t oute  la n u i t " ( p a g e  18) — 

t ime which  is not  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  by an  awareness  of  its e l eme nt s ,  sets 

the  tone of the l i fe t h e r e .  The d e p or t e e  is not  a b l e  to dis t inguish 

in t i m e .  Time is a t o t a l i ty ;  seconds  upon seconds a r e  a dded  but  

the  sum to ta l  remains  c o n s t a n t .  The chimneys  smoke " tous  les jours 

e t  toutes  les n u i t s . "  ( page  18) The r epe t i t i on  of  " tous les jours et  

toutes  les nui t s"  suggests  endlessness .  The on ly  a c t i v i t y  t ha t  is 

desc r i bed  he r e  is the passing of  the ashes to find gold from the t ee t h  

of the  v ic t im s .  What  more monotonous ,  more u nc hang i ng  a c t i v i t y  

ex i s t s ?  In t he  spr ing,  they  s c a t t e r  the  ashes over  the  swamps and 

f e r t i l i z e  t h e  ear th  with human p h os p ha te .  The wind blows the  ashes 

b ack  over  t he i r  f aces  so t ha t  a t  n ight  they  a r e  al l  w h i t e .  There is 

no risk of  running short  of  f e r t i l i ze r :

. . .  il en a r r ive  tous les jours e t  toutes  les nui t s ,  toutes
les heures  de  tous les jours e t  de  toutes  les n ui t s .  (page 19)

It is the  r e pe t i t i o n  of  " tous"  and  of  the  c e r t a i n  o th er  key phrases 

( e . g .  a r r ivees  and depar t s )  t h a t  sets the tone  of the open ing  of 

Aucun  de  nous ne R e v i e n d r a . It te l l s  us t ha t  this is an u n c ea s i ng ,  

n e v e r - c h a n g i n g  torment  and  C h a r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  by her  s t y l e ,  conveys  

to us the  monotony of  the  t o rm en t .  The only way  to "know" is to 

e n t e r  the  c a m p .  And the  only way  to know w h a t  h ap p e n e d  to those 

whom they  lef t  behind a t  the e n t r a n c e ,  those in the  o the r  co l umn,  

i t  to en t e r  the  c am p .  Some h a v e  had to find out  b ec au s e  t hey  were  

n e e de d  to work in the c a m p ,  but  they  would h ave  prefer red not  to 

know b e c a u s e  it is a p a i n f u l ,  useless k n o w l e d g e .

For two thousand y ea r s ,  we  h av e  l amented  t he  dea t h  of 

Chr i s t ,  Mrs .  Delbo  te l l s  us ,  but  he a g o n i z e d  ( accord ing  to her) 

for only th ree  days and three  n i gh t s .  We pass over  her  in t erpre t a t ion
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of the  Agony  of  Chr i s t .  What  tears  wi l l  we  h av e  for those who 

a g o n i z e d  more than th ree  hundred  n i gh t s?  The r e pe t i t i o n  of  " t rois  

cents  nuits e t  b ea uc ou p  plus d e  trois cents  journ^es"  (page 20) t w i c e  

in t h e  same s e n t e n ce  re inforces  the length of  t i m e .  The bi t terness  

is a p p a r e n t .  "Ms ne c r o y a i e n t  pas a la resur rec t ion  dans  I ' e t e r n i t e  /

Et ils s a v a i e n t  que  vous ne p l eu r e r i e z  p a s . "  (page  20) This is a 

d o m i n a n t  t h e m e ,  not  only of  Aucun  de  Nous  but  a lso of  " Q u i  

Rappor tera  ces Paro les" :  none  shall  cry for those who suf fe red .

This p henomenon  is beyond u n de r s t a n d i n g .  It is eas i e r  to a c c e p t  

t ha t  one man suffered on the  cross and d i ed  to r edeem humani ty  than 

i t  is to a c c e p t  the  " i n c o n c e v a b l e , " t ha t  six mi l l ion d ied  and four 

mi l l ion r e t urned  a f t e r  a t r ip to the  o th er  end of  the  e a r t h .  The fut i l i ty  

of thei r  suffer ing is c o n t a i n e d  in "Et ils s a v a i e n t  q ue  vous ne p l eu r e r i ez  

p a s . "  If t he i r  suffering c ha ng ed  n o t h i n g ,  brought  a b o u t  nothing n e w ,  

then they  suffered for n o t h i n g ,  and  they  we r e  a w a r e  of the  fu t i l i t y  

of  thei r  suf fe r ing .

The l e i tmot i f  of those who "know"  is one of  the  domi nan t  

themes  of  Aucun  de  N o u s . We a r e  surprised t ha t  t he re  a re  so many 

things t ha t  can be l earned from life in camp:  t ha t  hung er  br ightens  

the  e y e s ,  t h a t  thirst  dims t h e m ,  tha t  on e ' s  eyes  can  s tay dry a t  the 

dea t h  of  the  mother  t h a t  one  l o v e d ,  t h a t  in the  morning one wants  

to d i e ,  t ha t  a t  n igh t  one is a f r a i d ,  t ha t  a d a y  is longer  than a y e a r ,  

t h a t  a minute  is longer  than a l i f e ,  t ha t  t he  h e a r t ,  the eyes  and  the 

nerves  a r e  the  most d u r a b l e  par ts  of  the  body ,  t h a t  stones do not  c r y ,  

t h a t  t he re  is only  one  word for ter ror  and  one  for a n gu i sh .

H er e ,  C h ar l o t t e  Delbo  is i l lus t ra t ing par t  of  her  t e c h n i q u e .

If there  is on ly  one  word for ter ror  and one for a n gu i sh ,  then there  

is no need  to look for synonyms.  The r e p e t i t i o n  of  the same word 

conveys  the repe t i t i ons  of  a suffer ing tha t  n e v e r  c h a n g e s ,  of a ter ror  

t h a t  n eve r  r e lent s  and  tha t  n e ve r  is me tamo rp ho sed .  Fami l i a r  words 

do not  h a ve  the  same meaning  b ec au s e  the  f rame of  r e fe r e n c e  from 

which  they  a re  being drawn is so d i f f e r e n t .  The au t ho r  wil l  there fore
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r e c r e a t e  this f rame of r e f e r e n c e ,  a t  t he  same t ime ful ly r e a l i z i n g  

t ha t  she c a n n o t  a t  any  t ime l ea ve  it to our i magina t ions  b e ca us e  

l i fe in Auschwi tz  is beyond i m a g i n a t i o n .

The induc t ion  to t h e  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp world implies  c e r t a i n  

"r i tes  de  passage"  b e c a u s e ,  just as the  r e a d e r  finds d i f f i cu l t y  in 

ass imi la t ing this  wor ld into his p s y c h e ,  the d e p o r t e e  was o r i g i na l l y  

in t h e  same posi t ion and it is on ly  b ec a u s e  of  these  c e r t a i n  "r i t es  d e  

passage"  t h a t  he is a b l e  to pass into the o th er  wo r l d .

We wi l l  a n a l y z e  a " r i t e  d e  passage"  t ha t  is t y p ic a l  o f  the  

i n i t i a t ion  into c a m p .  The first  person t h a t  we e n c o u n t e r  is the 

mot her .  It is the  mother  of  a l l  t he  d e p o r t e e s .  This is the  first 

r e m e m b r a n c e ,  as we ment i oned  p r ev ious ly ,  o f  the d e p o r t e e :  c h i l d ­

hood and m o th e r .  But the  mother  is i mmed i a t e l y  d e p e r s o n a l i z e d .

Ma mere
C ' 6 t a i t  des  mains  un v i sage
Ils ont  mis nos meres nues d e v a n t  nous
lei les m&res ne sont  plus meres a leurs en f an t s .  (page  23)

At  first it is her  mothe r ,  then the m ot he r .  Then it is t he  universa l

mot her ,  r ep resen t ed  by her  hands  and  her  f a c e ,  the  symbols of  the

tenderness  of a m o t h e r .  And then  the  mother  is no longer  mothe r ,

becaus e  when a mother  is n ak ed  before  a c h i l d ,  the  r e l a t ions h i p  is

no longer  the  s a me .  The mother  can do nothing for the  chi ld  h e r e ,

and  the chi ld  can  do noth ing  a b o u t  this humi l i ty  e x c e p t  to share i t .

The loss of  normal  role is f e l t  for the  first t i m e .  The mothe r ,  symbol

of  the  beg i nn in g  and end of  a l l  l i f e ,  is no l onger  a mo the r .  All  l ife

then has c e a s e d ,  for w i t ho ut  the mot her ,  t he r e  is no e a r t h ,  t he re  is

no l i f e .

The N a z i s  h a ve  s u c c e e d e d  in t ransmut ing the  most cher i shed  

r e l a t i o n s h i p .  The d ee p e s t  pa in  is not  t ha t  husband and wi fe  be p l a c e d  

n a ked  one  before  the o t h e r ,  but  t h a t  the  most f un damen ta l  of  a l l  

r e l a t ionships  should suddenly  be u n t e n a b l e .  The "r i t es  de  passage"  

con t inues  the process of  d e p e r s o n a l i z a t i o n .  "Tous £ t a i e n t  marques  

au bras d ' u n  num6ro i n d 6 l 6 b i l e . "  We know t ha t  this is f o reve r .

The number  is i n d e l i b l e ;  i t  can  n e ve r  be r e m o v e d .  The scars wil l
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use of " tous"  fur ther  emphas izes  the i dea  of q u a n t i t y ,  of  l ack  of  

i n d i v i d u a l i t y .  "Tous d e v a i e n t  mouri r  nus /  Le t a t o u a g e  i d en t i f i a i t  

les morts et  les m o r t e s . " ( p a g e  24)  We have  a fa in t  f ee l ing  of  how 

these  cadaver s  would look when we r e a l i z e  t h a t  on ly  the  t a tooing  

would  dis t inguish the  men from the  w o m e n .  N o n e  could  be 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  by the i r  sexual  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .

The v i g n e t t e  e n t i t l ed  " D i a l o g u e "  is the  first  one  in which  

we  e n c o u n t e r  i nd i v i du a l s .  Their  anon ymi ty  is m a i n ta in ed  by the 

f a c t  t ha t  a t  first we  know whi ch  one is speaking  by the  qu o t a t i on  

marks t h a t  open  and  c lose  t he i r  s t a t ement s  and  nothing mor e .  We 

a r e  n ev er  told who they  a r e .  We know only t ha t  they  a r e  a French 

woman n o n - J e w e s s  and a French J e w e s s .  This v i g n e t t e  is not  in the 

first  pe r son .  The " e"  a t  the  end of  " f r anga i se"  t e l l s  us t h a t  it is a 

woman s peak i ng  and we a r e  told tha t  it is " e l l e "  l a te r  o n .  And 

we  a r e  told t h a t  one  wears  a s tar  and this  is how we know she is 

a J e w e s s .  They t a l k  of  how long they  h a ve  b een  t h e r e — the  Jewess  

has been  the re  on ly  s ix teen  d a y s .  She is looking for hope  from the  

o t he r  o ne  who has b ee n  there  f ive  w e e k s .  N e i t h e r  c h a r a c t e r  is 

i n d i v i d u a l i z e d .  Their  r e p l i e s ,  o n c e  a g a i n ,  a r e  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  on ly  

by the  open i ng  and closing of  quo t a t i on  marks .  The Jewess  sets 

her se l f  a p a r t  from the  o t h e r  French woman and  says “w e " ( t h e  Jews)  

h a ve  less of  a c h a n c e .  This d i a l o g u e  b e t w e e n  l i fe and  d e a t h  has 

a l r e a d y  been  discussed for its c o n t e n t  e l s e w h e r e .  The au t ho r  

t r ies  to per suade  he r se l f ,  as she t r ies  to per suade  the  J e w e s s ,  to 

f i g h t .  O n e  has to forget  o ne ' s  l ogica l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and r a t iona l  

back gr ou nd  to u n d e r t a k e  a de l i r ious  b a t t l e  fought  ag a i ns t  the r ising 

smoke of human flesh be ing b u r n t .  The a u t ho r  immed ia t e l y  univer sa l i z  

the  f ight  by her  success ion of  pronouns:

J e  lut t e  con t re  ma r a i s on .  O n  lut t e  con t r e  toute  r a i s o n . ( p a g e  27) 

The c h a n g e  from " J e "  to "on"  and  " t o u t e "  u n i ve r sa l i ze s  the  f ight  

and  g ives  a far  b r oader  b read th  to  it  t han  we h a ve  e nc ou n t e r e d  in
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t he  ind i v i dua l  t 6moignages  of  the  o ther  au th o r s .

From this d i a l o g u e  we go i mmedi a t e l y  to "Les M a n n e q u i n s . "  

The progression is symbol ic  of  the  d e p e r s o n a l i z a t i o n  of  the d e p o r t e e .

In " D i a l o g u e "  we  a r e  sti l l  speak ing  of  i nd iv idua l s ,  two p eo p l e  who 

a r e  sti l l  a l i v e .  Here we  read  a b o u t  mannequins  and  mannequins  re fer  

no t  only to the  cad av er s  a s l e e p  in the  snow,  but  a l so to the  shadows 

t h a t  the de p or t e e s  h a ve  b e c o m e ,  the  shadows t h a t  a r e  the  mannequins  

t h emse lves ,  very  n ea r  d e a t h .  The openi ng  words of  the  v i g ne t t e  a r e  

" R e g a r d e z .  R e g a r d e z . " (page  28) We do not  know wha t  they  are  

looking a t ,  but  it makes  Yvonne  P.  lose he r  a p p e t i t e ;  she lets her  

spoon drop a t  the  s ight  of i t .  The window of t he i r  Block over looks  

t h e  cour tyard  of  Block 25:  the  an t e r oom of d e a t h .  They n eve r  look 

t ha t  w a y ,  and  if e v e r  the  door  t ha t  leads to t ha t  b a r ra ck  o pe ns ,  a l l  

in its path  f lee  b e ca us e  it is a door  t ha t  one  d o e s n ' t  look b e h i n d .

C h a r l o t t e  Delbo  te l l s  us t h a t  w h a t e v e r  t h er e  is to s e e ,  it is 

d i f f i cu l t  to dis t inguish it  from the snow.  There a r e  forms a r ranged  

on e  n ex t  to the  o t h e r ,  one  pressing aga i ns t  the  o t h e r .  The snow makes  

t he i r  whi t eness  a p p e a r  b l u e .  Their  heads  a re  s haven ;  then we know 

t h ey  a r e  f rozen c a d a v e r s .

Les c ad av r es  sont  g e l i s .  Blancs a v e c  les ong les  mar rons .
Les or te i l s  dresses sont  r id i cu l es  ci vrai  d i r e . ( p a g e  29)

The same things  tha t  would make this story funny if it we r e  not  so 

t r a g i c ,  the  same r id iculous  d e t a i l s  t h a t  we found in the opening  

p o e m ,  t he  same l ight  tone  of  mockery  appe a r s  h er e  t o o .  And then 

the  au t ho r  makes an i mmedi a t e  assoc i a t i on  b a c k  to her  c h i l d h o o d .

She is w a i t in g  for her  f a th e r  in f ront  of a d e p a r t m e n t  s t o r e .  Men 

a r e  moving nak ed  dummies a round and p l ac in g  them s ide by side 

on the  s i d e w a l k .  She looks a t  the  nak ed  dummies  as she looks 

now a t  t he  c a d a v e r s .  The word " r e g a r d e z "  a l ong  wi th "savoi r"  

is a key  w o r d .  She looks and  she is t r o u b l e d .  By t he  nudi ty  of the 

dummies ,  and  by the i r  bare  h e a d s .  She is t roubled  b ecau se  she n e ve r  

r e a l i z e d  t ha t  dummies  could  exi s t  ou t s ide  of  the  w i n d o w ,  n a k e d ,  

wi t ho ut  wi gs .  She was as t roubled  then as she is now a t  seeing
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a r e  des c r i bed  by t he  word "mannequ i ns"  b ec a u s e  they  a r e  the  same

as the  s t o r e - w i nd o w dummies .  But those lying d e a d  in the snow

were  her  comrades  y e s t e r d a y .  Yes t erday  they  could  sti l l  s tand

a t  roll  c a l l .  They w o r k e d .  They were  hu ngr y ,  they  had l i c e ,

they  s c r a t c h e d .  It is in te res t ing to no t e  t he  d e t a i l s  t h a t  Cha r lo t t e

De l bo  chooses  to dis t inguish the  l iving from the  d e a d .  They had

d i a r rh ea  y e r t e r d a y ,  and  y es t e rd ay  they  wer e  b e a t e n .  Yes t e rday

t h e y  had suffered and  y es t e rd ay  they  wa n t ed  to d i e .  But dea t h

does  not  br ing them s e r en i ty ,  b ec au s e  h e r e  even  d ea th  is robbed

of  its usual  power s .  The d a y  before  t hey  had been  in Block 2 5 .

A t  n igh t  t h e y  had s c r e a m e d ,  dur ing the day  they  had been  s i l e n t .

Even this is a r e y e r ^ ^ ^ ^ i o r r n a l  order ;  one  would e x p e c t  the c on t r a ry .

^ p  to t h ree  w e e k s ,  if t hey  wer e  sly

gas  c h a m b e r .  And they  looked

t t e r .  It is d i f f i cu l t  to t e l l  if

fve .  Someone  thinks  one  of

fis sti l l  a l i v e  and  t hey  c an no t

ftio c a n n o t  t ak e  her  eyes  a wa y

P^. C 6 c i l e ,  t he  r e a s o n a b l e ,

^eat .  The c a d av e r s  c a n ' t  be h e l ped

a n y w a y .  And the au t ho r  looks and stares too:

Moi aussi  je r e g a r d e .  J e  r ega rde  ce  c a d a v r e  qui  bouge 
e t  qui  m'es t  i nsens ib le .  M a i n t e n a n t  je suis g r a n d e .  J e  
peux  r e ga rd e r  des  mannequins  nus sans av o i r  p e u r . ( p a g e  33)

It is a  t e r r i b l e  way  of  becomi ng  an a d u l t ,  of  growing u p .  The

a u t ho r  te l l s  us t h a t  she is insens i t ive  to w ha t  she is seeing and  we

measure  w h a t  camp life has done  to h e r .  She has a c q u i r e d  the

"useless  k n o w l ed g e"  t h a t  l ife in camp brings and  she must bend

to camp e t h i cs  in o rder  to su rv i ve .  And she r e a l i z e s  it whi l e

r e a l i z i n g  al so her  own d e h u m a n i z a t i o n .

Unti l  n ow,  we h ave  seen very few men in Aucun  d e  N o u s .

We do not  know if the  SS a r e  necessa r i ly  m e n ,  p r obab l y  n o t ,  b u t ,

In Block 2 5 .
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e x c e p t  in the  open ing  p oem,  it is the  f emale  d ep or t ee s  t ha t  a re  

be ing d i scussed .  H e r e ,  in "Les Hommes , "  the  women see the columns 

of  m en ,  J ews  and n o n - J e w s .  The J ews  a r e  a l way s  in poorer  c o n d i t i o n .  

The women feel  sorry for a l l  of  t he  men b ecau se  they  h av e  to march 

in s tep and they  can  hardly  m a n a g e .  For the women ,  the men a r e  

much worse off  than they themse lves  a r e .  C h a r l o t t e  Delbo  conveys  

t h a t  tho ugh t  by t e l l i ng  us t ha t :

Ils a v a i e n t  la d e m a r c h e  de  l a - b a s .  La t £ t e  en a v a n t ,  le cou
en a v a n t .  La t § t e  et  le cou e n t r a f n a i e n t  le reste du c o r p s . ( p a g e  35)

The women look for the i r  compat r io t s  first  among the  m e n .  But 

t hey  find n o n e .  The men n e v e r  look d i r e c t l y  a t  the  w o me n ,  but  

the  women look a t  them an d  "nos mains se s e r r a i en t  de  p i t i € . "

( page  35)  O n e  morning the  women t ake  them some of thei r  b r e a d ,  

the  bread of  the  women who h ave  g iven  up l iving and  can  no longer  

force  themse lves  to e a t .  When the  columns m e e t ,  on t he  way to 

w o r k ,  they  throw the  bread to t he  men w ho ,  l ike a n i m a l s ,  f ight  

ove r  i t .  This is one  of  the only  t imes t h a t  we wi l l  r ead a b o u t  the  

ma le  d e p or t e e s  in Aucun  d e  No us  and this  is un dou bt ed ly  b ecau se  

of  the  a c u t e  pain t h a t  the i r  p r esen ce  caused  to our  a u t h o r ,  and  also 

b e ca us e  t he r e  is noth ing  more to s ay .  The women n e ve r  g e t  to know 

them and we r e  l e f t ,  more than l i k e l y ,  wi th only  sparse memories  

of  t h em.

It is in te res t ing to no t e  t ha t  V e r de t  ( La N u i t  n ' e s t  pas la 

n u i t ) descr ibes  this same s c en e  from the male  poin t  of  v i e w .  The 

men a r e  ashamed when  they  t ak e  the b r e a d ,  he  t e l l s  us,  and most 

do not  w a n t  i t ;  they wan t  the  women to k eep  it  for t hemse l ves .

As we ha ve  a l r e a d y  s e e n ,  roll ca l l  begins  the  d a y .  Its 

desc r i p t ion  is t ha t  of  w a i t i n g : wa i t i ng  to be c o u n t e d ,  wai t ing  

unt i l  the SS pass .  The ou t s t anding  word of  this  passage  is " a t t e n d r e . "  

And " a t t e n d r e "  is r ea l ly  a symbol of  the  e n t i r e  l ife in c a m p .  It 

is a passive w a i t ,  in terspersed a t  var i ed  t imes wi th a c t i v i t i e s  tha t  

wer e  somet imes eas ie r  than s tanding s t i l l ,  somet imes worse .

O n  a t t e nd  ce qui  a r r i v e .  La nui t  p a r c e  q u ' e l l e  succ&de
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t he  naked  c ad ave r s  in the  snow.  And these  bodies  lying in the  snow

a r e  d es cr ibed  by the  word "mannequi ns"  b e c a u s e  they  a r e  the same

as the  s t o r e -wi nd ow dummies .  But those  lying d e a d  in the  snow

wer e  her  comrades  y e s t e r d a y .  Yes te rday  they  could  sti l l  stand

a t  roll  c a l l .  They w o r k e d .  They were  h ungr y ,  they  had l i c e ,

they  s c r a t c h e d .  It is interes t ing to no t e  the  d e t a i l s  t h a t  C h a r l o t t e

De l bo  chooses  to dis t inguish the  l iving from the  d e a d .  They had

d ia r rh ea  y e r t e r d a y ,  and  y es t e rda y  they  wer e  b e a t e n .  Yes t erday

t h ey  had suffered and ye s te rd ay  t hey  w a n t e d  to d i e .  But dea th

does  not  br ing them s e re n i t y ,  b e c a u s e  h er e  even  d e a t h  is robbed

of  its usual  powers .  The d a y  before  t hey  had been  in Block 2 5 .

At  n igh t  t hey  had s c r e a m e d ,  dur ing the  day  they had been  s i i e n t .

Even this is a reversa l  of  normal  order ;  one  would e x p e c t  the c o n t r a r y .

In Block 2 5 ,  they  could  survive up to t h ree  w e e k s ,  if t hey  were  sly

enough to avo id  be ing  t a k e n  for the gas  c h a m b e r .  And t hey  looked

out  of  t h e  windows and begged  for w a t e r .  It is d i f f i cu l t  to t e l l  if

t he  corpses in the snow a r e  de ad  or a l i v e .  Someone  thinks  one  of

them m o v e d .  There is a  c a d a v e r  t ha t  is sti l l  a l i v e  and  t h e y  c an no t

t a k e  t he i r  eyes  a w a y  from i t .  O n e  who c a n n o t  t ak e  her  eyes  a wa y

asks the  others  why  they  a r e  s t a r i ng .  C e c i l e ,  t he  r e a s o n a b l e ,

p r a c t i c a l  C e c i l e ,  tel l s  them to e a t .  The c ad a v e r s  c a n ' t  be he l ped

a n y w a y .  And the a u t hor  looks and  s tares  too:

Moi  aussi je r e g a r d e .  J e  r e ga rd e  ce  c a d a v r e  qui  bouge  
et  qui  m'es t  i n sens ib le .  M a i n t e n a n t  je suis g r a n d e .  J e  
peux  r e g a r de r  des  mannequins  nus sans avo i r  p e u r . ( p a g e  33)

It is a t e r r ib le  w ay  of  becoming an a d u l t ,  of  growing u p .  The

a ut hor  te l l s  us t h a t  she is insens i t ive  to w ha t  she is seeing and we

measure  w ha t  camp l i fe has done  to h e r .  She has a c q u i r e d  the

"useless  kn owl ed ge"  t h a t  l ife in camp br ings and  she must bend

to camp eth ics  in order  to s u rv ive .  And she r e a l i z e s  it wh i le

r e a l i z i n g  also her  own d e h u m a n i z a t i o n .

Until  no w,  we  h a ve  seen very few men in Aucun  d e  N o u s .

We do not  know if t he  SS a r e  necessa r i ly  men ,  p r obab l y  n o t ,  b u t ,
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e x c e p t  in the  open i ng  p oem,  it is the  f emale  d ep or t ee s  t ha t  a r e  

being d i scus sed .  H e r e ,  in "Les Hommes , "  the  women see the columns 

of  men ,  J ews  and  n o n - J e w s .  The J ews  a r e  a lwa ys  in poorer  c o n d i t i o n .  

The women feel  sorry for a l l  of  t h e  men b ecau se  they  h a ve  to march 

in s tep and t hey  can hardly  m a n a g e .  For the wo m e n ,  the men a r e  

much worse off  than  they themselves  a r e .  C ha r l o t t e  Delbo  conveys  

t ha t  though t  by t e l l ing  us t ha t :

Ils a v a i e n t  la d e m a r c h e  d e  l a - b a s .  La t e t e  en a v a n t ,  le cou
en avan to  La t£ te  et  le cou e n t r a m a i e n t  le reste  du c o r p s . ( p a g e  35)

The women look for t he i r  compat r io t s  first among th e  m e n .  But 

they  find n o n e .  The men n e v e r  look d i r e c t l y  a t  the  w o me n ,  but  

the  women look a t  them and  "nos mains se se r r a i en t  de  p i t i 6 . "

(page  35)  O n e  morning the  women t ake  them some of the i r  b r e a d ,  

the bread of  the  women who h a ve  g i ven  up l iving and  can no longer  

force  themse lves  to e a t .  When the  columns m e e t ,  on the  way  to 

wor k ,  t hey  throw the  bread to the  men w ho ,  l ike a n i m a l s ,  f ight  

over  i t .  This is one  of  the only t imes t h a t  we wi l l  read a b o u t  the 

mal e  d e p or t e e s  in Aucun  d e  Nous  and this is u nd oub te d l y  b ecaus e  

of  the  a c u t e  pa in  t h a t  t he i r  p r esence  caused to our  a u t h o r ,  and  also 

b ec au s e  t he re  is nothing more to s ay .  The women n e ve r  g e t  to know 

them and wer e  l e f t ,  more than l i k e l y ,  wi th only  sparse memories  

of  t h e m .

It is in te res t ing to note  t h a t  V e r d e t  ( La N u i t  n ’est  pas la 

n u i t ) descr ibes  this same s cene  from the male po in t  of  v i e w .  The 

men a r e  ashamed when t hey  t a ke  the b r e a d ,  he  t e l l s  us,  and most 

do not  w a n t  i t ;  t hey  wan t  the  women to keep  it for themse l ves .

As we h a ve  a l r e a d y  s e e n ,  roll  ca l l  begins  the  d a y .  Its 

desc r i p t ion  is t ha t  of  wa i t i n g :  wa i t ing  to be c o u n t e d ,  wai t ing  

unt i l  the  SS pass .  The ou t s t and ing  word of  this passage  is " a t t e n d r e . "  

And " a t t e n d r e "  is r ea l ly  a symbol of  the  en t i r e  l i fe in c a m p .  It 

is a passive w a i t ,  interspersed a t  var i ed  t imes wi th a c t i v i t i e s  tha t  

were  somet imes eas ie r  than s tanding s t i l l ,  somet imes  worse .

O n  a t t e n d  ce qui  a r r i v e .  La nui t  p a r e e  q u ' e l l e  succ&de
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au jour .  Le jour p a r c e  q u ' i l  succ&de ci la n u i t . ( p a g e  37)

It is a phys ica l  and  a men t a l  wa i t in g  b ecaus e  t he re  is noth ing  else

for the  prisoners  to d o .  The wh o le  f ight  is r e du ce d  to the  necess i ty

to w a i t  out  each  m i n u t e .  And t he  roll ca l l  is t he  most po in ted

symbol o f  the  wa i t i ng  p e r i o d .  It is long ,  t i resome to the  po i n t  t h a t

it of ten  becomes  mor t a l ,  and  this roll  ca l l  be ing descr ibed  here  is

u nd ou bt ed l y  one of  the  e a r l i e r  ones  in the i r  l i fe in c a m p .  We

know this b ecau se  of  a br ie f  s c e n e  desc r ibed  t h a t  g ives  us an insight

into many t h ings .  The B l ockhova ,  M a g d a ,  w h o ,  we  wi l l  s e e ,  is

a " good"  Blockhova ,  is s tanding nex t  to the  SS when  he asks if

t he r e  is a n y o n e  e i t h e r  too old or too s ick  to s tand up dur ing  the

roll  c a l l .  This is a r he t o r i ca l  q ue s t i o n .  They a r e  c e r t a i n l y  al l

too s i c k ,  but  the  ques t ion  for the u n i n i t i a t e d  becomes :  is it b e t t e r

to say or  b e t t e r  to remain  q u i e t  and  co n t i nu e  s tanding unt i l  f a i n t i n g ?

M a g d a  has been  in camp for a y e a r .  She knows (we n o t i c e  the word

a g a i n )  and  wi th a wink of  her  e y e  and a ges tu r e  t h a t  only  the dep or tee s

can  s e e ,  she makes  known t h a t  it is b e t t e r  no t  so s ay .  But t he re  is

a woman who does  not  "know"  and she answers  the  ca l l :

M o i ,  M on s i eu r .  J ' a i  67 ans  . . . .  EIIe se f d c h e .  Pourquoi  
I ' e m p e c h e r a i t - o n  s1 iI y a un r egime moins rude pour les 
malades  e t  les v i e i l l e s ,  pourquoi  I ' e m p e c h e r a i t - o n  d ' e n  
b e n e f i c i e r ?  D6sesper6e  d ' a v o i r  6 te  o u b l i e e ,  e l l e  cr ie  . . .
" M o i ,  M on s i eu r .  J ' a i  67 a n s . "  Le SS e n t e n d ,  se r e t ourne :  
"Komm" et  e l l e  se joint  au  g r oupe  forme tout  a I ' h e u r e ,  qu e  
le med ec i n  SS escor t e  au Block 2 5 . (page 39)

The word " esc or t e "  keeps  the  g e n t l e  mocking tone  t h a t  we h ave

seen s ince  the  b e g i n n i n g .  The woman does  not  know wher e  she

wil l  be  t a k e n .  By the  t ime she f inds o u t ,  it is useless k n o w l e d g e .

Each day  is the  same as the  n e x t .  But t he r e  a r e  days  which  

a r e  d i s t ingu i shab le  in the  mass of  t ime which  is pi l ing u p ,  and  they  

a r e  d i s t i ngu i shab l e  by the  painful  event s  t ha t  s tand o u t .  There is 

a no t h e r  roll  ca l l  d e s c r i b e d ,  one  wh ich stands out  in the  au thor ' s  

mi nd .  It con t a i ns  the descr ipt ion,  of  a woman vta o broke roll ca l l  

rank  and we n t  to a d i t ch  and now is t rying to c l imb up out  of  i t .
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She c a n n o t .  She needs  h e l p .  And the  a u t hor  feel s  g u i l t y ;  i sn ' t  she 

a l o n e  who is be ing sought  out  by the eyes  of the woman in the d i tch  

for he lp  b e c a u s e  she is sti l l  strong enough to h e l p ?  We a r e  told 

wh a t  is in the  mind of  the  wo ma n .  She wants  to know why al l  

t he  others  in the  rank a re  s tar ing a t  h e r .  She c on v i n ce s  herse l f  

t ha t  they  r ea l ly  do not  see h e r ,  o therwise  they  would come and 

h e l p .  But the o ther  women a r e  " . . .  r ^dui tes  au seul  b a t t e m en t  

de  nos c o e u r s . " ( p a g e  43) No  one  knows why she broke r a n k ,  but  

y e t  when she does  i t ,  we  a r e  t o l d ,  she does  not  seem c r a z y .  It 

seems t h a t  she knows why she was doing i t .  We do not  know y e t .  

She c a n n o t  cont rol  her  own movement s .  The author  want s  to look 

e l s e w h e r e ,  but  there  is nowher e  else to l o ok .  Her eyes  fal l  aga i n  

on Block 25 :  a p l a c e  tha t  keeps  re turning to haunt  us throughout  

our  r e a d i n g ,  |ust  as it haun ted  the de po r t e es  throughout  t he i r  l ives 

in Bi rkenau.  And in front of  Block 2 5 ,  she sees a body wrapped  in 

a b l a n k e t .  She thinks i t ' s  a boy ,  but  i t ' s a w o ma n ,  and the  woman 

is d a n c i n g .  "Un s q u e le t t e  de  femme qui  d a n s e . " ( p a g e  45)  And 

the  au t hor  te l l s  us t h a t  " . . .  m a i n t e n a n t  je suis dans  un c a f e  a 

ec r i r e  c e t t e  h i s to i r e — car  ce l a  d e v i e n t  une h i s t o i r e . " ( p a g e  45)

We return to the  roll ca l l  square  and the a u th o r  is a t t emp t i ng  to 

t e l l  w h a t  t ime it  i s .  They h av e  lost a l l  t rack  of  t i m e .  She asks 

if it is the  a f t e r n o o n .  The woman is sti l l  in the  d i t c h .  And 

Ch ar l o t t e  Delbo  t e l l s  us t h a t  she now knows why t ha t  woman broke 

r a n k — she w a n t e d  c l ea n  snow for her  l ips.  S ince  d a y b r e a k  she 

had b een  a t t r a c t e d ,  seduced  by the c l ea n  snow,  un t rampled  in 

the  d i t c h .  But t he  snow does  not  assuage  her  thirst ;  it is l ike a 

handful  of  sal t  in he r  mout h.  And th e  woman ' s  y e l low c o a t  reminds 

Madame  Delbo of her  ch i l dhood  p e t ,  F l a c .  The woman in the  d i t ch  

thinks a l l  the  others  in the ranks a re  d ead  and when a woman moves 

to he lp  h e r ,  it is a  d ead  w o m a n .  A dummy.  The o t he r  woman 

drags  the  unconsc ious  woman from t he  d i tch  to the  ranks  and  she 

lies t h er e  for hours .  Suddenly  she shivers .  She is going to d i e ,
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just  the  w ay  Flac d i d .  She moves towards  the SS— we n ev er  know 

if he ca l l s  he r  or if she imagines  t ha t  he d o e s .  And the  SS dog 

s i l en t ly  s t rangles  h e r .  She screams o n c e .  And e a c h  one  of t he  others  

in t he  ranks  thinks  tha t  it is she herse l f  who screams becaus e  each  

feel s  the  fangs of  t he  dog in her  t h r o a t .  They s c re am ,  but  it is a 

s i l en t  s c r e a m .  It is o v e r .  The woman is d e a d .  And Flac dies  t o o .  

With a d e a t h  r a t t l e  t h a t  sounds as if someone has s t rangled h i m.

They a r e  sti l l  a t  roll  ca l l  and  it  is n i g h t .  No t h i ng  has c h a n g e d ,  

t he  woman in front  of  Block 25  is sti l l  d a n c i n g .  And they a r e  

s tanding sti l l  a t  roll c a l l .  And now,  says the  au tho r  " . . .  je suis 

dans  un c a f e  a 6cr i re  c e c i . "  She herse l f  c a n n o t  b e l i e v e  her  memory,  

y e t  she knows it is t r u e .  She c an no t  b e l i e v e  tha t  she survived and 

she te l l s  us t ha t  this is becoming a s tory ,  which  can  only mean tha t  

i t  is beco min g  a l i terary c rea t ion  a p a r t  from h e r ,  b ecau se  she can  

no l onger  b e l i e v e  t ha t  it a c t u a l l y  took p l a c e  and t h a t  she l ived 

through i t .

For e ig h t  br ie f  l ines,  we  a re  going to mee t  a real  c h a r a c t e r .  

These e i g h t  l ines form the en t i r e  s k e t c h .  M ar i e ' s  wh o le  family was 

gassed upon a r r i v a l .  The parents  wer e  o l d ,  the  ch i ld ren  we r e  y o u n g .  

M a r i e  t e l l s  us how beaut i fu l  her  sister  was and t ha t  t hey  must not  

h ave  looked a t  h e r ,  o therwise  they could n ev er  h av e  ki l l ed h e r ,  

her  b e a u t y  should have  a wa k e n e d  pi ty  in t h e m .  H o w e v e r ,  we 

know t h a t  b e a u t y  is no pro tec t ion  ag a i n s t  b ru ta l i ty  and we a r e  

reminded  of  the  story that  took p l a c e  in O s h m a n e ,  a t  the  beg inn ing  

of the  o c c u p a t i o n  of Poland,  when the  Ge r ma ns  first came  into the 

c i t y ,  t h e y  saw a lovely girl s tanding in front of a s t o r e .  She was 

a J e w e s s ,  and  because  of t h a t ,  she should not  h a ve  been  b e a u t i f u l .  

Her be ing  beau t i fu l  was wrong and to make  things  r i g h t ,  t hey  imme­

d i a t e l y  shot  h e r .

Let us r eca l l  the progression of  v i g n e t t e s .  We we n t  from 

"Ap pe l "  to "Un Jour"  and now we cons ider  " Le L e n d em a in . "  The 

t ime progression here is very i n t e r e s t i ng .  It shows the monot ony ,
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the  l en g t h ,  t he  r e p e t i t i v en e ss  of t ime .  We h a v e  the  f ee l ing  tha t  

we a r e  r eading  the  story of perhaps  a w e e k  in c a m p ,  but  this w e e k  

repea t s  i t sel f  into e t e r n i t y  and this  is h ow ,  a t  the  end of the  book ,  

we  a r r i ve  a t  spr ing ,  when  we c l ea r ly  b eg an  in wi n t e r  (we know 

b ec au s e  of  the  snow) .  The nex t  day  begins  wi th roll  c a l l ,  the 

monotony begins  to b e c o m e  painful  to t he  r e a d e r ,  but  it is painful  

b e c a u s e  of its e f f e c t i v e n e s s .  At  no moment  does  this r epe t i t i on  

e x c e e d  a e s t h e t i c  d e m a n d s ,  and  a t  no moment  is it u n c a l l ed  for ,  

unnecessa ry  or d i s t a s t e f u l .  The d a y  is the same as the  n i g h t .  11 La 

nui t  # t a i t  c l a i r e  e t  f ro ide  . . .  le jour est  c l a i r  e t  fro i d . " (p age  51)

The a u th o r  her se l f  compares  the  group of  d e p o r t e e s ,  t he r eby  inc luding 

he r se l f ,  to a n i m a l s ,  huddl ing  t oge the r  to k e e p  wa r m.  There is a 

d e t a i l e d  d es cr i p t ion  of  the snow,  the cold  and  its va r ied  e f f ec t s .

And we a re  told t h a t  they  a re  passing t ime but  " . . .  du temps en 

dehors  du t e m p s . " ( p a g e  53) They a r e  mot ion l es s .  No t h i ng  c h a n g e s ,  

not  even  the l i g h t .  Viva  (whom we do not  know yet )  says tha t  she 

wi l l  never  l ike w i n t e r  sports a g a i n .  A woman sits down in the  snow; 

the  o t he r  tel l s  her  t h a t  she wi l l  c a t ch  cold and  th e  au t hor  se izes  t he  

r idiculousness  of  the s t a t e m e n t .  The a u th o r  thinks  a g a i n  of  ch i ldhood  

and  ch i ldhood pets o n c e  a g a i n .  She thinks  of  an imal s  t ha t  make  a 

bed in the  ear th  for themse lves  to d ie  i n .  It is e x a c t l y  wh a t  the 

woman is d o i n g .  They w a t c h ,  but  even  they themselves  do not  

under s t and  and they  do not  know why they  a r e  s tanding the r e  e i t h e r .  

Then they  see a t ruck  pass b y ,  loaded wi th w o m e n ,  who o n ce  aga i n  

resemble  boys ,  not  m e n .  The t ruck is s i l en t  t o o .  S i l en ce  is a no t h e r  

l e i tmot i f  of  this  w o r k — t here  a re  s i lent  n i gh ts ,  s i l en t  d a y s ,  s i l en t  

d e a t h s ,  s i l en t  s c reams .  Most  things which  in a normal  frame of 

r e f e r e n c e  e vo ke  noise  a re  s i l ent  h e r e .  No  on e  expresses  any human 

emot ions :  ne i th er  h u n g e r ,  nor  thi rs t ,  nor  f a t i g u e .  The women cry 

ou t  as the  t ruck passes b y ,  but  the  a u t hor  and her  companions  hea r  

n o t h i n g .  There is a g a i n  a " j eu "  of  s i l e n c e .  Is it t ha t  they  h ave  

become  d e a f  to a human ca l l  or is it t h a t  the  women w an t  to cry



154

out  but  c a n n o t ?  We do not  k no w,  nor does  the a u t h o r .  " C h a q u e  

corps est  un c r i . " ( p a g e  56) " C h a c u n e  est  un cri m a t e r i a l i s t ,  un 

hur lement  . . . . " ( p a g e  56) The t ruck  moves s i l en t ly  t o o .  The snow 

serves as a b l o t t e r .  The a t mo sp he r e  of  dea t h  and cold absorbs al l  

hu ma n i t y ,  so t ha t  on ly  s i l e n c e  is l e f t .  Ano t her  t ruck a p p e a r s .  It 

is just l ike the  first ( there  a r e  n e ve r  any  c ha n g e s ) .  Then a n o t h e r .  

The women in the ranks  cry ou t  this t i m e ,  but  a g a i n  it  is a s i l en t  

c r y .  O r  perhaps  they  a r e  s t ruck mut e ,  suggests Ch ar l o t t e  D e l b o .  

A g a i n ,  we do not  k n ow .  The t rucks  con t a i n  n a k e d ,  d ead  wo m e n ,  

p i l ed  up ,  mixed wi th some who  a r e  sti l l  a l i v e .  The l iving in the  

t ruck do not  w a n t  to t ouch  the  d e a d .  They s h r i e k .  The women 

in the  ranks wa t ch  wi th t he i r  eyes ;  t he i r  eyes  cry o u t ,  s i l en t l y  and 

they  do not  b e l i e v e .  And for e t e r n i t y ,  those who have  seen the 

t ruck loads  a r e  m ar k e d ,  p r ec i se l y  by the faces  t hey  wil l  n e ve r  forge t  

and by the  mute c r i e s .

Les hur lements  r es t en t  Merits sur le b leu du c i e l . ( p a g e  57)

Now we " k n o w . "  Block 2 5  is be ing  e m p t i e d .  We a r e  not  a l l owed  

to forge t  t h e  e x i s t en c e  of Block 25  for a moment .  It is a cons tan t  

t h r e a t ,  more so than d e a t h  i t s e l f .  The women a r e  being loaded 

into the  t rucks to be g as s e d .  The ones  who load the  others  t ake  

t he  r ide  to the  cremator ium last  a nd  a r e  i n c i ne r a t ed  t o o .  The 

women in the  ranks wonde r  if those last a r e  gassed first or  burnt  

a l i v e .

The doomed know:  "El ies  h u r la i e n t  p a r c e  q u ' e l l e s  s a v a i e n t  

mais les cordes  v oc a l e s  s ' e t a i e n t  br isees dans  leur  g o r g e . " ( p a g e  57) 

"Et nous ,  nous e t ions  murees  dans  la g l a c e ,  dans  la l umi ere ,  dans  le 

s i l e n c e . " (pa ge  57) The d o m i n a n t ,  key words a re  sti l l  " s i l en ce "  and 

" s a v o i r . "  That  day  is endless  and  we a pp r oa ch  a n o t h e r  c ha p t e r  

en t i t l ed  "Le Meme J o u r . "  The women a re  c om pl e t e l y  mot ionless ,  

w i t ho ut  fee l ings  or s ensa t ions .  They return to c a m p .  To g e t  t h e r e ,  

they  wa l k  o ve r  the c ad ave r s  t h a t  the  d ay  has p r o d u c e d ,  but  to t h em ,  

these  bodies  a r e  o r d i n a r y ,  e v e r y d a y  o bs t a c le s ,  says C h ar l o t t e  D e l b o .
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They cannot feel a ny mor e ;  they  a r e  s i l en t  and  s t r ipped of f e e l i n g .

They h a ve  no r eac t ions  to the c ad av er s  t h a y  a r e  wa l k i ng  o v e r .  And 

t h e n ,  to go through the g a t e ,  t h e y  a r e  told t h e y  must r un .  And they  

r un .  It is i d i o t i c ,  it  is abs urd ,  but  to t h e m ,  it is not  even  g r o t e s q u e .

The au t hor  runs,  and  it does  not  dawn on her  or a ny one  e l se  not  to 

conform to the  abs urd ,  nor  do t hey  e ven  r e a l i z e  it is ab s u r d .  And 

t h ey  run to the  a c c o m p a n i m e n t  o f  be l t s ,  whips  and  s t raps .  The 

a u t h o r  tel l s  us t h a t  she is suddenly  (b ecause  it  was a t ime of  unusual  

c r i s i s— unusual  even  for Birkenau)  a w a r e  of  r ega i n i ng  a l l  her  f acu l t i e s  

to the  e x t e n t  t ha t  she c a n  p ro te c t  he r se l f  on a l l  s ides .  It is the 

m i r ac le  of  the  human mind and  s t rength t h a t  come to the  fore when 

suddenly  c a l l e d  u p o n .  N o n e  of  them who run tha t  day  can see how 

s a d ,  how absurd it i s .  This would  t a k e  o b | e c t i v i t y .  But n ow,  

wr i t ing in 1946 ,  the  au t ho r  notes  t h a t  o b j e c t i v e l y ,  it was sense less ,  

absurd and e ven  f un n y .  Dur ing t he  " c o u r s e , "  w e  see nobody  but  

the  a u t ho r  becau se  she is a w a r e  of  none  of  her  compan ions ,  only 

of he r se l f ,  and the o t he r s ,  " t h e m , "  tha t  is,  t h e  SS and company who 

a r e  sort ing out  who shal l  l ive and  who shal l  d i e .  And Mrs.  Delbo  

remembers  Dr e x l e r ,  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  sadi s t i c  f ema l e  SS o f f i c e r ,  hooking 

one  of the  women through her  co l l a r  wi th her  c a n e .  As our  au thor  

returns  to her  Block,  she r ega ins  consciousness  of  the  o t he r s .  Dea th  

must h a ve  t aken  more than its usual  t o l l .  It is a day  t h a t  is d i s t inguished 

from t he  others  in the  mind of  the  d e p o r t e e  by the  f ac t  tha t  it t akes  

so many l ives .  But the  da y  has not  ended  y e t .  They count  

themselves  cont inuous ly  to see how many a r e  sti l l  t h e r e .  And they  

make  the  roll cal l  of  the  miss ing,  of the  d e a d  and speak  of  them in 

t he  past  t ense ,  and t he  au t hor  c a t c h e s  her se l f  doing i t .  Thinking 

b ack  to the " cour se"  as she labels  it e l s e w h e r e ,  she remembers  

t h a t  a t  one  moment ,  wi thou t  s topping he r  r un n in g ,  she had no t i ced  

t h a t  her  s ho e l ac e  was u n t i e d .  And she w a n t e d  to laugh t h e n ,  but  

it was not  she who wa n t ed  to l augh;  it was t ha t  d oub le  of he r  who 

could  see o b j e c t i v e l y .  She thinks  o f  he r  c ous in ,  who told h e r t h a t
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to t ha t  du ck  who cared  a bou t  noth ing  e l s e ,  saw no t h i ng  else  but  

the running t ha t  he  had to d o .  They a r e  st i l l  looking for the  miss ing.

And the  t e r r i b l e  i nhumani ty  of  camp l i f e ,  t ha t  is so f r igh tening  but  

so a u t h e n t i c ,  comes through h e r e :  " N o u s  a t t e n d o n s ,  esp£ran t  e nc o r e  

voir  r even i r  les m a n q u a n t e s .  Elies ne  r e v i e n n e n t  p a s .  O n  peu t  a 

p e in e  pa r le r  d ' i n q u i e t u d e  dans  not re  a t t e n t e .  Nous  sommes la dans  

un na ture l  s e c o n d .  Et nous pouvons r e c o n s t i t u e r . 'Tu comprends ,  

e l l es  ne l a i s sa ien t  passer  q ue  les f eunes .  Ce l l es  q u i  c ou r a i en t  

b i en ' . " ( p a g e  64) They sti l l  do not  know w h a t  is go i ng  to happen  

to t h e  women t h a t  were  t ak en  dur ing t h a t  " c o u r s e . "  M a g d a ,  the  

Biockhova whom we h a ve  a l r e a d y  m et ,  te l l s  us t h a t  a few volun teer s  

a r e  n e e d e d .  C e c i l e  g o es .  C 6 c i l e  a g a i n ,  the  p r a c t i c a l  one  whom 

we admi re  almost  as much as Vi va  b ec a u s e  she is a l wa ys  r e a d y .

When she re turns ,  we know w ha t  h a pp en ed  to those  t h a t  were  t aken  — 

they  w er e  thrown into Block 2 5 .  And C e c i l e  he r se l f  a lmost  gets  

t a k e n .  She w e e p s ,  she is t r e mb l in g ,  and  she t e l l s  us t h a t  t he r e  

was one  who was sti l l  a l i v e  who begged  to be  s a v e d .  Four teen  were  

t aken  t ha t  d a y .  The one  who takes  the  longest  to d i e  is A l i c e .  A l i c e ' s  

leg is lying in t h e  s now.  It is a wooden  l e g ,  wh i ch  has b eco me  d e t a c h e d  

from A l i c e .  Di smemberment ,  the s epa ra t ion  of  mind and body a r e  

p r inc ipa l  themes  of  Aucun  de  N o u s . The pe r son ,  d e a d  or a l i v e ,  is no 

longer  w h o l e ,  n e i t he r  m en t a l l y  nor  p h y s i c a l l y .  How can  an  a r t i f i c i a l  

leg be  a l i v e  and  s e n s i t i v e ?  S ince  we  a r e  b eg i nn ing  to " k n o w , "  we 

find the  a ns w e r .  The human beings  in the  camp a r e  so dep r i ved  of 

sens i t iv i ty  t ha t  wood is more s en t i a n t  than t hey  a r e .  A l i c e ,  symbol ized  

by her  l e g ,  was still  a l i v e  to the d ep or t ee s  who go to vis i t  her  l eg ,  

lying a b a n d o n e d  in the s now.  They a r e  power less  to do a n y th in g ;  

they  do not  wa n t  to look ,  but  something much more than cur ios i t y ,  

something which  we  do not  y e t  u n de r s t an d ,  is forc ing  them to look .

A l i c e  has b een  d ead  for a long t ime but  her  a r t i f i c i a l  leg keeps  

a p p e a r i n g ,  as if to h aun t  them and  us .  Af ter  it d i s a p p e a r s ,  they
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presume tha t  a gypsy woman must h a ve  t aken  it for f i rewood and there  

is a l ight  p e j o r a t i v e  t one :  " . . .  per sonne  a u t r e  n ' a u r a i t  eu le c o u r a g e . "  

(page  68)

As previous ly  s t a t e d ,  r e l a t ionships  formed t h e  camp  s o c i e t y .

In the  p re ce d i ng  c h ap t e r s ,  we  h av e  discussed a t  some l e n g t h ,  how 

var ied  authors  present  " t h e m . "  D r e x l e r ,  whom we h a ve  a l r e a d y  

spoken of ,  is c l ea r l y  on t h e  bad s i d e .  She is a f emal e  SS and  her  

ro le  is c l ea r ly  d e f i n e d .  We e x p e c t  noth ing  p o s i t i v e ,  no th ing  humane  

from h e r .  We have  a l r e a d y  seen t ha t  M a g d a ,  the  Blockhova was one  

of  " them"  but  she is r a t he r  a s ympa t he t ic  f i g u r e .  She "knows"  and 

w e  do not  see  he r  doing a ny t h i ng  t h a t  would  make her  a r e p u g na n t  

c h a r a c t e r .  We wil l  see h o w e v e r ,  t ha t  her  c o u n t e r p a r t ,  a Blockhova 

named S t e n i a ,  chooses  to p l ay  her  role  d i f f e r e n t l y .  The j u x t ap os i t i on ,  

t h a t  is to s ay ,  the  p resen t a t ion  of  both M ag d a  and Sten i a  is impor tant  

b ecau se  it c l e a r l y  i n d i ca t es  t ha t  in the ro le  of  P ro emi n en t ,  t h e r e  is 

some c ho i c e  poss ib le .  O n e  n i g h t ,  no o ne  can  s l e e p .  The wind 

groans  as do t he  women in the  Block .  O n c e  a g a i n ,  human beings  

and  n a t ur e  a r e  a t t r i bu t ed  the  same c h a r ac t e r i s t i c s  a t  t h e  same t i m e .  

S tenia  c an n o t  s leep  e i t he r :  she is no d i f f e re n t  from a n y o n e  e l s e .

But wh i l e  the  others  h av e  no c h o i c e ,  she orders  t ha t  the  d e a t h  ra t t l e  

be  s topped by taking the o ne  who is dying down and pu t t ing  her  

o u t s i d e .  U n do ub t ed ly ,  a f t e r  t h i s ,  S tenia  can s l e e p ,  but  in the  

b a r r a ck s ,  no one  can s l e e p .  S ten ia  is in a n o t h e r  room,  a p a r t ,  

un t ou ched  by human c on s id e r a t i ons .

This o ne  v i g n e t t e  te l l s  us al l  t he  i nhumani ty  of  d e p o r t e e  to 

d e p o r t e e ,  b ec a u s e  S ten ia  too is a p r i soner ,  a l t ho u gh  a p r i v i l eg ed  

o n e .  Her  ac t i on s  a r e  so e x a g g e r a t e d ,  so u n c a l l e d  for ,  t h a t  this  

one  sketch con ta ins  al l  of  her  p e r s o na l i t y .  She is d e f i n e d  by a 

s ingle  a c t ,  just as C e c i l e  is pos i t ive ly  d e f i ne d  by her  two previous  

des c r i p t i on s ,  just as Lulu and Viva a r e  l a t e r  d e f i n e d .  M a g d a ,  of  

whom we know but  l i t t l e  is d e f i ne d  by her  g e s t u r e .  N o t h i n g  more 

is n e e d e d ;  the  a u thor  has e f f e c t i v e l y  c on v e y e d  the story of  a wh ol e
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human life in one v i g n e t t e ,  by o n e  s ingle a c t .

The poem t ha t  descr ibes  the  plains  of  Auschwi tz  is s ig n i f i can t  

b e c a u s e  of the  eq ua t i on  t ha t  it makes .  The p l a i n  is cove r ed  wi th 

marshes ,  wi th implements  and  wi th men and w o m e n .  There is no 

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  made be twe en  the  roles  of  the  implements  on the 

p la in  and  the  roles of  the  human be i ng s .  In f a c t ,  t he r e  appear s  

more to i n d i c a t e  tha t  the  implements  be long t h e r e ,  a r e  more comfor t ab l e  

t h e r e  than a re  the  human be i ng s ,  b e ca us e  the human beings  h a ve  only 

cold  and  fever  in which  to find s o l a c e .  They a g o n i z e  and they  f i gh t ,  

bu t  it was not  meant  t ha t  they  be th e r e :  t he i r  roles  serve  no purpose 

t h e r e .  At  least  the tools be long in the marshes ,  the  p l a i n s .  The 

men and women a re  serv i le  not  only  to the  pla ins  and  t he  marshes ,  

b u t  to t h e  i mplement s .  They a r e  less than the s hove l s ,  t hey  a re  only  

tools  of  too l s .  They a r e  on the same level  only as t h e  " c a i l l o u x , " 

wh i ch  a r e  also there  to serve the shovels and the  " w a g g o n e t s . "

There is never  an y  thought  of  e s c a p i n g ,  says Ch ar l o t t e  D e l b o ,  

b e c a u s e  escaping  would requi re  th inking and th inking  necess i t a t es  

s t r e n g t h .  They pay a t t e n t i o n  on ly  to thei r  f e e t .  They wa l k  e n d ­

less ly ,  i t  seems.  There is no s c e n e ry ,  nothing to s e e .  And then 

t h e y  w o r k .  The work is f u t i l e .  "Tout  h u r l e . "  It is not  only p e o p l e  

t h a t  y e l l ,  i t  is t he  en t i r e  a m b i a n c e . The prisoners fill things u p ,  

a n d  then  empty them.  The same d i a l e c t i c  discussed e a r l i e r  b e t w e e n  

sc reami ng  and s i l en ce  is a g a i n  p r e se n t .  There a r e  sc reams ,  " | u s q u ' a u x  

donf ins  du m a r a i s . " ( p a g e  77) The insects  a re  m u t e .  We ask ourse lves  

w h a t  is s c r eami ng .  Perhaps the Kapos .  At  t imes ,  the  SS begin  to 

s c r e a m ,  and they  st r ike t oo ,  wi thou t  knowing w h y .  And then 

s i l e n c e  begins  a g a i n .  The au tho r  asks wha t  is l onger  than a day  

a n d  t e l l s  us tha t  t ime passes b ec au s e  the  fog l i f t s .  Now they a r e  

s t and i ng  in mud and this is our first  c l ue  to the c h a n g e  in seasons .

The e t e r n i t y  of the  day  is cap t u r ed  not  only by the r epe t i t ions  but  

by :  " C 1 est le jour pour  jusqu ' a  la fin du j o u r . " ( p a g e  79)  The i n s ec t s — 

t h ese  insects  a re  the d ep or t ee s  t hemse l ves —grow e x h a u s t e d ,  t he i r  eyes
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f i l l ed  wi th t e r ro r .  And the work get s  progress ively  more d i f f i cu l t  

as the  day  goes  on becau se  the  body is more e x h a u s t e d .  " C ' e s t  

le jour pour  toute  une £ t e r n i t 6 . 11 (page  79)

We h ave  a fur ther  look a t  Drex le r  when she laughs for t h e  

first  t i m e ,  waving  g o o d - b y e  to a t ruck as it l e av es .  Block 25 is 

empt ied  o n ce  more .  We begin  to "know"  t ha t  this happens  

p e r i o d i c a l l y .  We a r e  b ack  in wi n t e r ;  we wonde r  if w e  ev er  left  

i t ,  and  the grounds a r e  covered  wi th snow.  The women a r e  s i t t ing 

in t he  y a r d .  They a r e  s i l en t ,  s h iv e r i ng .  The a u t hor  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  

they  h ave  not  been  in camp long;  t hey  h ave  on ly  a h a l f - i n c h  of  

h a i r  on the i r  h e a d s .  They sit  on the  g ro un d ,  e m p t y - e y e d ;  they  

do not  even  see t hemse lves ,  we  a r e  t o l d .  Then s udd en ly ,  t hey  

a l l  beg i n  to s c ream.  The screaming seems to c o i n c i d e  wi th " k n o w i n g . "  

They stop screaming and s i l en ce  is h e a r d .  They b ecome  r e s i g n e d .

When they  can no longer  bear  thi s ,  they resume the screaming 

a g a i n .  The world has never  heard  such screams and this p l a c e  

wh er e  they a r e  is out s ide  the  conf ines  of t h e  i nhab i ted  w o r l d .

Those who hea r  the screams feel  they  a re  no longer  a l i v e  e i t h e r .

They a re  dummies ,  wai t ing  for the i r  turn to d i e .  S i l e n c e  a l t e r n a t e s  

wi th  screams and hours pass .  The Sonderkommando enters  and 

empt i es  the  Block.  The women do not  f ight  b a c k .  The members  of 

the  Sonderkommando a r e  e f f i c i e n t  and  the i r  t ec hn i qu es  a r e  d es c r ib ed  

e f f e c t i v e l y .  Dr ex le r  supervi ses .  The women in the  t ruck work to 

f ree an a rm,  but  becaus e  they  a r e  so close t o g e t h e r ,  it is an almost  

impossible t ask .  It is incomprehens ib l e  to Cha r lo t t e  D e l b o ,  as she 

t e l l s  us,  t h a t  t hey  should w a n t  to f ree  an arm and  b r a c e  th em se lv es .

For w h a t ?  It is u n do ub t ed l y ,  we c o n c l u d e ,  one  of those u n a l t e r a b l e  

r e f l exes  t ha t  we a r e  told a bo ut  e l s e w h e r e .  There is on e  woman 

whose  f a ce  is the epi tomy of h a t r e d .  She s tares a t  Drex le r  and 

Drexle r  waves  g o o d - b y e ,  l au gh i ng .

There is a no t he r  ev en t  which  is u n i q u e .  It is o nce  a g a i n  

the  descr ip t ion  of a man ,  e n t i t l ed  " J u s q u ' a  C i n q u a n t e . "  It is t he
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puni shment  meted out  by a K a p o - - f i f t y  strokes on the  b ack  wi th a 

c l u b .  The man must c o u n t .  Those who wa t ch  coun t  s i l en t ly  wi th 

h im.  And they q u i e t l y  hope t h a t  he wil l  be  a b l e  to keep  count ing 

b e ca us e  if he  s tops,  the strokes on his b a c k  wi l l  s tar t  over  aga i n  

from o n e .  A dog wa t ches  too ,  and a t  eve r y  s t r oke ,  he wants  to 

break  loose from his m u z z l e .  The women who a r e  wa tc h i ng  a re  

mot ion less .  C ha r l o t t e  Delbo tel l s  us t ha t  the fif ty strokes on a 

man ' s  b a c k  a re  i n t e r m i na b l e .  The e ve n t  s tands o u t - - i t  is a ch ap t e r  

in i t s e l f — o n c e  aga i n  by its hor ror ,  but  it is so much a par t  o f  the 

d a i l y  l i fe in camp t ha t  it is less painful  for us to read  than  the 

des cr ip t ion  of roll  c a l l .  This is perhaps  surprising for the  u n i n i t i a t ed  

r e a d e r ,  but  upon ques t ioning  a d e p o r t e e  who re turned  from A u s c h w i t z -  

Bi rkenau,  we  l ea rned  t ha t  blows and whips  wer e  c e r t a i n l y  not  the 

g r e a t e s t  e n e m y .  It was eas ier  to be hi t  for no t  working than to 

force o n es e l f  to w o r k .  U nf o r tuna t e l y ,  t he  c h o i c e  in Auschwi tz  

was g e n e r a l l y  more r a d i c a l :  d ea t h  or wor k .

There is a lmost  a br ight  l ight  in Aucun  de  Nous  unt i l  we 

r e a l i z e  its s o u r ce .  O n e  day  the  depo r t ee s  t a k e  a road on the  way 

to work and they  see a house they  h av e  n eve r  seen b e f o r e .  It is 

d e c o r a t e d  wi th whi t e  cur ta ins  and  they  w on de r  who l ives in i t .  In 

t he  w i n d o w ,  the r e  is a t u l i p .  Whi le  they  a r e  working al l  day  — it 

is the  mi ddle  of  win t er  and we t  snow is pour ing down upon them — 

a t  t h e  bot tom of a d i t c h ,  t hey  think abou t  the  tul ip  and  they  tel l  

t he i r  comrades  in camp abou t  the  t u l i p .  They n e ve r  return to work 

in t ha t  d i t c h  and when they learn tha t  it is the  house of  an  SS tha t  

they  passed ,  they ha t e  thei r  memory and the tenderness  t ha t  has 

not  w i t h e r e d  a w a y  wi thin  t h e m .  When we  r e a l i z e ,  a t  the  end of 

the  s k e t c h ,  t ha t  it is the  house of  an SS,  we r e a l i z e  tha t  no br ief  

br ight  l i gh t ,  no r e l i e f ,  no suspension wil l  be permi t t ed  in Aucun 

de  Nous  b ec a u s e  in A u s c hw i tz ,  t he r e  was n o n e .  No th ing  breaks 

the  s t eady  t ra in  of  horror  and so nothing can  break it  in our  reading 

e i t h e r .
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We return to the  chapte r s  t ha t  have  some e l em e n t  of  t ime 

as thei r  t i t l e s .  At  f i rs t ,  it is just da ys ,  but  now t h a t  we h a ve  

progressed fur ther  a nd  t ime is ge t t ing  more a c u t e ,  more painful  

to the  d e p o r t e e ,  his d ay  is being broken down into minutes ,  and 

each  wi l l  be  as long as the  days  themselves  we r e  in the  b e g i n n i n g .  

The ske tches  c o n ve y  t ha t  i d e a .  The first o f  this series is n i gh t ,  

b ecau se  night  is more ter r i fying than d a y .  The second is morning 

( l og i ca l l y  fo l lowing  n i g h t ) .  Morning begins  with the  lash of a whip  

to make those who do not  wa ke n  q u i ck l y  enough stir and  come out  

of  the i r  box es .  And then t he r e  is some t e a ,  which  smells r e p u l s i v e l y ,  

which  the  Stubhovas  "se rven t  c h i ch em en t  a nos soifs de  f i e v r e . "

(page 101) It is a f ight  just to be s e r ve d ,  but  it is a n on -aggres s i ve  

c r o wd .  Then t he r e  is roll ca l l  a g a i n .  We do not  wa n t  to become 

r epe t i t i ous  so we wi l l  not  dwel l  upon these  i t e ra t ions  t ha t  Mrs.  Delbo 

makes ,  e x c e p t  to s t a t e  o n ce  aga i n  tha t  they a r e  most e f f e c t i v e ,  s ince  

the  t rue image of  camp life wil l  be d er i ved  from t h e m .  This sketch 

of  roll  ca l l  is d i f f e r en t  from the p reced i ng  ones ,  t h o u g h .  The 

previous  i nc iden t s  a t  roll  ca l l  e i ther  involved  the e n t i r e  group or  

el se  they  invo lved  o t h e r  s ingle  individuals  and  the  r eac t ions  of the 

en t i re  group to t hese  ind iv idu a l s .  In this c a s e ,  it is the  personal  

t r ibu la t ions  of  the  a u t h o r  as she tries to survive roll  c a l l .  We e n t e r  

h e r  psyche to under s t and  the  psycholog ica l  means t h a t  the  d e p o r t e e  

u t i l i ze s  to stay s tanding  up and a l i v e  and  we r e a l i z e  t ha t  each  

moment  involves  the  same ques t ion which  has to be answered over  

and  ove r  a g a i n :  shal l  I stand up or am I r e a d y  to l ie down and d i e ?

Is is worth it to s tand up or am I going to d i e  a n y w a y ?  N o  one 

thinks this ,  no one  asks i t ,  t ho ug h ,  not  even of h imsel f .  C ha r l o t t e  

Delbo  e xp l a ins  t ha t  it is an inner  mechanism t ha t  is i n v o l v e d .  The 

women do not  say to e ac h  o t h e r ,  nor to themselves :  you must 

con t i nue  s tanding u p ,  you must stand up a g a i n .  They ask nothing 

of  the  others  or of  t h emse l ves .  As the a u t hor  is s tanding t h e r e ,  

she thinks of  how she wil l  exp l a i n  it if she re turns ,  and she knows
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it wi l l  be  false if she says t ha t  w h i l e  she s tood up she though t  of  

a n y  r e l a t ions hi p  b e t we en  her  s tanding  up and  the possibi l i ty  t h a t  

she might  some d a y  r e t u r n .  At  t h a t  t ime ,  there  is no re l a t ionsh i p  

in her  mind b e tw ee n  the  t w o .  She  thinks of  no t h ing ;  the  surroundings ,  

the  phys ica l  f ac t ors ,  a r e  so oppress ive  tha t  they  rob her  of  her  power  

to t h i n k .  She looks a t  n o t h i n g .  She sees ,  in her  mi nd ,  her  mother ' s  

f a c e  cove r ed  by a mask of  r e so l u t i o n .  She sees her  far  a wa y  and 

c a n n o t  look a t  any t h in g  or t h i n k .  S ud d en ly ,  she feel s  very  g o o d ,  

as if a s t o n e — she thinks it is he r  h e a r t — has dropped  from h e r .  She 

feel s  she is su r r ender i ng ,  and fee l s  a moment  of bl iss .  She is h a p p y .  

She a wa ke ns

. . .  au  choc  des g i f l es  que m ' a p p l i q u e  Viva  sur les joues ,  
de  t o u t e  sa f o r c e ,  en ser rant  la b o u c h e ,  en d e t o u r n a n t  les 
y e u x .  Viva est  f o r t e . . . .  El le d i t  et  d i t  e n c o r e  mon nom 
qui  m ' a r r i ve  d e  l o i n ta in ,  du v i d e — c ' es t  la voix  de  ma mere 
que  i ' e n t e n d s .  La voix se f a i t  dure  . . . ( p a g e s  105-106)

And a t  this moment  she feels  he r se l f  ch oo s in g ,  but  she is choos ing

b e ca us e  Vi va  is forcing h e r  to choose  and a l t ho ugh  she wants  to

g i ve  in to t h a t  bl iss ,  she does  no t  becaus e  she obeys  Vi va ' s  o r d e r .

Viva  is one of  the  hero ines  of  A ucun  de  N o u s . We hard ly  see much

of  h e r ,  she is not  spoken o f  o f t e n ,  but  when C h a r l o t t e  Delbo ment ions

h e r ,  it is wi th indebt edness  and l o v e .  The au thor  speaks  of Vi va

wi th the  tenderness  and r e spec t  o ne  has for a mother  and  the

c a m a r a d e r i e  tha t  one has for a f r i end a b o u t  whom we can employ

t he  t r i t e  express ion:  "she owes he r  l ife to h e r . "  Here  the  express ion

is mean t  in its most profound and  a u t h e n t i c  m e a n i n g .  This d i a l o g u e ,

by its s impl i c i ty  and  t ende r ness ,  is a lmost  the  d i a l o g u e  b e t we en  a

mother  and  a young c h i l d .  And the a u thor  r e tu rns ,  s p i r i t ua l l y ,  to

the  morning roll ca l l  and remarks  o f f - h a n d e d l y  w h a t  a p oe t ic  t i t l e

those words would make . The c o r t e g e  of the  dead  passes .  The bodies

go out  f e e t  f i rs t .  The a u t hor  s t i f fens .  She w a t c h e s  the bodies  pass

b y .  And then  she knows t h a t  she does  not  wa n t  to d i e .  She is not

f r i gh t ened  by d e a t h ,  she is not  a f r a i d ;  she is r a ther  reassured by i t ,

but  she does  not  wa n t  to pass by on t ha t  s t r e t c he r ,  n a k e d ,  covered
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only  by a r agged  b l a n k e t ,  f ee t  d ang l i ng  from o n e  end and head  

from the o t h e r .  She "knows"  a b o u t  d e a t h ,  she cal l s  it a kindred 

sp i r i t .  And she te l l s  us t h a t  those who p a i n t  if wi th repuls ion have  

not  known i t .  Here  t he re  is one  of  the  few l i t e rary  al lus ions  of  the 

b o o k .  She te l l s  us t ha t  she speaks  to he r  h e a r t  as Arnol phe  speaks  

to h i s .  And it is f i t t ing t h a t  C h ar l o t t e  D e l b o ,  who was s ec re t a r y  to 

Louis J o u v e t ,  loves the  t h e a t r e  as much as he  d i d ,  should th ink of 

A r n o l p h e .  She ta lks  to he r  hea r t  and  te l l s  it to keep  on f u n c t i o n i n g ,  

and  she wai t s  for the  end of  roll ca l l  to go to wo rk .  A g a i n ,  the  

w a i t i n g ,  for something t h a t  is no be t t e r  a n d  is perhaps  worse .  The 

desc r i p t ion  of  w h a t  they  f ind a t  work is most  in t e res t ing :  we a re  

told it is t h e  things  t h a t  h au nt  them in t he i r  dreams a t  n i g h t .  And 

this is told in such a way  t h a t  we  won de r  w h e t h e r  they  a r e  worse 

off  in t he  d a y  or in the  n i g h t ,  but  s ince  th e  dreams of  the n i g h t ,  in 

which  they  a r e  haun t ed  by the d a y ,  h au nt  them in the  d a y ,  we  cannot  

he l p  but  c o n c l u d e  t ha t  dreams a r e  more oppress ive  than r e a l i t y ,  as 

af f i rmed e l s e w h e r e .  When it is t ime for n o on d a y  b r e a k ,  they dr ink 

t he i r  soup and  t a lk  to e a c h  o ther  and  t hey  promise to come and see 

e a c h  o t he r  a t  h ome ,  in the  p rov inces  w h e r e  they  used to l i v e .  The 

tone  is one  of  ove r whe l mi ng  sadness .  We are  reminded of the  plans  

in En A t t e n d a n t  G o d o t , and  we  t h i nk  of  t he  fu t i l i t y  of  the  plans 

b ecau se  we  know how many were  u n f u l f i l l e d .

In the  e v e n i n g ,  when  they  re turn from wo rk ,  t he re  a r e  some

who d i ed  dur ing the  d a y .  S ince  t hey  we r e  c oun t ed  a t  morning roll

c a l l ,  t hey  must be  c oun ted  a t  even i ng  roll  ca l l  and  this means tha t

they  must be t ranspor ted  b a c k  to c a m p .

II f audra  les p o r t e r .  A u cu n e  ne b o u g e .  I n vo lon ta i r em en t ,  
c h a c u n e  baisse la t 6 t e ,  v ou d ra i t  se fondre  dans  la masse,  
ne pas §t re  r emarq i ree ,  ne  pas fa i re  s i g n e . ( p a g e  129)

It is left  to the  Anweise r ins  to c h oo s e .  They p i ck  the  s t rongest

looking and the  ones  wi th the best  shoes .  Each woman car r ies

the  body by a l imb.  It t akes  a long t ime unt i l  t hey  can m an i pu l a t e

t he  bodies  and  f ina l l y  car ry  t h e m .  They a r e ,  a t  f i rs t ,  car rying the
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bodies  of  two wo m e n ,  t h e i r  former  c ompan i on s .  Then the  women

b eco me  nothing more than  very h e a v y  b ur dens .  They w a l k  to the

a c c o m p a n i m e n t  of  the  SS p l ay i ng  a ha r mo nic a ;  the  de t a i l  i l lus t rates

the  same thing t h a t  Dr ex l er ' s  l augh t er  d i d .  The SS laugh when d ea t h

surrounds t h e m ,  probably  b ec au s e  they  feel  so safe  and removed from

it t ha t  they  can be  amused ;  it shows t he i r  own p owe r ,  even  over

d e a t h .  The SS plays  the h ar mon ic a  and the women a re  d i sc om fo r te d .

For t h e m,  it is l ike hear ing  ha pp y  music dur ing a funeral  p rocess i on .

The women car ry ing  the body ca l l  for others  to r e l i e v e  t hem,  but

no one  comes  and there  is no b lame p l ac ed  on the  others  by the

a u t h o r .  She r e a l i z e s  t ha t  they  do not  h av e  the  s t rength to put

forth e i t h e r .  O n e  of  the  wo m e n ,  C ar m e n ,  t r ies put t ing t he  women

on boards .  The SS wa i t  p a t i e n t l y  whi l e  this is a c c o m p l i s h e d .  And

Carmen remembers  her  mother ' s  words:

" N e  t ou ch e  pas a ce  bois s a l e .  Tu vas t e  met t re  une e c h a r d e  
e t  tu auras  un v i l a i n  mal b l a n c . " ( p a g e  131)

A t ruck ap pe a r s  to c o l l e c t  the soup c a n t e e n s .  The dr iver  is a b ou t

s e v e n t e e n ,  the  a g e  of  the au thor ' s  you n ge r  b r o th e r ,  she n o t i c e s .

She asks if t hey  can put  t h e  c adave r s  on the  t ruck  to t ranspor t  them

back  to c a m p .  He laughs h y s t e r i c a l l y .  And t h e  o t he r s ,  " t h e m , "

fol low su i t .

Son r i c a n e m e n t  nous insul te  e t  il d e l a t e  de  r i r e .  II r i t  et  
t rouve  c e l a  d ' u n  d r o l e .  II es t  tout  s ecoue  d e  r ire e t  I ' au t re  
I ' imi te  e t  la f i l l e ,  qui  me d on n e  une g i f l e  en forgant  son 
r i r e . ( p a g e  132)

C h ar l o t t e  De l bo  is a s h a m e d ,  ashamed to think t ha t  she could ask 

" them" for a n y t h i n g ,  for a n y  kind of  f av or .  And we  see here  a 

very impor tant  par t  of  the h ighes t  mora l i ty  of  the c a m p .  It is not  

r ight  to " mer i d i e r , "  to ask " t hem"  for f avors .  It is be t t e r  to suffer ,  

to fall  a l o n e  then to a s k ,  to l e a n ,  to de ba s e  ones e l f  by a c c e p t i n g  

a c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  a favor  from " t h e m . "  It is a ques t ion  of p r id e ,  

but  it is also a ques t ion of  m o ra l i t y .  The SS d e c i d e  they  h av e  been 

l en i en t  enough and  the dogs a re  pul l ed  to a t t e n t i o n ,  the  harmonica  

is put  a w a y  and  the whole  tone  becomes  far  more ser ious ,  far  more
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d e a d l y .  The dogs a r e  t r a i l ing close beh ind  so the  d e p or t e e s  must

wa l k  q u i c k l y .  They can  no longer  bea r  to look a t  t he  cadaver s

whose eyes  a re  still  o p e n .  Tears s t ream down t he i r  f a c e s ,  but  they

a r e  not  c r y i n g .  They feel  the  dogs '  b r e a t h .  They a r e  t e n s e .  And

when t hey  f ina l ly  r each  the g a t e  of  the  camp:

. . .  nous nous sommes r ed res sees .  Nous  avons  serre les 
mdcho i re s ,  nous avons  r ega rd^  h a u t .  C ' e t a i t  un serment  
que  nous nous e t ions  f a i t ,  Vi va  e t  mo i .  La t 6 t e  h a u t e  
d e v a n t  Dr e x l e r ,  d e v a n t  T a u b e .  Nous  av ions  mSme d i t :
"La t£ te  h au t e  ou les pieds d e v a n t . "  O V i v a . ( p a g e  135)

This passage  is perhaps  one  of  the most beau t i f u l  of  the b o o k .  It

tel l s  a l l  t he re  is to know a b o u t  human d i g n i t y ,  a b o u t  small  v i c tor i es

and a b o u t  the  au tho r ' s  love for V i v a .  It shows us wh a t  is sti l l

possible in c am p ,  and  it te l l s  us t h a t  not  only is it possible but

necessary  to l ive by the  camp e t h i c  to l ive a t  a l l .  It is t h e  au thor ' s

sadness t h a t  Viva did not  r e t urn ,  it is the  au t hor ' s  praise  of  human

d i g n i t y ,  of  h um an i ty ,  of  the  b e a u t y  of h u m a n i t y ,  and  it s tands out

in Aucun  d e  Nous  as a moment  of  supreme b e a u t y .

Sundays a re  spec i a l  days  in the d e p o r t e e s '  mind b ec au s e  they 

do not  go  to work outs ide  the  c a m p .  Roll ca l l  is l a t e r .  They work 

inside the  camp and it  is the  worst  d a y .  C ha r l o t t e  Delbo  remembers  

one  Sunday  when the w e a t h e r  is n i c e ,  so n i ce  t h a t  they  h a v e  to make 

an ef for t  to p r even t  themselves  from thinking  of hom e ,  b ec au s e  to 

do so would be p a i n f u l ,  too pa infu l  to b e a r .  It is bes t  not  to think 

a t  a l l .  They a r e  requi red  to s tand in f ormat ion .  They w on d er  wha t  

they a r e  going to be told to d o .  It is a fever i sh r a c e ,  the  purpose 

of which  is to make a ga rden  a t  t he  e n t r a n c e  to the  c a m p .  The re lay  

system of  car rying mounds of ea r th  is desc r i bed  and  the  r ead er  feels 

l ike l a u g h i n g .  The s cene  is ludicrous  for two reasons:  the  idea  of 

a ga r den  c u l t i v a t e d  a t  the  e n t r a n c e  of  a camp is g r o t e s q u e ,  an  ex ampl e  

of  g a l l ow s '  humor ,  and s e c on d ,  to the  o b j e c t i v e  o n l o o k e r ,  such a 

r e l ay  r a c e  must h a ve  a p p e a r e d  da rk ly  c o m i c a l .  Men and wo me n ,

Jews  and  n o n - J e w s  a r e  working t o g e t h e r .  It is h a r de r  for the J e w s .  

They a r e  not  equ i pped  for the task:  they  do not  h av e  aprons  in which
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to carry the mounds of ear th .  They are all  transporting dirt from one 

pi le to another ,  furiously,  wi thout  stopping,  r ac ing.  They want  to 

stay together  with their  friends,  but this grows more and more diff icul t  

and by the end ,  they can only try to stay in pairs.  The author calls 

it a terrifying comedy when she looks a t  the Jews without  aprons.

The French women scheme to whisper to a Frenchman,  because he 

might have recent  news from the outside;  he is a new depor tee .

This is as diff icul t  as the task itself that  they are performing — 

everything is forbidden.  They do not know whether  it is more painful 

to slow down and be punished by a severe lashing or to run and be 

beaten each time they pass a Proeminent .  Taube is there ,  surveying.  

We do not know exact ly  who he is, just as the prisoners do not ,  and 

we do not have to; his mere presence is more frightening than any 

explanat ion as to his official  rank.  The Frenchman hasn' t  been 

there long,  a fact  which the author  knows wi thout  even asking 

him,  because tears come to his eyes;  he feels sorry for the women.

The women,  of  course,  cannot  see themselves,  but they watch the 

others and they watch them grow ugly and we presume that  they do 

not object i fy sufficient ly to rea l i ze  that  the same thing is happening 

to them.  They must not let Taube think they cannot  run any longer 

or they will be thrown into " 2 5 . 11 It is no longer cal led Block 25 

by the author ,  but simply 25,  and we know what  it is, its signifi­

c a n c e .  Detai l  is el iminated more and more and we have less and 

less need for i t .  The story becomes starker and starker ,  more naked ,  

as it progresses.  It is another  one of these days that  stands out  in 

the mind of the depor tee because of its horror.  But it is also a 

typical  day .  The next  day ,  several  of the women go into the r6vir 

(see Appendix One)  and came out on li t t le stretchers,  the li t t le 

stretchers that  frighten the author  so much because of the repulsion 

they inspire in her .

We see the men as a group,  once ag a i n .  They are s i lent ,  

in a small group,  and they appear  completely resigned.  The SS
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t r e a t  them as ,  by now,  we  would e x p e c t  t ha t  t hey  would wi th no 

r e g a r d ,  wi th no a p p a r e n t  l o g i c .  We a r e  told tha t  t hey  w a i t  and  they 

" k n o w , "  and  by the  use of  the  word " k n o w , "  doom is f o re s ha do we d .  

They a re  color less  and  they  h ave  a f a r - a w a y  l oo k .  They e n t e r  the 

b a r r ack  and one  by one  they  come ou t  and those who come out  avoid  

t he  eyes of  those who a r e  sti l l  w a i t i n g .  C ha r l o t t e  Delbo  says " w e , "  

and  by this word we presume t ha t  she means the  women who observe 

this s c e n e ,  and  they  cann ot  des c r i be  the  h umi l ia t ion  and distress in 

the  men ' s  eyes  but  this i nab i l i ty  does  not  ma t te r  s ince  " aucun  d ' e u x  

ne do i t  r e v e n i r .  Puisque a u c un  de  nous ne r e v i e n d r a . " (page  153) 

And the  l e i tmot i f  of  these  words ,  which  we  h a ve  not  seen s ince  the  

t i t l e  p a g e ,  is being c o n s t r u c t ed ,  b ec a u s e  now we see t h a t  none of 

them we r e  supposed to r e t u r n ,  and  we  see t h a t  the  camp world was 

cons t ruc t ed  on t ha t  p remi se .  We pos tpone  offer ing possible i n t e r ­

p re t a t ion  of  this t i t l e .  At  this t i m e ,  we  wish to po in t  out  only  t ha t  

t he  sect ion we  h av e  d i scussed ,  e n t i t l e d  "Les Hommes , "  is s tr iking 

by its shame and its modes t y .  There is n ev er  any  ment ion of  wh a t  

happens  to t hese  men;  we guess it when  we see the s e n t e n c e  "Les 

femmes,  c ' e s t  a la ch i rurg ie  q u ' on  les s te r i l i se ,  " (p age  153) But the 

s ub je c t  is obvious ly  one wher e  M a da me  Delbo  prefers  to ma i n t a i n  a 

s t r i c t  modesty;  just as the  men ' s  eyes  a v o i de d  e a c h  o t h e r ,  Madame 

Delbo  avo i ds  t h e  words ,  b ecau se  they  a r e  too p a i n f u l ,  to g iv e  an 

e x a c t  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  to ment ion a n a m e .  It is an unco mf or t ab le  

desc r i p t ion  for the  men i n v o l v e d ,  so Mrs .  Delbo  prefers  to t ransfer  

this d i scomfor t ,  to c onv ey  it to us by t ransmi t t ing the  emot ions  it 

evokes  r a th e r  than the  d e t a i l s .  This r e s t r a i n t ,  this modes ty ,  is 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  Aucun de  Nous  and it is one  of  the  points  t ha t  

makes  it so d i f f e r en t  from o t he r  works t h a t  a t t e m p t  sensat ional i sm 

by gruesome d e t a i l  t ha t  does  not  e v o ke  a ny  emot ion e x c e p t  from 

t he  sadis t i c  r e a d e r .

Two l i t t l e  boys ,  o ne  s e v e n ,  one  e l e v e n ,  a r e  p l a y i n g .  They 

a r e  b ro the rs .  They choose roles  for a g a m e .  They d e c i d e  to t a ke
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t u rns .  We wonder  w h a t  g ame  they a r e  p l a y i n g .  The l i t t l e  bo t  wai t s

unt i l  the  big one  is r e a d y .

Le grand se p r e p a r e .  II b ou t onne  une v e s t e ,  s a ng le  un c e i n t u r o n ,  
gl isse I ' ep6e  bien sur le c o t 6 ,  puis assure des  deux  mains ouver t es  
la c a s q u e t t e  sur sa t 6 t e .  D o u c e m e n t ,  du p o i g n e t ,  il lustre le 
bord d e  la c a s q u e t t e ,  t o uc he  la v i s ie re  bas sur les y e u x . ( p a g e  156)

As he p repares  for the  par t  he is to p l a y ,  he  p repares  his f a c e .  The 

f ea tures  h a r d e n .  He gains  a d imension of  a u t h o r i t y .  As soon as he 

is r e a d y ,  t he  l i t t le  brother  assumes his r o l e .  He comes to a t t e n t i o n ,  

a nd  then fol lows the march of  his o l de r  b r o t he r ,  less s t i f f ly .  They 

cross a g a r d e n .  The o l de r  one  dr i l l s  the  l i t t l e  one  in ma r ch i ng .

He dr i l l s  him faster  and  fas ter  and  then  the  s cene  immedia t e ly  

s w i t c he s .  This is the  e n a c t m e n t  of  the  H eg e l i a n  mas te r - s l av e  r e l a ­

t ionship by a pai r  of  brothers  who had t he  o p por tu n i t y  to observe  it 

we l l  and p e r fe c t  i t;  it is the  sons of the  Comman dan t  who  a r e  p l a y i n g .  

The s c en e  swi tches  an d  we a r e  b a c k  in c a m p .  The p a c e  is too fast  

and some of  t he  pr isoners can  no longer  f o l l o w .  The Comman dan t  

is fu r ious .  He screams ,  s t r ikes .  The l i t t l e  bro the r  assumes the  ro le  

of  t he  g u i l ty  p r i soner .  He is h i t  by his b r o th e r ,  he f a l l s .  The 

C ommandan t  looks a t  h im,  kicks h i m,  a l l  wi th disgus t  and commands  

"Zum C r em a t o r i u m . "  Whi le  the  pr isoners l ived in a g o n y ,  in dea t h  

i t se l f ,  r ight  n e a r b y ,  the  fami ly  of  Rudolph Hoess l ived in pe r fec t  

h a r mon y,  want ing  for n o t h i n g .  The ch i l dren  wer e  f r e e ,  the wi fe  

t en ded  t he  g a r d e n ,  r igh t  c lose by the  c a m p ,  not  far  from the oven s ,  

C h a r l o t t e  De l bo  tel l s  us. j

There is one more roll  ca l l  before  the c lose  of  the b oo k .

"II n ’en f in i t  pas ,  ce  m a t i n , " ( p a g e  160) Something  must be w r o ng .  

Taube t akes  his dog to find out  wh a t  i t  i s .  The dog r e turns ,  holding 

a woman by the  nape  of  her  n e c k .  This t i m e ,  they  count  and  the  

count  t a l l i e s .  The roll  ca l l  is o v e r .  Perhaps  it is not  any  longer  

than the  others  but  it seems i n t e rmi nab l e  in t he  a u t h or ' s  memory 

b ec au s e  she canno t  f orge t  t h e  woman ,  and he r  h ope  t h a t  the  woman 

was a l r e a d y  d e a d  when the dog found h e r .
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There is only  one  person to whom a wh o l e  c h a p t e r ,  a who l e  

sketch is d e v o t e d .  She is,  in a w a y ,  a long  wi th  V i v a ,  o ne  of the  

hero ines  o f  the  b oo k .  The women h ave  been  working in the bot tom 

of  t he  d i tch  s ince  morn i ng .  At  first t hey  a r e  t h r e e ,  then the  au t hor  

is left  a l o n e .  And she is t e r r i b l y  a f r a i d ,  b e c a u s e ,  in c a m p ,  lonel iness  

and  so l i t ude  we r e  perhaps  the most t er r i fying emo t i on s .  When they  

we r e  t o g e t h e r ,  a t  l eas t  two of  t h e m ,  t hey  could  t a l k  a n d ,  as we 

ha ve  seen  p r ev i ou s l y ,  this was on e  of  the  p r inc ipa l  methods of 

s u r v i v a l .  Lonel iness  brings on ly  d e s p a i r .  The pro tagon i s t  wants  

to hurry up and  f inish so she can  join the  o t h e r s ,  an d  she wants  

to g iv e  up and d i e  a t  the  same t i m e .  And then  on e  of  the  Kapos 

leads he r  b a c k  to the  o t he r s .  V i v a ,  whom we h e a r  for the last t i m e ,  

says "Viens  i c i ,  f a ce  a p i l e r  le r i z . M(page  166) And then our  a u t h o r  

is n ex t  to Lulu .  She c a n n o t  even  s mi l e .  Lulu is wor r ied  and asks 

if she is s i ck .  She assures her  she is n o t ,  t h a t  i t ' s  just t h a t  she 

c a n n o t  t a k e  it  any  m o re .  For h e r ,  it is the  e n d .  Lulu tr ies p r a c t i ­

c a l i t y  first:  t hey  e x c h a n g e  i mp l emen t s .  Perhaps  Lulu's is l i g h t e r .

It d o e s n ' t  h e l p .  C h ar l o t t e  Delbo  wonders :  how shal l  w e  e v e r  g e t  

ou t  of  h e r e ?  Lulu smi les ,  pats  her  h a n d .  It d o e s n ' t  w o r k .

Lulu r e ga r de  a u to u r  de  nous ,  voi t  q u ' a u c u n e  Kapo n ' e s t  pres 
pour  I ' i n s t a n t ,  me prend le p o i g n e t  et  d i t :  " M e t s - t o i  de r r i e re  
moi ,  q u ' o n  ne t e  voie  pa s .  Tu pourras  p l e u r e r . "  El le par l e  
a voix  basse ,  t i m i d e m e n t .  Sans d o u te  e s t - c e  jus t ement  ce qu ' i l  
f au t  me d i r e  pui sque  j ' obe i s  a sa poussee g e n t i l l e .  J e  laisse 
r e tomber  mon o u t i l ,  je r es te  la a p p u y e e  sur le m anche  e t  je 
p l e u r e .  J e  ne voula i s  pas p l eu r e r ,  mais les larmes a f f l e u r e n t ,  
c o u l e n t  sur mes joues .  J e  les laisse cou le r  e t ,  quand  une 
larme t o u c h e  mes l evres ,  je sens le sal6 e t  je c o n t i n u e  de 
p l e u r e r .
Lulu t r a v a i l l e  e t  g u e t t e .  Parfois e l l e  se r e to urn e  e t ,  d e  sa 
m a n c h e ,  d o u c e m e n t ,  e l l e  essuie mon v i s a g e .  J e  p l e u r e .
J e  ne pense  plus a r i e n ,  je p leu r e  . . . . ( p a g e  168)

There a re  t imes in camp when  the  o rches t ra  p l ay s .  It is 

an  orches t r a  composed of  d e p o r t e e s .  It is u n b e a r a b l e  for the  

d e p o r t e e s  to h e a r  the  w a l t z e s ;  it only brings pa i nfu l  memor ies .

The music ians  and the  o rches t ra  l e a d e r — al l  w o m e n — a r e  g ro t esq ue
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as we  read  t he i r  d e s c r i p t i o n .  They come from something out  of the 

pa s t .  The c on du c t o r  was o nc e  a f emale  o rches t ra  l e a d e r .  She 

knows how to c on d u c t  on ly  the  way  she did in V i e nn a  and  h e r e ,  

in c a m p ,  it is ab su rd .  C h ar l o t t e  Delbo  tel l s  us not  to t h in k ,  not  

to l i s t en ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when t hey  p l ay  w a l t z e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  

"Lust ige W i t w e . "  Whi le  they  a r e  p l a y i n g ,  n ak ed  men a r e  being 

b e a t e n  wi th straps b e c a u s e  t hey  h a v e  too many l i c e .  They a r e  

on t he i r  way  to d e l o u s i n g .  C h a r l o t t e  Delbo  t e l l s  us not  to think 

of  a l l  t he  Yehudi s  who brought  the i r  v iol ins  wi th them to c am p ,  

so t h a t  they could  be left  to the  viol inis ts  in this o r c h e s t r a .  It is 

to us t h a t  she is saying this and  to her  comrades  t o o .

N o n e  eve r  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  on yo ne  would r e t u r n .  They n ev er  

t hought  of g iv ing  a d e a t h b e d  message to the i r  c o mp an i on s .  And 

when  t he  d ep or t e e s  r e t u r n e d ,  the i r  task was c omp l i c a t e d  b ec au s e  

t he i r  f r iends and  r e l a t iv es  who did not  know any  but  the  c o n v e n ­

t i ona l  w a y  of  d y i n g ,  could  not  unders tand why th er e  wer e  no last 

words and hungr i ly  asked a g a i n  and  a g a i n  for t h e m .  But i t  seems 

t h a t  before  d y i n g ,  in the r e v i r , n ea r ly  al l  sa id:  " C e t t e  fo i s - c i  

je vais  c l a b o t e r . " ( p a g e  172) They did not  wa n t  to w e a k e n ,  not  

even  t h e n ,  nor  did they  w a n t  to undermine  th e  c ou r a g e  of  those 

a round t h e m .  And s ince  th er e  was no reason to say any th i ng  more ,  

t ha t  was a l l  t hey  s a y .  And he r e  C h ar l o t t e  Delbo  is t e l l i ng  the 

world not  to ask for last  words ,  b ec au s e  in this c o n t e x t ,  t he re  can 

be n o n e ,  b e c a u s e  they  had no hope  t h a t  a n y  would ev er  r e t u r n .  

Even spr ing,  when  it  comes ,  brings no h o p e .  It br ings only  p a i n .  

Pain b e ca us e  of  the  memories  t h a t  come wi th it:  memories  of  o t he r  

spr ings ,  springs t ha t  c a n n o t  be r ed i scover ed  here  in c a m p ,  b ecau se  

spring h er e  means  only  car rying mud ins tead of  f rozen  e a r t h ,  means 

only  s i t t ing on dust  ins tead of  s now.  It means  noth ing  t h a t  spring 

means  to the  l iving wo r ld .  There is no th ing  g r e e n ,  noth ing  grows ,  

and  the  au t hor  is lef t  only  wi th her  memory.  She wishes  a r de n t l y  

t ha t  it would l e a v e  h e r .  A woman n e a r  her  is dying and  a t  the
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moment  a t  which  she d i e s ,  the au t hor  tel l s  us t ha t  t h e y ,  the o t he r s ,  

h ave  lost  the i r  memory.  We a r e  left  wi th n o t h i n g .  Both memory 

and  l i fe have  d i s a p p e a r e d .  " Aucu n  de  nous ne  r e v i e n d r a .  Aucun  

d e  nous n ' a u r a i t  du r e v e n i r . " ( p a g e  1 82 - 83 )  The last  two l ines o f  the  

book a r e  a tota l  neg a t i on  of  the  f ight  to l i v e ,  of  the  c on ce n t r a t i o n  

camp u n iv e r s e ,  of  l ife i t se l f .  They l eave  us wi th nothing b ec au s e  

the  a u t h o r ,  even  a t  the t ime she is wr i t ing t h i s ,  less than a y e a r  

a f t e r  he r  l ibera t ion  from c a m p ,  is c omp l e t e l y  s t r ipped of  e v e r y t h i n g ,  

inc l ud i ng  life i t se l f .  We choose  to t ak e  the  words " aucun  d e  nous 

ne  r e v ie nd ra "  in the  sense t h a t  C l a u d e l  used " re ven i r "  when he 

wrote  " N o u s  ne r ev iendrons  plus vers v o u s . "  The a u thor  makes  us 

f eel  t h a t  she has not  t o t a l l y  r e tu rned  to the  l i v i ng ,  tha t  she c a n n o t .

We are  lef t  wi th an empt iness ,  a n  a b s e n c e  of  l i f e .  The memory of 

the  c h a r a c t e r s  whom we h a ve  s c a r c e l y  go t t en  to know,  has f a d e d .

We a r e  left  wi th a d e h u m a n i z e d  impression,  wi th a lmos t  no d e t a i l s .

We are  lef t  wi th f ee l ings  a b o u t  the  e x p e r i e n c e ,  r a t he r  than a k n o w­

ledge  of i t .  The work is an  impressionis t ic  c r e a t i o n ,  one  of  t ende r ness ,  

of  compass i on ,  of  love and  of  human s t r e ng t h ,  a l l  shown on the  

b ackgr ound  of  the most ex t r eme  cont ras t s .  We h ave  been  conf ron t ed  

wi th a c o l l a g e  to which  we a r e  r e spo nd i ng .  O u r  conscious  is 

r esponding through the  a u t h o r ' s .  The e x p e r i e n c e  has been  u n i v e r ­

s a l i zed  and p e r so na l i zed  s i mu l t a ne ou s ly .  We h a ve  not  stood off  and 

o b j e c t i v e l y  looked a t  a mass o f  gory d e t a i l .  We h a ve  r a t he r  been  

drawn in by p i ec es  t h a t  form a t o t a l i t y  and l e a v e  us wi th overa l l  

impressions,  f e e l i n g s .  We h av e  fe l t  t he  wea r i ness ,  the e t e r n i ty  

of  t ime b ec a u s e  our  au t ho r  has broken down each  moment  for us 

and  we h a ve  put  them to ge th e r  to a c h i e v e  a t o ta l  impression.  We 

ha ve  f e l t  the  we a r i ne ss ,  t he  th i r s t ,  b ecaus e  t hey  a r e  broken down 

into t he i r  s mal l es t ,  most i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  sensat ions  and  we h ave  

unconsc ious ly  r econ s t ruc t ed  them to t ransmi t  to our  subconscious  

the  tota l  f e e l i n g .  We know no de t a i l s  abou t  Bi rkenau ,  nothing 

numer ic a l  or g r a p h i c ,  but  we h a ve  fe l t  the ag on y  for as much of
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i t  t h a t  it is possible to t ransmi t  to the  r e a d e r  who has not  under gone  

the  same e x p e r i e n c e s .  For as much as it wi l l  be possible for him 

t o f e e l ,  he e x p e r i e n c e s  it r ead i ng  this work far  more profoundly 

than  he  would by consul t ing s ta t i s t i cs  or r eading  t ^moi gnages  from 

whi ch  he  perhaps  learns more but  feels  less.  This is not  a form of  

ca tha r s i s ,  nor a l i t e rary  ex e r c i s e  which  t he  a u th o r  permits  herse l f  

to indulge  in .  O n  the c on t r a r y ,  it becomes  an  i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  

r e co un t i ng  on ly  when  it is a b s o l u t e l y  necessary  for  our own i d e n t i ­

f i c a t io n  wi th t he  wor k .  From thi s ,  its u n i v e r s a l i t y ,  its modes ty .

The au th or  is c e r t a i n l y  not  a t t em pt i ng  to e xo rc i se  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  

from her  psyche  by wr i t ing a b o u t  i t ;  she is r a t he r  a t t emp t in g  to h a ve  

it e n t e r  ours ,  so t h a t  we  may not  f o r ge t .
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Liberat ion and Rea dap t a t ion  to Normal  Life

J ' a i  r6ve t e l l e m e n t  fort  d e  toi 
J ' a i  t e l l e m e n t  m a r c he ,

tel l  emen t  p a r l e ,
Tell  e m e n t  a i m6  ton o mb re ,
Q u ' i l  ne  me reste  plus r ien 

d e  t o i .
II me res te  d ' e t r e  I 'ombre

parmi les ombres ,  
D ' e t r e  c e n t  fois plus ombre 

que  I ' ombr e ,
D ' e t r e  I 'ombre qui  v i en dr a  e t  

r e v i endra  dans  
ta v ie  e n s o l e i l l e e . 2 3 0

This is Desnos '  p oem,  wr i t t en  just before  he  d i e d ,  to his wi fe  

Y o u k i .  He was a t  t he  end of his l i fe;  he  had b eco me  a p ha n t o m,

" I ' o m b r e , "  the last s tep before  his d e a t h .  N o t h i ng  of his essence  was 

l e f t ,  not  even  his fondest  memor ies .  The same was t rue for the others  

in camp wi th h im,  the  o t he r  shadows.  Youki  b e c a m e  just a shadow to 

him b ec au s e  of  his e x h a u s t i o n ,  a n d  t h e n ,  as t h e  life in camp des t royed 

him f ur t he r ,  he  be ca me  a shadow himse l f .  He l ived to see  the  l i b e r a t i o n ,  

but  l ibera t ion  came  too l a t e ,  as for many of  the d e p o r t e e s .  Time here  

is c r uc i a l ;  one could say t h a t  if t h e  l ibera t ing  forces  had r e a c h e d  the 

camp wher e  he was (Theres iens tadt )  just a few days  e a r l i e r ,  he might  

h av e  l i v e d .  But he d i e d ,  nea r  the  c a m p ,  from e x h a u s t i o n ,  severa l  

days  a f t e r  the  a r r iva l  of  the  l i be ra t ing  a r mi es .

When the troops f ina l ly  a r r i v e d ,  S o v i e t ,  A m e r i c a n ,  or mixed 

Eur opean ,  they  e i the r  l i be ra ted  the  camp or found t ha t  t he  depor tee s  

had a l r e a d y  been  l ibera ted  by t he  SS and t h a t  they  were  sti l l  in c a m p .

In e i t he r  c a s e ,  the d e p o r t e e  r e a l i z e d  t ha t  he  was f ree  and t ha t  he

230Desnos, o p . c i t . ,  p.  191
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would shor t ly be t ranspor ted out  of  the  c a m p .  But for many ,  g r a c e

came  too l a t e .  The numbers tha t  d ied  in camp a t  t he  very end wer e

enormous perhaps  for the reasons ment ioned  in C h a p t e r  O n e :  t ha t  

the  camps were  over crowded  a t  the  end and t h a t  the r e  was less food 

than eve r  b e f o r e .  O r  pe r haps ,  the  pr i soners ,  a w a r e  t h a t  the  b a t t l e  

was o v e r ,  s topped f ight ing a i i t t i e  too soon and  did not  c o n c e i v e  

t h a t  they  st i l l  n e e d e d  al l  t he i r  s t rength to return to normal  l i fe and  

beg in  a n e w .  It was ,  of  co ur se ,  very  t rue t ha t  they  were  progress ively 

w e a k e n e d  dur ing the  success ive  phases of  the i r  c a p t i v i t y  and  tha t  

by the  e n d ,  many were  just not  strong enough to last  a n o t h e r  m i n u t e .

As we  h a ve  seen  b e f o r e ,  the first cons ide ra t ions  of  the d e p o r t e e

wer e  p h y s i c a l .

N o t r e  premier  g es te  d ' hommes  l ibres fut  de  nous j e t e r  sur 
le r a v i t a i l l e m e n t .  O n  ne pens a i t  q u ' a  c e l a .  N i  a la
v e n g e a n c e ,  ni a u x  p a r en t s .  Rien q u ' a u  p a i n . 231

And even  when they  were  no longer  hungry ,  Wiesel  te l l s  us,  the

desires  we r e  sti l l  on a phys ica l  l eve l :  c lo thes  and w o m e n .  His

case is i ro n i c .  Food poisoning th ree  days  a f t e r  the  l ibera t ion  left

him very  s ick:  two weeks  in the  hospi ta l  in c r i t i ca l  c o n d i t i o n .

When his s t rength r e t u rn ed ,  he  r emembered  t h a t  he  has not  seen

himsel f  in a mirror for y ea r s .  And he looks an d  finds t ha t

Du fond du miroi r ,  un c a d a v r e  me c o n t e m p l a i t .  Son regard 
dans  mes yeux  ne me q u i t t e  p l u s . 232

The l i be ra t io n ,  in many cas es ,  had t r a g ic  over tones :  it 

p rovoked such f ear  among the G er ma ns  who r e a l i z e d  impending 

doom t h a t  they  wan ted  to rid themse lves  o f  a l l  t races  o f  t h e  c r i me ,  

inc lud ing  the  d e p o r t e e s .  They also wished to t ranspor t  t he  d ep or t ee s  

a w a y  from the camps t ha t  might  be  l i be ra t ed  f i r s t .  This resul ted 

in long marches  dur ing which  many of  the depor tees  d i e d .  In 

Buc he nwa ld ,  the  camp inter ior  r es i s tance  force  was strong enough

231 La N u i t ,  p .  178 .

232 I b i d .
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to force  the  S5 to f lee  and  thus to p r ev en t  the e v a c u a t i o n  of the  

last  2 0 , 0 0 0  d ep o r t ee s  for whom the  d e a t h  march might  h a ve  proved 

f a t a l .

There a re  many va r ia t ions  on the  theme of  l i b e r a t i o n .  Some

had the  s t rength to be  hap py  when  t hey  wer e  fou nd .  For some,  the

g r e a t e s t  moment  was  when t hey  saw the SS t a k e  off the i r  a r mb an d s ,

as if to d en y  wh a t  they  had b e e n :

. . .  ce  qui  m'es t  e nc o r e  r £v e l e  restera  a jamais  g r av e  dans  
ma m^moi re ,  cinq ou six SS t i e n n e n t  c o n c i l i a b u l e  e t  I 'un 
d ' e u x ,  sous mes y e u x ,  a r r a c h e  ne r ve us em en t  de  sa m an ch e  
I ' a i g l e  a cro ix  g a m m e e .  Un SS e n l e v a n t  les insignes 
sacres  d e  sa myst ique e t  sa p u i s s a n c e 1. Un SS se r e n i an t  
Iui -m6me' .  Es t - c e  Dieu c r o y a b l e ? 2 3 3

Some,  t h o u g h ,  did not  have  the  s t rength to be h a p p y .  They 

had looked forward to this d ay  for a long t i m e ,  hoped  for i t ,  e x p e c t e d  

it and  e x p e c t e d  t h a t  it would  be full  of  joy when  it f i na l l y  c a m e .

O n  the  c on t r a ry .  Some of the  French who wer e  in Ravensbri ick 

were  l i be ra t ed  on Apri l  2 3 ,  19 4 5 ,  by the  Swedish Red Cross and 

t ranspor ted to Sweden  from wher e  they  wer e  r e p a t r i a t e d  to France  

dur ing th e  last  w e e k  of J u n e .  Among t h e m ,  C h a r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  who 

wr i tes  the  story of  he r  l ibe ra t i on  "Le Mat i n  d e  la Liber te"  in Une 

C on na i s s anc e  I n u t i l e .  The Swede  who is in c h a r g e  of  the l i be ra t i on  

is the  most beau t i fu l  man t hey  have  e v e r  s e e n .  The d ep o r t ee s  look 

a t  him wi thou t  knowing why they  find him so b e a u t i f u l .  He sees 

this column of  women which  a d v a n c e d  s lowly towards  h im,  m o t i o n ­

less,  s i l e n t l y .  Their  f aces  c a n n o t  show w h a t  they  th ink  of  the  man 

b e ca us e  they  a r e  so used to no t  showing t he i r  emot ions ,  an d  also 

b e c a us e :

Les v i sages  ne  sont  marques  en gros et  en profond que  par  
une  longue  a n c i e n n e  l u t t e .  II semble  que  la vo lon t6  e t  
la d o u le u r  se so ien t  p l an qu^ es  sur les v i sag es — p e u t - £ t r e  
a leur  e n t r e e  dans  c e t  e n d r o i t - c i ,  au passage  du seuil  ou

233Bonifas,  p.  148.
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se t i e n t  I ' homme— et  y a i e n t  durc i  pour  t o u j o ur s .2 34  

The column a d v a n c e s ,  the  door  of the  camp is o p e n ;  the  bar  is 

l o w e r e d .  The women r e a l i z e  for the  first t ime t h a t  t he  e n t r a n c e  is 

a l so an  e x i t .  The column stops a t  the  b a r .  The women look a t  the 

man and  t h e y  w a i t ,  and  the  man w a i t s .  They wa t ch  the  man " de  

leurs y eux  qui  ne d i sent  pas q u ' i l s  v o i e n t ,  des  y e u x  qui  on t  dO 

depui s  si longtemps ne  r ien e x p r i me r ,  ne  r ien laisser  p a r a f t r e .  Et 

p e u t - 6 t r e  n ' y  a v a i t - i l  en c h a c u n  de  ces  et res  a u c u n e  e m o t i o n — a 

force  de  se r a i d i r  e t  de  se d om i n e r ,  on ne sent  plus r i e n . " 23 5  The 

women r e a l i z e  t ha t  the  man is t rying not  to show his emot ions .  The 

same anon ymi ty  t h a t  domi na t ed  Aucun  de  Nous  is present  h e r e .  We 

a r e  told a b o u t  the w om en ,  but  none  a r e  men t ioned  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  by 

name;  even  t he  l ibera t ing  c a p t a i n  and the  crew h ave  only imprec ise  

d es ig n a t i o n s .

The d ep or t ee s  w er e  st i l l  in the  world of the  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  

camp even  a t  the moment  when  they  f ina l l y  lef t  i t .  They had b een  

so c o n d i t i o n e d  by this wor ld t h a t  t hey  w e r e  mer e l y  passing through 

the  door  of  the  camp for the  last  t ime and  this did not  f ree them of  

th e  c o n d i t i o n i n g .  We wi l l  see shor t ly t h a t  a n o t h e r  f igh t ,  a n o t h e r  

immense e f fo r t ,  which  many could  not  put  fo r th ,  was necessary  to 

a c h i e v e  this  f inal  g o a l :  t he  t rue  l ibe ra t i on  from the  h a l l u c i n a t i o n s  

of  the  n i g h t ,  t h e  haunt ing  of the  c a m p .  It is the  phys ica l  l ibe ra t i on  

t h a t  we a r e  discussing h e r e .  The l a t t e r  par t  of  this c h a p t e r  wi l l  

d ea l  wi th  the  l ibera t ion  of  the  mind from the  camp e x p e r i e n c e .

The man speaks  to the  w o m e n ,  and  his a c c e n t ,  so d i f f e r en t  

from t he  S l av ic  a c c e n t s  t ha t  t hey  have  grown used to h e a r i n g ,  

surprises t h e i r  e a r s .  And then  he ann ou n ce s  t h a t  they  a re  going 

to S w e d e n .  The r e a c t i on :

Nous  a l lons  en Sufede e t  rien ne r6pond dans  la longue b and e

2 3 4 | j ne  Conn a i s sa nc e  I n u t i l e ,  p .  1 7 5 .

235  |b i d .
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de  t aches  c l a i r es  oD les regards  font  des t rous dans  I ' o mbr e .  
A u c u n e  a n i m a t i o n ,  a u c u n  t r e s s a i l l e m e n t . 2 3 6

Jus t  a few moments a g o ,  the  women had b een  e v a c u a t e d  from t he i r

bar racks  by the  SS and they  had feared t h a t  t h ey  were  being e v a c u a t e d

ra t he r  than  l i b e r a t e d .  N ow  t hey  know they  w er e  be i ng  l i b e r a t e d .

No w t h e y  know t hey  a r e  go i ng  to S w e d e n ,  but :  "Rien ne repond

dans  les r eg ards ,  mais nous r e t rouvons  no t re  f a c u l t e  de  v o i r . " 2 3 7

They remain  m u t e .  They show no emot ion w h a t s o e v e r .  This is

ha rd ly  the  r e a c t i on  t ha t  we e x p e c t ,  and  i t  is e q u a l l y  hard ly  the

r e a c t i o n  they  e x p e c t e d .  There  is no surpr i se ,  no j o y .  They b e l i e v e

i t ,  t hey  b e l i e v e  they  a r e  go ing  to S w e d e n ,  but  t hey  show noth ing :

Nous  a t t e n d o n s ,  s i l e n c i e u s e s .  D ' un  c a l me  qui  nous surprend 
n ous -m§ mes .  Nous  qui  croyions  que  ce  j o u r - l a ,  s ' i l  a r r i v a i t ,  
nous d6fa i l l i r i ons  d e  b o n h e u r . 2 3 8

A t  t he  moment  when  t he  long rows a r e  r eady  to pass over  the  threshold

of  t he  c a m p ,  o ne  v o i ce  asks for a moment  of  s i l en ce  for  those  who

wil l  not  r e t u r n .  "Et c e t t e  vo ix  qui  d em an de  le s i l e n c e  rompt  le

s i l e n c e . "239  | t  js n i g h t ,  t he  camp is a s l e e p .  The n igh t  has not

y e t  e n d e d ,  not  even  for those who a r e  f reed a t  t h a t  moment .

The women wmi le  for the  first  t ime when  they  a r e  a l r e a d y  

in t he  t rucks  tha t  wi l l  t ranspor t  t h e m ,  when  the  man in cha r ge  

smiles an d  te l l s  them "Fini  la G e s t a p o . "240

C ha r l o t t e  Delbo  te l l s  us t ha t  she knows now ( May ,  1 9 46 ,  

a t  the  t ime she is wr i t ing this story) why le c a p i t a i n e  M .  was 

b e a u t i fu l  on Apr i l  2 3 ,  1 9 4 5 ,  and why the  f lowers  we r e  beau t i f u l  

and  the  ch i l dren  too t ha t  she saw in the l i t t l e  Danish s ta t ion wh er e

2 3 6 y ne C onna i s san ce  I nu t i l e ,  p . 1 7 8 .

2 3 7 l b i d .

2 3 3 l b i d . , p . 1 80 .

2 3 9 l b i d . ,  p .  181 .

2 4 0 | b i c| p .  1 8 2 .
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t hey  a r r i v e d .  She also knows why the  human vo i ces  wer e  " t ro ub l an t es

et  b e l l e s " : 2 4  ̂ " | a t er re  £ t a i t  b e l l e  d ' e t r e  r e t r o u v e e .  Belle e t

d ^ s h a b i t e e  . " 2 4 2

The d e p o r t e e  was thus f r e e ,  but  he  had  a n o t h e r  s t ruggle

before  h i m.  He had to r e a d a p t  to d a i l y  l i f e .  Af te r  a l l  he had

s uf f ered ,  a f t e r  a l l  he had s e e n ,  a f t e r  al l  t he  f r iends or family tha t

he had  los t ,  this last s t ruggle  is very  t rying for  h i m,  and  he does

not  a l way s  c om pl e t e l y  s u c c e e d .  For the  r e l ig i ou s ,  p r ac t i c i n g

J e w ,  t he re  is somet imes a problem of  loss or qu es t ion i ng  of  f a i t h ,

as we  wi l l  s e e .  For o the r s ,  t he re  is a moral  p r o b l e m .  The d e p o r t e e ,

as we  s aw,  l ived by a d i f fe r en t  moral  c o de  wh i ch  h e  had to f o r g e t .

Many  had lost lovers ,  husbands or wi ves ,  p a r e n t s .  They r e tu rned

to f ind t h a t  they had no homes ,  or  t ha t  the  p e o p l e  v i t a l  to them

had b e e n  e x t e r m i n a t e d .  Some did not  e ven  w a n t  to return to the i r

home c o u n t r i e s ,  or  could n o t .  Most  of  the  French d i d ,  h o w e v e r ,

re turn to France  short ly a f t e r  the l i b e r a t i o n .  N o  on e  r e turned

u n s c a t h e d .  They al l  had a mission: to b e a r  w i t ne ss .  They had

to tel l  w h a t  h a p p e n e d .  They had to r e co u n t  to the  fami l ies  a nd

loved ones of  those they  had seen d i e  how t hey  d i e d ,  wha t  t hey

s a i d ,  and  how they  l ived in c a m p .  For most ,  t he  task was d i f f i cu l t

if not  imposs ible .  Few of t he i r  a u d i e n c e s  un de r s t o od .  The p ro logue

and e p i l o g u e  of  " Q u i  Rappor tera  ces  Paroles"  e x p l a i n  the  problem:

Farce  que  je r eviens  d'oD nul  n ' e s t  
r evenu

Vous c royez  que  je sais des  choses 
Et vous vous pressez vers moi 
Tout  gonf l£s  de  vos ques t ions  
De vos ques t ions  i n fo r mul ab l es .
Vous c royez  que  je sais les r i p o n s e s .
J e  ne sais q ue  les e v i d e n c e s  
La vie  
La mort

2 4  ̂ Une C onna i s sanc e  I n u t i l e , p .  1 8 2 .  

2 4 2 l b i d .
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La v e r i t e .
J e  r ev iens  d e  la ve r i te

Alors pourquoi  d i r e  pui sque ces choses 
q ue  je pourrais  vous d i re  
ne vous servi ront  a r i e n . . . 243

The d e p o r t e e  c a n n o t  c o m m un i ca t e  wi th those who h a ve  not  l ived

through w h a t  he  has survived b ec a u s e  even  the  words t ha t  he uses

do not  mean  t he  same thing to him and  to his a u d i e n c e .  He sees

things  in a d i f f e r en t  l i gh t ,  which  does  not  i l lumina te  his a u d i e n c e .

G e n e r a l l y ,  he  bears  no ill wi l l  b ec au s e  the  others  c an n o t  unders tand:

he only  wishes t h a t  he  himsel f  could  under s t and  how he s u c c e e d e d

in re tu rn ing :

Nous  sommes r evenues  pour  vous d i re  
e t  nous voi l a  d e v a n t  vous tout  e mpr un t ees .
Q u e  d i r e . . .
Comment  d i r e . . .
C ' e s t  que  la d 'ou  nous r evenons  les mots 

ne v o u l a i e n t  pas d i re  la 
m£me c h o s e .

Les mots d i sa i en t  les choses s imples:
a v o i r  froid
av oi r  soif
av o i r  faim
£tre  f a t igu^
a vo i r  s ommei l ,  avo i r  p e u r ,  
v i v r e ,  mour i r .
Si vous  ne voyez  pas la d i f f e r e n c e  
C ' e s t  q ue  nous ne  savons plus les 

p ron once r  
a v e c  le sens que  l a - b a s  ils a v a i e n t .
Nous  voul ions  nous fa i re  e n t e n d r e ,  
nous voul ions  nous fa i re  compr endre  
e t
N e  c r oyez  pas q u e  nous en ayons  

du d e p i t
Nous  savions que  vous ne  comprendr i ez  

pas ,
Q u e  vous ne c ro i r i ez  pas 
ca r  c e l a  est  d ev enu  a nous-m£mes  

i n c r o y a b l e s .

243pp.  c i t . , p.  70 .
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Pourquoi  i r i e z - vo us  croi re  
a ces  his toi res  d e  r evenant s  
de  r evenan t s  qui  r e v i e n n e n t  
sans pouvoi r  e x p l iq u er  c o m m e n t ? 2 4 4

There is,  h e r e ,  a pe r fe c t  s imp l i c i t y ,  a p e r f e c t  e x p l a n a t i o n  of  the

f rust rat ions  t h a t  t he  d e p o r t e e  e n c o u n t e r e d  from the  very  firsT7~upon

his r e tu rn :  the f ac t  t ha t  others  could  not  unders tand h im.  Some

we r e  b i t t e r  a b o u t  thi s ,  some said they  knew it would be  thus and

res igned t he ms e l v es .  And in o the r  ca s es ,  t he re  is a strong bi t terness

a g a i ns t  those who know:  they  know eve r y t h i ng  e l s e ,  but  they  c a n n o t

"know"  t hi s ,  and  for some,  they  c a n n o t  feel  w ha t  they  do not  k n o w .

C h a r l o t t e  Delbo  r e a l i ze s  this and  r e a l i ze s  tha t  others  wil l  not  be

a b l e  to cry o ve r  the  sufferings of  the d ep or t ee s  b ecau se  they  can no t

s uf f ic i en t ly  unders t and  on a consc ious  l e v e l ,  and  b ec au s e  the

rami f i ca t ions  of  the  ho l ocaus t  h a ve  not  en te r ed  t he i r  subconsc ious .

These a r e  par t  of  t he  menta l  f rus t rat ions  of the  d e p o r t e e .

He u nf o r tu na t e ly  a l so e n c o u n t e r e d  many f rust rat ions  of a far  less 

me t aphy s i ca l  n a t u r e .  He had to f ind wor k ,  m ed ica l  a i d ,  money ,  

a p l a c e  to l i v e .  In many c as e s ,  he had to b eg i n  to search for his 

family to f ind only  t h a t  they  had al l  d i sa pp e a r ed  in the  N a z i  o v en s .  

Many  women we r e  marr ied  and  had ch i ld re n ;  it seemed the  best  

way  to r e p l a c e  wha t  t hey  had lost ,  to r ega i n  t h e i r  a p p r e c i a t i o n  

of  l i f e ,  to make  a new life for t hemse l ves ,  to fulf i l l  t hemse l ves .

But many found they  could  not  be h a p p y .  They sti l l  ca r r i ed  wi th 

them the shadow of  those they  had lef t  b e h i n d .  They con t inued  

to dream of  the  nights  and  days  in t he  c a m p .  In b r i e f ,  t hey  found 

they  could  not  l ibe ra te  t h e m se lv es .  They found t h a t  the  p eop l e  

a round them could  not  help  them e n o u g h ,  did not  u nd er s t an d ,  

could  not  do enough for t h e m .  Simone A l i zon  ( Le Convoi  du 24 

j a n v i e r ) t e l l s  us: " . . .  je me suis e n t end u  t r a i t e r  d ' a n o r m a l e ,  de  

m a l a d e .  Aucun  membre de  la f ami l l e  n ' a  pris la depo r t a t i on  au

^ ^ o p .  c i t . , p .  70
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se r i eux  puisque j ' en  e ta i s  sor t ie  v i v a n t e .  Les mi l l e  d i f f i c u l t ^  de

la v ie  q u o t i d i e n n e  n e  nous on t  pas e t6  6pargn£es ;  e l l es  se sont

a j o u t e e s  au x  souf f rances  p a s s6 e s ." 2 4 5  Many fe l t  t h a t  t he i r  immense

s a cr i f i ce  had been  for n o t h i n g ,  and  had to f ight  cons tan t ly  a ga i n s t

this f e e l i n g .  Most  h ave  last ing phys ica l  a i lmen t s  whi ch  a r e  a d i r e c t

resul t  of  the i r  l ife in c a m p .  This does  n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  he l p  t he i r

r e a d a p t a t i o n  to l ife and  makes  it d i f f i cu l t  for them to w o rk ,  and

in some cases ,  to h a v e  a f a mi ly .  Most  think very of ten  of  camp

l i fe .  There is a c e r t a i n  f ra t e r n i ty  which  is m a i n t a i ned  among the

former  d e p o r t e e s .  Many  o f  them r emained  fr iends  and soc ie t i es

h a v e  been  formed to he lp  t h e m ,  moral ly  and p h y s i c a l l y .  But many

sti l l  find t h a t  the  o t he r s ,  those who wer e  not  d e p o r t e d ,  a r e  " v d c h e s " :

t hey  a r e  not  s y m p a t h e t i c ,  t hey  d o  not  do enough  for  t he  compat r io t s

who s ac r i f i ced  themselves  for the  f reedom of  a l l .  Some of  the

women h a ve  r e a d a p t e d  thanks  fo the  man who fel l  in love with

them and  is a b l e  to l ighten the  burden by removing f in a nc ia l  and

o t he r  p r e o c c u p a t i o n s .  But this is not  t rue in al l  ca s es .  The women

who marr ied to feel  l ike the  o t he r s ,  to l ive as  if the  d e p or t a t io n

had not  lef t  its mark ,  to feel  a l i v e ,  found this d id  not  necessar i ly

s u f f i ce .  O n e  d e p o r t e e ,  when she g a v e  birth to her  first  son could

not  r e j o i c e ;  in the  b ack  of  her  mind wer e  a l l  t he  women who had

died  in Auschwi tz  wi t ho ut  knowing the joy of  c h i l d b i r t h .  Othe r s

a r e  e x a s p e r a t e d  by the  injus t i ces  of  s oc i e t y  whi ch  the  ho l ocaus t

did not  r ec t i fy :  the  revol t s  in the  u nd e r d e v e l o p e d  c o un t r i e s ,  the

imperial i sm of  c ap i t a l i s t  s o c i e t i e s .  Many  d epor t ee s  do not  h av e

the  s t rength to con t in u e  l i v in g .  They a r e  a l i v e ,  but  they  c an n o t

o p e r a t e  e f f i c i e n t l y  in the  f a ce  of  the  obs tac le s  of  d a i l y  l i fe:

On  d i r a i t  qu e  R ol an de ,  comme Yo lan de  G i l i ,  comme 
b e a u c o u p  de  r e v e n a n t e s ,  a use en que lq ues  mois a 
Birkenau tou t e  la somme d ' £ n e r g i e ,  t oute  la v i t a l i t e  
qui  lui a v a i e n t  £t6 impar t i e  6 la n a i ss ance  pour  durer

2 45p p .  p i t . ,  p .  3 0 .
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t ou t e  une v i e .  Elle est  v i v a n t e ,  mais le ressort  de  la vie  
est c a s s 6 . 24 6

This is the  ge ne r a l  co nd i t ion  of  most of  the  d epo r t ee s  who r e t u r n e d .

The l i t e ra t ur e  shows ur t ha t  t he r e  was a necess i t y  to a d a p t  to a new 

l i fe in c a m p ,  but  as Semprun te l l s  us ( "Mai s  le vrai  c h oc  s ' es t  p rodui t  

au  r e t o u r . " ) ,  t he  r e a d a p t a t i o n  to t h e  l i fe a f t e r  the  camp is e ven  h a r d e r ,  

b ec a u s e  so much of t h e  s t rength had b e e n  lef t  in camp ,  b e ca us e  of 

t he  " co n n a i s s a n c e  i nu t i l e "  t ha t  the  d ep or t e e s  had a c q u i r e d .

The major i ty  of  t he  eyewi t nes s  reports  a b ou t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  

camps  end wi th a desc r i p t i on  of  the  return to normal  l i fe which  is,  

a t  bes t ,  s e k t c h y .  There a r e  few works t h a t  d e v o t e  themse lves  e n t i r e l y  

to t he  problem of  the r e a d a p t a t i o n  of  t he  d e p o r t e e .  Th er e f o r e ,  we 

must ment ion  M i c h e l i n e  M a ur e l ' s  La Vi e  N o r m a l e ,  which  dea l s  

e n t i r e l y  wi th this s u b j e c t .  The p ro ta g on i s t ,  L a u re nc e ,  a f t e r  the  w a r ,  

f inds her se l f  a l l  a l o n e ,  in London,  working  and  poor ly making ends 

m e e t .  She is phys ica l l y  e xh au s t ed  and  must go into a h o sp i t a l .

These c i r cums t ances  a r e  e n t i r e l y  due  to the  f a c t  t ha t  she was a d e p o r t e e .  

In t he  h o s p i t a l ,  t h o u gh ,  begins  the  story of  a love a f f a i r ,  the domi na t ing  

t heme  of  the  bo ok ,  which  ends very  u n h a p p i l y  for L a u re nc e .  The 

d e f e c t  of  the  book is t he  f o l l owi ng :  we  begin  by see ing  a s i tua t ion  

in which  she f inds her se l f  d ue  to p o s t - c a m p  c o m p l i c a t i o n s .  H o w e v e r ,  

from the  poin t  a t  which  she en te r s  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  when she is a p a t i e n t  

in t he  h o s p i t a l ,  were  it  not  for t he  f a c t  t h a t  she thinks b a c k ,  a t  

va r i ed  t imes ,  to her  e x p e r i e n c e s  in N e u b r a n d e n b u r g , and  evokes  

the  memories  o f  her  comrades  t h e r e ,  we  would  n e v e r  know t ha t  she 

is a former d e p o r t e e  b ec au s e  the  problems des c r i bed  in La Vie  N o r m a l e  

a r e  not  res t r i c t ed  to persons hav ing  been  in c a m p .  Any woman could 

h a v e  a love a f fa i r  of  this sor t ,  and  it does  not  end u nh ap p i l y  b ec au s e  

of  t he  f a c t  t h a t  she was in c a m p .  The e n d ,  as a mat te r  of  f a c t ,  

is c o m p l e t e l y  out  of  her  h an ds .  The re f ore ,  t h e  book is not  a c l e a r

246pp. c j t . , p.  97 .
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por t r aya l  of  the problems of  r e a d a p t a t i o n  to normal  l ife becaus e  

t he  s i tua t ions  t h a t  it d e p i c t s  could  h ap pe n  and  p robab l y  h a v e  h ap p e n e d  

to many women who were  not  in c a m p .  What  is in teres t ing to note  

in the  book is t ha t  Laurence  thinks how her  comrades  in camp would 

tel l  her  to a c t  before  she makes  a d e c i s i o n ,  and  t h a t  she somet imes 

tel l s  her se l f  t h a t  she must g e t  the  most out  of  a s i t u a t i o n ,  en joy  it 

to the  f u l l e s t ,  b ec au s e  o t he r w i s e ,  if she wer e  to f ind herse l f  in 

camp a g a i n ,  she would h a v e  no p l eas u r es ,  no blissful  moments  to 

look ba ck  u po n ,  no e x p e r i e n c e  in l o v e .  Laurence  feels  t h a t  she 

should not  h ave  b een  t r e a t ed  the  way  she was by l i fe and he r  lover  

becaus e  she was d epor t ed  and  is the r efo r e  e n t i t l e d  to a b e t t e r  l i f e .  

There a r e  no o t he r  c l ues ,  o t he r  than the  f ac t  t h a t  the  a u th o r  s p e c i ­

f i c a l ly  ment ions  i t ,  to po i n t  to t ha t  f ac t  t ha t  we  a r e  d e a l i n g  wi th the 

problems of a young woman t rying to r e a d a p t  a f t e r  d e p o r t a t i o n .  This 

novel  is n o t ,  t h e n ,  an  enormous  cont r ibu t ion  to the  l i t e r a t ur e  of  the 

r e a d a p t a t i o n  to normal  l i f e ,  b ecaus e  its problems a r e  not  l imited 

to former d e p or t e e s  and a r e  not  s uf f i c i en t ly  p a r t i c u l a r i z e d .  The 

des t iny  of  t h e  p ro tagonis t  does  not  a p p e a r  to be in her  own hands:  

her  r eac t ions  to her  problems ma t te r  l i t t l e ,  t he r e fo r e  it is not  even 

p roper  to c o n c l u d e  t h a t  her  r eac t ions  to he r  problems a r e  the resul t  

of  the  f a c t  t h a t  she was d e p o r t e d .  S ince  t hese  r eac t ions  do not  

seem to ma t t e r  a n y w a y ,  the  nove l  is not  the  resul t  o f  the  depo r t a t i on  

of t h e  p r o ta g on i s t .

Chr i s t i an  Pineau has s e i z e d ,  in a very  small  v i g n e t t e ,  the 

essent ia l  of  the  problem of  r e a d a p t a t i o n .  His son ,  who hard ly  knew 

him when  he l e f t ,  is sti l l  a s t r anger  to him when  he r e turns .  The 

chi ld  thinks  he wi l l  make the  f a t he r  happy  when he brings him home 

a box of  sa rd ines ,  a prec ious  and ra re  commodi ty  in the  po s t - war  

s c a r ce  t imes ,  purchased  on t he  b l a c k  m a r k e t .  The f a t h e r — this is 

one  d a y  a f t e r  his return h o m e - - i s  sti l l  l iving by the moral  code  of 

th e  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camp:

Le pauvre  gosse regoi t  une  g i f l e  t rop vi te  pa r t i e  par  un r e f l ex e
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q u ’ il ne  peu t  c om p r e n d r e .  Des larmes lui v i e n n e n t  a u x  y e u x .
— C ' 6 t a i t  pour  te fa i re  p la i s i r ,  p a p a ,  d i t - i l  en r e n i f l a n t .  J e  
ne croyai s  pas que  c ' e t a i t  mal  de  penser  au x  a u t r e s .
La v ie  pour  lu i ,  n ' a  pas c h a n g e . 2 4 7

The g en e r a t i o n  g ap  is wi de ne d  in these s i tua t ions  and  of  cour se ,  it

is even  more c om pl i c a t e d  for  the chi ld to a d a p t  to the  pa r en t  b ecau se

if it is d i f f i cu l t  for an  a d u l t  to under s t and  wh a t  h ap p e n e d  in camp it

is more d i f f i cu l t  for the c h i l d .  And the  f a c t  t h a t ,  in many cases ,

the  p ar en t  was in camp dur ing the  t ime when the  chi ld  was a t  a

c r uc i a l  a g e ,  may make  the two remain  s t rangers  for a long t ime to

c o m e .  And the  chi ld  does  not  under s t and  w h y ,  when  the  pa r en t

p laces  a dish of  food in front  of  h i m,  which  he r e j e c t s ,  he is told

t h a t  in Auschwi tz  he  would h ave  ea t e n  it g l a d l y .  Nor  does  the

chi ld  unders t and  when  the  p a r e n t  hovers  over  him e x c e s s i v e l y ,  is

a f ra i d  for h i m,  d i sp r opor t i ona t e ly  to the  normal  worr ies  one  has

over  a c h i l d ,  or when  the  same pa r en t  te l l s  him t h a t  t h e  shoes he

is wear ing  would h a v e  made  a n y o n e  in Auschwi tz  o v e r j o y e d .  All

t he  chi ld  sees is t ha t  o ther  ch i ld ren  do not  h a ve  to l ive by this

c o d e ,  an d  so,  a l t hou gh  he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t he re  is something s p e c i a l ,

something to be  r e s p e c t e d ,  in his parent s  who h a ve  suffered so much

and  s urv ived ,  there  a re  many things tha t  an noy  h i m,  which  he

would r a t h e r  not  h e a r ,  and  which  a r e  c o mp l e t e l y  a l i e n  to his

wo r ld .  U n f o r t u na t e ly ,  t h o ug h ,  the  p ar en t  c a n n o t  forge t  and  so

c a n n o t  c h a n g e  his f rame of  r e f e r e n c e .

The problem of  the necess i ty  for r e a d a p t a t i o n  to a new 

moral  c ode  is c l e a r l y  seen in Elie W i es e l .  In L ' A u b e 2 4 8 /  set  in 

I s rael ,  Elisha is p l ac ed  in the role  of  the  e x e c u t i o n e r .  He is 

told to ki l l  a British soldier  being held as h o s t a g e .  Elisha is a 

former  d e p o r t e e .  The story t akes  p l ac e  not  long a f t e r  the  w a r .

The e xe c u t i o n  is set  to t a k e  p l a c e  a t  d aw n;  t h e  story begins  a t

2 4 7 0 p B p i t . ,  p .  3 1 2 .  

2 48 p p .  c i t . (Paris,  1 9 6 0 ) .
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n i g h t ,  the  e ven i ng  b e f o r e .  As we ha ve  s e e n ,  the  t ime  t e rmi nol ogy  

is very  s i gn i f i ca n t  in Wiese l ' s  wor k .  La N u i t  is o v e r .  It is d a w n ,  

but  the  sun has not  risen y e t .  Dawn is perhaps  also t he  i n t e rmed i a r y  

t ime in the  d e p o r t e e ' s  l i fe when he  makes  the  r e ad j us t men t  b e t w e e n  

n i g h t ,  his l ife in c a m p ,  an d  d a y ,  " la  v ie  n o r m a l e . "  This book is 

t he  story of  the  t ra nsp lan ta t i on  of  s i tua t ions  t h a t  t ak e  p l a c e  in 

c am p ,  s l ight ly  t ransformed,  and  p l a c ed  in normal  l i f e ,  and  the 

r eac t i ons  t ha t  the  d e p o r t e e  ha s .  We see a g a i n  t ha t  camp mora l i ty  

c a nn o t  be  t ransposed to normal  l i fe;  as Frangoise of " Q u i  Rappor tera  

ces  Paroles"  f e a r e d ,  a l l  t h a t  was l earned in camp was useless .

Camp mora l i ty  is not  a va l id  f rame of  r e f e r e n c e  for normal  l i fe 

s i t u a t i on s .  Elisha the J e w  r a t io na l i ze s  t h a t  he  and his p eo pl e  h a ve  

been  the vic t ims  for long e n o u g h .  The Commandment  "Thou sha l t  

not  k i l l "  was not  r espec t ed  by a n y o n e  but  the  Jews  for c e n t u r i e s ,  

he th i nks .  Ye t  it is a l way s  the  Jews  who h ave  been  m ar ty r ed .

He feel s  t ha t  it is t ime for al l  this to c h a n g e .  He wi l l  he lp  to 

kil l  t hose  t ha t  make  him a murderer .  He wi l l  ki l l  to he lp  himsel f  

and  others  b eco me  men a g a i n .  But he is hor r i f i ed  by his own p e r so n ­

a l i t y  to the  poin t  wh er e  he says:  " J e  me voyai s  a v e c  les yeux  du 

passe .  J e  m' imagina i s  en uni forme,  en uni forme g r i s - f o n c e ,  en 

uni forme S S . " 2 4 9  He c a n n o t  d i sas soc ia te  e x e c u t i o n e r  and SS in 

his mind .  W h a t e v e r  ac t s  of  v i o l e n c e  he  commi t s ,  he  judges  wi th 

the  eyes  of the d ep or t ed  J e w .  And his a s soc ia t ion  is a l ways  wi th 

the  N a z i  s i t ua t i on ;  in his v i c t ims ,  he sees the  vic t ims  of the  SS 

c r u e l t y ,  of  which  he  was o n e .  And now he sees himsel f  as an 

e x e c u t i o n e r ,  an SS and  " . . .  la naus<§e me c o n t r a c t a  soudain 

I ' e s t o m a c . " 2 5 0  He r eca l l s  a s c en e  from the  g he t t o  when vic t ims 

t r ied to f l ee  from the  SS.  And of  cour se ,  t h ro ugh ou t  the  book ,  

his memory rever t s  to things  t h a t  h a pp en ed  in c a m p ,  to e x p e r i e n c e s

2 49 p p .  c ? t . ,  p .  4 2 .
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t ha t  h ap p e n e d  r ight  a f t e r  the  l i b e r a t i o n .  He is h au n te d  and c an no t

f ree his mind of  t hese  a s so c i a t i on s .  They a r e  a c ons ta n t  f rame of

r e f e r e n c e .  The i dea  of be ing an  e x e c u t i o n e r  f r ightens  him and he

fears  t h a t  the  d ead  wi l l  a lways  remember  him as s uch ,  t h a t  the r efo r e

he wil l  n e ve r  be any t h ing  else for the  rest  of his l ife b ec a u s e  it is

the  eyes  of  others  t ha t  d e f i ne  our  b e i n g .  El isha' s  f rame of  r e f e r e n c e

is e n t i re ly  s t ruc tured upon the  camp e x p e r i e n c e ,  so t h a t  when  he

is told t h a t  the man he is to k i l l ,  John  Dawson ,  knowing t h a t  he  is

going to d i e ,  wants  to e a t ,  he finds it u n b e l i e v a b l e .  In his camp

e x p e r i e n c e ,  no one  wan t ed  to e a t  before  t hey  wer e  to d i e .  Elisha

s ucceeds  in k i l l ing th e  h o s t a g e .  But he does  not  s u cc ee d  in l ibera t ing

himsel f  from his past :

J e  r ega r da i  c e  morceau  d e  nu i t  et  la peur  me saisi t  la g o r g e .
Le morceau  n o i r ,  fa i t  de  l ambeaux  d 'o mb r es ,  a v a i t  un v i s a g e .
J e  le r eg ar da i  e t  je compris  ma p e u r .  Ce  v i s a g e ,  c ' e t a i t  
le m i e n .251

Many  of  Wi es e l ' s  books show haunt ing  p r e oc cu pa t i o ns  wi th

camp i n c i d e n t s .  In Le J o u r 2 5 2  w h i c h ,  a c c o r d i n g  to Wi es e l ' s  own

t ime c l a s s i f i c a t ions ,  should i n d i c a t e  t h e  end of  the  camp e x p e r i e n c e ,

the return to normal  l i f e ,  the  p ro tagonis t  is sti l l  h au nt ed  by p e op l e

he  knew in c am p ,  by his memor i es .  The fac t  t h a t  this t akes  p l a c e

in the book c a l l e d  Le J o u r  shows us t ha t  for W i e s e l ,  " la  v ie  norma le"

wil l  n ever  be w i thou t  memories  and  n ightmares  of  c a m p .  He c an n o t

f orge t  the  d e a d .  The pro tagonis t  is wi th the  woman who loves h im .

She t r ies  to e n c o u r a g e  him to e a t .  But

J e  pris done  un morceau  de  v i an de  e t  le por ta i  a ma b o u c h e .  
L'odeur  du sang me f i t  tourner  I ' e s t om ac .  Une en v i e  de 
vomir  me pri t  s o u da in .  Un jour ,  j ' ava i s  vu un homme qui  
d d v or a i t  a v e c  a p p e t i t  une t ra n ch e  de  v i a n d e  sans p a i n .
A f f a m e ,  j ' ava i s  observe  un long mo men t .  J e  su iva i s ,  
h y p n o t i s t ,  le mouvement  de  ses doigts  et  ce l u i  de  ses 
mdcho i re s .  J ' e s p e r a i s  q u ' e n  m ' a p e r c e v a n t  1a, d e v a n t  lui ,

251 L ' Aube ,  p .  141 . 

2 52o p . c i t . (Paris ,  1961)
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il me j e t t e r a i t  un m o r c e a u .  II ne m ' a v a i t  pas v u .  Le 
l e n d e m a i n ,  ses cam ar a de s  de  ba roque  I ' a v a i e n t  pendu:
II ma n g e a i t  de  la c h a i r  h u m a i n e . . .  En v o y an t  ce  corps 
se b a l a n c e r  dans  la b a r a q u e  des t o i l e t t e s ,  j ' av a i s  pense:
"Et s ' i l  m ' a v a i t  v u ? " 2 5 3

The theme of phys ica l  needs  is sti l l  wi th us,  b u t ,  of  cour se ,  h e r e ,

it is mixed wi th o t he r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  N o w ,  f ree  a t  l eas t  p h y s i c a l l y ,

e a t i ng  has become a l uxury ,  something his mind can  dwel l  u po n ,

and  g i ven  the  oppor tun i ty  to do so ,  he of  course remembers  the

camp e x p e r i e n c e .  This f rame  of  r e f e r e n c e  does  not  l eave  h im.

The pro tagoni s t  ( the book is in the first person) is in an  a c c i d e n t ,

a  c r i t i ca l  o n e ,  and  the  d o c t o r  informs him t ha t  he  is lucky to be

a l i v e ,  and t ha t  he  must t hank  G o d .  He r epl ies  t h a t  he does  not

know h o w.  And he also r e p l i e s ,  to himsel f  t h a t  " l e  r eg re t  d ' e t r e

r evenu  de  si loin ne m ' a v a i t  pas encor e  q u i t t e . " 2 5 4  This is ambi guous ,

but  we  can t a k e  it to mean e i t h e r  the r eg re t  t ha t  he  has survived

t he  a c c i d e n t  or  the  r e g r e t ,  more p r ob ab ly ,  of  hav ing  survived the

camp e x p e r i e n c e .  And Wiese l  te l l s  us t ha t  he is ashamed a t  having

chosen to remain a l i v e ,  to s u r v i ve .  The idea of the  gu i l t  of  the

surv ivor ,  of  t h e  one  who was chosen to return when so many did

n o t ,  is a s t r iking f ea tu re  of  Wi es e l ' s  w o r k .  He t e l l s  us t ha t  a t  the

b e g i n n i n g ,  when he  l ived in Par is ,  r ight  a f t e r  the  w a r ,  he did not

w a n t  to t e l l ,  he  was too a s h a m e d ,  too t imid to r e co u n t  w ha t  he had

s uf fe re d .  And he did not  w a n t  to speak for t h e  d e a d  s ince  he fel t

t h a t  t hey  had a s t ronger  v o i c e  than he and t h a t  they  n ee de d  no

i n t e r m e d i a r y .  He was t or tured  by shame and a n ge r  a t  himsel f  for

f ee l ing  this way  b ec au s e  it is the  e x e c u t i o n e r  w h o ,  by r ight s ,

should feel  the  s hame .  And he  does  not  want  to b e l i e v e  t h a t  G o d

has permi t ted  these i n j us t i ces .  He remembers  t ha t  in c a m p ,  he

saw a pious man e x c h a n g e  his rat ions  of  a who le  w e e k  for a prayer

2 5 3 ls J o u r , p .  13 .

2 5 4 | b i d . ,  p .  2 3 .



188

b o o k .  The pious man did not  survive  more than a month a f t e r  t h a t .  

Before dy ing  t ho u gh ,  the m a n ,  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  it was perhaps  the 

w e e k  wi t ho ut  bread t ha t  had k i l l ed  h i m,  c lu tc he d  his prec ious  

p rayer  book and asked of  i t :  "Combien  d ' ^ t r e s  humains  a s - t u  

d e t r u i t ,  t o i ? " 2 5 5

Whi le  the p ro tagonis t  is in a coma in the ho s p i t a l ,  and  e ven  

a f te r  he  is out  of the  c o m a ,  he  is h au n t e d  by the name S a r a h ,  and  

we learn t ha t  it was for two reasons:  his mother  (ki l l ed by the  

Naz i s )  was named Sarah and he  does  not  wa n t  to e v e r  forget  her  

n a m e ,  and  b ec a u s e  the re  was a woman named Sarah who s tar ted  her  

c a r e e r  as a pros t i tu te  when  she was t w e l v e  years  o l d ,  in a c o n c e n ­

t ra t ion c a m p ,  as she was forced  to make  love to an  SS o f f i ce r  who 

wa nt e d  her  as a b i r thday  p re sen t .

There is,  of  co ur se ,  a l e i tmot iv  of  Le Jour  t ha t  must be 

men t i on ed :  the  pro tagonis t  is loved by K a t h l e e n .  He may also 

be in love wi th h e r ,  but  we  a r e  n e v e r  s u re .  In any  c a s e ,  he c a n n o t  

let  himsel f  be h e l ped  by h e r ,  even  c o m p l e t e l y  surrender  to her  love 

becaus e  he is hau nt ed  by the  past  wh ich  prevent s  him from a c c e p t i n g  

h e r .  His mind cons tan t l y  t r ave l s  back  in t ime and he  does  not  permi t  

himsel f  to be  in love or l o v e d .  This is,  of  co ur se ,  a d i r e c t  p s y c h o ­

logica l  resul t  of  the e x p e r i e n c e  in c a m p .  He feels  tha t  he  is,  in 

a sense ,  be ing  unfa i thful  to t h e  p as t ,  to his mothe r ,  to t he  Sarahs  

whom he has known,  to al l  those who p l ayed  t ha t  role  in c a m p ,  

if he permits  himsel f  to love K a t h l e e n .

The problems t ha t  the  male  or f ema le  d e p or t e e  f a c e s ,  on a 

p sycho log ica l  l e v e l ,  or in r e l a t ions hi p  wi th the  o th er  sex a r e  

somet imes presented  as t h e y  a r e  in Le J o u r , by t hemse l ves ,  wi th 

no c e n t r a l  themes  o the r  than t he  c o nf l i c t  of  the  love and the 

haunt ing  of  the  camp e x p e r i e n c e .  H o w e v e r ,  in C ha r l o t t e  De l bo ' s

255Le Jour, p.  89.
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" C e u x  qui  A v a i e n t  C h o i s i , " 2 5 6  a s imi lar  s i t ua t ion  is fur ther  c o m p l i ­

c a t e d  by the  f a c t  t h a t  W er n e r ,  t he  man whom Frangoise  meets  t wen ty  

years  a f t e r  t he  l i b e ra t i o n ,  in a ca f 6  in G r e e c e ,  is a G e r m a n .  " C e u x  

qui  A v a i e n t  Chois i "  is,  in a way  a lmos t  a sequel  to " Q u i  Rappor tera  

ces  P a ro le s . "  The same c h a r a c t e r  who remains  to r e c i t e  the ep i l og ue  

of t h e  l a t t e r  p l ay  to us,  F r ango i se ,  is t he  pro tagon i s t  of  " C e u x  qui  

A v a i e n t  C h o i s i . "  The play takes  p l a c e  a f t e r  Frangoise has been  

l eading  " la  v i e  normale"  for some t we n t y  y e a r s .  We learn t ha t  

Frangoise ' s  husband was shot  a t  Mon t  Va l 6 r i e n  and t ha t  she had 

seen him severa l  hours before  he was to be  sho t ,  and  we  see a 

s c e n e ,  e n t i t l e d  e l s e w h e r e 2 5 7  " | Jne  Scene  J o u 6 e  dans  la M e m o i r e , "  

the f a rewel l  b e t w e e n  husband and  w i f e .  Frangoise  re l ives  the  

s c ene  for  the  first t i m e ,  a t  the  ca f6  w h i l e  she and  Werner  a re  

c h a t t i n g .  The s i tua t ion  is fur ther  c o m p l i c a t e d  by the f a c t  t ha t  it is 

not  just a m a l e - f e m a l e  m e e t i n g ,  but  by the  f a c t  t ha t  Werner  was in 

Hi t l e r ' s  army a l t ho ug h  not  in a c t i v e  c o m b a t .  He was r a t he r  

something l ike a cu l tura l  a t t a c h e  in G r e e c e  dur ing the  w a r .  But 

he  was not  one  who c hos e ,  as Frangoise and  he r  husband w e r e .

He was a v ic t im of  the  cho i ces  made by his g o v e r n m e n t .  It is more 

for this than for  the  reason t h a t  he  was G e r m a n ,  we f e e l ,  t ha t  

Frangoise  c a n n o t  f ind herse l f  c om pl e t e l y  a t  e as e  wi th h i m .  She 

te l l s  him a b o u t  the  fa rewe l l  s cene  wi th her  h u s b a n d ,  but  then 

c a n n o t  speak  of  it a g a i n  to him; it is too pa infu l  a  memory for 

h e r .  When Frangoise  refuses to see  Werner  a g a i n ,  or to let  him 

g e t  in touch wi th h e r ,  we a r e  c o n v i n ce d  t h a t  it is a t  leas t  pa r t i a l l y  

b ec a u s e  of  the f a c t  t ha t  she was d ep or t ed  for having  been  in the 

Res is tance and t h a t  he  claims t ha t  dur ing the  w a r ,  he  was c ompl e t e l y  

ob l iv ious  to wha t  was t ranspi r ing in his own c o u n t r y .  He was too

256unpublished play.

2 5 7 T h i s  s c e n e ,  e x t r ac t e d  from t he  p l ay  for r ad io  p e r fo r ma nc e ,  
has now b ec om e an  i n d e p e n d e n t  work wi th the  a b o v e  t i t l e .
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young to have  voted  in the  e l e c t i o n s ,  so he  is not  d i r e c t l y  g u i l t y .

But he  was e n t i r e l y  a p a t h e t i c  and removed dur ing t he  w a r ,  bur ied  

in his s tudies  and  we see  t h a t  for F rangoi se ,  this impl ies  a c e r t a i n  

d e g r e e  of  g u i l t  on his p a r t .  She we ak en s  a t  t imes:  we  see t h a t  she 

is in some way  a t t r a c t e d  to W er n e r ,  b u f  she c a n n o t  r e c o n c i l i a t e  

her  f ee l ings  and  her  p as t .  Her  past  wins out :  she would  a l ways  

be a b l e  to g e t  in touch wi th h im,  but  we  fee l  t h a t  she wi l l  not  and 

he has no w a y  of  f inding h e r .

We h ave  thus so far  seen both phy s i o l og i ca l  and  ps ych olo g ica l

e f fec t s  t ha t  the  d ep o r t a t io n  has lef t  on its v i c t i ms ,  even  in present

t imes ,  t w e n t y - f i v e  years  l a t e r .  On  a re l ig ious  l e v e l ,  t he  reac t ions

a r e  as va r i ed  as  they wer e  on o t h e r  l ev e l s .  For one  man ,  Aime

Bonifas,  t he  answer  for w h a t  to do a f t e rwards  is to join the  c l e r gy :

Pour moi ,  il v a u t  la p e i n e  m a i n t e n a n t  d e  t r a v a i l l e r  a ed i f i e r  
I ' eg l i se  d e  J 6 s u s - C h r i s t ,  ce  p eup l e  compose d 'hommes  qui  
se s aven t  p e t i t s . . . .  C e l a  n ' e x c l u t  pas rsotre e n g a g e m e n t  
dans  les a f fa i r es  de  c e  m o n d e . . . .  Et s a c h a n t  aussi  que  tout  
le d i s e s p o i r  de  la t e r re  n ' a  plus de  prise d e f i n i t i v e  con t re  
la g r a nde  e s p 6r an ce  d ' u n e  " n o u v e l l e  t e r re  e t  d e  n o u v ea ux  
c i e u x "  . . .  ou il n ' y  au r a  plus de  bagnes  . .  . 2 5 8

For o th er s ,  the  e x p e r i e n c e s  in the  N a z i  world led to t h e  doubt ing

of  o ne ' s  r e l ig i on  r a t he r  than  the  r e in fo r ce me n t  of  i t ,  and  far  from

leading  them to b ec om e c l e r g y m e n ,  i t  led them to do ub t  t h a t  t hey

could sti l l  p r a y .  Elie W i es e l ,  in Le C h a n t  des Mor t s259 ,  is

conf ron ted  by the  problem of  p r a y e r .  Tomorrow is the  a nn i ve r sa r y  

of his f a t he r ' s  d e a t h .  He remembers  t h a t  on t he  day  of  his f a t he r ' s  

d e a t h  in Bu ch enwa l d ,  he  did not  r e c i t e  the  Kadd i sh ,  the  p r aye r  

for t h e  d e a d ,  first b e ca us e  no one  would have  said " a men "  and 

s e c o n d ,  b e ca us e  he did not  know the  p r aye r  by h e a r t ,  and t h i rd ,  

b e c a u s e ,  most impor tan t  to h i m,  i t  would  h a ve  b een  blasphemous:  

" Rec i t e r  le Kaddish dans  c e t t e  b a r aq ue  6 t o u f f a n t e ,  en p l e i n  royaume

258op.  c i t . , p.  179.

259pp.  c ; t t (Paris, 1966) .
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de  la mor t ,  c ' eOt  6t6 le p i re  des  b lasphemes .  Et je manquais  

m£me la force de  b l a s p h e m e r . " 2 6 0  He d e c i d e s  to go  and r e c i t e  

t he  p raye r  to commemora te  the  ann i ve r sa r y  of his f a t he r ' s  d e a t h ,  

but  not  for re l ig ious  reasons or  out  of  co nv ic t i on  b ec au s e  he  c an no t  

r e c o n c i l e  the  idea  of  A u s c h w i t z ,  M a i d a n e k ,  e t c . ,  and  the  idea  of  

G o d ,  but  b e c a u s e :

Tout  compte  f a i t ,  | e  crois  q ue  j ' i r a i  d emai n  a la s y n a g o g u e .
J ' a l l u m e r a i  les bo ug i es ,  je r e c i t e r a i  le Kaddish e t  ce  sera
pour  moi une  e p r e uv e  s up ple me nt a i r e  de  mon i m p u i s s a n c e . 2 6 1

The fee l i ng  of  " i m p u i s s a n c e , " n o w,  more than  t wen ty  years  l a t e r ,  

is the  same fee l ing  t h a t  o v e r c a m e  him when  he  saw his f a t he r  d i e  

and  could  do noth ing  for h i m.

There a r e ,  of  co ur se ,  s pe c i a l  problems r e l a t e d  to the  

af t e rmat hs  of  the  d ep o r t a t i o n :  for e x a m p l e ,  the  cases of ch i ld ren  

lef t  wi th one  set  of  parent s  w h i l e  t he i r  na tura l  parent s  were  in 

c a m p ,  and  the  q u e s t i o n ,  a f t e rwa r ds ,  of  who had a r ight  to keep  

the  c h i l d .  Also t he  ques t ion  of  ch i l d r e n  ( Jewish)  not  c i r c u m s i z e d ,  

ch i ld ren  born of mixed mar r i ag es ,  the  gu i l t  of  those who t r i ed  to 

di sguise  t he i r  or igins  to avo id  p e r s e c u t i o n ,  the  a t t emp ts  by o the r s ,  

who c o l l a b o r a t e d ,  but  who w er e  par t  J ewish  and  wished to use 

t h e i r  Jewishness  to h ide  t he i r  c o l l a b o r a t i o n .  Al l  this is d e a l t  wi th 

in an  a c c o u n t  by W e i n b e r g , 2 6 2  w h Q  informs us t ha t  most of  these  

problems wer e  resolved by a Din Torah,  over  whi ch  he himsel f  

somet imes  p r es i d e d ,  acc o r d in g  to a n c i e n t  Jewish  t r a d i t i o n .  We 

wi l l  not  dwel l  upon these  problems as t hey  a r e  not  s a l i e n t  f ea tures  

of  the  French l i t e ra t ur e  of  the d e p o r t a t i o n ,  o t he r  than  to po in t  out  

tha t  t hey  we r e  t he  d i r e c t  repercuss ions  of the  d e p o r t a t i o n ,  t h a t  

they  wer e  o f ten  impossible to d e c i d e  upon and  t he r e f or e  lef t  many 

u nhapp y  adu l t s  and  c h i l d r e n .

2 6 0 i e  C h a n t  d es Mor t s ,  p . 1 2 .

261 I b i d . , p .  14 .

^ ^ J o s e p h  W e i n b e r g ,  Le Printemps des  Cendres  (Paris ,  1966) .
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There a re  many for whom the camp was more a u t h e n t i c  

than wer e  the i r  l ives a f t e rwar ds .  They return to it r a t he r  than 

a d a p t  themselves  to da i ly  l i f e ,  m e n t a l l y .  The re ,  l ife was a r ranged  

for t h e m ,  t he re  were  no dec i s ions  to m a k e ,  t he r e  were  no problems.  

W a n d a ,  for e x a m p l e ,  te l l s  us t h a t  she and Y o l a n d e ,  the  f r iend from 

camp whom she l ives with a f t e r  t he  w a r ,  th ink  a b o u t  s tar t ing to do 

the  gymnas t i c  exerc i ses  t ha t  they  have  d one  dur ing t he i r  s tay in 

c a m p .  This shows t ha t  they h a ve  not  a d a p t e d  to t he i r  new l ives ,  

and  t ha t  t hey  a r e  on ly  secure  in the past  and  must c l ing to memories  

of  i t .  We must po in t  out  two fact s  he r e :  first  t ha t  this is an a be r ra t i on  

from the norm and tha t  r a ther  than  showing a n y  meri ts  w ha t soev er  

of  camp l i fe ,  it r a t he r  demons t ra t es  just how te r r i b l e  camp was 

by the  f a c t  t h a t  the  camps lef t  such an endur ing  mar k .  We also 

wish to s ta t e  t ha t  nowhere  does  this r e a c t i on  o ccu r  to a d e p or t e e  

from any  of  the V e r n i c h t u n g s l a g e r .

Two authors  previous ly  d i scussed ,  who were  not  depor ted  

but  who wr i te  on the ho locaus t  must be spoken of  h e r e .  They both 

speak  of  the  r e ad a p t a t i o n  to normal  l i fe of  t he i r  pro tagoni s t s .

V er c or s1 C l e me n t i n e  does  not  make  the  ad jus t men t  to normal  life 

a t  al l  e f f e c t i v e l y .  When she re turns ,  she con t i nues  to work with 

de po r t e es  in the  11 A r n i ca l e s . "  She l ea rned  the  joy of  he l ping  in 

camp and this is the  only s a t i s fac t ion  t h a t  she seeks in l i fe a f t e r wa r ds .  

But ,  even  a t  this l e v e l ,  she is cons ta n t ly  f rus t rated by b u r e a u c r a c y ,  

by rud imentary  ob s ta c le s .  The women come to the  " Am i c a l e "  and  

seek her  out  to find a g a i n  the  so l idar i ty  they  knew in c a m p .  This 

is a wi thdra wa l  into the past ;  normal  l i fe does  not  present  s i tuat ions  

w he r e  such a d eg r ee  of so l idar i ty  is n ec es s a r y .  When C le me n t i ne  

looks for wor k ,  she cann ot  find any  and she is told t ha t  peop l e  

prefer  not  to hire a  former d e p o r t e e  b ec a u s e  it g ives  them a bad 

c o n s c i e n c e .  She meets  a young man ,  y o u ng e r  than s he ,  whom 

she would l ike to k e e p ,  but  he c a n n o t  a g r e e  to t hi s .  They a re  

both ar res t ed  b ec au s e  the  boy is a minor .  She is l a te r  s e n t enced
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to d ea t h  for assaul t  a nd  b a t t e r y ,  but  the s e n t e n c e  is r e d u c e d .  The 

judge a t t empt s  to abs o lve  himsel f  of  a n y  g u i l t  in the  m a t t e r .  We 

find t h a t  the  goa l  of  Vercors  in r ecount ing  C le m e n t i n e  is c l ea r :  

to prove t h a t  t he  ills o f  soc ie ty  a re  not  a t  a l l  cured y e t ,  and  t h a t  

they  a r e  i ndeed  a p p a l l i n g .

De me d i re  q ue  C l e m e n t i n e  a £t£ plus heureuse  dans  les
camps de  la mort q ue  parmi nous ,  j ' en  ai  froid dans  le d o s . 2 6 3

Del Cas t i l lo  does  somewhat  the  same thing as  Ver cor s .  He 

shows the  l i fe of  Tanguy in camp and then devo t es  two- th i r ds  of 

his book to the l a t e r  l i fe of  Tanguy ,  dur ing which  we see  t h a t  the  

chi ld  suffers as much ,  if not  more ,  than  he did in c a m p .  He studies  

under  t he  Jesui t s  in Spain wher e  he is t r e a t e d  mi se r ab l y .  He is 

unhappy  w h e r e v e r  he goes  and finds a g r e a t  many p eo p le  who a r e  

" t h e m" :  nas ty ,  m e a n .  He finds happiness  only for short  per iods  

of t ime wi th his f a t h e r ,  wi th f r i ends .  But he  c a n n o t  find t rue 

happ iness .  Del  Cas t i l l o  l eaves  us wi thou t  a n y  conc lus ion  as to 

his future  and t e l l s  us t h a t  it wi l l  dep end  on w h e t h e r  he  finds more 

of  " them"  in this wo r l d ,  or more peopl e  whom he can  love and  

t rus t .  We suppose t ha t  the purpose of  this novel  is p o l i t i ca l  and 

s o c io l o g i c a l :  to prove t ha t  our soc ie ty  is as bad as the  N a z i  system,  

and  t ha t  it does  not  funct ion  proper ly  s ince  it does  not  afford c ha nc es  

for happiness  e v e n  to ch i ld ren  as i nn ocen t  as  T a n gu y .  There  is an 

i mpl ic i t  c r i t i q ue  of  the  church here ;  t he  brothers  whom Tanguy 

studies  under  and l ives with d i s t inc t l y  remind us of  the SS.  There 

is no war  going o n ,  y e t  Tanguy' s  l ife is as bad as it was in c a m p .

It is a f t e r  t h e  w a r ,  in our  s o c i e t y ,  t ha t  Tanguy first learns to h a t e .

In c a m p ,  he  is r a th er  a p a t h e t i c . He e v e n t u a l l y  loses this ha t red 

when he d ec id es  t ha t  t he  world is d iv i ded  into "good guys" and 

"bad g u y s " — almost  " we"  and " t h e y . "  But he wi l l  not  be  happy  

and we  a r e  not  c o n v i n ce d  tha t  it is b ecaus e  the  camp has so dis tor ted

263pp. c i t . , p .  249 .
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his way of looking a t  things t h a t  it  is impossible for him to find 

h ap p in ess .  We do not  b e l i e v e  t h a t  this was the  a u th o r ' s  in ten t ion  

in c rea t in g  the c h a r a c t e r .  We f in d ,  r a th e r ,  t h a t  the e lem ents  of  

so c ie ty  th a t  Del C as t i l lo  presents  us with and  his way o f  comparing 

and  p a r a l l e l in g  them with the  li fe  in camp bring us to the  conc lus ion  

th a t  Tanguy wil l  not be happy  in our s o c i e ty .

We find tha t  in the ab o v e  two m ent ioned  books ,  the re  is 

a d a n g e r  for the  u n in i t i a t e d  r e a d e r  b ec a u se  they  present  c o n c e n t r a t io n  

camps in a d is tor ted  c o n t e x t .  W hile  we a g r e e  tha t  th e re  a re  e lem en ts  

of our soc ie ty  tha t  a r e  b ad ly  in need  of  c h a n g e ,  we also  find th a t  

the re  is nothing worse than  w h a t  camps were  and  we find also th a t  

to show o the rw ise  is to diminish the  horror  of  the  h o lo c a u s t .  The 

use of th e  phenom enon of  c o n c e n t r a t io n  camps to fu r ther  p o l i t i c a l  

d o c t r in e s ,  or so c io lo g ic a l  o n es ,  is not  res t r ic ted  to the  two a b o v e  

m en t ioned  au th o r s .  We wil l  discuss this fu r ther  in our  c o n c lu s io n ,  

but  in r e l a t io n  to the  r e a d a p ta t i o n  to normal l i f e ,  we bring to our 

r e a d e r ' s  a t t e n t io n  J e a n  L a f i t t e .  An a r d e n t ,  m i l i t a n t  member of 

the  Communist  p a r ty ,  J e a n  Lafi t te te l ls  us of a love s to ry ,  discussed 

prev ious ly  in this d isse r ta t ion  which  ends w hen  he is l ib e ra te d  and 

returns to normal  l i f e .  He finds his b e lo v e d ,  a f t e r  a long search 

for h e r ,  a t  the  1949 Communist Party congress .  The idea th a t  the  

Party congress  should be the  p l a c e  for the reun ion  c l e a r ly  shows 

the  o r ie n ta t io n  of  the a u t h o r .  He finds biiss in love on ly  in the 

par t  of  his l i f e ,  his w o r ld ,  t h a t  is o r i e n ta te d  towards his p o l i t i c a l  

h ap p in e s s .  He is uni t ing  his r e a d a p t a t i o n ,  his fu ture  happiness  

and  his p o l i t i c a l  cons ide ra t ions  w i thou t  an y  d is to r t io n s ,  though 

th a t  would lead the u n in i t i a t e d  r ea d e r  to un toward  c o n c lu s io n s .

He views the  c o n c e n t r a t io n  camp somewhat  as  Del C as t i l lo  and  

Vercors  do:  th e  c a r r i c a tu ra l  red u c t io n  of the world in which  we 

l i v e ,  r a th e r  than  as a c losed s o c i e ty ,  which  is our  c o n c e p t  of  i t .

It is a most pessimistic v iew p o in t  and g ives  l i t t l e  hope  not only  

for the  r e a d a p ta t io n  of the d e p o r t e e  bu t  for th e  future  happiness
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of a l l :  d e p o r t e e  and n o n - d e p o r t e e .

This co n c lu d es  the  s tudy of  the  life of the  d e p o r t e e  in camp 

and his return  and a t tem pts  to r e a d a p t  to normal  l i f e .  In the  nex t  

c h a p t e r ,  we will  d iscuss ,  r a th e r  than  the  e x p e r i e n c e  i t s e l f ,  its 

l i t e ra ry  and  a e s th e t i c  f a c e t s .  As it is r e f l e c te d  in l i t e r a t u r e ,  the  

them e of  d e p o r ta t io n  has g iv en  rise to c e r t a in  t ransmuta t ions  w h i c h ,  

from a pure ly  l i te ra ry  po in t  of v i e w ,  a r e  h igh ly  in t e re s t in g .  Because 

of a lapse in t im e ,  the  e x p e r i e n c e  has beco m e  myth;  it has  t ran scen d ed  

i tse l f  to beco m e  par t  of a g r e a t e r  r e a l i ty  and to becom e an  a e s t h e t i c  

c o n s id e r a t i o n .
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M y th ,  Symbol an d  T ranscendence

C 'e s t  a lors  que  je revis  le 
sour ire d e  mon ch au f feu r :  
m 'a v a i t - i l  dup£ au s s i?  Ma 
d e c e p t io n  fuf d e  cour te  durSe. 
Le ch au f fe u r  ne le s a v a i t  pas ,  
mais j*ai vu B a b i -Y a r .  Car  
B a b i -Y a r ,  le v r a i ,  est  a u t r e  
chose q u 'u n  nom, au t re  chose 
q u 'un  e m p la c e m e n t .  Babi-  
Y ar ,  poeme de d e u i l ,  n ie  
tou te  g £ o g r a p h ie ,  et  la 
d 6 p a s se .  Bab i -Y ar  se s itue 
pas seu le m e n t  a B a b i -Y a r .
Et le c h a u f f e u r ,  ma l g r £  l u i ,  
me I ' a  m o n t r e . 2 6 4

In Les Juifs  du S i l e n c e , Elie W iese l  d esc r ibes  his trip through

the S o v ie t  U n ion .  He w ants  to v is i t  B a b i -Y a r ,  th e  mass g r a v e ,  site

of  many N a z i  e x e c u t io n s ,  to see  it and to say the  K ad d ish , the  p rayer

for the  d e ad  discussed e lsew here  in this d isse r ta t ion  in re la t io n  to

W ie s e l .  He can  find no o n e  to t ak e  him th e re  and  he f ina l ly  takes

a t a x i .  The d r iv e r  points  out  the  spot to him:

J e  descend is  de  la v o i t u r e .  Pour r e g a r d e r .  Pour c h e r c h e r .
Pour murmurer le  K addish ,  la p r ie re  pour les morts .  Mais 
il n 'y  a v a i t  r ien  a v o i r .  Du m assac re ,  r ien  n 'a  subs is ts .
Les morts ont  empor te  leurs ombres ,  leurs t r a c e s . 265

For an h o u r ,  he remains t h e r e ,  g lued  to the  s p o t .  A w eek  l a t e r ,

when he is b ac k  in M oscow ,  he speaks to some friends  in the

d ip lo m a t ic  co rps ,  who r e c o u n t  the  story of the i r  trip to B a b i -Y a r .

They could no t  find an y o n e  to d r iv e  them to t h e  rav ine  e i t h e r ,  and

264^116 W iese l ,  Les Ju if s  du S i l e n c e  (Paris ,  1966) ,  p .  49  

2 6 5 I b i d . ,  p .  48 .
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th ey  w e n t  by t a x i .  But they  w onder  if perhaps  it  was a f raud :  they  

a r e  not  sure they  h a v e  r e a l ly  seen th e  p l a c e  w h e re  it  h a p p e n e d .

But Wiesel r e a l i z e s  a far  g r e a t e r  truth than  the  one  involved  in a 

possible  f r a u d .  He has c r e a te d  myth for us ,  and  d e f in ed  i t ,  

s im u l ta n e o u s ly .  Bab i -Y ar  has now becom e more than  a h is to r ica l  

s i t e .  It surpasses a l l  co n cep ts  of  r e a l i ty  and becomes  myth: a 

p o e t ic  r e c re a t io n  and  t ransm uta t ion  of  a d e e p  and s ig n i f ic a n t  

r e a l i t y .  O n ly  time has the  power  to c r e a t e  this  d im ens ion ;  no 

o th e r  e l e m e n t  has the  power  to  p roduce  i t .  The b y - p r o d u c t ,  in 

l i t e r a t u r e ,  of  this d imension  is the  e l e m e n t  th a t  we choose  to ca l l  

m y th .

We re fe r  to J e r z y  G ro tow sk i  for  the  d e f in i t io n  of  myth .

When he speaks of  the  p ro fane  and  the  s a c r e d ,  w i th o u t  using the

word m yth ,  G ro tow sk i  is furnishing us with  a t  leas t  par t  of  the

d e f in i t io n  of  myth as we choose to use the  term h e re :

A in s i ,  il nous fau t  . . .  un t e x te  c lass ique  q u ' a  p r io r i ,  en 
q u e lq u e  s o r te ,  nous p ro fanons ,  mais au q u e l  s imuI tan6ment  
nous rendons sa v e r i te  . .  .266

The idea  of th e  p ro fana t ion  o f  the  sacred  is perhaps  a k in  to the  

idea  of  those authors  who choose  to c r e a t e  myth in th e i r  con t r ib u t io n  

to the  l i t e r a tu r e  of the  c o n c e n t r a t io n  cam ps .  We can  success fu l ly  

subs t i tu te  for 11 le t e x te  c l a s s i q u e , "  the  t e m o ig n a g e s ,  the  h i s to r ica l  

r e a l i t y ,  the  d e t a i l s .  The p ro fan a t io n  o f  these  d e t a i l s  is s im u l t a ­

neously  not on ly  k eep ing  but  re turning th e i r  a u t h e n t i c i t y - - re tu rn in g  

bec a u se  these  truths a re  in a w ay  lost in the h i s to r ica l  r e a l i t y ,  in 

the d e t a i l ,  is the  c rea t io n  of  myth .  This s e p a ra t io n  from the  d e t a i l ,  

from h is to r ica l  r e a l i ty  is possible only  with a t ime l a p se ,  when th e  

psyche  of  the  person involved  has not a l t e r e d  th e m ,  but  has ch an g ed  

the  p e r sp e c t iv e  in w hich  th ey  a re  s e e n ,  in his own mind and  th e r e f o r e ,  

before  th e  eye  of the  r e a d e r .  " L ' in te rp re ta t io n  l i t t e r a le  e t  la m 6taphore

266 jerZy G ro to w sk i ,  Exemple d ‘un T ra i tem en t  d e  Texte :  
Acropo l is  (W ro c law ,  n . d . ) ,  p .  19 .
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s 'y  /  in m yth_7entrec ro isen t  comme dans  une  r ev e r ie  somnolen te  ."267 

This is a d e sc r ip t ion  of  A cropo l?s / G ro to w sk i ' s  a d a p ta t i o n  of  

W yspiansk i 's  t e x t  a b o u t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  cam ps .  It is the  e n t r e c r o i s e -  

ment  t h a t  is im portan t ;  one is not  s u b ju g a t e d ,  they meet  on equa l  

l e v e l s .  It is th e  e lem e n t  of  t ime th a t  is both cause  and  e f f e c t  in 

this r e l a t io n s h ip .  Time permits  the  a u th o r  to i n t e r l a c e  the  l i te ra l  

i n te rp re ta t io n s  and the  m e taphor  which  to g e th e r  form myth and  time 

a d d s ,  in i t s e l f ,  a p e r sp e c t iv e  to this meet ing  which  is r e t a in e d  

w i th in  it  and  rem ains  a pa r t  of  i t ,  t h e re b y  becom ing  one  more 

dimension  of  i t .

A ndre  S c h w a r z -B a r t ,  in Le D ern ie r  des  J u s t e s ,  has a curious 

co m bina t ion  o f  the  use of  Jew ish  m y tho logy ,  fo lk lo re  and the  c re a t io n  

of  m yth .  O u r  a t t e n t io n  he re  is drawn towards  his c re a t io n  of w hat  

we choose  to ca l l  th e  m ythology of nam es .  Ju s t  as B ab i -Y ar  is 

more than  a s imple  p l a c e  of  e x e c u t io n s  by the N a z i s  for W iese l ,  

S c h w a rz -B a r t  has s u c c e e d e d  in c re a t in g  more than  just the  story 

of  Ernie Levy for u s .  He has im m o r ta l i z e d ,  by a p r a y e r — almost  a 

song— the  camps by im m orta l iz ing  th e i r  n am es .  It is som ew hat  the  

reverse  of the  modern s t ruc tu ra l is t  t rend ;  h e r e ,  the item p reced es  

the  n a m e ,  but  the name survives  the  i t e m .  The camp p re ce d e d  

its n o m e n c l a t u r e ,  bu t  its nam e su rv ives .  S c h w a r z -B a r t ,  on the 

last p a g e  o f  his book w eav es  the  names of the sites  of  N a z i  a t ro c i t i e s  

into the r i tua l  of Jewish  p ray e r  s e rv ic e s ,  a lmost  a l l  of  which  begin  

"And Praised B e . . . " :

Et l o u e .  A u s c h w i t z .  S o i t .  M a id a n e k .
L 'E te rn e l .  T re b l in k a .  Et l o u e .
B u ch e n w a ld .  S o i t .  M a u th a u s e n .
L 'E te rn e l .  B e l z e c .  E t l o u e .  S o b ib o r .
S o i t .  C h e lm n o .  L 'E te rn e l .  Ponary .
Et l o u 6 .  T h e re s ie n s ta d t .  S o i t .  V a r so v ie .
L 'E te rn e l .  V i ln o .  Et lo u 6 .  S ka rzysko .
S o i t .  N e u e n g a m m e .  L 'E te rn e l .  Pustkow.
Et l o u 6 . .  .268

^ ^ G r o t o w s k i ,  o p .  c i t . , p .  31 .

2 6 8 | o c J ! c i t .  (Paris,  1 9 5 9 ) ,  p .  3 4 6 .
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When Louis Aragon  wri te s :

A u s c h w i tz ,  A uschw itz  O  sy l labes
san g lan te s

lei I 'on v i t ,  ici  I 'on meurt  a p e t i t
f e u 26*

it is an  ex tens ion  of  the  idea  of  m y th .  The myth of  c o n ce n t r a t io n  

camps is a lso  a l inguis t ic  m yth ,  t ransmit ted  by l i t e r a t u r e .  It has 

now b e co m e  s u f f i c i e n t ,  b ec au se  of  a l l  t h a t  has been  w r i t ten  a b o u t  

cam ps ,  to u t te r  the  name of  A uschw itz  for the  p l a c e  to rise wi th in  

the  mind of  m an .  Aragon  has shown us t h a t  it  is possible to do  just 

this by his poem in which  the  pa in fu l  sy l lab les  ev o k e  the  a t roc ious  

m em ories .  A ndre  S c h w a rz -B a r t  is aw a re  of  th e  pow er  of  the  n a m e ,  

and  of its im m o r ta l i ty .  E lua rd ,  for e x a m p le ,  r a th e r  than wri ting 

h a g io g ra p h ic  l i t e r a t u r e ,  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he might fur ther  im m orta l ize  

his heroes  by the  roll  c a l l  of the  dead  and so he wri tes  in one  of his 

poems:

Visages  c la i r s  souvenirs  sombres 
Plus comme un grand coup sur les yeux  
Visages  d e  p a p ie r  brOl£
Dans la m^moire  rien q u e  cendres  
La rose f ro ide  d e  I 'oubl i  
Pourtant  Desnos Pourtant  Peri 
C rem ieux  Fondane  Pierre Unik 
Sylva in  I tk ine  J e a n  J a u s i o n . .  . 2 7 0

Aragon has d o n e  the  same t h in g ,  when wri t ing  of MaT P o l i tze r

who d ied  in A u sch w i tz ;  a p lay  on words becom es  a l ine t h a t  is more

remembered  than  perhaps  any  o th e r  in the  poem:

O n  d i t  que  D a n ie l l e  e t  que  Mat’
Ah d e f e ro n t - i l s  m ai l le  a m ai l le

M a t  e t  D a n ie l l e  y p u i s - j e  c ro i re

J e  vous sa lue  M arie  d e  F rance  aux
c e n t  v i s a g e s . . .271

269lou;s A ra g o n ,  Le Mus6e G re v in  (Paris ,  1948), p .  72. 

270pa u | Eluard ,  Pofemes Pour Tous (Paris ,  1952), p .  184. 

271 A ra g o n ,  o p .  c i t . ,  p .  73.
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W eimar  has now becom e more famous for  the  s ite  of Buchenwald 

than  for o the r  more p o e t i c ,  h is to r ica l  c a u s e s .  B ab i -Y ar  has 

becom e infamous thanks  to the Y ev tushenko  p o em .  The name 

in v a r ia b ly  evokes  th e  h o l o c a u s t .  This has been  the w a y — or one  

of the  w ay s— th a t  l i t e r a tu r e  has been  a b l e  to im m orta l ize  the 

h o lo c a u s t ,  in a w ay  th a t  h is tory  n ever  c o u l d .  This is perhaps  the  

cu lm ina t ion  of  myth .

It is im por tan t  to p o in t  ou t  t h a t  the re  exists w h a t  we might  

ca l l  "fa lse  m y th , "  t h a t  is,  an a t t e m p t  a t  s e n t im e n ta l i z in g ,  rom a n­

t i c i z i n g ,  a t  c rea t in g  heroes  by d is tor t ions  of  f a c t ,  or  by o th e r  m ean s .  

In this m a n n e r ,  true myth c a n n o t  be c r e a t e d  and these  effor ts  a re  

a lw ays  unsuccessfu l :  they  a r e  f a l s e .  Myth can  n e v e r  be a s en t im en ta l  

version of h is to r ica l  f a c t .  O n  the  c o n t r a ry ,  it is a d e e p ,  a p ro found ,  

r a th e r  than  ro m a n t ic iz e d  p e r s p e c t i v e .  We wil l  show here  one 

ex a m p le  which  dom ina tes  th e  h ag io g ra p h ic  l i t e r a tu r e  of  A u s c h w i t z .

The c h a r a c t e r  (in th e  P irande l lo  sense of the  term) th a t  we 

wil l  cons ide r  is D a n ie l l e  C a s a n o v a ,  posthumously d e c o r a t e d  with 

th e  Legion d 'H o n n e u r . All  the  Communis t m u n ic ip a l i t i e s  in the 

Paris ian suburbs hav e  a s t r e e t  named " rue  D a n ie l l e  C a s a n o v a . "

A par t  of  the  Par is ian s t r e e t  " rue  des  Pet it s  Champs" is named 

"rue  D a n ie l l e  C a s a n o v a . "  Her  p ic tu re s  hang in a l l  the  "Foyers  

de la Jeu n esse  Communiste"  and the re  a re  p ic tu res  and  even  one 

scu lp tu re  of h e r  on d isp lay  a l l  o ver  F rance  though few of them 

resemble  h e r .  In 194 9 ,  the  Communist Party commissioned Simone 

T6ry to wri te  a book a b o u t  the  li fe  of  D a n ie l l e  (Du Sole i l  Plein le 

C o e u r , 6 d .  H ier  e t  A u jo u r d 'h u i ,  Paris ,  1 9 4 9 ) .  The idea was to 

c r e a t e  a he ro in e  t h a t  would serve the  par ty  pu rposes .  D a n ie l l e  

f i t ted  the  b i l l :  she was w e l l  known as a par ty  member befo re  the  

w ar  and she was a c t i v e  in the  Res is tance a l though  no t  more so than  

many of her  f e l l o w - d e p o r t e e s ,  and  she d ied  in A u s c h w i tz .  Tory's 

book recounts  the  life  of a s a in t  named D a n i e l l e .  It omits the 

unsavory  d e t a i l s ,  th e  d e ta i l s  th a t  would  show th a t  D a n ie l l e  was
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h u m a n ,  and  th a t  she was far  from s a in t l y .  It c r e a te s  a c h a r a c t e r  th a t  

n e v e r  l i v e d ,  a c h a r a c t e r  who is not  human and  who would not  be a 

h e ro in e  even  if  she had l ived as the story te l ls  us t h a t  she d i d .  It 

forgets  th a t  D a n ie l l e  had severa l  f au l t s ,  t h a t  her  care lessness  was  the  

cause  of  her  own a r r e s t .  She w en t  to bring coal  to G e o r g e s  and  M a t  

P o l i t ze r  and  met  the p o l i c e .  She had no way of  knowing they  were  

f o l l o w e d ,  but  she had no r igh t  to b reak  o n e  of th e  group rules:  n ever  

v is i t  a c o - w o rk e r  a t  h om e ,  n ev e r  meet  with one  unless a u th o r iz e d  

to do s o .  A n o th e r  version of  this story is even  more serious as it 

shows th a t  D a n ie l l e  caused th e  a r res t  of  M at  and G e o r g e s  P o l i t z e r .  

Tery also recoun ts  the  story of D a n ie l l e ' s  d e a th  among her  comrades  

in A u s c h w i tz ,  in the  midst of  the  worst cond i t ions  t h a t  the  camp could  

o f fe r ,  bu t  this is not  how she d i e d .  She d ied  in an  infirmary reserved  

to Kapos ,  with  "a l l  the  comforts of h o m e " — hard ly  a con d i t io n  tha t  

she shared  with  her  c o - d e p o r t e e s .  But a l l  this would  not  m at te r ;  

D a n ie l l e  could  have  been  a h e ro in e  if only  Tery had rem em bered  

t h a t  hero ines  h a v e  faul ts  t o o .  W hi le  it  is t rue  t h a t  D a n ie l l e  offered 

s trength  to her  com rades ,  tha t  she had a c e r t a in  very  admir ing  

e n to u ra g e  th a t  was blind to her  f au l t s ,  and th a t  this might be enough  

to make her  a h e r o in e ,  it is not  t rue  th a t  she was a faul tless  and 

sa in t ly  human b e in g .

We know from the  a c c o u n t  o f  on e  o f  he r  com rades  from 

A uschw itz  (see Le Convoi  du 24 janv ie r )  th a t  D a n ie l l e  was the  

on ly  b eau t i fu l  corpse e v e r  seen in Birkenau b e c a u s e  she led a 

p r iv i l eg ed  life t h e r e .  As a d en t i s t  she e n joyed  sp ec ia l  t r e a tm e n t  

and  s in c e ,  in a c tu a l  f a c t ,  she pu t  he r  c h a n c e s  for surv iva l  a b o v e  

a l l  e l s e ,  she sac r i f i c ed  an y th in g  and ev e ry th in g  r a th e r  than  e n d a n g e r  

her  c h a n c e s  of  r e tu rn .  Y et  she f a i l e d .  Those who loved her  d e e p l y ,  

those who w a n te d  her  to re turn  to te ll  her  s to ry ,  and  th e i r  o w n ,  

those who w e re  sure th a t  she would live and  th a t  they  would d i e ,  

those  who w an te d  her  to re turn  to look a f t e r  t h e i r  sons and  d a u g h te r s ,  

w e re  h ea r tb ro k en  when she d ied  on May 9 ,  1 9 4 3 ,  in B i rkenau .  This
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love tha t  o thers  had for her  could  hav e  im m orta l ized  D a n i e l l e ,  but 

the d e l i b e r a t e  d is tor t ions  on the  par t  of her  b iog ra phe r  only  c r e a t e  

fa lse  myth and  they  do not add  to the pe rsona l i ty  c u l t  of  D a n i e l l e ,  

nor do th ey  make her  a s a in t  in the  eyes  of  those who know the  t r u th .

For G r o to w s k i ,  th e re  is a sp ec ia l  kind of m yth ,  in add i t io n  

to the g e n e ra l  myth o u t l in e d  p rev io u s ly .  For h im ,  the re  is w h a t  

he  terms " b io lo g ic a l  m y t h . 111 This is the e x a g g e r a t i o n ,  the  in ex tremis  

of  an y  phys ica l  c o n d i t io n s .  It is the  con f ro n ta t io n  of man and  his 

body and the  tes t ing  of  man 's  body to w iths tand  ce r ta in  cond i t ions  

t h a t  h e re to fo re  were  u n e x p lo r e d ,  in e x i s t e n t .  In c o n ce n t r a t io n  cam ps ,  

b io lo g ic a l  myth and  r e a l i ty  jo ined to form o n e .  As we hav e  seen 

c o n s ta n t ly ,  man was t e s t e d ,  in the  cam ps ,  to a d e g re e  which  hum ani ty  

had n e v e r  known b e f o r e .  It seems almost  unnecessary  to speak  of  a 

p a r t i c u la r  work a b o u t  c o n c e n t r a t io n  camps to i l lu s t ra te  this c o n c e p t .  

The w ho le  univers  c o n c e n t r a t i o n n a i r e  is an  i l lus t ra t ion  of i t .

G ro tow sk i  is g iv ing  us a labe l  for a " c o n d i t io n  hum aine"  in a c o n tex t  

o th e r  than  the one  for w hich  he uses the  t e rm ,  but  which  ap p l ie s  

e x a c t l y  to c o n c e n t r a t io n  cam p s .  The ex t r em i ty  of  the cond i t ions  

of camp a re  the  first level of myth: the p h y s ic a l ,  the  p r im ary ,  the 

b i o l o g i c a l .  And these  c o n d i t io n s ,  this b io lo g ic a l  m yth ,  form the  

basis for o th e r  kinds of myth th a t  e v o lv e  from it and around i t .

Because  the  au thors  wr i t ing  a b o u t  c o n c e n t r a t io n  camps a re  

c onfron ted  with a  r e a l i ty  t h a t  is u n b e l i e v a b l e ,  they  hav e  to find 

a way to c om m unica te  to th e i r  readers  this m eet ing  of myth and  

r e a l i t y .  The t e c h n iq u e  of real ism is i n a d e q u a t e .  We hav e  found 

th a t  a s t r ic t  a d h e r e n c e  to d e t a i l  is not e f f e c t iv e  b e ca u s e  the  d e ta i l s  

furnished  to the r ea d e r  do no t  fi t  into a p r e -e x i s t in g  frame of 

r e f e r e n c e  in his mind .  Something e l s e ,  something more is necessary  

to evoke  the  c am p ,  to c r e a t e  b io lo g ic a l  m y th .  We find tha t  this 

has been  done  most e f f e c t iv e ly  by c e r t a in  au thors :  on the  b io lo g ic a l  

leve l  by D e lb o ,  A n te lm e ,  among o th e r s ,  and  on levels  of mythology 

in its pures t  forms, W ie s e l ,  Semprun and  D e lb o .  Upon asking
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ourse lves  w h a t  it is t h a t  makes  these  works d i s t i n c t i v e ,  we come 

to r e a l i z e  t h a t  it is th e  f a c t  th a t  these  books e n t e r  the  realm of 

myth on va r ied  l e v e l s ,  and  th a t  i t  is for th a t  p rec ise  reason tha t  

th ey  a r e  t rue  works o f  a r t ,  of  l i t e r a t u r e .

We h a v e  a l r e a d y  d iscussed ,  in g r e a t  d e t a i l ,  C h a r lo t t e  

D e lb o 's  A ucun  de  Nous  ne R e v ien d ra .  O u r  a n a ly s i s ,  t h o u g h ,  

shows,  in a d d i t io n  to c e r t a in  a e s t h e t i c  t e ch n iq u e s  of  the  a u th o r ,  

the  absorp t ion  of the  to t a l i t y  of t h e  phenom enon  a n d  how this is 

t ransmit ted  to the  r e a d e r .  We did n o t ,  t h o u g h ,  d e f in e  w h a t  makes  

th e  work a l i te ra ry  m a s t e r p i e c e .  The answer  seems to be in the  

f ac t  t h a t  it is the c rea t io n  of  m yth ,  on severa l  l e v e l s .  It is the  

most i n te n se ,  the  most p o w e r fu l ,  usage of b io lo g ic a l  myth tha t  

w e h a v e  e n c o u n t e r e d .  Its p r e o c c u p a t io n  with d e a t h ,  w ith  th i r s t ,  

with the  snow and th e  c o l d ,  a re  b io lo g ic a l  p r e o c c u p a t i o n s .  The 

f a c t  t h a t  they  a re  shown,  w i th o u t  overw he lm ing  and  p rec ise  d e t a i l s ,  

to be such an e x a g g e ra t io n  of  normal phys ica l  d e sc r ip t ion  makes 

this book  a c o n t r ib u t io n  to myth as w e l l  as  to l i t e r a t u r e .  The same 

is t rue  of  Une C o n n a is san c e  I n u t i l e .  O n e  c h a p t e r  i l lus t ra tes  the  

idea  most c l e a r l y .  In " B o i r e , "  the  au th o r  s ta tes  t h a t  for h e r ,  a t  

t h a t  t ime in th e  c a m p ,  no th ing  e lse  ex is ted  o th e r  than w a te r ;  be fo re  

she gets  i t ,  it  is the  des ire  for it t h a t  suppresses an y  o th e r  f e e l in g s .  

O n c e  she is in possession o f  the  w a t e r ,  and  is a b l e  to gorge  he rse l f  

with i t ,  n e i t h e r  p eo p le  nor o th e r  o b je c t s  ex is t  for h e r .  This same 

s in g u la r i ty  o f  phenom ena  is found in the  c h a p t e r  e n t i t l e d  11 Le Ruisseau" 

w h ere  it  is a g a in  the  p re o c c u p a t io n  with w a t e r ,  but this t ime for 

a b lu t i o n s .  And the  au th o r  c l e a r ly  s ta tes  t h a t  noth ing  but  the spring 

of  w a te r  and  the  parts  of th e  body she is to wash ex is t  for her  a t  the 

moment she w ash es .  Robert A n te lm e  ( L 'Espece H u m ain e ) has c r e a te d  

an e n t i r e  work evo lv ing  around  one  f e a tu re  o f  b io lo g ic a l  myth: 

h u n g e r .  The th o u g h t  of a p p ro a c h in g  food ,  th e  food i t s e l f ,  the  

lack  of  food ,  r e c ip e s ,  endless  discussions of  f o o d ,  these  d o m in a te  

his t 6 m o ig n a g e s .  It is b io lo g ic a l  myth: a to ta l  p r e o c c u p a t io n  with  

the  phys ica l  co n d i t io n  of  h u n g e r .  Food r e p la c e s  the  woman;  hunger
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r e p lac e s  sexual  d e s i r e ,  s a t i s fac t ion  r e p lac e s  th e  need  for the wom an:  

for A n t e l m e ,  in L 'Espfece H u m a in e ,  the re  is no th ing  bu t  f o o d ,  just 

as for G ro to w sk i ' s  C ons tan t  Pr ince  noth ing  bu t  his own martyrdom 

e x is t s .  A n te lm e 's  book an d  D e lb o 's  works a re  perhaps  th e  two best 

exam ples  of  b io lo g ic a l  m yth ,  but in a c t u a l i t y ,  the  en t i re  h o locaus t  

is an  a d v e n tu r e  into the  realm of  myth ,  and  s in c e ,  as this  d isse r ta t ion  

has  show n ,  physica l  cons ide ra t ions  cam e  f i r s t ,  so b io lo g ic a l  myth is 

th e  b e g i n n i n g .

Time permits  a  c e r t a in  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  of r e a l i t y .  Because  of 

a lapse  in t im e ,  both the  a u th o r ' s  mind and  his l i t e ra ry  c r e a t io n  

o b je c t i f y  the  e x p e r i e n c e  h e  has u n d e r g o n e ,  in this c a s e ,  the  c a m p ,  

and  perm it  him to p resen t  it  to us as  if he w ere  two:  f i r s t ,  the  man 

who has u ndergone  th e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  and  s e c o n d ,  the  one  who has 

witnessed  it  (v ica r ious ly  seen it u n d e rg o n e  by a n o t h e r  s e l f ) .  This 

is th e  h ighes t  level  of w h a t  w e  choose  to ca l l  m y th — the  c r e a t io n  

t h a t  is p roduced  by this " d e d o u b le m e n t  de  soi" which  is based in 

r e a l i ty  an d  adds  a n o th e r  d imension  to  i t .  This is p resen t  in on ly  

a few of the  works a b o u t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  cam ps ,  an d  we co n c lu d e  

t h a t  it is on ly  in the super io r  au thors  t h a t  we can  find this l i t e ra ry  

m a n i f e s t a t i o n .  There a r e  h ints  of  it in seve ra l  of  the  t e m o ig n a g e s .  

G a u s s e n ,  in Le K a p o , wri tes  11 L ' i r r e a l i t e  d e  c e t t e  p o te n c e  in s ig n i -  

f i a n te  q u e  rappe t i s sa i t  en c o re  la n e i g e . . .  "272 " p o t e n c e "  was

a c t u a l l y  o m n ip o te n t ,  bu t  n o w ,  to G a u s s e n ,  n ex t  to the  snow ,  it 

has  beco m e  in s ig n i f i c a n t ,  perhaps  b e c a u s e  o f  the  lapse in t im e .

It has beco m e  par t  of  m y th .

W e in b e r g ,  in Le Printemps des  Cendres  has passages  t h a t  

a p p ro a c h  the  leve l  of m y th .  The emphasis  is on the  lapse in t ime 

and  the  c r e a t io n  of myth pe rm it ted  by this t ime l a p se ,  no m at te r  

how sm a l l .  The camp and  w h a t  he  has u n d e rg o n e  h a v e  no t  c h a n g e d ,  

but  t ime has  pe rm it ted  him to t ransmute  them:

272o p . p i t . ,  p .  105.
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J ' e u s  hon te  d e  ressentir  d e  la p i t i£  d e v a n t  ces  gens qui  me 
r a c o n t a i e n t  leurs souffrances  . . .  ce  sen t im en t  me m ontra i t  
qu e  je r ega rda is  ces gens  " d 'e n  f a c e , "  q u e  j '6 ta i s  I ' a u t r e ,  
q u e  je n '6 t a i s  plus e u x ,  e t  q u ' i l s  n ' 6 t a i e n t  plus m oi .
D e j a ,  le temps a v a i t  c h a n g £ .  La souff rance  s '6 l o i g n a i t .
La v ie  r e p r e n a i t ,  a v e c  tous les sen t im ents  "nob les"  e t ,  
parmi eux  la p i t i 6 .2 7 3

We feel  th a t  for W e in b e rg ,  th is  c r e a t io n  of myth is not a pos i t ive

p henom enon ;  i t  is r a th e r  on e  th a t  he prefers  not  to a c k n o w l e d g e .

It is the  c r e a t io n  o f  a " d e d o u b le m e n t  de  soi"  but  this term does

not  n ecessa r i ly  imply a pos i t ive  c o n c e p t .

Jo rg e  Sem prun ,  in Le G r a n d  V o y a g e , w r i t ten  many years

a f t e r  the  e x p e r i e n c e ,  has fo rgo t ten  the  tr ip  and  takes  it  a g a in  in

o rde r  to c r e a t e  m y th .  It is perhaps  the  s e v e n te e n  years  s ince  the

e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  hav e  pe rm it ted  Semprun to fo rge t  and  to c r e a t e :

P e n d a n t  se iz e  ans j ' a i  essay£ d 'o u b l i e r  ce  v o y a g e  e t  j 'a i  
o u b l i e  ce  v o y a g e .  N u l  ne pense  p lus ,  au to u r  de  moi ,  
q u e  j 'a i  f a i t  ce  v o y a g e .  Mais  en r e a l i t e ,  j ' a i  ou b l ie  
ce  v o y ag e  tou t  en s a c h a n t  pe r t in e m m e n t  q u 'u n  jour j ' au r a i s  
a r e fa i r e  ce  v o y a g e . 274

Semprun desc r ibes  to us the  first  t ime he sees  the  camp as  myth

w h e n ,  a f t e r  the  l ib e ra t io n ,  he is sti l l  th e r e  and  a c t s  as g u id e  for

the  young gir ls  who w an t  to v is i t  i t :

La g ra n d e  p la c e  d ' a p p e l  e ta  it  d € s e r t e ,  sous le so le i l  du 
p r in tem ps ,  e t  je me suis a r r § t£ ,  le coeu r  b a t t a n t .  J e  ne 
I 'a v a i s  jamais  vue  v i d e ,  il fau t  d i r e ,  je ne I 'ava is  jamais  
vue r e e l l e m e n t .  Ce q u 'o n  a p p e l i e  v o i r ,  je ne I ' a v a i s  pas 
e n co re  vue  v ra im en t  . . .  J e  voyais  c e  p a y s a g e ,  qui  a v a i t  

le d e c o r  d e  ma v i e ,  d e u x  ans d u r a n t ,  e t  je le voyais  
pour  la p rem ie re  fo is .  J e  le voyais  d e  I ' e x t e r i e u r ,  comme 
si c e  paysage  qui  a v a i t  6 te  ma v ie  ju squ 'a  a v a n t  h i e r ,  se 
t ro u v a i t  d e  I ' a u t r e  co t6  du m i r o i r . . . 2 7 5

There a r e  times when the cam p becom es  "un . . .  pays e t r a n g e r " 2 7 6

273op> c i t . ,  p .  4 7 .

2 7 4 p p .  p i t . ,  p .  2 6 .  

2 7 5 0 p .  c i t . / p .  71 . 

2 7 6 | b i d . ,  p .  1 1 4 .
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for Sem prun .  If is th e  "d o u b le "  of  Semprun th a t  sees the  camp as

a fore ign  c o u n t r y .  The o th e r  Semprun is so in te r tw in ed  with those

he lef t  beh ind  and the i r  d ea th s  th a t  b e cam e  pa r t  of his l ife in camp

th a t  he is in sep a rab le  from them:

J e  pense q u ' i l  fau t  av o i r  v£cu  leur  mort comme nous I 'avons 
f a i t ,  nous qui  avons  s u rv £ cu ,  pour poser sur eux  ce  regard  
pur e t  f ra te rne l  . 2 7 7

The camp as pure myth becomes  unreal  befo re  the g r e a t e r

r e a l i ty  of  the  p resen t  m om ent .  A t  the  moment  of  th e  l ib e ra t io n ,

he r e a l i z e s  tha t  he  has survived for this s ingle  moment but a t  the

same t ime he  knows th a t  he has " . . .  r a te  c e t  ins tan t  u n i q u e " 2 7 8

(b ecau se  he r e a l i z e s  th a t  he is not  y e t  r e a d y ,  and  t h a t  the t ime is

no t  r igh t  for th e  c r e a t io n  of m y th ) .  The lapse of  severa l  y e a r s ,

p a r t i c u la r ly  in th e  mind of  the  a u t h o r ,  is t h e re fo re  necessary :

J ' a i  essaye d e  r ea l i se r  q u e  c ' e s t  un ins tan t  u n i q u e ,  que  
nous avons t e n a c e m e n t  surv6cu pour  c e t  ins tant  u n iq u e ,  
oCp nous pourrions re g a rd e r  le c a m p ,  d e  I ' e x t e r i e u r .  Mais  
je n 'y  a r r iv e  p a s .  J e  n ' a r r i v e  pas a sais ir  c e  q u ' i l  y a 
d ' u n t q u e ,  c e t  ins tant  u n i q u e .  J e  me dis :  mon v i e u x ,  
r e g a r d e ,  c ' e s t  un ins tan t  u n iq u e ,  il y a des  tas de  copains  
qui sont morts ,  ils r § v a ien t  a c e t  ins tan t  un ique  oO nous 
pourrions re g a rd e r  le c a m p ,  comme c e c i ,  de  I ' e x t i r i e u r ,  
ou nous ne ser ions plus ded an s  mais dehors  . . .  mais ga 
ne m 'em b a l le  p a s . 2 7 9

A t th e  moment of the  l i b e ra t i o n ,  even  the li fe  ou ts ide  becomes

m y th .  It is r e a l ,  it is l i f e ,  but b ecau se  of w h a t  the au tho r  has

just l e f t ,  b e c a u s e  of  his e x p e r ie n c e s  o ver  the pas t  two y e a r s ,

a n o th e r  d imension of e x p e r i e n c e  which  he adds  to the  ou ts ide

makes it  myth to him; it is the  c o n c e p t  of f reedom th a t  we discussed

much e a r l i e r ,  in r e fe r e n c e  to Sem prun ,  t h a t  comes  to the  fore h e r e :

Et pu is ,  v o i l a ,  ce  n ' e t a i t  pas la v ie  au  d eh o rs ,  ce  n ' e t a i t  
q u 'u n e  au t r e  fagon d ' e t r e  d e d a n s ,  d ' e t r e  a I ' in t6 r ie u r  de  ce

2 7 7 Qp t c i t . ,  p .  7 6 .

2 7 8 | b i d . , p .  1 1 6 .

2 7 9 lb id .
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m£me monde de  I 'oppress ion s y s te m a t iq u e .2 8 0

N o t  on ly  does  Semprun c r e a t e  the  m ythology of t ime and 

p l a c e ,  both inside an d  ou ts ide  the  c a m p ,  but  he also c r e a te s  a 

myth of c h a r a c t e r s — for e x a m p le ,  Use K o c h — Sigrid m yth ,  as we 

choose  to c a l l  i t .  S ig r id ,  " la  feune  a l l e m a n d e  au x  y eu x  v e r t s , "281 

forms th e  basis for Semprun 's  d e f in i t io n  and  e x p la n a t io n  of w ha t  

we ca l l  myth: " Q u a n d  c e t t e  so iree  sera f in ie  e t  que  je me s o u v ie n -  

dra i  de  c e t t e  so iree  oD tou t  a co u p ,  le rap p e l  a ig u  de  ce  pass£ si 

b ien  o u b l i 6 ,  si p a r fa i t e m e n t  enfoui  dans  ma m em oire ,  m‘a r e v e i l l e  

du r§ve q u ' e t a i t  ma v i e ,  quand  j 'e s say e ra i  d e  r a c o n te r  c e t t e  h is to ire  

con fuse ,  t r a v e rs ee  d ’e v e n e m e n t s ,  p e u t - § t r e  f u t i l e s ,  mais remplis  

pour moi de  s ig n i f i c a t i o n ,  je vais  r ea l i se r  q u e  . . .  Sigrid  . . .  dans 

mon r6 c i t  d e v i e n t  le p ivo t  de  c e t t e  s o i r e e ,  de  c e t t e  nu i t  e n s u i t e . " 2 8 2  

Sigrid  becom es  the  p ivo ta l  poin t  not on ly  of  th a t  n igh t  b u t  also of 

th e  pas t  and  th e  a t t e m p t  to fo rge t  the  p a s t ,  in o the r  w ords ,  the  

c r e a t io n  of  m y th .  He thinks perhaps  t h a t  he r  f a c e  is th e re  to make 

him f o rg e t ,  to make c iv i l i z a t i o n  fo rge t  Use K o c h ,  b ec a u s e  the re  

is a  r e se m b lan ce  and a  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e en  the  two of t h e m .  Use 

Koch has beco m e  a m y th ,  not  on ly  for Sem prun ,  but for a l l  readers  

a b o u t  the  d e p o r t a t i o n .  There is an  a t t e m p t  to make a  r e p l a c e m e n t :  

the  myth o f  S ig r id ,  symboliz ing  th e  G e rm a n  n o n - N a z i s ,  whom 

Semprun finds d i f f i c u l t  to d i f f e r e n t i a t e  from the  N a z i s ,  an d  the 

Use K ochs .  The myth remains in te r tw in ed ;  he does  not  d e f in i t e ly  

s e p a ra te  th e m .

W hi le  c rea t in g  myth ,  Semprun exp la in s  how he does  so:

"II f au t  av o i r  e t e  d e d a n s ,  pour com prendre  ce  besoin  ph, _,ue de  

reg a rd e r  du d eh o r s .  El le  ne p eu t  pas c o m p r e n d re . " 2 8 3  ("E l le"  =

2 8 0 o £ 1_ c i t . ,  p .  1 2 2 .

281 I b id . , p .  1 5 7 .

2 8 2 i b i d . , p .  1 4 7 .

2 8 3 i b i d . ,  p .  1 5 3 .
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a n y o n e  who has not been  "d ed an s" )  The things th a t  h a p p e n ed  w h i le  

he was "d e d a n s"  wil l  n e v e r  lose th e i r  r e a l i ty  for h im ,  he te l ls  u s .

All  the  sam e ,  he is c r e a t in g  m y th .  Semprun h imself  exp la ins  th e  

same framework for c r e a t in g  myth th a t  G ro tow sk i  d e f in e s :  the 

phys ica l  l e v e l ,  the  im por tance  of  t im e ,  and e x te n d in g  th i s ,  the 

m e tap h y s ica l  c r e a te d  by " d e d o u b l e m e n t . "

It is the  second pa r t  of  Le G ra n d  V oy ag e  t h a t  shows us the

f inest  ex am p le  of  the  c re a t io n  of  m yth .  G e r a rd  has just undergone

the  t rans i t ion  from su b jec t  to o b j e c t  of the  " r£ c i t "  and  he is en te r ing

th e  cam p and  he remembers  w h a t  has h a p p e n e d  to him not  long

b e f o re ,  but  the  memory has been  transformed by the  r ide  in the

c a t t l e - c a r ,  by the  even ts  t h a t  hav e  h a p p e n e d  s in ce :

C e t t e  a v e n u e ,  ces  co lonnes  de p i e r r e ,  ces  a ig l e s  hau ta in es  
sont fai ts  pour d u r e r .  Ce camp vers leque l  on marche n 'e s t  
pas une en t rep r i se  p ro v iso i re .  I l y a  des s i e c le s ,  il a marche  
vers  un c a m p ,  d e j d ,  dans  la for£t  de  C o m p i e g n e .2 8 4

A t  the  c lo se  of  the  b o o k ,  G e r a r d ,  by becom ing  an o b je c t  of the

N a z i  d o m in a t io n ,  r e c e iv e s  the  myth in v en ted  by these  G erm ans

and  is forced  to a c c e p t  i t ,  w h i le  s im ul taneous ly  rem ain ing  in r e a l i ty

and  w e a v in g  his own myth around it:

. . .  ce  paysage  demesur6  oil ne manque q u e  la m us ique ,  nob le  
e t  g r a v e ,  de q u e lq u e  opera  f a b u le u x .  G e r a r d  essaye de  
co n se rv e r  la memoire de tou t  c e c i ,  tou t  en pensan t  d 'u n e  
m an ie re  v a g u e  q u ' i l  est  dans  le dom aine  des choses  possibles  
q u e  la mort p ro c h a in e  de tous les s p e c ta teu rs  v ie n n e  e f f a c e r  
a tou t  jamais  la memoire  de  ce s p e c t a c l e ,  c e  qui  se ra i t  
d o m m ag e ,  il ne sa i t  p o u r q u o i . .  . 2 8 5

Robert A n te lm e ,  in ad d i t io n  to his c r e a t io n  of b io lo g ic a l

m yth ,  a lso  has c e r t a in  passages  which  r ev ea l  the  camp as m y th .

The myth of  d e c o r  is among them:

O n  va a r r i v e r .  M a in t e n a n t  le d e c o r  de  Buchenwald se 
recompose  en en t i e r  dans  le souvenir :  I ' immense c reux  de 
la c a r r i e r e  e t  c e t t e  g r a v i ta t io n  d 'd t r e s  minuscules  a v e c  la

^ ^ op. c i t . ,  p. 221.

285|bid. ,  pp. 223-234.
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pierre  sur l ' 6 p a u l e ,  d e v a n t  la p la in e  d ' l 6 n a ;  la p a rade  du 
d e p a r t  pour le t r a v a i l ,  le m a t in ,  a v a n t  le jour ,  sur la 
p l a c e  d 'a p p e l  . . .  la han t i se  des q u in z e  jours d e  co rvee  
de  merde passes dans la m erd e .  . . 2 8 6

A nte lm e  te l ls  us a few pages  l a te r  tha t  this d e c o r  no longer ex is ts .

The d e c o r  has becom e myth:

Ces p a r a d e s ,  ces  d e c o r s ,  n 'e x is t e ro n t  plus m a in t e n a n t .  Mais  
nous sommes formas .  C h ac u n  de  nous ,  ou q u ' i l  so i t ,  t ransforme 
desormais  I ' o r d in a i r e .  Sans c r e m a to i r e ,  sans m usique ,  sans 
p h a re s ,  nous y suff irons. . .  . 2 8 7  | | s d d v e n t  t e n i r  compte  de 
nous t a n t  que  nous v ivons ,  e t  il dep en d  e n co re  de  nous ,  de 
notre  a c h a r n e m e n t  a 6 t r e ,  qu*au moment oD ils v iend ron t  
nous fa i re  mourir  ils a i e n t  la c e r t i tu d e  d ' a v o i r  e t£  ent i&rement 
v o l6 s .  Ils ne p e u v e n t  pas non plus e n ra y e r  I*histoire qui d o i t  
fa i re  plus fecondes  ces  cendres  seches  q u e  le gras  sq u e le t te
du l a g e r f u h r e r . 2 8 8

Each d e p o r t e e ,  t h e n ,  by the  very  f a c t  th a t  he re tu rns ,  by the f a c t  

t h a t  he survives  his e x e c u t i o n e r ,  is,  in a w a y ,  c r e a t in g  m y th .

Elie Wiesel  has b u i l t  a w ho le  novel  a round  the  c o n c e p t  of 

m y th .  In La V i l le  d e  la C h a n c e ,  Wiesel  takes  one  in c id e n t :  the 

man who looks ou t  of  his window w hi le  the  Wiesel family  is be ing  

dep o r ted  and does  noth ing to g ive  Elie W iese l ' s  sister  Tsipora ,  

crying th a t  she is th i rs ty ,  a n y  w a t e r .  This in c id e n t  haunts  h im,  

as does  the town from w hich  he  was d e p o r t e d ,  S ig h e t .  In La V i l le  

de  la C h a n c e ,  this town becomes S z e re n c sev a ro s ,  meaning  "c i ty  

of l u c k . "  The p ro tagonis t  wants  to re turn  to this to w n ,  to r e c a p tu re  

i t ,  to find it  a g a i n ,  a f t e r  a lapse of many y e a r s ,  some of  which  

he spent  in c a m p .  But the  town has becom e m y th .  The town w h i c h ,  

a t  f irs t ,  is just the  town from which  he was d e p o r t e d ,  the  b e g i n ­

ning of the t r ip ,  has beco m e  o th e r  than w h a t  he e n v isa g es .  There 

a r e  two reasons for this :  t ime has e lapsed  and  he has  becom e a 

d i f f e re n t  person b e c au se  of w h a t  he has u n dergone ;  he sees things

2 8 ^o p .  c i t . ,  p .  3 3 .  

287|b?d t f pt 25. 

2 8 8 l b i d . ,  p .  4 9 .
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through d i f f e re n t  e y e s .  And t h e n ,  the  town i t se l f  has undergone  

a metamorphosis :  a l l  its J e w s ,  or a lm o s t ,  h av e  g o n e .  A new kind 

of  l ife has se t t led  over  i t .  S ig h e t ,  in becom ing  S z e re n c sev a ro s ,  

has beco m e  m yth .  W ie s e l ,  or the  p ro ta g o n is t ,  re turns the re  a f te r  

many years  and  a long s t rugg le  to find th a t  it is a d i f f e re n t  to w n .

It is no longer the  p l a c e  w h e re  he grew u p ,  th e  p l a c e  where  he 

s tudied  Talmud and  Jew ish  customs and  th o u g h t .  Wiesel  c rea te s  

myth he re  b e c a u s e  he is seek ing  a n o th e r  d imension  of  r e a l i ty ;  he 

is seek ing  to f in d ,  in r e a l i t y ,  the  myth he unconsc ious ly  c rea te s  

by an  e m o t io n a l  and  i n t e l l e c tu a l  p rocess .  S ze rencseva ros  becomes  

a m yth ica l  p l a c e ,  both for the r e a d e r  and  the  a u t h o r .  But, in 

r e a l i t y ,  it is S ighe t  t h a t  he sees and ca n n o t  f in d .  He canno t  find 

it b e c a u s e  he has t ransmuted  r e a l i ty  into m y th .  All of  the cons ­

t r u c t i o n ,  or r e c o n s t ru c t io n ,  through f l a sh b ac k s ,  th a t  we  see  in the  

b o o k ,  takes  p l a c e  dur ing an  in te r ro g a t io n ;  the  p o l i c e  a r e  trying 

to find o u t  why he i l l e g a l ly  e n te red  the  c o u n t r y .  The f la sh b ack s ,  

th e  f a c t  th a t  the  story is told through th e m ,  and  the  d i s t an ce  t h a t  

t h ey  c r e a t e ,  a re  an  e le m e n t  of  m y th .  The novel  is pure  myth: 

no t  to s a y ,  of  co u r se ,  t h a t  it is pure f i c t i o n .  We k now ,  from 

read in g  a l l  the  o the r  of W iese l ' s  works,  th a t  this book is c o m p le te ly  

based on r e a l i t y .  It n ever  loses,  even  for an  in s tan t ,  its v e r i s im i ­

l i t u d e .  It is myth b e c au se  it is a r e tu rn ,  i t  is a seeing  from the 

o u t s id e ,  just as G e r a rd  wil l  see  the  camp from the  o u t s id e ,  b ecau se  

it is an a r t i s t i c  c rea t io n  for the  r e a d e r ,  in which  the c i ty  surpasses 

th e  phys ica l  boundar ies  of S ig h e t .

As it has been  th roughou t  this d i s s e r ta t io n ,  t ime is the  key 

e l e m e n t .  All the  au thors  who wri te  a b o u t  d e p o r ta t io n  were  u n d oub ted ly  

a f f e c t e d  by the  passing of  t ime s ince  the  even ts  took p l a c e  unt i l  th e y  

w ere  a b l e  to w r i te  a b o u t  th e m .  M any refuse to a c k n o w le d g e  this 

a n d  it  is p robab ly  in this a c k n o w le d g e m e n t  t h a t  the g rea tness  of  the  

a u th o r  l ie s .  The g r e a te s t  a u th o r s ,  th e  a r t i s t i c a l l y  c r e a t iv e  o n e s ,  

a r e  not only a w a r e  of  th e  im por tance  of  the  passage o f  t ime but a re
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a b l e  to u t i l i z e  it to its g r e a te s t  a d v a n t a g e  and  thus c r e a te  w ha t  

w e  choose  to ca l l  the  c o n c e n t r a t io n  camp as m yth ,  a l l  the  w h i le  

p roduc ing  a work th a t  in no w ay  dis torts  the  f a c t s .  The o th e r  

lesser w r i te r s ,  the less t a l e n t e d  o n e s ,  choose  to forge t  th a t  t ime 

has passed and  choose  to w r i te  as if the even ts  w ere  tak ing  p l a c e  

a t  t h a t  m o m en t .  In some c a s e s ,  this produces  a good tem o ig n ag e :  

it n ev e r  p roduces  g r e a t  works of a r t ,  for myth and  t rue  a r t i s t i c  

c r e a t io n  a r e ,  in this  sense ,  synonymous,  and form the  immorta l i ty  

of th e  c a m p .

M a u th a u s e n ,  je I 'a i  r£ d u i t  ci sa forme p r im i t iv e ,  a ses c lS tures  
o r ig in e l l e s ,  des  hommes moustachus  e t  m6fiants  tou rnan t  au to u r  
des ca r r io les  et  des  d i l i g e n c e s .  M o i ,  j ' a i  pay e  mon dO, les 
pap ie rs  sont  en r&gle, je peux  passer ,  la b a r r ie re  se l e v e .  
J ' a p a i s e  c e t t e  t e r r e ,  c e  v ieu x  mot b o u e u x ,  je I ' e x o rc i s e ,  
je le fais p ro n o n ce r  par  un e n f a n t ,  je le d e c r a s s e ,  je le 
f ro t te  con t re  la v i e ,  a n o uveau  les saisons le font  ve rd i r  ou 
s 6 c h e r .

C 'e s t  en r e p e ta n t  ce mot que  je n ie  sa f a t a l i t e :  la d u re e  
du s u p p l i c e .  J e  le m e lan g e  au x  au t res  mots ,  a la fumee d 'u n e  
h a l e i n e ,  je I ' e v o q u e  dans  son o r ig i n e ,  je le r en v o ie  aux  
hommes.  A eux  d ' e n  fa i re  bon usage' .

M a u t h a u s e n  n ' a  pas  s a u t e . 289

2®^Jean  C a y r o l ,  J e  L'Entends Encore  (Paris ,  1968) ,  p .  2 2 3 .



Conclusion

N a z i  c o n c e n t r a t io n  camps g a v e  rise to hundreds  of  books 

in F rance  and  e l s e w h e re .  There a re  few o th e r  e v e n t s ,  if a n y ,  

in the  his tory of modern man th a t  hav e  inspired so many works .

We h av e  a t t e m p te d  here  to ex am in e  the c o n te n t  of these  works,  

to show the i r  g e n e ra l  t rends  and  th em es .  We h a v e  also wished to 

show th a t  a lmost  a l l  of these  works stress the  same them es ,  bring 

ou t  the  same s a l i en t  fea tu res  of camp l i f e .  The major i ty  of the  

works tha t  we have  d iscussed ,  which  means th e  works in e x i s t e n c e ,  

from F r a n c e ,  a r e  in the  ca te g o ry  of t e m o i g n a g e s .

The c o n te n t  of these  works a b o u t  camp ra re ly  v a r i e s .  Thus, 

no t rue  conc lus ions  can be a r r ived  a t .  We pre fe r  to make c e r t a in  

s ta te m en ts ,  which  a r e  the  result  of our r e a d i n g ,  as to the  a e s t h e t i c  

q u a l i t y  of the  works under  co n s id e ra t io n ,  in l ieu of  c o n c lu s io n .

The te m o ig n a g e s ,  which  a r e  g e n e r a l ly  m e d io c re ,  in respec t  to 

l i te ra ry  q u a l i t i e s ,  w h a t  one  person has c a l l e d  "Tartempion a 

R a v e n s b r u c k , " a re  desc r ip t ions  o f  w h a t  has t ak en  p l a c e  but  do not  

dem ons t ra te  an y  l i te ra ry  t a l e n t  on the  par t  of the  a u t h o r .  Having 

been  in camp does  not  suff ice  to c r e a te  a work of  a r t .  H o w ev er ,  

among these  t e m o ig n a g e s ,  the re  a re  some w h ic h ,  a l though  they  

a r e  not  more than  t e m o ig n a g e s , a r e  very  f ine  in th e i r  g en re  and 

s tand ou t  b e c au se  they  h av e  c e r t a in  l i t e r a ry ,  and a t  t im es ,  p o e t ic  

q u a l i t i e s .  In te res t ingly  e n o u g h ,  they  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  the  work of 

write rs  ( tha t  is to s a y ,  those  who have  publ ished  o the r  things  with 

some success ,  those who hav e  c rea ted  befo re  and  s in c e ) .  Among 

these :  L'Homme e t  la Bdte (Louis M a r t i n - C h a u f f i e r ) ,  L'Espece 

Humaine (Robert A n te lm e ) ,  L'Univers C o n c e n t r a t i o n n a i r e  (David



213

Rousset),290 M authausen  (Paul T i l l a rd ) ,  Les Morts Inuti les  (Francis 

W e t te rw a ld )  and  c e r ta in  of  the  works o f  J e a n  C a y r o l ,  In a s l igh t ly  

d i f f e r e n t  v e i n ,  Robert M e r le ' s  La Mort est Mon M e t i e r , an d  Chr is t ian  

P ineau 's  K rem a to r iu m . We wish to e m p h a s iz e ,  o n c e  a g a i n ,  t h a t  the  

horror  of  the  e x p e r i e n c e  undergone  is no t  su f f ic ien t  to render  the  

v ic t im  c a p a b le  of making it  v iv id  in th e  mind of  a n o t h e r .  The camp 

does  not  c r e a t e  the  w r i te r ,  but  only  the  w r i te r  is c a p a b le  of  evoking  

th e  camp and  of  render ing  it p e r c e p t i b l e  to th e  consciousness  of the  

w o r ld .  It is our  opin ion  th a t  the  t e m o ig n a g e par  e x c e l l e n c e  is 

La N u i t  (Elie W iese l ) .  There is,  o f  cou rse ,  no ques t ion  th a t  Wiesel  

is an a u th o r  in his own r ight ;  he has c r e a te d  severa l  o the r  l i te ra ry  

m as te rp ieces  th a t  have  l i t t l e  to do with cam ps ,  if a n y t h i n g .  We 

fee l  th a t  if an y  of  the  t em oignages  wil l  remain  and becom e par t  

of  l i t e r a t u r e ,  it wi l l  be from among those listed ab o v e  th a t  fu ture 

g e n e ra t io n s  wi ll  make th e i r  c h o i c e .  It is our  conc lus ion  th a t  it 

is possible to  c r e a t e  an e f f e c t iv e  t em oignage  around the  them e of 

camp an d  th a t  the  one  who has been  most successful  in doing so 

has  been  Elie  W ie s e l .

There  a r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  ve ry  few au thors  who h a v e  surpassed 

the  tem oignages  and h a v e  been  a b l e  to c r e a t e  a t rue  l i te ra ry  

m as te rp ie c e  around the them e of  c a m p .  Semprun in Le G r a n d  

V o y ag e  has d o n e  so and he is now cons idered  a renowned  w r i t e r .

In both Une C onna is sance  Inuti le  and Aucun  de  Nous  ne R ev ien d ra ,  

we feel  th a t  C h a r lo t t e  Delbo  has c r e a te d  perhaps  th e  purest  and 

most sens i t ive  " ch an ts  t rag iques"  a b o u t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  cam ps ,  to 

say noth ing  of  " Q u i  Rapportera  ces  P a ro le s . "  They a r e  con t r ibu t ions  

not  on ly  to l i t e ra tu re  but  to the  immorta l i ty  o f  th e  cam p s .  She 

too is an acco m p l ish e d  a u th o r  on sub jec ts  o the r  than  the  cam ps .  291

2 9 0 |t  is in teres t ing  to no te  th a t  when David  Rousset a t tem pts  to 
ch a n g e  genres  and to c r e a t e  a n o v e l ,  Les Jours  de  N o t r e  M o r t , he does  
not  s u c c e e d ,  and  the  resu l t  is f rank ly  boring to the  r e a d e r .

291 Les Belles Lettres (Paris: 6d . d e  M in u i t ,  1961) and  La Theorie  
e t  la P ra t ique  (Paris: A n th ropos ,  1969) and a lso  "La C a p i t u l a t i o n , "  
u n p u b .  p l a y ,  among o th e r s .



214

In La V i l l e  de  la C h a n c e  w hich  is somewhat  removed from the  camp 

e x p e r i e n c e  but stems from i t ,  Elie Wiesel  has c r e a t e d  a work which  

we cons ide r  to be among his f ines t  and  which  is a l i t e ra ry  c re a t io n  

of  the  h ighes t  c a l i b e r .  O f  c o u r se ,  Andr4 S c h w a r z -B a r t ,  the  only  

one  of this group t h a t  was not d e p o r t e d ,  has used th e  them e o f  d e p o r ­

ta t io n  in par t  of  Le D ern ie r  des  Justes  w hich  is a l i t e ra ry  m a s t e r p i e c e .

We wish to dw el l  for a moment on the  problem of those wri te rs  

who use the  them e of  d ep o r ta t io n  and  its a f te rm a ths  in th e i r  works ,  

but who were  not them selves  d e p o r t e d .  We mention here  A ra g o n ,  

F le g ,  E lua rd ,  G a r y ,  Lqngfus, Ikor ,  V erco rs ,  Del C a s t i l l o , 292 

W a l l e t ,  S im enon ,  T r io le t ,  S t e in e r ,  Bernadac  and  Reiner  as exam ples  

of those who hav e  done  so.  If we hav e  not  m en t ioned  a t  an y  previous  

t im e ,  in the  body o f  this d i s s e r ta t io n ,  S te in e r ' s  Treb l inka  and Reiner 's  

Et la Terre sera Pure ,  it is b e c au se  we  r e fu se ,  in this d i s s e r ta t io n ,  

to u t i l i z e  m a te r ia l  which  is in an y  way dishones t  or which  does  not 

a c k n o w le d g e  its sou rces .  It has been  proven ( there  is now a ju d ic ia l  

p ro ceed in g  in this  mat ter)  th a t  Sy lva in  R e iner ,  in Et la Terre sera 

Pure ,  p l a g ia r iz e s  passages d i r e c t l y  from Miklos  N y is l i ' s  M e d e c in  a 

A uschw itz  (French a d a p ta t i o n  by Tib&re Kremer)  w i th o u t  c i t ing  his 

sou rces .  The d isco v e ry  was made by the  h is to r ian  V ida l  N a q u e t  

in Le M o n d e . In the  case  of S t e in e r ,  a book e n t i t l e d  T re b l in k a ,  

by Vassil i  G rossm an ,  was publ ished  severa l  years  be fo re  S te in e r ' s  

own Trebl inka  an d  w h i le  S te in e r  a ck n o w le d g e s  survivors '  t e s t im on ies ,  

none  of these  survivors hav e  come forward to speak in his f av o r .

He d e l i b e r a t e l y  omits r e f e r e n c e  to G rossm an 's  b o o k .  We refuse 

to discuss e i t h e r  of these  works a n y  fur ther  b e c au se  th ey  a r e  par t  

of a t rend which  we a b h o r .

Immedia te ly  fo l lowing the  1945 l i b e r a t i o n ,  tem oignages

292We h a v e  c o n s is te n t ly ,  in this d i s s e r ta t io n ,  re fer red  to 
Del C as t i l lo  as  a n o n - d e p o r t e e  b e ca u s e  this is our  c o n v i c t i o n .  There 
is some ques t ion  a b o u t  the  m at te r  and s ince  Del D as t i l lo  h imself  
has not chosen to re c t i fy  i t ,  w e  s tand on our  p o s i t io n .
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a p p e a r e d  and  have  co n t in u ed  to do so in g r e a t  n u m b er .  Twenty 

years  l a t e r ,  Semprun and  Delbo publ ished  the i r  h igh ly  l i te ra ry  

w orks .  Very r e c e n t l y ,  tw e n t y - f i v e  years  a f t e r  the  l ib e ra t io n ,  

c e r t a in  "wri ters"  (a term we use for lack  of  a n y  o ther)  t a k e  

a d v a n ta g e  of  an  era  in which  v i o l e n c e ,  r a p e ,  b lo o d ,  murder  and  

horror  a r e  very  much a p p r e c i a t e d .  They use A uschwitz  as a basis 

for th e i r  s en sa t io n a l i sm .  It is the  very  last th a t  we find d e p l o r a b l e .  

O f  c o u r se ,  Auschwitz  and  a l l  the  camps a r e  n e v e r  end ing  gold  

mines  of  v i o l e n c e .  But this  is "sang a la une"  in its most g ro te sque  

form; it  is wr i t ing  a book to c r e a t e  s ensa t iona l i sm ,  and  using the 

basest  means to impress and  a t t r a c t  the  r e a d e r .  This is put t ing 

Auschwitz  on th e  same leve l  as  " fa i t s  d i v e r s " — a b j e c t  s en sa t io n ­

a l i sm — and we find this to be a horr ifying ex am p le  of commercia l ism 

on a l i te ra ry  le v e l ;  d ishones ty  and  d i s to r t io n .  W e ,  t h e r e fo re ,  

refuse  to p ro p a g a te  i t .  For this r e a so n ,  we  h a v e  not  discussed the 

books t h a t  we find do fit  in this g roup ing :  B e rn a d a c ' s ,  S te in e r ' s  

and  Reiner 's  (see Bib l iography for d o c u m e n ta t io n ) .

Few very wel l  known writers  a r e  in our  group of severa l

hundred who hav e  w r i t ten  a b o u t  the  cam ps .  We co n c lu d e  th a t  they

feel  as C la ra  M a lrau x  does :

La d e p o r ta t io n  m 'a  toujours  semble une e x p e r i e n c e  si t o t a l e ,  
si incom parab le  a a u c u n e  a u t r e ,  q u e ,  ne I ' a y a n t  pas c o n n u e ,  
je ne me suis pas cru a u to r i s e e  a en p a r le r  dans mes l i v r e s . 2 9 3

The e x c e p t io n  is, among o th e r s ,  those listed a b o v e .  F o r tu n a te ly ,

c e r ta in  au thors  do da re  to v io la t e  this s e lf - im posed  taboo  and  we

feel g r e a t ly  indeb ted  to th e m .  If f if ty  years  from now ,  th e re  a r e

no living survivors of  the  d e p o r ta t io n  and  our  g r e a t  wri te rs  refuse

to touch  upon the s u b je c t ,  it  wil l  not l ive in the  minds of fu ture

g e n e r a t i o n s .  We f e e l ,  h o w e v e r ,  th a t  the  n o n - d e p o r t e e  r a th e r

than  try ing to c r e a t e  a t em o ig n ag e  on th e  s u b je c t ,  or ev en  a

novel tak ing  p l a c e  in c a m p ,  has been  in f in i te ly  more successful

2 9 3 Letter  w r i t ten  to us ,  d a te d  M arch  4 ,  1 9 7 0 .
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and  a u t h e n t i c  when he has t r ied  to do o th e r  th in g s .  Both A rag o n ,

Fleg a n d ,  o f  co u rse ,  Eluard h av e  w r i t ten  l i t t l e ,  it is t r u e ,  but  

su f f ic ien t  b e ca u se  e f f e c t i v e ,  poems on the  s u b je c t .  A nna  Langfus, 

S im enon ,  Ikor ,  Elsa Tr io le t  and  Vercors  hav e  used the  problems of  

r e a d a p ta t i o n  or of  the  camp i t se l f  as themes to w e a v e  into the i r  

l i t e ra ry  c rea t io n s :  the  results a re  h igh ly  su cc e ss fu l .  S ince  poetry  

is the  a r t  o f  u n iv e r sa l iz in g  ind iv idua l  f e e l in g s ,  poems surpass 

t6mo?gnages by th e i r  very  n a t u r e .  They h a v e  thus beco m e  a l i te ra ry  

t h e m e .  True ,  the  works in w hich  d e p o r ta t io n  is spoken of  a r e  not 

e n t i r e ly  d ev o ted  to th a t  su b je c t  a l o n e ,  but  this  is no t  im portan t  to 

us .  What  is importan t  is th a t  the  theme of  N a z i  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camps 

e n te r  l i t e r a t u r e ,  be though t  o f ,  r e f l e c te d  u p o n ,  w r i t t en  a b o u t  and 

th a t  it remain  s im ul taneous ly  in the  realm of the  sacred  and  in the  

realm of the  l i t e r a r y ,  th a t  c e r t a in  l i te ra ry  forms do a d o p t  i t ,  w i thou t  

deforming it  and  in co rp o ra te  it w i th in  th em se lv e s .  Perhaps the  most 

successful  e x a m p le  of this a t t e m p t  is V e r c o r s 'Les Armes de  la N u i t .

C e r ta in  w r i te rs ,  such as Del C a s t i l l o ,  hav e  used the  theme 

of the  d e p o r ta t io n  to i l lu s t ra te  o th e r  soc ia l  p r in c ip l e s .  The fac t  

t h a t  Del C a s t i l lo  co n c lu d e s  his book by showing th a t  Tanguy remains  

as in a d ap te d  a f t e r  camp as in the  camp is Del C a s t i l lo ' s  personal  

judgment  w h ich  exp la in s  his c o n c e p t  of the  world  but  w h ich  canno t  

s tand as an in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the  c a m p .  It en l ig h ten s  us ,  th e r e fo r e ,  

a b o u t  the  a u th o r  h imself  and  no t  a b o u t  the  c a m p ,  s ince  we  do  not  

hav e  the  fee l in g  th a t  it is the camp th a t  r endered  Tanguy i n a d a p t a b l e .  

We can n o t  a c c e p t  w h a t  he has  done  b ec a u se  we fee l  it is a defo rm at ion  

of f a c t .  The p e r sp e c t iv e  in w h ich  they  show the  camp is d is to r ted ;  

w h i le  we do no t  d i sag ree  with  soc ia l  cr i t ic ism as th ey  fo rm ula te  i t ,  

we v e h e m e n t ly  d isag ree  with th e i r  way of p resen t ing  th e m .  The 

worst ills of  so c ie ty  do not come c lose  to the  best  of  cam p co n d i t io n s .  

This is not our  id le  conc lus ion  s ince  the  proof  of  it is in th e  f ac t  

t h a t  no d e p o r t e e ,  in wr i t ing  or s p e a k in g ,  t h a t  we h a v e  come across ,  

has e v e r  p resen ted  the i r  po in t  of v i e w .
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A lthough  we do not  a g r e e  a t  a l l  wi th  the  po in ts  of view 

of  Del  C as t i l lo  (discussed p rev io u s ly ) ,  and we do not  find th a t  

Regina W a l l e t ' s  work is t ru ly  a co n t r ib u t io n  to  l i t e r a t u r e ,  we a re  

in d eb ted  to those  au thors  for try ing to p e n e t r a t e  this  realm of th e  

m a c a b r e .  H is to r ians ,  of  course  whom we e l im in a te  from the  body 

of  this d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  h av e  co n t r ib u te d  to its formation  and  h a v e  

furnished th e  background  necessary  for its c r e a t i o n .  They a r e  not  

d e p o r t e e s .  Perhaps  the  most c o m p e te n t ,  O l g a  W o rm se r -M ig o t ,  

was no t  d ep o r ted  and  has  pub l ished  severa l  works on the  d e p o r ta t io n  

w hich  show to w h a t  e x te n t  a n o n - d e p o r t e e  can  becom e involved  

with the  su b je c t  and  co n t r ib u te  to its im m o r ta l i ty .  O u r  only  rebuke  

is d i r e c t e d  ag a in s t  the  form w hich  the  n o n - d e p o r t e e  uses to express  

himself  on the  q u e s t io n .  We feel t h a t  th e  su b je c t  is not a t  a l l  

t a b o o ,  bu t  b e ca u s e  some do not  h a v e  f i r s t -hand  e x p e r i e n c e ,  they  

must r e s t r i c t  them selves  to forms th a t  do not  diminish the  a u t h e n ­

t i c i ty  and  ve r i s im i l i tu d e  of  w ha t  they  w r i t e .

The t r a d i t io n a l  i n te rp r e ta t io n  of  the  phenom enon  of  c o n c e n ­

t ra t io n  cam p s ,  as e x p la in e d  by Communist  par ty  d o c t r i n e ,  is t h a t  

the  camp is the  i n e v i t a b l e  e n d - p r o d u c t  of the c a p i t a l i s t  s o c ie ty ,  

and  t h a t  it is the  r educ t ion  of  C ap i ta l i sm  to  a c a r r i c a tu r e  which 

e x a g g e r a t e s  but  does  not b a s ic a l ly  d i s to r t .  We do not  a g r e e  with 

this i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  We a g r e e  with David Rousset when he says 

" L 'e x i s t e n c e  des camps est un av e r t i s s e m e n t"2 9 4  bu t  w e  cannor  

a g r e e  with th e  par t of c e r ta in  works th a t  expresses th e  Party l i n e .

It is,  h o w e v e r ,  e n t i r e ly  possible  for the  a u th o r  to concu r  with the  

Party l ine and  a t  the  same t ime p resen t  an a u t h e n t i c  image  of  camp 

l i f e .  We fee l  th a t  L a f i t te ,  D a i x ,  Semprun and  o thers  may co n cu r  

with the  t r a d i t io n a l  par ty  i n t e rp re ta t io n  of  th e  N a z i  cam ps ,  but 

this in no w ay  dis torts  the  d o c u m en ta t io n  p resen ted  in the  works 

nor  does  it a l t e r  th e i r  l i t e ra ry  q u a l i t y  or lack of i t .  Using the

2 9 4 i 'U n  ivers C o n c e n t r a t i o n n a i r e ,  p .  1 8 6 .
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c o n c e n t r a t io n  camps as p o l i t i c a l  w eap o n  is c e r t a in ly  as va l id  an  

idea  as a n y ,  h o w ev er  the  w r i te r  must be  c e r t a i n ,  we  f e e l ,  not  to 

d is to r t  fac ts  in the  p rocess .

We do no t  h av e  the  p r e t e n t io n ,  in this d i s s e r ta t io n ,  of  

es tab l ish ing  the  pa lm ares  of  t h e  works t h a t  pos te r i ty  wil l  conserve  

b u t ,  by s tudying the var ious  ca te g o r ie s  of works a b o u t  c o n c e n t r a t io n  

cam ps ,  we h a v e  hoped to show the  c r i te r ia  in the  name of which 

th e y  can  be judged  and a t  t im es ,  a u d a c io u s ly  p e rh ap s ,  a t t e m p te d  

to guess which  w i l l  remain  as works of a r t  in the  eyes  of  future 

g e n e r a t i o n s .



APPENDIX O N E

C o n c e n t r a t io n  camps w ere  a s t range  p h e n o m e n o n .  They were  

a pr imi t ive  p h e n o m e n o n .  They w ere  a phenom enon  new to th e i r  inmates 

and  th e i r  s ta f fs .  They w ere  a sacred  p h e n o m e n o n .  This ap p e n d ix  is 

an  a t t e m p t  a t  e lu c id a t io n  of  one  par t  o f  the  s t range  phenom enon:  its 

l ingu is t ic  m a n i fe s ta t io n s .  We shall  a t t e m p t  h e re  to e x p la in  the  m eaning  

of  var ious  words .  They w ere  a l l  words t h a t  w ere  used in c o n c e n t r a t io n  

cam ps ,  e i th e r  by the  SS or by the  d e p o r t e e s .  We h a v e  d iv id ed  them 

into two groups a c c o r d i n g l y .  These words g iv e  a  c lue  to the p r e o c c u ­

pa t ions  of the  inm ates ,  th e i r  th o u g h ts ,  th e i r  ways  o f  manifes t ing 

th e i r  em o t io n s ,  t h e i r  re la t ionsh ips  with th e i r  to r tu re r s .  These words 

a r e  im por tan t  not only as  v o c a b u la ry  bu t  when  e x p l i c a t e d  wil l  

permit  us to unders tand  many of  the books w r i t t e n  a b o u t  the cam ps .

They a re  a lso  a c lue  to the  psychology  of  the  G e s t a p o ,  the SS and 

the  d e p o r t e e s .  We l e a r n ,  from these  words a l o n e ,  the mockery  with 

which  th e  torturers  t r e a te d  the  in m a te s ,  th e  d isda in  which th ey  showed 

th e m ,  th e  hum il i ty  which  they  forced  them to show .  It is in teres t ing  

to no te  tha t  o rd ina ry  words a p p e a r  out  of  p l a c e  in the  co n c e n t r a t io n  

cam p c o n t e x t .  For e x a m p le ,  when Andr6 Bleton uses th e  word 

"d fne r"  to i n d i c a t e  th a t  he  would like to e a t ,  it ap p ea r s  almost  

" p r e c i e u x . "  F r a n g o i s e 2 9 3  c a tc h e s  h e rse l f  using the  expression 

"p rendre  f r o i d " 2 9 4  anc| s a y S " c o c a s s e " :  th e  most common idiom 

becomes  fo re ig n .

S ince  c o n c e n t r a t io n  camps w ere  a phenom enon new to th e  

his tory of m an ,  s ince  they  co n ta in e d  many o b je c t s  and  p la ce s  and

2 9 3 |_e  Temps du P u rg a to i r e ,  p . 6 3 .  

2 9 4 , , Q u i  Rapportera  ces P a ro le s " ,  p .  1 4 .
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invo lved  many co n cep ts  not on ly  fore ign but  prev iously  n o n - e x i s t e n t ,  

i t was n ecessa ry  to build  a new v o c a b u la ry  to d e a l  with the  p h e n o m e n o n .  

This was done  in severa l  ways:  the  m as te r - s la v e  re la t io n sh ip  exis t ing 

b e tw e e n  men in th e  Roman Empire was rev ived  and  the more e d u c a t e d  

N a z i s  drew inspira t ion  from th i s .  More  f r e q u e n t ly ,  the  SS and  the  

N a z i s  b u i l t  words from sm al le r  w ords ,  as  is common custom in the  

G e rm a n  l a n g u a g e .  But w h a t  was d i f f e ren t  th e re  was t h a t  the  words 

wil l  g iv e  us on e  m eaning  and  this is a new m ean in g :  they  n ever  

m ean t  this  b e f o r e .  The words wil l  be both dis tor t ions  and neo log ism s .

Why w ere  these  neologisms n e c e s s a r y ?  Calming the  inm ates ,  

d i s i l lus ion ing  th em ,  were  two te ch n iq u e s  most bas ic  to the  N a z i  

p sycho logy  b e ca u s e  the N a z i s  them se lves  could  not f a c e  t h e  horror 

of w h a t  they  w ere  d o in g .  We know this to be the  case  in ce r ta in  

in s ta n c e s .  We also  r e a l i z e  t h a t  the  horror th ey  fe l t  was seconda ry  

to both the  p leasu re  r e c e iv e d  from the  a b h o r ren t  ac ts  and th e  supposed 

n ecess i ty  of  t h e i r  e n a c t m e n t .  The words co in ed  by th e  d ep o r tee s  were  

in some cases  also neo log isms ,  coming from a f e a r  of  d e a th  and  a fear  

of sp read ing  fea r  i t s e l f .  They a r e  a lso  th e  resul t  of the  f ac t  th a t  the  

d e p o r te e s  cam e from d i f f e r e n t  m i l i e u x ,  had d i f f e r e n t  e d u c a t io n a l  

l e v e l s ,  spoke d i f f e ren t  languages  and  ab o v e  a l l ,  t h a t  a l l  of  them 

did not  unders tand  G e rm a n  and th a t  the  SS an d  o th e r  Proeminents  

did not  speak  an y  o the r  l a n g u a g e .  Th e re fo re ,  the  words w e re  of ten  

corrup t ions  of G e rm a n  words mouthed by th e  SS .  For the  A p p e n d ix ,  

w e  h av e  c h o s e n ,  of  the  v o c a b u la ry  used by the  d e p o r t e e s ,  on ly  those 

words w h ich  th e  French inmates would  use and  those l ike ly  to be found 

in books in French l i t e ra tu re  a b o u t  the  cam ps .

DEPORTEES1 VOCABULARY

a c h t z e h n  L i te ra l ly ,  e ig h te e n  in G e r m a n .
H o w e v e r ,  a corrupt ion  of A ch tung  
made by th e  French d ep o r tee s  to mean 
"someone is c o m in g ,  be on the 
l o o k - o u t .  "295

A La Tour L i te ra l ly ,  in F rench ,  to th e  t o w e r .

^^^Andr6 Bl6ton, o p . c i t . ,  p.  91 .
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A corrup t ion  of  the  G e rm a n  am Tore , 
meaning  " to  the  door  or through the  
g a t e "  . To the  pr isoner  it m ean t  "be ing  
c a l l e d  a la to u r— to the  Pol i t i sche  
A b t e i l u n g . " 2 9 *

A l le r  se fa i re  savon Li tera l ly  " to  h av e  o n ese l f  made into
s o a p . "  This was used by the  d ep o r tees  
as a synonym for " to  d ie "  b ec a u s e  the 
d e p o r tee s  knew th e  N a z i s  made soap 
from human b o d i e s . 2 9 7

A l le r  se fa i re  m a te las  Li te ra l ly  " to  hav e  o nese l f  made into
a m a t t re s s . "  Same meaning  and 
e x p la n a t io n  as for a l l e r  se fa i re  
savon . 298

This ap p ea rs  with many spe l l ing  
v a r i a t io n s .  It is a noun used by the 
d e p o r te e s  to d e s ig n a te  one  who guarded  
over  t h e m - - a n o t h e r  d e p o r t e e .
Corrup t ion  of the  G e rm a n  verb  a n w e is e n ,  
" to  s u p e rv i s e " ,  or of s e h e n , " to  s e e " .

Th is l i t e r a l ly  means an a rm b a n d .  By 
e x t e n s io n ,  i t  c am e  to mean a person — 
d e p o r t e e — having  a func t ion  w i th in  
th e  c a m p ,  e . g .  B lo c k a l t e s t e . Used 
by those d ep o r tee s  who spoke  G e rm a n  
to in d i c a t e :  "Es g e h t  e in e  A r m b i n d e . " 29 '

The G e rm a n  substan t ive  A uge  is the 
word for " e y e . "  The word for " look"  
in verb  form is s e h e n . A u g e  was used 
among d ep o r tee s  as a subs t i tu te  command 
for s e h e . 300

Bauernhauser  Li te ra l ly  "fa rmhouses"  . In Auschwitz
e s p e c ia l ly  among the  o ld e r  d e p o r t e e s ,

2 9 ^D o cu m en ta t io n  furnished by O lg a  W o rm se r -M ig o t .

^ 9 ^M iche I  Borwicz ,  o p .  c i t . ,  p .  1 0 8 .

2 9 8 See n .  2 9 7 .

2 9 9 Do c u m en ta t io n  furnished by Dr .  M iec zy s law  M a n e l i ,  of 
Polish o r ig in ,  who spoke Polish and  G e r m a n .  I n c a rce ra te d  in M a y ,
1 9 4 3 ,  first  in M a id a n e k ,  then  in A u s c h w i tz ,  and M o n o w i tz .  Escaped 
in t ransport  in 1 9 4 5 .

SOODayid Rousset, Les Jours de Notre Mort (Paris, 1947),  p .  770.

A nw eisehr in

Armbinde

A uge
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the  name g iv en  to the  gas ch am b ers .
The nam e  comes from th e  f a c t  t h a t  
in the  b eg inn ing  a t  th e  camp before  
the  modern gas  chambers  were  ins ta l led  
the re  w e re  two m in ia tu re  ones  in the 
pea sa n ts '  h u t s . 301

Betr ibe Corrup t  s p e l l in g ,  co ined  in Ravensbriick
to d e s ig n a te  the  G e rm a n  word B e t r ieb , 
meaning  " a  f a c t o r y . "  In Ravensbr iick ,  
the p l a c e  w here  the  d ep o r tees  worked  
a t  sewing and  o th e r  such t a s k s . 302

Bibleforscher  Cons t ruc ted  from two s e p a ra te  G e rm a n
words: Bibel and  fo rsc h en , meaning  
" to  s e e k . "  This was the  t i t l e  of 
J e h o v a h ' s  witnesses who were  i n c a r ­
c e ra te d  in c e r ta in  minor camps and  
g e n e r a l ly  not  put into d e a th  camps;  
they  worked as b ab y s i t t e r s ,  h o u s e ­
maids ,  e t c . ,  for the  SS— were  
cons ide red  dangerous  by the  N a z i s  
when f ree  b e c au se  o f  th e i r  b e l ie f s  
and  n o n - c o n fo r m i ty .  They w ere  lef t  
to roam f ree ly  in th e  camp b e c a u s e  
they  were  o b e d ie n t  and  thus trusted 
by th e  S S . 303

Caf6  au  l a i t  This is a cor rup t ion  made by the  French
d ep o r te e s  of  the  words K affee  h o l e n , 
w h ich  l i t e r a l ly  means " to  g e t  c o f f e e . "  
The l i te ra l  t rans la t ion  o f  the  French 
words is " c o f f e e  with  m i l k . "  This 
has no th ing  to do with the  meaning  
of the  express ion  in c a m p .  It is the  
r ep ro d u c t io n  by a Frenchman not 
speak ing  G e rm a n  of  a G e rm a n  command 
m eaning to fe tch  the  g reen  tea  and  
br ing it to the  bar racks  for the depor tee ;  
Term comes from A u sc h w i tz -B i rk e n a u ;

301 Borwicz, p. I 08 .
3 0 2 Do c u m en ta t io n  furnished by C h a r lo t te  D e lb o ,  F ren c h ,  n o n -  

J e w i s h ,  p o l i t i c a l  p r iso n e r .  Spoke  some G e r m a n .  A u s c h w i tz ,  Raisko,  
Ravensbruck ,  l ibe ra te d  Apri l  2 3 ,  194 5 .

3 0 3 s e e  n .  3 0 2 .
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C a n a d a

C h a i s e - C o l o n n e

Chusse l l e

may h a ve  b een  used e l s e w h e r e . 30 4

Term used in A u s c h w i t z - B i rk en au  
by d ep o r t ee s  of  a l l  n a t i o n a l i t i e s .
The word had no o ther  meaning  for 
those not  in c amp  e x c e p t  the  g e o g r a ­
ph ica l  d e s i g n a t i o n .  H o w e v e r ,  in 
A u s c h w i t z ,  it was  the p l a c e  wher e  
a l l  c l o t h e s ,  b a g g a g e ,  a nd  o t he r  
personal  e f fec t s  were  l ef t  by those 
en te r ing  the  camp e i t h e r  to be  gassed 
or b ecome  i nma te s .  The de po r t e es  
who worked h er e  were  c l ose ly  w a t c h e d  
to p r ev en t  s t e a l i n g .  It t he r e fo r e  
somet imes s ign i f i ed  a s ta t e  of a f f l u e n c e  
becaus e  some s tea l ing  did t ake  p l a c e .  
The word has now come to m e a n ,  in 
modern Pol i sh,  a s ta te  of  w e a l t h . 305

As it  is,  this  word has no meaning  in 
F r e nc h .  S e p a r a t e l y ,  t he  first par t  
means " ch a i r "  and  the second means 
" c o l u m n . "  In Ravensbruck ,  h o w e v e r ,  
a cor rupt ion  of  t h e  G e r m a n  Scheisskolot  
l i t e r a l l y ,  " s h i t - c o l u m n . "  The word doe 
not  exi s t  as such in G e r m a n  but  its two 
c omponen t  words exist  s e p a r a t e l y .  This 
Kommando was in cha r ge  of  emptying 
e x c r e m e n t ,  Kolonne  be ing  synonymous 
wi th Kommando in this c a s e .  This 
work was a punishment  for a mi sde ­
meanor  in cam p . 306

This is the  cor rupt ion of  the  G e r m a n  
word Schussel  m e a n i n g ,  "a b o w l . "
The cor rup t ion  was  made  by the  French 
i nmates .  It s p e c i f i c a l l y  refer red  to a 
bowl in which  soup was s e r v e d ,  made  
of r e dd i sh - brown e n a m e l ,  co n t a i n i ng

304Do c um en t a t i o n  furnished by Lulu T h e v e n i n ,  of  French o r i g i n ,  
speaking  only  F r e n c h .  I t inerary:  A u s c h w i t z - B i r k e n a u ,  Raisko,  Ravensbruck ,  
Beendorf ,  r e p a t r i a t e d  via  Sweden  in J u n e  19 4 5 .

305See n. 302 .

306See n.  304 .
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Ci g og n e

C l a q u e t t e

C o i f f e - t o u t

c ' t e  v a c h e

draussen

one l i ter .307

In F r e nc h ,  this l i t e ra l l y  means  " the  
s to r k . "  H o w e v e r ,  in c a m p ,  i t  was 
the  cor rupt ion  of the  G e r m a n  
Z i g e u n e r ,  meaning  " g y p s y . "  The 
normal  French word for "gypsies"  
is e i t h e r  g i t a n e s , t s iganes  or 
t z i ganes  .3U8

Li te r a l ly ,  in F r e n ch ,  " r a t t l e  of  a 
musical  ins t rument  or r a t t l ing  n o i s e . "
In A u s c h w i t z ,  the  shoes worn by the  
m en ,  in Ravensbr uck ,  by e v e r y o n e .
They a r e  shoes wi th a  c lo th  top  and  
a wood en  sole  which  makes  a c lopping  
or ra t t l ing  sound when  one  w a l k s ,  
from w h e n c e  t h e i r  n a m e . 3 0 9

Corrupt ion  made by the  French 
d e po r t e es  of  t he  G e r m a n  Ko pf t uc h ,  
" k e r c h i e f"  whi ch  a l l  f ema l e  d epo r t ees  
wore  on t he i r  heads ;  l i t e r a l ly  t r ans la t ed  
from the  French it  would  be  " c a p - a l l . " 3

Li teral ly  in F r e n c h ,  this means  "you-cov\  
Cor rupt ion  made  by the  French o f  the 
Polish o rder  g i ven  by t he  Bl ockho va ,
S t a v a c h e ,  meaning  "s tand u p . "  This 
was the  command g i ven  to rouse the 
inmates  to roll  c a l l .  Also possibly 
t e  v a c h e  or c e t t e  v a c h e .311

This word exists  in modern G e r m a n  
and  means  " to  be  o u t s i d e ,  ou t  of  d o o r s . "  
It had a s pe c i a l  meaning  among 
de po r t e es  whose  n a t i v e  l a nguag e  was 
G e r m a n :  it mean t  " to  be  f r e e ,  out  
of  c a m p ,  a f t e r  t he  l ibe ra t i on "  thus 
express ing a p r o j e c t ion  of  the  inmates

^ ^ D o c u m e n t a t i o n  furnished by M a d e l e i n e  D o i r e t ,  i t ine ra ry  same 
as t h a t  o f  C h a r l o t t e  D e l b o ,  speaks  on ly  F r e n c h .

3 0 8 $ e e  n .  3 0 4 .

3 0 9 See  n .  3 0 7 .

31 0 $ee  n . 3 0 7 .

See  n . 3 0 4 .
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into the  f u t u r e . 31 2

Gu mmi  L i t e r a l ly ,  in Polish and  in G e r m a n ,
"a n ight  s t i ck"  made of  r ubber .
Used to d i s c i p l i ne  t he  d e p o r t e e s ,  
a do p t e d  as a word by al l  inmates
in a l l  c amps ,  a l l  n a t i o n a l i t i e s .

Kapo Word used in camp refer r ing to a
d e p o r t e e  wi th a f u n c t i o n ,  usual ly 
head  of a t eam or a column of 
d e p o r t e e s .  Its or igin has severa l  
poss ibi l i t i es :  from Lntin c a p u t ,  
meaning  " h e a d "  and by ex tens ion  
" c h i e f , 11 or an  a b b r e v i a t i o n  of  
K a p o r a l , or  from the  con t rac t i on  
of Kamerad P o l i z e i . 3 1 3

Meis te r  Li teral ly  "a  m a s t e r . "  In c a m p ,
t he  c o n t r em ar t r e  c i v i l .

M i c h e l i n e  French co r rup t i on  of  the  G e r m an
word M i s c h l i n g e ,  meaning  "a h a l f -  
J e w . "  These w e r e  g e n e r a l l y  sent  to 
camps such as Rave nsbr uck ,  not  
V e r n i c h t u n g s l a g e r . 3 1 4

Musulman Li t e r a l l y ,  "a M o s l e m , "  h o w e v e r ,
in c a m p ,  a  d e p o r t e e  dying of t yphus .  
The word p r oba b l y  der ives  from the  
thought  of  t h i n ,  s tarving A r a bs .  
C h a r a c t e r i z e d  by b r o w n - s k i n ,  huge  
eyes  and also by the  f a c t  t ha t  the  
Musulman a l w a y s  wr apped  himsel f  
in his b l a n k e t  in the manner  of  the  
A r a bs .  Can  be  used e i t h e r  as a noun 
or an a d j e c t i v e ,  e . g .  "At  t ha t  t i m e ,
I was st i l l  a musulman — in this c a s e ,  
it would mean " no t  y e t  cured of 
t y p h u s . " 3 1 5

3 1 2 See n .  2 9 9 .

3 13 $e e  n> 299 and  also Rousset ,  p .  771 .

314 $ e e  n . 3 0 4 .

^ ^ D o c u m e n t a t i o n  furnished by Mar ia - E l i sa  N o r d m a n ,  Bi rkenau,
Raisko,  Ravensbr uck ,  M a u t h a u s e n ,  r e p a t r i a t e d  J u n e  3 0 ,  1 9 4 5 ,  speaks 
French a nd  some G e r m a n .
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N a c h l a g e  This does  not  exis t  as  a  G e r m a n
s u b s t a n t i v e .  It exists  as  n a c h l e g e n / 
meaning  " t o  add  t o . "  In c a m p , " a  
spoonful  of  supp lemen ta r y  soup when 
t he re  was some left  in the  bot tom of  
t he  p o t . "  Also see r a b . 31 6

N a r c h i c h  L i t e r a l ly ,  " n i g h t - l a y e r "  an d  by ex tens ior
" n i g h t - s h i f t . "  O u r  spe l l ing  is t he  French 
cor rupt ion  of  the  G e r m a n  N a c h t s c h i c h t .  
In c a m p ,  came  to mean "a Kommando 
sent  out  to work a t  n i g h t . " 3 l 7

O f f i c i 6 r i n e  Same meaning  as A n w e i s e r i n ,  e x c e p t
t h a t  it was  an SS f em al e  g u a r d .
Same d e r i v a t i o n .31 8

Or g a n i s e r  In G e r m a n ,  o r g a n i s i e r e n , meaning
"to o r g a n i z e . "  But,  in a l l  camps ,  
meaning  " to  s t e a l " :  e . g .  "I o rg an i ze d  
an o n i o n . " 3 1 9

Pipel Also spe l l ed  P i e p e l . O r i g i n  amb ig uous .
A boy s e l e c t e d  by t he  Block Chiefs  
for the i r  s exua l  p r a c t i c e s .  Used in 
A u s c h w i t z ,  possibly e l s e w h e r e ,  to 
d e s i gn a t e  the  boy t h a t  woul d  e n g a g e  
in these a c t i v i t i e s  wi th  t h e  m e n . 320

Pi tchipoi  Used in Dr ancy  to i n d i c a t e  A u sc h w i t z .
A n eo l og i sm,  p r obabl y  co ined  by the 
ch i ld ren  as t he i r  cor rup t ion  of 
P i th iv ie rs ,  a n o t h e r  c amp  in France  
from which  p eo p l e  w e r e  d e p o r t e d .  
Co nn o t a t i on  in Dr an cy :  "a p la ce  
t ha t  inspi red f e a r . "321

Proeminent  From the Latin p r omin en s , p r ominent i s .
Des igna ted  a camp VIP.  Had a l ways  
a p e | o r a t i v e  meaning  when  used by

31 ^See n . 3 0 7 .

31 ^See n . 315.

31 8 s e e  n • 3 0 4 .

319 See n .  3 0 2 .

320|<a tz e tni|< 135633/ At roc i ty  ( Ne w Yor k ,  1963), p .  7 .

321 Documenta t ion  furnished by Mina A r k e r ,  Drancy  1 9 4 2 - 4 5 ,
speaking  French o n l y .
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Revir

Shmusst ik

Sor t i r  Par La Ch emi n6e  

S t ands t ehen

Trage

3 2 2 See  n .  2 9 9 .

3 2 3 See n . 3 1 5 .  

32^ S e e  n . 3 0 4 .  

3 2 ^ Bor wi cz ,  p .  1 0 5 .  

3 2 6 $ ee  n# 3 0 4 .

camp l e f t - w i n g e r s .  Could  refer  to 
a  d e p o r t e e  in cha r ge  or an SS .
In this d i s s e r t a t io n ,  h o w e v e r ,  it 
has a p e j o r a t i v e  meaning  and  is 
used to i n d i c a t e  an y  func t io na ry  
cons ide red  par t  of  " t h e m . "322

Shor tening  for r a b i o t , used by th e  
French a rmy to d e s i gn a t e  "a food 
s u p p l e m e n t . "  Same meaning 
in c a m p . 323

Cor rupt ion  of  the G e r m a n  
Kr a nk en re v ie r  made  by the 
F r e n c h .  Li te ra l l y ,  " s i c k - b a y . "
Used to d e s i gn a t e  t he  camp 
inf i rmary which  was somet imes one  
of the  worst  p l aces  in the  c a m p .

This is a cor rupt ion of  the G e r m a n  
S c h m u t z s t u c k , l i t e ra l ly  meaning  
"d i r ty  p i e c e . "  The word does  not  
exist  in normal  G e r m a n .  It could  
refer  to a young boy engag i ng  in 
homosexua l  r e l a t ions  wi th an SS man .  
O t h e r w i s e ,  it was a term used by 
the  S£ to d e s i g n a t e  "a  d e p o r t e e . " 3 24 
Va r ia t i o n  S hmus t i k .

L i t e r a l ly ,  " to  l eave  by the c h i m n e y . "  
Used by the  pr isoners  to d e s i g n a t e  
"dying  and  being c r ema t ed  . " 3 2 5

This word does  not  exis t  in normal  
G e r m a n .  Li t e ra l ly ,  "to s tay s tanding . "  
In A u s c h w i t z ,  c o l l e c t i v e  puni shment  
t h a t  consis ted of s tanding  sti l l  for 
many hours in r a n k s . 326

Also spe l l ed  t r a g u e .  G e r m a n  for 
"hand ba r ro w"  tha t  was a d op te d
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Transport

Transport  noir

Tsoulage

Ver fugtbar

by a l l  d epo r t ee s  to mean t he  s a m e . 327

Used in al l  l anguages  to mean a 
group of  d epor t ee s  t a ke n  from one  
camp to a n o t h e r ,  or t aken  out  of  
camp to do w o r k .  Des t ina t ion  
a l ways  unknown to the  d e p o r t e e s .

Transport  from a camp to a d ea th  
c a m p ,  e . g .  from Plaszow to 
Auschwi tz  . 3 28

Corrupt ion of  the  G e r m a n  Z u l a g e ,  
meaning "a food s u p p l e m e n t , "  in 
camp usua l ly  b r e a d . 329

French cor rupt ion  possibly of  the 
G e r m a n  f u r c h t b a r , meaning  "awf ul "  
or Ver fUgbar , meaning  " a v a i l a b l e . "  
M e a n t  the  d epo r t ee s  employed  a t  
the  worst  j o b s . 330

N A Z I  A N D  SS T E R M I N O L O G Y

The c om par a t i ve  ranks of  the A me r ic an  army and  t he  SS:331

SS Reichsfuhrer
Obers tg  ruppenfi ihrer
G r u p pe nf uh r e r
Br igadefuhrer
Ob er fu h re r
S t an da r te n fu hr e r
Ob er g ru p p e n f u h r e r
Ober s t ur mbannfuhr e r
Sturmbannfuhrer
Haupsturmfi ihrer
Obers turmfuhrer
Unters turmfuhrer
Haupt schar fuhrer

G e n e r a l  of  the  Army 
G e n e r a l  
Ma jo r  G e n e r a l  
Brig.  G e n e r a l

Co l one l  
Lt.  G e n e r a l  
Lt.  Co l one l  
Ma j or  
Ca p t a in
First L i eu t enan t  
Second  Li eu t enant  
War ran t  O f f i c e r

32 7S ee  n .  3 0 4 .

3 2 8 | b i d .

3 2 9 p o c u m e n ta fion furnished by Chr i s t ine  Borras,  whose i t inera ry  
fol lows t ha t  of  Th 6v en i n ,  Lulu .  Speaks  only F r e n c h .

33 0 |b i d .

331 Larry Col l in  and  Dominique  Lapie r re ,  Is Paris Burning?
( N e w  Yor k ,  1965) ,  p .  3 4 5 .
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Abdi r i g i e r en

Abhol en

Abs ch ieben

Abt ranspor t i e ren

A b z i e h e n

Au ff l i eg en

3 3 2 g o r wjCZ/ p # 9 8 .  Expla 

3 3 3 l b i d .

3 3 4 l b i d .  

3 3 5 l b i d .  

3 3 6 | b i d .

This word does  not  exist  in spoken 
G e r m a n .  The word di r ig i e r e n ,  
whi ch  does  ex i s t ,  means " to  g ive  
a c o m m a n d . "  With the s epa r ab l e  
pref ix  a b ,  the word comes to mean 
" to  c o u n t e r m a n d . "  For t h e  N a z i s ,  
a neologism for " t o  k i l l "  or possibly 
"to d i r e c t  a w a y , "  " to  c a n c e l  out  
a l i f e . " 3 3 2

This word exists  in spoken G e r m a n .
It means"to f e t ch"  or " to  c o l l e c t "  
refer r ing e i t h e r  to p eop l e  or  o b j e c t s .  
The meaning  here  is " to lead back  
t o ,  as  to l ead b ac k  to from w h e n c e  
we  h a ve  c o m e . . . "  Dust  to d u s t . .  , 333

The word exists in modern G e r ma n  
a nd  has the  meaning  " to push or to 
shove o f f . "  The meaning  h er e  is 
" to  push off  the  e a r t h , "  by extens ion  
a neologism for " to  k i l l . "334

This word exists  in G e r m a n  and has 
the  meaning  of  " to  r e l o c a t e , "  "send 
a w a y  or t r a n s f e r . "  Neo l og i sm for 
" put t ing  to d e a t h , "  in the sense of 
r e l o c a t i n g ,  as from ghe t to  to gas 
chamber  . 33 5

This word exists in G e r m a n  and 
means  " to  borrow" or " t a ke  a w a y  
f r om. "  In an id iomat ic  us e ,  can 
mean " to s k i n , "  as to skin an 
a n i m a l .  Neo l og i sm for " to  k i l l , "  
possibly as an  extens ion  of  " to  skin 
a l i v e "  or " to t ak e  l i fe a w a y  f r o m . "336

N o r ma l l y  means " to  fly u p . "
Neologi sm for " to k i l l , "  as an

t ion is ours .
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Auf gehen

A uf heb en

Auf losen

Behandle r

Blocka l te s t e

ex t ens ion  of  " t o  fly to h e a v e n . " 3 3 7  

The number  of  neologisms t h a t  we 
h ave  found for " to  k i l l "  is surprising 
and  shows an  in teres t ing  t r e n d .  It 
is even  more cur ious  to us t ha t  the 
N a z i s  would  c o n c e i v e  of  a h e a v e n  
or t h a t  t hey  presume t h a t  those  they  
ki l l  would  go t h e r e - - o n e  does  not  
usual ly  presume t h a t  the scum of 
the ear th  wi l l  go to h e a v e n .

Usual ly  " to o p en "  o r ,  i d i o m a t i c a l l y ,
"to r i s e , "  as  a c a k e  d o e s .  When 
used in c a m p ,  meant  " to  o pen  r a n k s . "33

"To lift  u p , "  as  in " to  lift  up 
something in o n e ' s  h a n d " ,  or  "to 
k e e p , "  or " to  d e p r i v e . "  An o th e r  
n e o i o g i s m - - " t o  de p r i ve  of  l i fe"  
or " to k i l l . " 3 3 9

In r egu la r  G e r m a n  this  word means 
"to d i s s o l v e . "  By e x t e n s i o n ,  it 
could mean " to  dissolve a human 
l i f e , "  an d  in this  way  b ecome  
a n o t h e r  neologism for " to k i l l . " 3 4 0

The usual  G e r m a n  word for a 
M e d i c a l  Doc t or  is A r z t , bu t  this 
term impl ies  some r e s p e c t .  The 
verb used to desc r i be  w h a t  a doc to r  
does  to his p a t i e n t s ,  " to t r e a t , "  is 
b e h a n d l e n . Behandle r  was a noun 
co i ned  from a verb by the SS to 
to d e s i g n a t e  "an i n c a r c e r a t e d  
Jewish  d o c t o r ,  " 3 4 1  working  as 
a d oc t o r  in the  c a m p .

Composed by t he  N a z i s  in camp from 
two G e r m a n  words ,  Block , meaning  
"a b a r rack "  and  A l t e s t e ,  meaning

337Borwicz, p. 9 8 .  Explanations are ours. 

333Rousset, loc. cit., p. 7 7 0 .

3 3 9 B o r w i c z ,  p .  9 8 .

340lbid.

341 See  n. 2 9 9 .
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Blockhova

Effektenkammer

Entlassen

Entnehmen

Entz i ehen

Er ledigen

Fer t ig werden  

Figur

3 4 2 s ee  n .  3 0 4 .  

34 3Bo r wi cz / p .  9 8 .  

3 4 4 l bi d .

3 4 5 | b i d .

3 4 6 See n .  2 9 9 .

"senior"  or  " e l d e r . "  Thus,  the  
d e p o r t e e  des ign a te d  as head  of  
the  B l o c k .

A combi na t ion  made from the 
G e r m a n  Block and the  Polish 
ending  hova  d es igna t i ng  a w o m a n .
Same as B l o c k a l t e s t e .

Word not  exi s t ing in normal  G e r m a n  
but  co mpounded  from two normal  
words:  Kammer ,  meaning  "room" 
and  E f f e k t e n , meaning  "e f fec t s"  
as in the ef fec t s  of  the  d e a d .
Where  the  ef fect s  of  the inmates  
wer e  s tored unt i l  t hey  left  and  
wh er e  uniforms wer e  k e p t . 342 
Al so ,  Ef fekts .

L i t e r a l ly ,  " to  r e l eas e"  or " se t  f r e e , "  
but  a neologism for "pu t t i ng  to 
d e a t h . "343

G e r m a n  word meaning  " to  t a k e  
o u t , "  " to  ge t  f rom";  meaning  in 
camp same as a b z i e h e n . 344

Same as E n t n e h m e n .

In G e r m a n ,  " to  f in i s h , "  as to 
finish w o r k .  For the  N a z i s ,
" to  f inish o f f , "  as to "finish him 
o f f , "  " to  k i l l . "  Another  n e o l o g i s m . 3 4 5

Li te r a l ly ,  " to come to the  e n d . "  
Exp lana t ion  same as a b o v e .

L i t e r a l ly ,  "a s t a t u e . "  Used by 
the  camp h i e r a rc hy  to d e s i g n a t e  
a man in a  very p e j o r a t i ve  sense:  
e . g .  " l e t  the  Figur bring the 
r ocks .  "346
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Fundsachen

G e s t a p o

G o l d  juden

Ha f t l ings zahns ta t ion

H immel fahr tb lock

H imme I kommando

Kal i f ak t or

L i t e r a l ly ,  " found t h i n g s . "  The 
con f i sc a t ed  goods of  the inmates  
or  gassed d e p o r t e e s . 347

Shor tening  of  G e h e i m e  
S t a a t s p o l i z e ? . The s ecur i ty  
o r g a n i z a t i o n  of  the  N a z i  Par ty 
t h a t  in f l i c t ed  its re ign of  
t e r r o r  . 3 48

Li t e r a l l y ,  " t he  Jews  of  G o l d . "  
Those J ews  who sorted ou t  g o l d ,  
m on ey ,  j ewe l s ,  e t c . ,  brought  
to camp by those to be  g a s s e d . 349

Word found in o f f i c i a l  G e r m a n  
d ocument s  and used in camp to 
mean the  p l a c e  wher e  gold was 
removed from the  t e e t h  of  gassed 
d e p o r t e e s .  When broken down:  
"pr i soner  d e n t a l  s t a t i o n . "
Word used to ca mouf l age  the  
purpose of  the " s t a t i o n . " 3 5 0

Li te r a l ly ,  " ascens ion  b a r r a c k , "  
by e x t e n s i o n ,  " the  road to 
h e a v e n . "  The ba r rack  wher e  
those who w e r e  a bo ut  to d i e  
we r e  k e p t . 351

Compound meaning  " h e a v e n "  
and  " s q u a d . "  Refers to those who 
worked  in the  c r ema t o r iu m.
Same as S o nd e r k o m m a n d o .

Word p robab ly  co ined  from 
the  G r e e k  root  Ka l i ,  meaning  
" p o t a s h , "  which  is the  r e - u s a b l e  
res idue  ot  a burnt  b od y ,  and  
fak t or  from fa c e r e , Latin for 
" to  m a k e . "  In camp:  "one  who

^47Roussej / p# 770.
3 4 8S imon Wiesenthal, The Murderers Among Us (New York, 

1967) ,  p .  105 .

349See n. 3 2 9 .

350|jorwiCZ/ p .  9 8 .

351 ibid.
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Kani nchen

Krankenbau

Kuge lak t ion

Lagerschutz

M eeres sch auma kt ion

Mensch

c l e a n e d ,  one  who h e l p e d , "  a 
manse rvan t  of  an SS man:  one 
of  the  best  j o b s . 3 37

Li te r a l ly ,  "young r a b b i t s . "  
Shor tening in camp for 
Versuchs  k a n i n c h e n ,  meaning  
" g u i n e a - p i g s . "  In c a m p ,  the  
human be ings  upon whom 
medi ca l  exper i men t s  were  
per formed .353

For m e a n i n g ,  see Rev i r . The 
normal  word for hospi ta l  in 
G e r m a n  is Kr a nk en h au s .  
Ho w e v e r ,  s ince  the  d ep or t ee s  
we r e  not  h u m a n ,  they  could 
no t  have  a h o u s e .  Their  hospi ta l  
was l i t e r a l l y  c a l l e d  " s i c k -  
bui ld ing  . " 3 5 4

L i t e r a l l y , " b u l l e t - a c t i o n . "  In 
M a u t h a u s e n ,  the  assass inat ion of  
pr isoners  of  w a r ,  somet imes  wi th 
a b u l l e t  in t he  b ack  of the head  
as they  wa l ked  down a long 
co r r id or ,  t he  !SS beh i nd  t h e m . 355

Li te r a l ly ,  " ca mp  p r o t ec t io n  . 11 
Pol i ce  used to p r o te c t  the  S£ in 
the  camp and  see t h a t  they  we r e  
r e spec t ed  .3 56

Li te ra l l y ,  " t he  a c t i o n  of  the  
waves  of  the  s e a . "  Used by the  
SS of  Buchenwald  to d e s i g n a t e  
"pr i soners  in t ranspor t  from 
C o m p i e g n e . "357

G e r m a n  word for "human b e i n g . "

n .  2 9 9 .  

3 53 See n .  3 0 2 .  

3 5 4 See n .  2 9 9 .  

355|3o rw i c z ,  p .  10 2 .

356|bid.

3 5 7 i b i d . ,  p .  101 .
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N N

O p e r a t i o n  Rheinhardt

Pol i t i sche Ab t e i l un g

Schut zs t af f e l

Showers

Si cher he i sd i ens t

Sonderkommando

Stra f fb lock

H o we v e r ,  in c am p ,  this word had 
a de r og a t o ry  u n d e r t o n e ,  implying 
s u b - h u m a n i t y .  Para l l e l  to Figur .  
Very of ten  a dog was  c a l l e d  a 
Mensch and a man was c a l l ed  
H u n d .

Ab b re v i a t i on  for N a c h t  und 
N e b e l ,  "a d e p o r t e e  kept  in 
i s o l a t i o n . "  Li te ra l ly ,  " n i gh t  
and f o g . "  In c amp ,  d epor t ee s  
not  permi t t ed  let ters  or p ac ka ge s  
in or o u t . 358

Thus d es ig na te d  in hommage  to 
Heydr ich  Rheinhard t  who beg an  
this o p e r a t i on  con t inued  by the  
C z e c h o s l o v a k i a n s .  The r e c u p e ­
ra t ion of  the for tunes ,  personal  
e f fec t s  and j ewe l s ,  g o l d ,  of  
t he  d e p o r t e e s ,  in a l l  camps ,  
but  e s p e c i a l l y  of t he  J e w s ,  la ter  
sent  to the Reich banks .

L i t era l ly ,  " t h e  Pol i t i ca l  Divi s ion"  
wher e  d epor t ee s  might  be 
i n t e r r o g a t e d — and t o r t u r e d .
The Etat  Civ i l  . 359

Protec t ion  group:  t he  SS .

Euphemism for  gas chamber s .

Li te ra l ly ,  " secur i ty  s e r v i c e . "
For the  N a z i s ,  t he  SD,  " e l i t e  
of  the  SS . " 3 6 0

Li t era l ly ,  " spec ia l  s q u a d . "
Came to mean same as Hi mmel -  
k om m a n d o . ( Ab brev i a t ion :  
S o n d e r ) .

Li te ra l ly ,  "puni shment  b a r r a c k , "  
wh er e  the  d e p or t e e s  were  sent  
to be p u n i s h e d .

3 5 8 See n. 3 0 2 .

3^^Le Convoi du 24  janvier, p .  21 .

360wiesenthal, p .  3 3 9 .
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Straffko lonne

Stubhova

Stubendiens t

Stuck

Tischal tes te

Toten |uden

Tr iangles

Zu  fiinf

Also c a l l e d  St raf f  kommando,  
a d i sc ip l in e  squad wh er e  d e p or t e e s  
wer e  sent  to work a t  the worst  
jobs as pun i shment  for  misdemean or s .361

Same as S t u b a l t e s t e / der ives  as 
does  B l o c k h o v a .

Li te ra l l y ,  "room e m p l o y m e n t . "
By e x t e n s i o n ,  the  one  who did 
the  b a r r a ck  hous ewo rk .

Li te ra l ly ,  "a t h i n g . "  Used to 
d e s i g n a t e  a man by the  SS in a 
d e r o ga to ry  w a y . 362

Li te r a l ly ,  " t a b l e - s e n i o r . "  There 
were  no tab les  in most camps ,  
so this d e s i gn a te d  " the  person 
who d i s t r ibu ted  b r e a d . "363

The J ews  who h an dl ed  the bodies  
and  the  gas  c h a m b e r s .  Li te ra l ly ,
" the  Jews  of  d e a t h . "364

Di f fe ren t  t r i ang l es  we r e  used to 
d e s i g n a t e  t h e  d epo r t ees  and  the 
same color  g e n e r a l l y  mean t  the 
same thing in al l  camps:
Blue: S pa n i s h - o n l y  in M a u t h a u s e n .  
Pink:  h omosexua l s .
Red : p o l i t i c a l  pr i soners .
V i o l e t :  J e h o v a h ' s  Wi tnesses .
G r e e n :  robbers ,  common c r imi na l s .  
Black:  Droits communs , a s o c i a u x .
A G e r m a n  woman who c uc k h o l d e d  
her  husband wi th a pr isoner  of  war  
or a J e w ,  e t c .

"To f i v e " ,  the command to l ine 
up in ranks  of  f i v e .

361 Le Convo? du 2 4  j a n v i e r , p .  2 1 7 .

3 6 2 See n .  3 0 4 .

3 6 3 See n .  3 0 2 .

3 6 4 l b i d .
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APPENDIX TWO

PRINCIPAL C O N C E N T R A T I O N  CAMPS365

AUSCHWITZ-BIRKENAU ( Ka t towice )

BELZEC (Lvov)

BERGEN-BELSEN (Hanover )

BUCHENWALD (Weimar)

DACHAU (Munich)

DORA (Leipzig)

ESTERWEGEN ( Ol d en bu rg )

FLOSSENBURG (Pilsen)

G R O S S - R O S E N  (Breslaw)

MAIDANEK-LUBLIN (Lublin)

MAUTHAUSEN (Linz)

NATZWEILER-STRUTHOF (Strasburg)

NEUBREMM (Car lsruhe)

N E U E N G A M M E  (Hamburg)

OSNABRUCK (Munster)

PLASZOW (Cracow)

RAVENSBRUCK (Berlin)

RIGA (Let tonia)

S ACH SE NHA US E N- O RI A NB UR G  (Berlin)

SOBIBOR (Brest -Li tovsk)

STUTHOF (Danzig)

THERESIENSTADT (Prague)

3 6 ^ 0 Iga W o r ms er -M i g o t ,  Q u a n d  les Al l i es  O u v r i r e n t  les Portes 
(Paris ,  1965) ,  from map on pages  1 5 - 1 6 .  Ci ty  in paren thes i s  is the 
c i ty  nea r es t  to whi ch  the camp s i te  was l o c a t e d .



TREBLIN KA (W arsaw )
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APPENDIX THREE

PRINCIPAL K O M M A N D O S 366 and  the camps they
d e p e n d e d  upon (compi led  in

co ns ul t a t ion  wi th 
O .  Wormser -Mi go t )

K O M M A N D O CAMP

Barth Ravensbruck

Buna Auschwi tz

Ebensee Mau th ausen

Ellr ich Dora

G a n d e r s h e i m Buchenwald

G  le iwi tz Auschwi tz

G u s en Mauthausen

Har the im Mau th au sen

H ol l e i sche n Ravensbruck

Hradisko Flossenburg

J a w i s c h o w i t z Auschwi tz

Laura Dora

M a c k e n r o d e Buchenwald

Melk Mau th ausen

Monowi tz Auschwi tz

N e u b r a n d e n b u r g Ravensbruck

N or dh aus en Dora

366jerm used to designate a camp affiliate. Also, a group 
of deportees designated for a particular fob (e.g. Painting Kommando). 
Further used to mean "a transport" (i.e. to go out in a Kommando).



Porta We s tp h a l i c a N e u e n g a m m e

Raisko Auschwi tz

Rat ibor Auschwi tz

Siemens Ravensbruck

Tarnowi tz Auschwi tz

Torgau Ravensbruck

V a ih i ng en Buchenwald

W a t t e n s t e d t N e u e n g a m m e

Zwo dau Ravensbruck



240

LIST OF WORKS CONSULTED

N O T E :  This thesis  is based on works of French l i t e r a t ur e  o n l y .  It 
does  not  i nc l ude  works of a n y  o the r  n a t i o n a l i t y .  H o w e v e r ,  it wi l l  
be noted t ha t  in this b i b l i o g r a p h y ,  t he r e  a re  o c c a s i o n a l l y  English 
and  o the r  l an g ua ge  t i t l e s .  These a r e  g e n e r a l l y  e i t h e r  s econdary  
sources  or backgr ound  mate r i a l  used to d oc um en t  the  h i s tor i ca l  por t ion 
of  this  t hes i s .  There is v i r tu a l l y  no s econda ry  source  mater ia l  on this 
su b je c t :  w h i l e  there  a r e  news pape r  and m a g a z i n e  a r t i c l e s  of  cr i t icism 
on the  books ,  usual ly  a p p e a r i n g  shor t ly a f t e r  t he i r  p u b l i c a t i o n ,  we 
h av e  g e n e r a l l y  not  i nc l uded  them b ec au s e  we  f ind t h a t  they  had l i t t le  
if a n y  i n f l u e n c e  on the  work p resen t ed  h e r e .  It is very in teres t ing to 
no t e  t h a t  many of  these  works wer e  publ i shed w i t h o u t  e d i t o r ,  t h a t  is 
to s ay ,  a t  t he  a u t h or ' s  e x p e n s e .  This i nd ica t es  to us a strong des i re  
to t e l l ,  to make known,  a des i re  t h a t  surpassed an y  f in anc i a l  
c o ns i de r a t i on s ,  which  we  find both unusual  and  c o m m e n d a b l e .
These works  a r e  very d i f f i cu l t  to l o ca t e :  some a r e  found in the 
Jewish  Memor ia l  in Par is ,  a t  the Bib l io theque  N a t i o n a l e ,  and  o the r s ,  
on ly  c h ez  I ' a u t e u r . We h ave  a t t e m p t e d  to make  this b i bl iography  as 
co m p l e t e  as  poss i b l e ,  not  so much in the  l ist ing of h i s tor i ca l  d o c u m e n ­
t a t i o n ,  as r a t he r  in the  t e m o i g n a g e s ,  e t c . ,  t h a t  compose the  basis for 
the  body of  t he  thes i s .  As an a d d e n d u m , + we  h a ve  ind ica t ed  those 
works (this list is only  par t i a l )  in which  d e p or t a t io n  or depor tees  is 
m e n t i o n e d ,  but  wher e  this is not  the  p r inc ip a l  s u b j ec t  of  t he  wo rk .
These a r e  g e n e r a l l y  the works of n o n - d e p o r t e e s .  The b i b l iography  
was compi l ed  p r i nc i p a l l y  a t  Yivo Inst i tute in N e w  York ,  the Bib l io theque  
du C e n t r e  de  D o cu m en t a t i on  J u i v e  C o n t e m p o r a i n e  in Paris ( ca l l ed  the 
Jewish  Memor ia l  e l se wh ere  here)  and  u t i l i zed  o the r  b i b l iographi es  
co mpi l ed  p rev i ou s l y — for e x a m p l e ,  those of  O l g a  W o ^ s e r - M i g o t  and 
C h a n t a l  d ' A u d i f f r e t ,  among o t he r s .  There a r e  few b i b l iograph i es  of  
French l i t e r a t u r e  on the  camps and  we  can on ly  hope  tha t  our  list 
is c o m p l e t e .

A i m £,  D e n i s e .  Relais  des  Errants,  D es c l e e  d e  Brouwer ,  Paris ,  19 45 .

A l c a n ,  Louise.  Sans Armes e t  Sans Bagages ,  Imprimerie d ' A r t ,
Limoges,  1945 .

A l e x a n d r e ,  H e n r i .  Ce ux  Q u ' E m p o r t e  le Tra in ,  S co r p ion ,  Paris ,  1 95 9 .

"•"Addendum.
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Almer as ,  C h a r l e s .  Le Chr is t  . . .  au b a g n e , 6 d .  Pau l ines ,  Par is ,  19 58 .

A l t e r ,  Rober t .  Af t e r  the Trad i t i on ,  Dut ton & C o . ,  N e w  York ,  1969 .  
(Secondary  source  on Elie Wi es e l ) .

Amer y ,  O d e t t e  and C h am p i e r ,  Mar t in  G .  N u i t  et  Broui l l a rd ,  Berger 
Levraul t ,  Paris ,  194 5 .

Ammar ,  C h a r l e s .  KW 4 ,  e d .  du Coq ,  Lyon,  19 48 .

A n t e l m e ,  Rober t .  L'Espece Humai ne ,  G a l l i m a r d ,  Paris ,  19 47 .

Ar a g o n ,  Louis.  Le Mus6e G r e v i n ,  Edi teurs Frangais  Reunis ,  Paris ,  194 6 .

A r e g a ,  Leon.  Au cu ne  Tr a ce ,  G a l l i m a r d ,  Paris ,  196 4 .

_____________ . Comine si C ' E t a l t  F in i ,  G a l l i m a r d ,  Par is ,  1 96 4 .
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