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Introduction
J E N N I A DA MS
No no: they definitely were
human beings: uniforms, boots.
How to explain? They were created
in the image.
(Dan Pagis, ‘Testimony’)1
Thus begins Dan Pagis’s poem ‘Testimony’, in a grappling with some of
the central issues in the conceptualisation and depiction of Holocaust
perpetrators. Pagis’s speaker strives to convince the implied reader of the
humanity of the Nazi aggressors, their compatibility with conventional
narratives of creation and aetiology: ‘they definitely were / human
beings’; ‘They were created / in the image’. At the same time, however,
the location of this posited humanity in a metonymical image of costume
– ‘uniforms, boots’ – rather than living corporeality indicates the
difficulty in incorporating or imagining Nazi perpetrators into a shared
moral, ethical and ultimately human sphere, a problem the poem goes
on to give further shape to in the victim-narrator’s subsequent ironic
assertion of difference: ‘I was a shade. / A different creator made me.’
This is a difference forced upon the speaker by his aggressors in the
classification of their victims as less than human. Nevertheless, it might
also be read as a concession to the disbelief with which the poem opens
– a disbelief in the perpetrator’s availability to understanding,
representation and imaginative engagement.
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the sense of literary and
cultural unease which surrounds attempts to conceptualise or depict the
Holocaust perpetrator continues. This unease extends from a reticence
on the part of writers wishing to move beyond the depiction of the
Holocaust perpetrator as cipher for an unassimilable evil, to what Erin
McGlothlin has identified as a critical reluctance to engage with those
representations that do emerge. McGlothlin writes:
[L]ittle extensive analysis has been written addressing the questions
of the advisability and possibility of depicting the Holocaust
perpetrator, or, perhaps more important, how existing
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representations of perpetrators function …. In particular, in
contrast to the literary treatment and critical analysis of the voice
of the victims, which abounds in both autobiographical survival
accounts and in fictional literature, the perspective of the
perpetrators – in particular, the narrative perspective of the
perpetrators, meaning their subjectivity, motivations, thoughts, and
desires – has been all but ignored.2
The reasons behind such a reluctance – doubts concerning the risk of
obscuring or de-emphasising victim perspectives and experience, refusal
to legitimise or exonerate perpetrator viewpoints – are not difficult to
understand, nor is the concern that an attention to the figure of the
perpetrator might manifest more sinister fascinations than that of cleareyed critical enquiry. This is a fear that was articulated by Saul
Friedländer in his identification of a ‘new discourse’ on fascism in the
1980s, a discourse allowing renewed participation in fascist aesthetic
motifs. He queries:
Nazism has disappeared, but the obsession it represents for the
contemporary imagination – as well as the birth of a new discourse
that ceaselessly elaborates and reinterprets it – necessarily confronts
us with this ultimate question: Is such attention fixed on the past
only a gratuitous reverie, the attraction of spectacle, exorcism, or
the result of a need to understand; or is it, again and still, an
expression of profound fears and, on the part of some, mute
yearnings as well?3
Friedländer’s question concerning the motivation behind the gaze, on
the part of both artists and readers/viewers, towards the Holocaust
perpetrator, resonates with Susan Sontag’s unease regarding a
contemporary ‘fascination’ with fascism,4 and highlights the perceived
dangers of an uncritical attention to the figure of the Holocaust
perpetrator. By contrast, both critics’ own work (and indeed that of
Claude Lanzmann, another prominent figure who has spoken out about
the ‘obscenity’ of attempts to depict Holocaust perpetrators’ interiority)5
manifests a necessity of attending critically and consciously both to issues
of guilt and complicity and to the manner in which these signify
culturally. Nevertheless, an uneasy lack of definition remains regarding
the boundaries of appropriate enquiry into this topic: where exactly
does alert, self-conscious and critically-mobilised interest shade into
sensationalising fascination? At what point does the attempt to explore
these ideas in fiction collapse into the promotion of uncritical
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identifications with and exculpations of these figures, or into the quasifascist celebration of kitsch and death? And where does responsibility lie
in ensuring that engagements with the figure of the perpetrator do not
succumb to these ethical and political risks?
The extension of representational anxieties to the critical as well as
the literary and artistic arena is further evident in issues of critical
vocabulary. While the perpetrator’s unavailability to comprehension has
been to a certain extent counteracted in recent years by an increasing
examination in such fields as historiography, psychology and moral
philosophy, aporia remain, calling into question the adequacy of existing
concepts and terms. This is evident from the preface of James Waller’s
Becoming Evil: How Ordinary People Commit Genocide and Mass
Killing, an important study which nevertheless contains a sense of the
aporetic in its mode of referring to and depicting genocidal guilt:
To offer a psychological explanation for the atrocities committed
by perpetrators is not to forgive, justify, or condone their behaviors.
Instead, the explanation simply allows us to understand the
conditions under which many of us could be transformed into
killing machines. When we understand the ordinariness of
extraordinary evil, we will be less surprised by evil, less likely to be
unwitting contributors to evil, and perhaps better equipped to
forestall evil.6
Waller’s references to, and attempts to demystify, the ‘evil’ of genocidal
perpetrators and collaborators of course evoke Arendt and her
statements on ‘banality’,7 yet the inclusion of the lexicon of ‘evil’, even
within attempts to deflate that ‘evil’’s alterity and remoteness from our
lives, simultaneously, and antithetically, highlights what might be read as
a critical reluctance to fully surrender theological and occult figurations
of these phenomena. This is not necessarily to criticise the use of such
vocabularies, but to indicate uncertainty regarding the possibility of an
acceptable way of speaking about perpetrators, uncertainty that also
manifests itself in anxiety concerning the applicability of such notions as
trauma and postmemory to contexts of guilt as well as situations of
victimhood.
It is into this vexed critical and representational arena that the essays
in this volume intervene, taking as a starting point not only the necessity
of turning critical attention upon this topic – precisely to prevent such
mystifications and unscrutinised investments as those lamented by
Friedländer – but also an openness to the variety and range of functions
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which representations of Holocaust perpetrators might serve. Many of
the essays have their origin in the September 2010 conference
‘Representing Perpetrators’, held at the University of Sheffield, an
interdisciplinary symposium which investigated from a range of
perspectives the complex, troubling and fiercely contested issues
surrounding the representation of perpetrators. More precisely,
participants considered the kinds of questions perpetrator experience
poses for literary, cinematic and cultural practice, and the techniques that
have been employed by writers, filmmakers and other cultural producers
as a means of negotiating these issues. Topics under discussion in both
the conference and this collection include the interplay of ethics and
aesthetics in depictions of Holocaust perpetrators, questions of
comprehension and assimilability, issues of nation, postmemory and the
intersecting contexts of historical violence, and notions of gender,
voyeurism and the gaze. In the naming of both conference and collection
‘Representing Perpetrators’, invoking the possibility that to represent
perpetrators critically or creatively may also be to speak on their behalf,
we aim to preserve a sense of the unease which surrounds this topic
within a project committed to its broaching.
The volume is structured in four broad sections whose central
concerns nevertheless overlap and coalesce at various points in the
collection. The intention behind this structure is to interweave essays on
different forms of representation, demonstrating the ways in which
overarching issues carry relevance for often profoundly differing
representational situations, and inviting productive connections and
comparisons between the works of contributing scholars. Taken as a
whole, these essays offer a diverse range of responses to representations
of perpetrators in a wide variety of contexts, addressing central problems
and preoccupations in their attempts to theorise this emerging field, as
well as provoking new points of departure for future scholarship.
Violence, Aesthetics, Complicity
Section 1 of this collection, ‘Violence, Aesthetics, Complicity’, brings
together four essays which address, from a range of different
perspectives, the aesthetic techniques employed by writers and
filmmakers in negotiating the ethical challenges implicit in attempts to
represent those responsible for genocidal violence. The section opens
with two essays focused on attempts to represent the perpetrator in
fiction. Robert Eaglestone’s ‘Avoiding Evil in Perpetrator Fiction’ reads a
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number of recent novels about perpetrators as promising insight into the
reasons behind their actions, yet ultimately ‘swerving’ – in a variety of
ways and for a number of different reasons – away from an engagement
with these questions. Eaglestone includes in his elaboration of the
‘swerve’ a discussion of Jonathan Littell’s recent novel The Kindly Ones
(2006; translated 2009), a text which has polarised critical opinion due
to the provocative nature of its depictions of the behaviour and
psychology of its former-SS protagonist, Max Aue. This novel is the
focus of Jenni Adams’s essay, which offers a contrasting approach to
Littell to that presented by Eaglestone. Focusing on the forms of
encounter and self-examination facilitated by the text, Adams explores
the degree to which the provocations of The Kindly Ones invite ethical
forms of reader response which compel a negotiation of the
complicitous dimensions to the project of reading about violence.
These articles are followed by two essays examining portrayals of
perpetrators in two rather different contexts of Holocaust film.
Investigating the outtakes of Claude Lanzmann’s documentary Shoah,
Sue Vice analyses Lanzmann’s attempts to ‘reincarnate’ elements of
genocidal guilt in his interviews with former Einsatzgruppen members
Heinz Hermann Schubert and Karl Kretschmer. This is a process in
which violence and aesthetics are subtly intertwined, particularly
through Lanzmann’s emphasis on an abject imagery of animal
physicality in his evocations of Blutwurst (blood sausage), which comes
to stand as a powerful signifier for the perpetrators’ ethical burden. In
the final essay of this section, Adam Brown turns his attention to a very
different genre of Holocaust film, and the specific issue of gender,
examining the aesthetic techniques with which women’s complicity in
atrocity is both represented and ‘screened’ in Holocaust fiction films.
After examining the dangers of eroticisation, voyeurism and misogyny to
which representations of female perpetrators are susceptible, Brown
explores the potential of such films as Daniel Mann’s Playing for Time
(1980) and Joseph Sargent’s Out of the Ashes (2002) to offer alternative
and more nuanced representations of women complicit in atrocity.
Representation and Understanding
Section 2, ‘Representation and Understanding’, likewise brings together
a diverse selection of critical perspectives, in this case centred around
issues of comprehension and the assimilation of perpetrator figures to
new and existing narrative or conceptual paradigms. Lyndsey
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Stonebridge’s wide-ranging essay introduces and examines the notion of
the ‘perpetrator occult’ – an image of Hell manifested in the perceived
incomprehensible atavism and diabolism of the perpetrator – that arose
in the failure of the Nuremberg Trial to offer an adequate framework for
the ethical judgement of these figures. Tracing the development of this
phenomenon through the 1961 Eichmann trial and beyond, Stonebridge
examines what it might mean to view Francis Bacon’s horrifying figures
from this perspective, investigating the forms of looking his paintings
invite and considering the possibility of ‘reflective’ looking as a necessary
prerequisite in the positive ethical movement away from the perpetrator
occult.
While Stonebridge’s essay examines the capitulation of
representations of perpetrators like Eichmann to the image of the
‘perpetrator occult’, Amy Simon’s analysis of ghetto diarists’ perspectives
on Holocaust perpetrators investigates the assimilability of these
depictions to a different kind of paradigm. Exploring the literary and
cultural tradition of comprehending Jewish suffering through a posited
continuity with prior experiences of catastrophe, Simon traces the
refusal on the part of the ghetto diarists Josef Zelkowicz and Emanuel
Ringelblum to attribute spiritual significance to their suffering, with
representations of perpetrators as motivated and responsible individuals
(rather than agents of divine action) playing a key role in this shift. The
final essay in this section, Antony Rowland’s ‘Reading the Female
Perpetrator’, takes as its focus another means of assimilation to which
perpetrator behaviour and identity has been subject, investigating the
phenomenon of ‘female masculinity’ as a means of comprehending the
participation of women in crimes of aggression and exploitation, and
exploring the degree to which pre-existing narratives and stereotypes of
gender limit and obstruct an investigation of the cultural and personal
origins of genocide.
Politics, Form and Genre
Section 3 of the volume, ‘Politics, Form and Genre’, investigates aspects
of genre, style and narrative trajectory in the representation of genocidal
guilt, with a focus on the political implications of these factors. Matthew
Boswell’s essay on Oliver Hirschbiegel’s film Downfall identifies
disturbing tendencies beneath Hirschbiegel’s generic choices which, he
suggests, reiterate in a number of respects the social Darwinist
conception of history and statehood underpinning Nazi ideology. In the
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process, Boswell scrutinises the implications of Downfall’s cinematic
naturalism to investigate closely the politics of style in depictions of
Holocaust perpetrators.
Issues of style are also central to James Bailey’s examination of the
impact of the Eichmann trial on the writing of Muriel Spark. Bailey
traces Spark’s interest in the techniques of the nouveau roman to her
experience – and literary representation – of the ‘repetition, boredom,
[and] despair’ induced by Eichmann’s robotic speech, examining
political reality as both the subject and the agent of transformation in
Spark’s literary practice. As a response to this political reality, the
nouveau roman, Bailey suggests, offers Spark a means of exposing the
artificiality of supposedly natural orders, pursuing the ethical, and
‘evacuat[ing] the glass box’ represented by Eichmann and his worldview.
In the third essay of this section, James Jordan investigates the political
implications of the 1952 British television play The Prisoner, an early
representation of the modern state of Israel that provoked consternation
due to its depiction of a murdered Israeli minister as a former Nazi.
Jordan examines not only the implications of such representations
regarding attitudes towards Israel, but also their significance relating to
the breakdown of the British Empire, in an essay which incorporates an
array of archival material revealing the play’s evolution and reception.
Memories, Sites and Contexts
Finally, Section 4, ‘Memories, Sites and Contexts’, features four essays
which examine different national, cultural and generational contexts
within which representations of perpetrators have taken shape. Caroline
Pearce’s essay on the representation of Nazi perpetrators in German
memorial sites examines the development and attendant difficulties of
German confrontations with perpetrator history through an
examination of two specific sites: the House of the Wannsee Conference
and the Topography of Terror. Pearce unfolds the complexity of the
forms of vision to which such exhibitions may be subject, in addition to
examining the degree to which these sites provoke broader questions
about the social figurations and human choices which made the genocide
possible. Remaining in the context of recent German cultural memory,
Christine Berberich’s essay on positionality and postmemory examines
Rachel Seiffert’s 2001 novel The Dark Room and Uwe Timm’s
autobiographical novella In My Brother’s Shadow (2003, translated
2005) as means of addressing the relationship of subsequent generations
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to the perpetrator history of their antecedents. Connecting the notion of
postmemory to the process of Vergangenheitsbewältigung (coming to
terms with, or mastering, the past), Berberich investigates the
implications of these two texts regarding the possibility and desirability
of this process.
The final two essays in this section take a different approach to the
sites and contexts of perpetrator history and memory, investigating the
intersections, collisions and echoes between the representation of
Holocaust perpetrators and that of those responsible for other forms of
violence and exploitation. Laurence Piercy’s ‘Bruce Chatwin, W.G.
Sebald, and the Red-Brown Skin’ draws on Michael Rothberg’s concept
of multidirectional memory in an examination of perpetrator
postmemory in these writers’ work. With a particular focus on the motifs
of travel and repetition, Piercy’s essay offers multiple, productively
intersecting analyses of the legacies of British colonialism and Nazi
genocide as represented in the writing of Chatwin and Sebald. Eleanor
Kent’s essay employs a similarly multidirectional approach in its focus on
Ari Folman’s Waltz With Bashir (2008) as not only a grappling with the
possibility of personal guilt (involvement in the Israeli Defence Force’s
facilitation of the 1982 massacre of Palestinian refugees by Lebanese
Christian Phalangists), but an investigation that takes place in a postHolocaust context and engages with psychoanalytic discourses inflected
by these earlier events. Analysing both critical and popular responses to
the film, Kent’s essay indicates the degree to which both the film and its
reception are necessarily multidirectional in their approach to historical
violence and its perpetrators.
Incorporating the work of both new and established scholars, this
collection indicates the status of representations of Holocaust
perpetrators as an emerging and continuing focus of interdisciplinary
engagement. Although diverse in scope, the essays included here address
key shared preoccupations such as notions of vision and the gaze, issues
of history and postmemory, and the concepts of abjection,
multidirectionality and judgement, in addition to raising questions for
further debate and outlining critical concepts which will inform ongoing
scholarship in these areas. In this way, the collection offers, we hope, a
useful and challenging resource, bringing together current scholarship
and indicating multiple points of departure for future studies.
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PART 1
VIOLENCE, AESTHETICS, COMPLICITY

Avoiding Evil in Perpetrator Fiction
R O B E RT E AG L E ST O N E
The aim of this essay is to analyse how perpetrator fiction avoids dealing
with the fundamental questions of evil that reflection on the Holocaust
evokes. I describe the ways in which this happens as ‘swerves’, as many
of the fictions suggest that they will address precisely this but, usually
perforce, swerve away from the core problems.
Contra Rose
In her now celebrated article ‘Beginnings of the Day: Fascism and
Representation’, Gillian Rose proposed a thought experiment in
order to investigate the relationship between the representation of
fascism, of perpetrators, and what she calls (with, to be fair, more
than a hint of melodrama) the ‘fascism of representation’ in literature
and film, the way in which representation ineluctably interpellates us
in an identity. ‘Let us make a film’, she suggests,
which follows the life story of a member of the SS in all its
pathos, so that we empathise with him, identify with his hopes
and fears, disappointment and rage, so that when it comes to
killing, we put our hands on the trigger with him, wanting him
to get what he wants.1
She suggests that such a film, such an identification with a perpetrator,
is impossible since we would know the identity of the SS protagonist
from the start and would, as it were, be unable to want what this evil
man wants. Subtly, Rose suggests that Kazuo Ishiguro’s novel, The
Remains of the Day, achieves just this without us noticing: we find
ourselves, through the play of empathy, identifying with the butler
Stevens, who turns out to be very unpleasant. Equally, Rose might have
looked at another ‘perpetrator fiction’, similarly disguised, Muriel
Spark’s 1961 novel The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. This remarkable
parable, written during the Eichmann trial, is clearly about the Nazis
but the reader only just notices this because it is set in an Edinburgh
school for girls. Not only is Jean Brodie an admirer of Hitler (‘a
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prophet-like figure like Thomas Carlyle, and more reliable than
Mussolini’) and fascism in general, but also turns her ‘set’ of girls into
‘fascisti’, as the most observant girl, and eventually ‘betrayer’ of Brodie
herself, points out.2 It’s noticeable that in the less-subtle film version
much of the parable is lost and Brodie – in the novel a pander, a
hypocrite and bully – is seen as simply someone with misplaced
charisma.
However, I am not altogether sure that Rose’s original conjecture –
that we can’t knowingly identify with the wicked in fiction – is correct.
Despite knowing he is set out to prove a villain, do we not enjoy,
perhaps guiltily, Richard III’s cleverness and sly wit, as, for example,
he seduces the woman whose husband and father he has killed? (‘Was
ever woman in this humour woo’d?/Was ever woman in this humour
won?’ Richard III Act 1 Scene 2). Similarly, at least in Stanley Fish’s
reading, our identification with Milton’s Satan and our knowledge that
he is the ultimate evil, never to be trusted, sets up the complexity of
Paradise Lost and its view of rhetoric and its untrustworthiness.
Moreover, and from the sublime to the basically not very good, in the
final shot of The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas (2008), a terrible and
possibly unjust sympathy is evoked for the commandant of a death
camp (played by David Thewlis), crying out in realisation that his son
has been murdered by his own genocidal machinery. Yet this, in a way,
is Rose’s point about the ‘fascism of representation’: the very fact of
representation creates this inescapable possibility of identification,
even with Richard III, Satan and the commandant, as with Stevens and
Brodie.
Yet the second part of her conjecture, that such fictions and films
are impossible, has been disproved by time: several of them now exist,
including one very significant novel, Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly
Ones. There has been a ‘boom’ in the last ten years or so of what
might be called ‘perpetrator fiction’: work that deals with or focuses
on the perpetrators. The reasons for the boom in this form of fiction
are complex and many. In part it seems to me tied in with the
developing role of the Holocaust as a cultural metaphor for other
events and as a ‘proxy’ for different, perhaps more recent, atrocities,
especially those in which the Anglophone world is more inescapably
involved. Nonetheless, this wave of writing seems to make the
questions Rose asks – questions about identification and aesthetic
enjoyment – even more acute. These questions are often made
manifest as questions of moral judgement: the judgements readers
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make on texts, but more often judgements that texts contain within
themselves or lead the reader to make. In terms of form, too, unlike
the works of perpetrator testimony, perpetrator fictions are often
simpler. In a previous article, I suggested that perpetrator testimony
has several complex characteristics.3 For example, they have complex
forms of authorship: indeed, they are often constructed by other
people interviewing or questioning the perpetrator (Gitta Sereny’s
books on Speer and Stangl are the leading Anglophone examples of
this) or they are extremely tendentious and self-serving (Hoess’s
account of his time as the Commandant of Auschwitz, for example)
and so have to be read very suspiciously.
However, both testimony texts and these perpetrator fictions
seem, at their core, to offer the idea that there might be an answer as
to ‘why’ the protagonists (real, fictional) might have committed such
atrocities. Yet, I argue in relation to perpetrator testimonies, this
‘why’ is a question that is never and perhaps can never be answered.
The reasons for this are complex: it may be because the very nature
of the genre of a memoir or confession creates the expectation of an
answer, as a whodunnit creates the expectation of mystery revealed:
that is, they do not mean to even put the ‘why’ but the form forces it.
Or it may be because the world of the Nazi is so morally
unrecognisable that an answer acceptable to them (it’s all right to
murder Jews simply because they were Jews, for example) just does
not make sense to us, as if it were spoken in languages with an alien
grammar and lexis. Or it may be, as Hannah Arendt argued, because
of the nature of evil itself: evil, she wrote ‘is “thought-defying”…
because thought tries to reach some depth, to go to the roots, and the
moment it concerns itself with evil, it is frustrated because there is
nothing. That is its “banality”.’4 It is perhaps impossible to know
which of these answers that explain the impossibility of an answer is
correct: perhaps all are in part. But the desire for an answer to the
question of ‘why’ clearly underlies perpetrator fiction.
And yet, as I shall aim to show, perpetrator fiction, constantly and
seemingly unconsciously, appears to avoid precisely an engagement
with the ‘why’. This ‘swerve’ perhaps illustrates something important
about the nature of evil, and the nature of its representation.
Perpetrator Fictions
Perpetrator fiction is a version, of course, of historical fiction, so
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perhaps it is little surprise that some of the earliest examples of the
now-booming genre were by C.S. Forester, the creator of Horatio
Hornblower, perhaps the pre-eminent mid-twentieth-century British
historical novelist. His perpetrator fiction short stories – now
forgotten – were collected as The Nightmare and first published in
1954. These mostly concern German officers and are inversions of his
usual stories of courage: where Hornblower is brave and deeply
feeling, Untersturmfuehrer Voss is cowardly and shallow; where
Hornblower is motivated by duty and the fear of looking weak before
his men, Voss is motivated by self-preservation and fear for his own
life. These motivations do not seem to reach very deep into
the psyche (and even Hornblower, while much loved, is still a fairly
two-dimensional character) or offer much explanation. It is also
noticeable that they predate widespread knowledge of the very worst
atrocities, of the operation of the death-camps in the east, for
example. It may be that cowardly soldiers and committed ‘my country
right or wrong’ nationalists do not ask any new ‘why?’ questions
about evil in the way that, perhaps, the genocidal perpetrators in
occupied Poland do. And this is one form of the swerve from
addressing the question of the evil: it is a refusal to address precisely
the genocidal aspect of perpetration. In Forester, it stems from the
period in which he was writing, I suspect.
Of course, these stories are not part of the more recent additions
to the subgenre of perpetrator fiction.5 However, Maureen Myant’s
novel The Search might be seen in this light. The central protagonists
are two fictional children, Jan and Lena, who survive the trucidation
at Lidice. In revenge for the killing of Reinhard Heydrich by
partisans, the Nazis murdered all the male villagers of this Czech
village and sent the women and children to concentration camps. Jan
hides, then is reunited with his mother and sister. The donné here is
that a few children, according to the historical record, were chosen
for ‘germanification’, for integration into German families. Jan and
Lena are split up and then Jan vows to find her again: the ‘search’ of
the title echoes, of course, the John Ford/John Wayne film (‘once
upon a time in Nazi-Occupied Europe’, as Quentin Tarantino might
have it). Jan then undergoes the (rather predictable) literary
Holocaust tourist itinerary (a sort of Nazi Dotheboys Hall in
Germany – ‘Here you have no sisters, no brothers’, a b-movie echo of
Primo Levi’s epiphanic moment at Auschwitz: ‘There is no reason
here’ – he befriends a Jewish boy; they escape to Poland; he is picked
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up by partisans, straight out of Defiance, and is initiated into violence
and vodka; he sees boxcars of Jews being sent to their death). Finally,
Jan discovers the German farm where his sister is living, where the
dénouement, signalled by the search/The Searchers, occurs.
However, while the novel starts off focalised through Jan, at the
beginning of Chapter 9 the story suddenly diffuses and starts to be
seen through the eyes of the ‘good German’ family who now have
Lena, and the novel becomes more about ‘perpetration’. Their son is
in a killing squad in Poland and later deserts. On his return to the
farm, he tells his father that in
one village not far from here, they gathered us together one
morning and told us that what we had to do might not be all that
pleasant … They said some of the older men might want to
avoid it, and if they did then they could back out, And some of
them did. Us younger ones laughed and made fun of them.6
This comes from the widely anthologised first two-page chapter of
Christopher Browning’s Ordinary Men, reporting a speech from one
Major Trapp:
The battalion … had to perform a frightfully unpleasant task …
There were Jews in the village of Jósefów … [and they] were to
be shot on the spot by the battalion ... if any of the older men
amongst them did not feel up to the task that lay before him, he
could step out.7
Here, Myant’s prose is simply not very good: this is not only of
aesthetic importance. It’s not a question of plagiarism here (authors
are allowed sources), or lack of accuracy (Jósefów is in central Poland,
not close to any German farms), or of lack of originality (though, to
be sure, this historical scene is now widely known), but of the blurring
here. Myant’s ‘they gathered us’ contrasts sloppily with Browning’s
precise discussion and translation of Major Trapp; her long
circumlocution ‘what we had to do might not be all that pleasant’
blurs Browning’s military euphemistic ‘frightfully unpleasant task’;
the older men can ‘avoid it’ as opposed to the more military ‘step
out’. But this blurring is not just at the level of lexical choice: the
deserter son, hidden by the ‘good Germans’, is wracked with guilt and
eventually commits suicide, but not before, Christ-like, telling his
father to look after Jan as an act of redemption. This is not to say that
soldiers were not wracked with guilt – some were – but that these
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issues, especially issues of guilt and redemption, are much more
complicated. There are two sorts of swerve going on here. The first
happens just because the writing is imprecise and clichéd: this
prevents the novel saying and, as it were, thinking more: this cliché in
style leads to the second swerve: a cliché in aesthetic thought, the
suicide of the son, which just avoids the issue altogether.
Another form of swerve occurs in Steve Sem-Sandberg’s novel,
The Emperor of Lies (2009 in Swedish, 2011 in English). At nearly
700 pages, complete with maps, historical documents, photographs,
a glossary, an afterword and a dramatis personae, this is a huge
historical novel, of the sort that journalists easily call epic, set in the
Łódź Ghetto – the Germans renamed the city Litzmannstadt – from
1942 to 1945. While the Swedish title is De fattiga i Łódź, ‘The Poor
of Łódź ’, and this reflects the multiple narratives, the English title
focuses the attention on the central character and main strand,
Chaim Rumkowski. Rumkowski is, to say the very least, a
controversial figure, and the historical bibliography on him is
extensive. The historian Dan Stone, summing up the views of
historians, comments that most would agree that ‘although
Rumkowski was an unpleasant character, he was no traitor’ and that
his collaboration was undertaken, as it were, in good faith that it was
serving the interests of those in the ghetto.8 This echoes the
discussion of him in Primo Levi’s rightly celebrated and powerful
essay, ‘The Grey Zone’, which seems to me to be the most acute piece
ever written on the subject of forced collaboration. Levi argues that
Rumkowski was addicted to power, a morally weak man, and
probably a Nazi dupe. But despite this, he is still an ambiguous
figure, and his life ruling the Ghetto is shot through with this
ambiguity: ‘if he had survived his own tragedy, and the tragedy of the
ghetto which he contaminated … no tribunal would have absolved
him, nor certainly can we absolve him on the moral plane. But there
are extenuating circumstances’, writes Levi.9
However, in The Emperor of Lies there is no sense of this
ambiguity at all, and although the novel concerns the lives of many, it
is this that makes it into a perpetrator fiction and, at the same time,
creates its swerve. Rumkowski in this novel is not only petty and
vainglorious, weak as well as utterly corrupt, but an abuser of women
and a paedophile rapist. In an echo of a death camp selection, he
selects a child from a deportation of children: his ‘eyes pass swiftly
over the skinny, the lame and the deformed. He is looking for that
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single, perfect child, the one who can act as redress for the thousands
he has been forced to sacrifice’.10 This boy, his chosen, becomes his
adopted son and catamite. I single this out because, while
substantiated by the historical record, it is made a central emblematic
incident, and it chimes with the early twenty-first-century zeitgeist in
that this is the worst crime that can be committed: as if ordering the
deportation of tens of thousands were not enough to convince the
reader that Rumkowski was more than morally compromised. He is
already a monster and thus there is nothing much more to say about
him. Later, predictably duped by the Nazis, he displays ‘almost
schoolboyish innocence’ in his surprise.11
The novel achieves no ‘depth’, offers no explanatory power: in
part this is the fault of the narrative voice, which is full of
chronological slippages, as well as changing uneasily from a historical
omniscience to more located free indirect discourse, and is very
judgemental. A rabbi, for example, tells the story of Sabbatai Tzvi, a
false messiah, who when given the choice between death and
conversion to Islam chose the latter, and so was clearly no redeemer:
a heavy-handed narrative voice says that the rabbi ‘did not need to say
it out loud; but it was still apparent that he viewed Chaim Rumkowski
as a self-appointed redeemer of the same kind’ and then – even more
heavy-handedly – adds that he was a ‘man who had learnt to put his
fear above his faith’.12 The narrator here – as elsewhere – tells,
explains and judges, ruling out any sense of complexity or difficulty
in the desire to condemn. But if the moral judgement is explicit and
clumsy in this novel, so is the use of historical material. The novel, as
the afterword makes clear, is very reliant on the ghetto chronicle and
other surviving documents. Speeches – such as Rumkowski’s famous
speech about the deportation of the children from the Ghetto – are
inserted whole, and the novel begins with the Nazi memorandum that
set up the ghetto. There is, of course, a tradition of the ‘nonfiction
novel’ and perhaps this, in some sense, fits that tradition. But this
material, unexplained, lacking in a wider context, does not allow the
question of Rumkowski’s evil to be asked: indeed, it avoids it.
The Kindly Ones
However, all these perpetrator novels pale in comparison to Jonathan
Littell’s astonishing The Kindly Ones, which is not only a dense,
highly-researched masterpiece, but foregrounds and embodies many
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of the problems with Holocaust perpetrator fiction. The book, winner
of the Prix Goncourt in 2006, has generated an academic miniindustry since its publication and success and there is space here only
to focus on one aspect of this significant work. The book, as is wellknown, is the story of an SS officer, Maximilien Aue, who, in the
literary traditions of the historical novel, experiences a very wide
series of events – too many events to be ‘realistic’, say some critics –
during the Second World War. He not only is involved in the
genocidal activities of the Einzatsgruppen, but also sees action at
Stalingrad, in western Russia and Ukraine, and visits Auschwitz. As an
SS officer, he is involved in Berlin with Eichmann and the work of the
‘desk killers’ and, as the novel becomes more phantasmagorical and
includes an oneiric masturbatory section, he meets Hitler and survives
the last days of the Reich, in part aided by a band of feral Nazi
children. He escapes the allies at the end of the war: the novel begins
with his description of his post-war life as the general manager of a
lace factory in France.
In this strand of the story – the ‘genocidal’ strand, one could call
it – and in the preface, ‘Toccata’, set long after the war, Aue offers a
number of justifications for his actions and the novel is full of
conversations – often tense ones – between Nazi officers on these
matters. He cites, one example from many, Frank’s Fuhrerprinzip, a
perversion of Kant’s Categorical Imperative, ‘Act in such a way that
the Fuhrer, if he knew of your action, would approve’.13 Yet Aue’s
constant justifications to himself and others are open to question not
only because they are wrong (he is a Nazi, after all) and self-serving,
but also because he is simply very good at rhetoric and logical
argument: he consciously uses Nazi arguments to seduce a fellow
officer while on leave in the Crimea, for example – an act of which
the Fuhrer would not approve at all. In this way, he is an example of
the phenomenon that Arendt analyses in totalitarian regimes (but is
true of logical deduction anywhere): that if you begin with a false
premise, any result is possible. Yet Aue – highly educated, refined – is
also, above and beyond ‘rational’-sounding justifications, a committed
Nazi. For example, Aue is assigned, by Himmler, the task of working
out how to feed the camps. (Himmler makes it clear, while discussing
provisions, that the aim is to starve the camps, of course, and, as Aue
says, ‘increased production remains the main objective’: one sign of
Littell’s mastery of the material is the confidence with which he
represents the ‘upside down’ language of the perpetrators in these
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matters.) As a result, Aue declares that he ‘felt as if I were floating in
my boots. Finally I was being given a responsibility, an authentic
responsibility! So they had recognized my true worth.’14 In this strand
of the story, the novel portrays and tries to get to grips with the evil
of perpetrators, of ‘ordinary men’, as it were.
And yet, in relation to this absolutely central question of
perpetration and evil, even this novel undergoes what might also be
called a swerve. This is because the novel also has another strand of
story – the ‘family’ strand. Aue’s family life is complex. He has a twin
sister. His father had served in the First World War and later with the
Freikorps: while with the Freikorps he is killed or, Aue believes,
simply goes missing. His widow remarries, but both Aue and his twin
sister hate their stepfather and their mother. Aue is sexually obsessed
by his sister and they have an incestuous relationship, which leads,
the novel makes clear, to the birth of twins, Tristan and Orlando.
Indeed, this incestuous sexual obsession, it is strongly implied, is at
the root of Aue’s convoluted sexuality: he desires men precisely
because he desires – desires to be, in fact – his sister (‘I wanted to be
her’).15 And in the long oneiric masturbatory sequence towards the
end of the novel, he seems to fantasise about her, and (possibly) have
sex with a dog and with a tree (trees are a recurring symbol in the
novel). Aue’s sexuality is a complex matter: he is not a ‘gay Nazi’,
like Donna Barr’s intelligent and charming graphic novel character
the ‘Desert Peach’, Rommel’s fictional younger brother, is, for
example, but someone for whom his sexuality is a driving and
destructive force.16 And it is precisely this that is the fulcrum of the
‘family’ strand. While apparently in a deep sleep, Aue strangles his
mother and kills his stepfather with an axe. It is here that the primary
reference to the ‘Kindly Ones’ of the title comes into focus: the
Eumenides, from Greek myth, are the Furies, those who avenge the
killing of family members by family members. Centrally, in
Aeschylus’s Oresteia, they seek to avenge the murder of Clytemnestra
by her son Orestes. These goddesses in the novel are personified by
two German police officers, Weser and Clemens, who pursue Aue
throughout the rest of the novel, despite being warned off by the SS.
But this act of matricide and murder has consequences for the
meaning of the novel in relation to the question of evil. If we assume
that Aue has been, as it were, driven mad by complex incestuous and
oedipal rage, we can assume he is a psychopath, and his evil as a
genocidal perpetrator is not that of an ‘ordinary man’ (or even a ‘willing
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executioner’) but rather an expression of this pathology. Most
perpetrators did not murder their parents and step-parents in addition
to their terrible crimes, were not psychopaths (there are not, as Aue
claims, ‘psychopaths everywhere’).17 This means that Aue is not a
‘typical Nazi perpetrator’ – not a zealot, vulgarian or the bearer of a
burden, as Raul Hilberg classifies them – and so his justifications, if we
take the novel only as an exploration of the evil of the genocide, a
thought experiment about perpetration, do not work: it is about only
this specific man and his monstrous actions. Conversely, if we assume
that Aue was only able to commit the murders, in his unconscious sleep,
precisely because he had already been unbalanced by his actions in Babi
Yar and on and behind the eastern front, we are still left with the
conclusion that the impact of these genocidal events on his particular
mind drew out his implicit criminality. This murder and matricide is not
an ordinary killing: Aue’s is a different sort of evil from, say,
Eichmann’s (for evil, like good, is not only expressed in one way, is not
simply one colour, so to speak) and this difference is expressed in the
mythopoesis of the echoes of the Oresteia. It is this ‘family’ story that
represents the swerve of the novel, as if the dark sun of the evil of the
‘ordinary Nazi’ is actually too much to bear, despite the research and
the depth of the novel and despite much of what Aue claims. It has to
look away from the evil in the ‘genocidal’ strand and, as it were, excuse
it or ‘redeem’ it – in the sense of ‘paying it off ’ – by using the evil of the
‘family’ strand. Aue, despite his assertions on the first page that he is a
man like us, is not: he is already a psychopath and/or a mythic figure,
before becoming a genocidal perpetrator. And, sadly, psychopaths and
mythic figures, while they tell us about psychopathology and myth, tell
us very little about the day-to-day evil of the perpetrators of the Third
Reich. One might go further: the very level of historical detail and
density of character of The Kindly Ones might itself be a kind of
distraction from the question of evil in the novel.
However, it is precisely, perhaps, the detail and density that offers
a final suggestion, one not offered in the other novels about
perpetrators. To approach this or any novel looking for a key or an
essence is perhaps in error. The philosopher Richard Bernstein writes,
Even when we think we have abandoned the search for essences,
there is something uncanny about the way in which this desire
and need express themselves in devious ways. This is especially
evident in the discourse about evil. There is something deep in
us that desires a reassuring closure.18
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An explanation is a form, a very strong form, of closure. I have
already cited Arendt’s letter to Scholem on evil, in which she writes
that it
is indeed my opinion now that evil is never ‘radical’, that it is
only extreme, and that it possesses neither depth nor any
demonic dimension. It can overgrow and lay waste the whole
world precisely because it spreads like a fungus on the surface. It
is ‘thought-defying’, as I said, because thought tries to reach
some depth, to go to the roots, and the moment it concerns itself
with evil, it is frustrated because there is nothing. That is its
‘banality’.19
The philosopher Richard Bernstein has discussed just this at length.
He makes the case that for Arendt, one form of radical evil is precisely
in its banality: exactly the banality that the endless detail of The Kindly
Ones creates. The detail is, to use Arendt’s metaphor, the fungus that
is the spreading evil. This means that when looking for the evil in The
Kindly Ones, we should not be looking for some core moment or
essence – a point that even the older Aue half makes, in his existential
despair and evasion in the preface – but in precisely the huge mass
detail about the genocide, in the production of the day-to-day of the
genocide. The poor prose and clichéd sacrifice/redemption of The
Search and the preordained monstrosity of The Emperor of Lies miss
exactly this point. In a way this is to say that it is the very length of The
Kindly Ones, as opposed to some central moment, that is crucial.
In this essay I have tried to explore the ways in which some recent
perpetrator fictions avoid engaging with questions of evil. Critics of
academic critics often point out (with some accuracy) that the latter
are apt to castigate novels for omissions: no servants speak in Jane
Austen, English novels of the 1950s rarely address decolonisation,
and so on. However, in this case, if fiction is supposed to be one of
the ways in which we come to terms with the Holocaust, if fiction is
more than mere entertainment (and who would want to make ‘mere’
entertainment from the Holocaust?), if fiction chooses to represent
perpetrators, surely this question is central, and the omission of its
answer is a problem. Of course, I do not suggest that Myant or SemSandberg write in bad faith: rather, it seems to me, that the sort of
complexity of the answer that thinking through The Kindly Ones
provides – that the evil we are searching for is of a different sort – is
more powerful and more revealing.
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Reading (as) Violence in Jonathan Littell’s
The Kindly Ones
J E N N I A DA MS
Introduction
In David Grossman’s 1989 novel See Under: Love, the protagonist,
Shlomo, attempts to imaginatively reconstruct the Holocaust
experience of his grandfather, Anshel Wasserman. While a key figure
in this narrative is the concentration camp commandant Neigel,
Shlomo finds himself nevertheless reluctant to give imaginative shape
to the Holocaust perpetrator’s perspective:
Neigel, meanwhile, is showering in the little stall in his barracks
under Wasserman’s attic. He howls something, and I am shocked
to think he might be singing to himself in the shower. But he isn’t
singing. … He’s reproving me for ‘negligence’. ‘Isn’t it true’, he
asks contentiously, ‘that writers are supposed to enter all the way
into their characters?’ But I’m not ready. I’m not ready yet to
‘enter all the way’.1
Shlomo’s response to ‘Neigel’’s accusations succinctly dramatises the
anxieties which surround the representation of the perpetrator’s
perspective in Holocaust fiction. While this perspective is an
important dimension of the Holocaust as an object of historical and
ethical enquiry, it is at the same time subject to what Erin McGlothlin
identifies as ‘[a] taboo, which places the imagination of the
consciousness of the perpetrator outside acceptable discourse on the
Holocaust’.2 This essay aims to investigate the narrative ethics of a
recent novel, Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones, which chooses to
transgress this taboo, offering a first-person account of the Holocaust
from the perspective of an SS officer. In particular, it examines the
degree to which the novel’s transgression of these taboos might itself
form the locus of its ethical value through the installation and
deployment in the narrative of a radical ethics of encounter.
The taboo nature of the Holocaust perpetrator’s perspective is
evident from such critical approaches as that of Claude Lanzmann,
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who insists upon the ‘obscenity’ of literature and film which appear
to promote understanding of this figure. He states:
I remember when I was working on Shoah at the start, I read so
many books by reputed academics, for instance George Mosse’s
book on the formation of the German spirit. It’s a very good book.
But after you have read it you have to say, ‘Well, is it because of all
these conditions that the children have been gassed?’ This is what
I called the obscenity of the project of understanding.3
To Lanzmann, the unbridgeable gap between any ‘explanation’ and
the material consequences of Nazism renders any such attempt a
morally abhorrent rehabilitation of that which stands counter to any
ethical or interpretive logic. Lanzmann’s prohibition implicitly
indicates other aspects of this taboo, namely, the possibility that an
investigation of this subject position rehabilitates perpetrators, whose
crimes become newly available to understanding and mitigation.
Closely related is an unspoken anxiety regarding contagion: the fear
that the reader, disarmed by the illusory understanding offered by the
text, is susceptible to infection by Nazi ideas, an anxiety compounded
by the reminder that, as Lyotard points out, Nazism was never
‘refuted’ but was instead merely ‘beaten down like a mad dog, by a
police action’.4 This fear of contagion arguably underlies the unease
surrounding imaginative engagements with perpetrator perspectives,
engagements potentially facilitated by the techniques of narrative
fiction – rendering such fiction a particular ground for ethical
contention, as Susan Rubin Suleiman suggests:
The extended representation of a character’s subjectivity – not
only actions but feelings, perceptions, opinions, and way of
being in the world – necessarily requires a degree of empathy, on
the part of both author and reader …. But empathy for a
perpetrator of genocide – even if it coexists with revulsion and
moral condemnation – puts both author and reader on
uncomfortable ethical ground.5
Suleiman’s comments present one way of interpreting the relative
scarcity of engagement with the perpetrator’s perspective in literature,6
in contrast to what critics including Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi identify as a
more widespread (if belated) tendency to ‘impersonate’ the perpetrator
in visual art (with key examples including those artworks shown in the
Jewish Museum’s 2002 exhibition Mirroring Evil).7
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Ethical Discomfort in Holocaust Literature
Even in works like Bernhard Schlink’s The Reader and Martin Amis’s
Time’s Arrow, which ostensibly tackle the subject of Nazi guilt headon, we often see distancing techniques employed, such as the
mediation of Hanna’s perspective through that of Michael in The
Reader, and the restriction of entry to the consciousness of the
protagonist in Amis’s Time’s Arrow,8 as McGlothlin notes.9 The first
person narrator in Amis’s novel, which relates the life of a Nazi
doctor in reverse, is not the doctor, Unverdorben, himself, but a
dissociated consciousness residing in his mind,10 enabling a carefully
modulated degree of ‘entry’ into the perpetrator’s perspective, as we
see in the following passage:
I have no access to his thoughts – but I am awash with his
emotions. I am a crocodile in the thick river of his feeling tone.
And you know what? Each glance, each pair of eyes, even as they
narrow in ingenuous appraisal, draws a bead on something
inside him, and I sense the heat of fear and shame.11
Amis here draws a line between Unverdorben’s thoughts, which are
inaccessible to the narrating ‘I’, and his emotions, permitting both
author and reader to enter only so far into the imagined perspective
of the perpetrator. The sphere of rationale, related presumably to
cognition rather than emotion, is thus excluded; the narrator, distinct
from these motives as well as from any capacity for independent
action,12 presents an aspect of the perpetrator that cannot in any
meaningful sense be held to account. Unverdorben’s guilt is
consequently held at a distance, allowing Amis to evade the ethical
difficulties surrounding the perpetrator protagonist even while
ostensibly employing such a figure, a process facilitated still further
through the additional distancing resulting from the narrative’s
temporal inversion.13
In the face of these ethical doubts and evident discomfort on the
part of authors and readers, one might ask why writers would engage
in this form of representation. In response, Uwe Timm highlights the
potential imbalance that may result from a sole focus upon victims,
stating that ‘Writing about suffering, about the victims, should also
mean asking questions about the killers, about guilt, about the reasons
for cruelty and death’.14 The importance of understanding perpetrator
perspectives is also highlighted by scholars from a number of different
disciplinary backgrounds, including the social psychologist James
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Waller and the historian Christopher Browning, the latter of whom
argues that ‘not trying to understand the perpetrators in human terms
would make impossible … any history of Holocaust perpetrators that
sought to go beyond one-dimensional caricature’.15 Moreover,
considering perpetrator perspectives as unapproachable both limits
the possibility of cultural self-examination and underestimates
readers’ own capacity for ethical enquiry. Indeed, as I intend to argue
in this essay, representations of perpetrators can play a powerful role
as a catalyst to ethical thought.
Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones
The Kindly Ones is a recent work by an American author, published
in French in 2006 and translated into English by Charlotte Mandell
in 2009. The novel is narrated retrospectively by Maximilien Aue, a
fictitious SS officer with a wide-ranging experience of atrocity during
the Second World War. Aue participates in the Einsatzgruppen’s mass
killings behind the front line as the German army advances east, and
later becomes involved in efforts to maximise Jewish slave labour in
the concentration camps. While winning numerous prizes, including
the prestigious Goncourt Prize, The Kindly Ones has also provoked
controversy due to its explicit descriptions of atrocity and its lurid
sexual subplot, in addition to its narration in the first person, a
narrative mode considered particularly conducive to the problematic
forms of empathy detailed by Suleiman.16
Indeed, The Kindly Ones notably lacks the distancing strategies
employed by such novels as Time’s Arrow. In contrast to Amis’s
refusal of interiority in the depiction of Unverdorben, Littell takes a
highly immersive approach, granting sustained access to Aue’s
dreams, hallucinations, fantasies and reflections on his experiences.
While this degree of sustained interiority is disturbing in many of the
senses indicated above, it plays an important role in implicitly
questioning taboos against representing the perpetrator’s perspective,
problematising such taboos as attempts to obscure the element of
complicity inherent in the literary consumption of violence.
Complicity and Consumption
I’d like first to explore the ways in which The Kindly Ones calls into
question the project of consuming Holocaust literature. Liran
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Razinsky has noted the degree to which Aue functions in the novel as
‘an eye’, stating that, ‘He is more often a conduit of information than
[an] active participant’.17 While Aue’s personal involvement in the
killings should not be ignored, his detailed observation of events,
coupled with his extensive reflection upon what he sees, creates
parallels with the process of reading itself. Of his time with the
Einsatzgruppen, for example, Aue states:
I attended several executions with [Kurt Hans]. I could now
distinguish three different temperaments among my colleagues.
First, there were those who, even if they tried to hide it, killed
with sensual pleasure … Then there were those who were
disgusted with it and who killed out of duty, overcoming their
repugnance, out of a love of order. Finally, there were those who
regarded the Jews as animals and killed them the way a butcher
slaughters a cow … And what about me? I couldn’t identify with
any of these three types, and if I had been pushed a little, I would
have had trouble articulating an honest answer … Passion for the
absolute was a part of it, as was, I realized one day with terror,
curiosity: here, as in so many other things in my life, I was
curious, I was trying to see what effect all this would have on me,
I was always observing myself: it was as if a film camera were
fixed just above me, and I was at once this camera, the man it was
filming, and the man who was then studying the film.18
This passage exemplifies The Kindly Ones’ provocative stance with
regard to both the explanation and the literary consumption of
genocide. As well as being a passive participant, Aue is also an
interpreter of the event, and indeed views himself from this
perspective, as is evident in both his inability to situate himself within
the model he identifies, and in the multiple subject positions unfolded
in the image of the camera. Aue too is thus a kind of reader of these
events, and this combination of reader and perpetrator presents a
disconcerting challenge to the novel’s actual reader. The motives Aue
attributes to his involvement, for instance, suggest a questioning of
the reader’s own motivations in consuming Holocaust fiction:
curiosity and pursuit of the absolute are, after all, undeniable factors,
certainly in my own reading about the Holocaust. Littell’s final image,
beyond its indication of Aue’s psychological state, presents an
unsettling equivalence between the protagonist, the creator and the
consumer of an atrocity film, underscoring the novel’s implication of
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the reader herself on an uncomfortable continuum of complicity with
genocide as spectacle.
The Kindly Ones further challenges its readers’ motivations in such
passages as the following, in which Aue attempts to explain why he
continues to attend the killings even when his presence is not
required:
By inflicting this piteous spectacle on myself, I felt, I wasn’t
trying to exhaust the scandal of it, the insurmountable feeling of
a transgression, of a monstrous violation of the Good and the
Beautiful, but rather this feeling of scandal came to wear out all
by itself, one got used to it, and in the long run stopped feeling
much; thus what I was trying, desperately but in vain, to regain
was actually that initial shock, that sensation of a rupture, an
infinite disturbance of my whole being. [178–9]
The question arises: to what extent does reading about the
Holocaust involve a comparable pursuit of rupture, the moment when
one’s experience of reality is morally recalibrated through an
encounter with an absolute limit? The attempt to be morally shocked
is also an attempt to constitute oneself as moral, to occupy for an
instant that ruptured realm of the beautiful and the good. Littell’s
novel in this sense confronts the reader with a version of her own
potential motivations in consuming the novel, and the function of
those motives in buttressing a sense of moral goodness that is perhaps,
in reality, untested and unearned.
Identification and Disruption
In this way, The Kindly Ones exposes the ethically problematic aspects
of reading about violence, challenging readers to examine the
implications of their consumption. The reader’s ethical complacency
is called into question, a process the next section of this essay will
explore further, with a particular focus on the novel’s disruption of
habitual forms of identification in Holocaust reading.
One thing that stands out in The Kindly Ones is the degree to
which Aue insists upon the commonality of his own experience with
the potential experience of the reader. In the opening passage, for
instance, in what Debarati Sanyal reads as a ‘[gesture] of coercive
kinship’,19 he addresses his readers directly as ‘my human brothers’
(3), toying with the idea of his inhumanity, while at the same time

READING (AS) VIOLENCE IN THE KINDLY ONES

31

both asserting a continuity with his readers and indicating the reader’s
ethical implication in the narrative.20 While the insinuation could be
read as Aue’s attempt to mitigate his own responsibility by muddying
the ethical waters between the reader and himself, such provocations
also demand a response, with the urgency and force of this demand
underlined by the use of the second person address.
The same might be said of the numerous episodes in which Aue
asserts the interchangeability of perpetrators, victims and bystanders.
In the following passage, for example, he reflects upon the guilt of an
acquaintance who has been involved in the killing of Jews at Sobibor:
If Döll and not his neighbour ended up in Sobibor, that’s chance,
and Döll is no more responsible for Sobibor than his luckier
neighbour; at the same time, his neighbour is just as responsible
as he is for Sobibor, since both served the same country with
integrity and devotion, the country that created Sobibor … The
man posted to a concentration camp, like the man assigned to an
Einsatzkommando or a police battalion, most of the time doesn’t
reason any differently: he knows that his free will has nothing to
do with it, and that chance alone makes him a killer rather than
a hero, or a dead man. [592]
While the passage is obviously self-justificatory, its implicit insistence
that the reader even momentarily entertain the thought of her
interchangeability with Aue disrupts the conventional pattern of
identification in Holocaust discourse, in which the reader identifies
with the victim. While such identification cultivates compassion and
regard for persecuted others, it also shades into an appropriative
position that facilitates an evasion of ethical self-examination. As
Ezrahi states: ‘To be a victim is morally safe even if it is mortally
dangerous’.21 The form of disruption detailed above contests this
position of safety, answering what Ernst van Alphen considers a
‘cultural necessity’ to escape the ‘traumatic fixation in victim
positions’ characterising existing patterns of identification in
Holocaust discourse.22
Incest and Doubling
Besides the critique of identification with the victim implicit in the
novel’s emphasis on a logic of readerly complicity, one might even go
so far as to identify in the novel’s presentation of Aue’s interpersonal
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relations a critique of identification per se. By identification I refer not
to the consideration, detailed above, of a human continuity with
perpetrators or the conditions in which I myself might come to
partake in ethically reprehensible patterns of thought or action, but,
as the term itself suggests, to a moment of posited identity between
myself and the other. Robert Eaglestone has noted that this
phenomenon is difficult to investigate or speak about,23 yet glosses the
process, significantly, as ‘taking the other as oneself ’,24 a phrase which
succinctly crystallises identification’s potentially assimilatory
dimension. While identification may of course involve an extension of
my sympathies to other subject positions and experiences as I
conceive them (this last being an important qualification), ‘taking the
other as oneself ’ arguably carries a strongly narcissistic dimension in
which alterity is read as a reflection (and implicitly, a reaffirmation)
of one’s own ego. This, I would suggest, is the ‘pleasure’ of
identification.
Aue’s interpersonal relations model the problematic aspect of this
mode of relationship to the other, most notably through the tropes of
incest and doubling. His incestuous desire for his sister is phrased as
a kind of pre-oedipal, narcissistic longing in which differentiations
and distinct identities are rejected. What initially excites Aue about
their incestuous relationship as children is precisely the
undifferentiated nature of their infantile bodies, which he describes as
‘a mirror for each other’ and ‘neither one nor the other specifically
girl or boy, but a couple of snakes intertwined’ (405). The mirror
imagery, which recurs throughout the novel, suggests a fantasised
alternative to the mirror stage which fails to initiate a recognition of
the individual’s discrete nature but instead involves the self finding its
reflection in the other, allowing a narcissistic form of consciousness to
continue. In maturity this fantasy becomes more difficult to maintain
with the differentiation of Max and Una’s bodies during puberty, a
period described by Max as ‘between the Golden Age and the Fall’
(479) and significantly characterised by increasing self-consciousness:
‘maybe now … we were observing ourselves a little more, and that
already introduced a distance’ (479). Nevertheless, the desire for a
narcissistic fusion with the other continues for Max, and is given
expression in both his imagined identifications with his sister during
anal sex with his male lovers (203), and his fantasies whilst staying in
his sister’s house during the end of the war. These fantasies involve
shaving off his own and Una’s pubic hair (simulating a return to an
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undifferentiated infantile state [905–6]) and the following sexual
encounter:
Una and I were exchanging our clothes, naked except for stockings
… [W]hen it was over we just as brutally exchanged our roles, she
equipped herself with a sculpted ebony phallus and took me like a
man, in front of her tall mirror that impassively reflected our
bodies intertwined like snakes, she had coated the phallus with
cold cream, and the acrid smell bit into my nose as she used me as
if I were a woman, until all distinctions were erased and I could
say to her: ‘I am your sister and you are my brother’, and she: ‘You
are my sister and I am your brother’. [888]
In this passage, which reprises the snake and mirror imagery of the
initial incestuous encounter, the other is literally ‘taken’ as the self and
vice versa, with the episode culminating in a denial of distinction
between the two. The aborted possibility of an encounter with an
other who is recognised as such is represented by the figure of Helene
Anders (whose name underscores this possibility),25 another love
interest of Aue in the novel, but one he eventually overlooks in favour
of his pre-existing inclinations.
The narcissistic import of the incest configuration also attaches to
the related trope of doubling. Critics such as Theweleit and
Suleiman26 have identified Una, Aue’s twin, as his double, as well as
highlighting the doubling which seems to exist between Aue and his
SS colleague Thomas, who accompanies Aue for much of the time and
appears to represent a more wholehearted (while cynical and selfserving) endorsement of Nazism, in such a way that Aue’s murder of
Thomas at the war’s end could be read symbolically as a significant
step in his evasion of guilt. Although Aue does not identify Thomas as
his double in the way that he does Una, in both cases the scenario
hints towards the narcissistic nature of his relationship towards
others: once again, the other becomes a means of reflecting or
containing aspects of the self. This pathological and assimilatory
relationship with alterity is, further, linked to Nazism itself in Una’s
imagined statement that ‘“By killing the Jews … we wanted to kill
ourselves, kill the Jew within us, kill that which in us resembles the
idea we have of the Jew”’ (874). In the figuration of Nazism as
overwriting Jewishness with problematic aspects of the self that may
then be denied or expelled through genocide, Aue’s personal
narcissism assumes a broader symbolic significance.
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Abjection
I have suggested that the novel’s foregrounding of the pathological
narcissism characterising Aue’s relationships with others might be
read, in the context of the novel’s evident interest in the ethics of
encounter, as a critique of identification per se (and not merely
identification with the victim) as a potentially narcissistic process in
which what is sought and found in the other is the self and its desires,
rather than the unassimilability of alterity. This not only demands the
reader’s self-critical negotiation of what many critics have considered
the problematic status of identification in Holocaust discourse,27 but
also qualifies the assertions of such theorists as Martha Nussbaum
concerning identification’s ethical potential.28 In the next part of this
essay, I will briefly explore another field of imagery through which
the novel examines the relationship between self and other as
portrayed in the character of Aue: the abject.
The Kindly Ones is replete with references to abjection29 and
particularly the excremental, a field of imagery also prevalent in
Amis’s depictions of perpetrators of both the Holocaust and 9/11.30 In
Littell’s novel, this imagery initially assumes a hysterical function,
usurping the rationalising surface of Aue’s discourse with bodily
tropings of his repressed guilt, as in the following dream sequence:
At night, my anxiety bled into my sleep and infected my dreams:
seized with an intense need to defecate, I ran to the bathroom, the
shit pouring out liquid and thick, a continuous flow that quickly
filled the toilet bowl and kept rising, I kept shitting, the shit
reached up to below my thighs, covered my buttocks and
scrotum, my anus kept disgorging. I frantically wondered how to
clean up all this shit, but I couldn’t stop it, its acrid, vile,
nauseating taste filled my mouth, sickening me. [114]
The body’s topography in this passage clearly signals the rising of the
repressed, and the challenge this material poses to Aue’s defence
mechanisms. Nevertheless, abject imagery also possesses another
function in underscoring Aue’s inability or refusal to define the
boundaries of the self,31 a phenomenon, like the novel’s implicit
problematisation of identification, which foregrounds key issues of
ethics and alterity in the consumption of Holocaust texts. During his
stay at Una’s house in Pomerania, Aue’s sexual fantasies increasingly
incorporate an abject dimension. He dreams of his sister suffering
from diarrhoea as she lies on the ground in a long white dress: ‘Black
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shit oozed through her dress, the inner folds must have been full of it’
(876). The excrement is washed away ‘coldly’ by her husband, von
Üxküll, who ‘seem[s] indifferent to the foul smells emanating from
her and choking [Aue]’ (876).
In this passage, excrement functions not as a signifier of repressed
guilt but as a marker of continuity between Una’s body and the world,
an abject flow both promising and threatening the permeability of the
boundaries of her self and body. Although in the dream Aue
experiences this prospect as ‘choking’, it forms the symbolic correlate
of his incestuous desire and his narcissistic drive to perceive Una, the
other, as continuous with himself, a receptivity to continuity signalled
in the dream in Aue’s bodily response to the excrement (‘choking’),
while von Üxküll remains coldly aloof. Indeed, in subsequent passages
the prospect of abject exchange is more overtly eroticised, as in the
following lines, which describe Aue’s fantasised sex with his sister:
I spread out on top of her with all my weight, my belly naked
right against the scar slicing across hers. I thrust against her,
vainly and with increasing rage, and finally there was a great
opening, as if my body in turn were split open by the surgeon’s
blade, my bowels poured onto her, the children’s door opened
on its own beneath me and everything flowed in that way. [899]
The ‘children’s door’ refers to the Caesarean scar Aue imagines
marking Una’s abdomen following her parentage of twins (strongly
implied to be his own, but never explicitly acknowledged as such).
That Aue’s bowels and excrement pour into Una’s womb is at once a
symbolic recognition of his fatherhood, an image of identity with his
sister (the split in his body echoing the incision in hers during the
process of birth), and a fantasy of fluidity in which the boundaries
between self and other do not exist, a logic which finds its epitome in
Aue’s ‘demented vision of a perfect coprophagic autarky’ consisting
of himself and Una ‘confined alone’ (886). In both its incest motif and
its abject imagery, The Kindly Ones hence calls into question modes of
relation to the other which threaten to assimilate and engulf otherness
by incorporating the other within the voraciously expanding confines
of the self. The novel thus implicitly highlights the need to move
beyond an ethics of identification in the approach – by both readers
and critics – to works of Holocaust literature.
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National Responsibilities
As well as foregrounding the complex ethical issues entailed in
Holocaust reading – including the ethical pitfalls of identification and
the element of complicity entailed in reading about violence – the
novel also raises broader issues of individual and national guilt. To
return to a passage cited earlier, in the admission or accusation that
Döll’s neighbour is equally responsible for Sobibor by virtue of
residing in Germany, the novel opens the question of what measure of
responsibility its French readers should assume, for example, for their
own nation’s complex relation to issues of collaboration, empire and
colonial guilt.32 Littell’s American nationality, coupled with the novel’s
frequent references to Vietnam in its English translation,33 cannot
avoid, in a post-9/11 context, raising similar questions for English and
American readers regarding the ‘War on Terror’, particularly in
response to such passages as the following, which occurs in a section
of mathematical calculation of the human cost of genocide and war.
After comparing the death toll of the Second World War with that of
more recent conflicts such as Vietnam, the narrator qualifies:
I obviously am not including the Vietnamese dead; since you
never speak of them, in your books or TV programs, they must
not count for much to you. Yet you killed 40 of them for every
single one of your own dead, a fine effort even compared to our
own, and one that certainly speaks for the value of technical
progress. [16]
Coupled with Aue’s repeated suggestions of history’s bias towards the
victor,34 such passages recall the similar political amnesia regarding
the death toll of Afghans or Iraqis, the torture of prisoners detained
without trial in Guantanamo Bay, and the occurrence of such
‘excesses’ as Abu Ghraib.35 The novel’s references to other atrocities
committed by British, American and French authorities (including, for
example, the genocide of Native Americans [590]) embody a
multidirectional approach to genocide, as Sanyal observes.36 In
countering the national and historical compartmentalisation of
culpability, however, it also invites vigilance concerning present-day
political events. While comparisons between such different historical
contexts are always, to a certain extent, misleading, they thus serve
the powerful function of contesting Manichean attitudes towards
guilt and innocence, righteous violence and culpable ‘terror’, that are
held by other governments in other contexts.
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The Mobilised Reader
Where The Kindly Ones is at its most ethically challenging, then, is in
many cases where its ethical value resides. This value lies not in the
novel’s provision of moral examples or counterexamples, but in
provoking the reader to consider broader matters of responsibility
and complicity, including questions surrounding the process of
Holocaust reading, and issues of national identity. As I have attempted
to demonstrate, the novel demands that the reader engage with such
issues by disrupting a personal or national identification with morally
safe victimhood, a disruption that emerges precisely from the
ethically taboo invitation to accept commonality with the perpetrator.
The Kindly Ones thus presents a call to ethical responsibility and
action, mobilising the reader’s ethical and sense-making capacities.
The final part of this essay will briefly address two aspects of the
novel which contribute to its mobilising impetus: the unreliability of
the narration and the novel’s intertextual resonances.
The reliability of the narration diminishes as the novel progresses,
with the narrated Aue’s mental state deteriorating following both his
exposure to atrocity and a bullet wound to the head sustained at
Stalingrad. During his convalescence, Aue visits his mother and
stepfather, both of whom he professes to hate for what he perceives
as their mutual betrayal of his missing father and their stifling of his
affair with his sister (here the plot begins to take on echoes of one of
the novel’s main intertexts, Aeschylus’s Oresteia,37 which is also
alluded to in the title). He describes waking after a long sleep to find
his mother and stepfather murdered, and though it becomes evident
that Aue himself is responsible (in a link to the matricide of the
Oresteia), he seems unaware of his guilt. He is unaware too that the
twins his parents have been harbouring are the product of his last
incestuous union with his sister, a fact strongly implied by the
timescale of the novel, his sister’s concern for the children’s safety
(533), and the statement at the beginning of the text that twins run in
the family (12).
Further uncertainty surrounds the detectives, Clemens and Weser,
who take the role of the Furies in the novel, pursuing Aue relentlessly
and beyond the bounds of plausibility in order to confront him with
his matricidal guilt. This reaches its peak in the detectives’ pursuit of
Aue long after the case against him has been closed, in the U-Bahn
tunnels beneath Berlin as allied forces enter the city. While the
narrator expresses no comment on this, the disparity of such events
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within what is for the most part a meticulously researched and
historically realist text invites a consideration of these characters as
externalisations of Aue’s conscience. As a final example, when Aue
takes refuge in his sister’s house in Pomerania towards the end of the
war, he is unable to differentiate what really happened there from his
own fevered imaginings:
About what happened in that beautiful empty house, I don’t
know if I can say much … It’s not that my memories are
confused, on the contrary, I have many of them and very precise
ones, but many of them overlap and even contradict each other,
and their status is uncertain. [870]
The main ambiguity lies in the issue of whether or not Una is present
during his visit. While the masturbatory nature of Aue’s visions of
sexual excess with a woman who has, since their adolescence, resisted
his advances, would imply that her intermittent presence is only that
of a figment of his unhinged desire, the section closes with an image
of her body in the snow, ‘half naked in her gaping bathrobe,
motionless, her head tilted, her eyes open to the sky’ (913). The
observation that ‘a shadow of hair was reappearing on her sex’ (913)
links the body to Una, whose pubic hair Aue has described shaving off
together with his own, evoking for some critics the possibility of her
physical presence. As Neal Ascherson wonders, ‘Was the house really
empty? Or has he shut his mind against what he has done, as he did
at Antibes, after killing the one person he loves?’38
This narratorial unreliability offers a potential escape from some
of the difficult ethical issues the novel raises; namely, in the possibility
that Aue might be categorised as pathological, a reading granted
particular weight by both the incest theme and the psychic splitting
evident in the narration of the matricide. In other words, the
narrative’s unreliability raises the possibility that Aue’s actions may be
reassuringly accounted for by what Waller refers to as the ‘mad Nazi
theory’ – the now widely-debunked argument that Holocaust
perpetrators differed in their psychological make-up from the broader
population.39 From another perspective, though, the unreliability of
the narrative functions to dislodge the reader from a passive
orientation towards the text, eliciting a questioning and interrogative
form of reading that is valuable as a means of responding to the
novel’s ethical provocations.
The novel’s intertextual elements also contribute to this
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mobilisation of the reader’s critical capacities. Aside from the
Oresteia, which has been much discussed by critics including
Mendelsohn and von Koppenfels,40 the novel draws upon and alludes
to a wide range of material of various national, historical and literary
origins.41 This discussion will focus on one example from nineteenthcentury Russian literature: Mikhail Lermontov’s 1840 novel A Hero
of our Time.42
The significance of A Hero of our Time emerges during an
extended section set in Pyatigorsk, the place of Lermontov’s death in
a duel at the age of 26, and also the site of Pechorin’s duel with
Grushnitsky in Lermontov’s novel. While he expresses fascination
with both Lermontov and Pechorin, the narrative’s self-conscious
references to the dead poet and his amoral anti-hero are accompanied
by a series of parallels that Aue apparently fails to notice or
acknowledge. Like both Pechorin and Lermontov, Aue finds himself
embroiled in a duel, after a colleague openly questions his sexuality in
the same restaurant that Grushnitsky accuses Pechorin of an affair
with Princess Mary (286). Like Pechorin, Aue also discovers through
his ‘second’ (Dr Hohenegg echoing the role of Dr Werner in
Lermontov’s text) that his adversary is planning to trick him in order
to cause his humiliation or death (287).43 Aue’s apparently
unconscious imitation of both Lermontov and Pechorin assumes such
extremes that it ultimately functions to satirise the notion, implicit in
many criticisms of perpetrator fiction, that readers risk contagion by
the values and principles of characters they read. It also, however,
further effects an active, engaged and questioning mode of reading,
with readers prompted to evaluate Aue against Pechorin, questioning
the degree to which Aue too might be considered an ironic ‘hero of
our time’.
The intertextual association between Aue and Pechorin also raises
questions relating to reading practice, in the sense that the admiration
invited and received by Pechorin as nihilistic anti-hero is repositioned
as decidedly troubling when linked to the Nazi protagonist of The
Kindly Ones. This is a form of recognition anticipated in some ways
by Lermontov himself, who, in the ‘Author’s Preface’ to A Hero of
Our Time, addressed his readers thus:
You will say that no man can be so bad, and I will ask you why,
after accepting all the villains of tragedy and romance, you
refuse to believe in Pechorin. You have admired far more terrible
and monstrous characters than he is, so why are you so merciless
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towards him, even as a fictitious character? Perhaps he comes
too close to the bone?44
Lermontov juxtaposes Pechorin to his literary precursors in a
comparable way to Littell’s juxtaposition of Aue with Pechorin,
foregrounding the reader’s admiration of the anti-hero but suggesting
that this extends only to those figures whose depiction stops short of
problematising their own social values (‘Perhaps [Pechorin] comes too
close to the bone?’). This foregrounds the possibility of a certain
hypocrisy in the conflict of habitual reading practice and ethical
judgement, inviting readers to re-examine both their initial
valorisation of the anti-hero and the rationale behind the desire to
view the perpetrator figure as beyond the bounds of literary
engagement. Intertextual allusions, like unreliable narration, in this
way force the reader to become active in considering the relationship
between a narrative and its intertexts, placing powerful and important
demands on readers’ ethical and critical consciousnesses.
Conclusion
This essay has attempted to explore the complicitous ethics of The
Kindly Ones, suggesting that, in contrast to works, like Time’s Arrow,
which preserve the protective distance between reader and
perpetrator that more conveniently accommodates readerly and
critical sensibilities, The Kindly Ones forcefully debunks the sense of
incomprehensibility such narratives preserve. Instead, it enters fully
into Aue’s disturbing psychological world, confronting the reader
with ethical provocations that demand an ethical response. These
include reminders of the complicitous dimension to the literary
consumption of horror, and questions regarding the reader’s
implication in the different national crimes committed at the hands of
different governments in their name. This act of confrontation
facilitates a kind of Levinasian facing between reader and protagonist,
a moment of encounter in which the ethical capacities of the reader
are urgently called into being.45 Perhaps rather than employing the
ethical approach of Martha Nussbaum and others in considering the
kinds of moral examples or opportunities for identification
perpetrator fiction offers,46 we might therefore focus more fruitfully
on the potential status of such literature as a provocative and
challenging call to ethical responsibility. As Adam Zachary Newton
states of King Lear: ‘seeing the play as exemplary in some ways misses
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the fact that it is meant first to be confronted’.47
Nevertheless, reading the novel in relation to a Levinasian ethics of
encounter does call for a negotiation of this ethical register as present
in the novel itself in a manner Razinsky and Sanyal read as profoundly
parodic.48 There are two episodes in the novel in which Aue
encounters the face of a victim in a moment of some significance, yet
responds in both cases not ethically but with violence and/or
complicity. The first passage relates the encounter with a wounded
victim at Babi Yar, and the second details the hanging of a female
partisan who is kissed by Nazi soldiers before being killed:
[S]he stared at me with her large surprised incredulous eyes …
and that look struck into me, split open my stomach and let a
flood of sawdust pour out, I was a rag doll and didn’t feel
anything, and at the same time I wanted with all my heart to
bend over and brush the dirt and sweat off her forehead, caress
her cheek and tell her that it was going to be all right, that
everything would be fine, but instead I compulsively shot a bullet
into her head. [130]
When my turn came, she looked at me, a clear, luminous look,
washed of everything, and I saw that she understood everything,
knew everything, and faced with this pure knowledge I burst
into flames … For days on end I reflected on this strange scene;
but my reflection stood before me like a mirror, and never
returned anything to me but my own image, reversed of course,
but true. The body of this girl was also a mirror for me. [179]
Razinsky comments of the former passage that:
This description sounds like a parodic response to Levinas’s
ethics of the encounter with the face of the other. There is an
acknowledgement, a full recognition of the humanity of the
victim … but the result is still the same, a bullet in the head.49
Razinsky’s reading raises the question of whether these passages
present an implicit critique of Levinasian ethics in its implication that
the ‘ethical’ moment precipitated by ‘facing’ is insufficient to provoke
ethical action or that, in Sanyal’s words, ‘one can grasp the humanity
of others and still kill them’.50 Several points might be made in
response. First of all, the imagery of mirroring in the second passage
might be read, in the context of the points about incest, doubling and
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narcissism advanced above, as calling into question the degree to
which Aue (and perhaps Nazi perpetrators taken as a collective)
experiences Jewish and Eastern European victims as genuine others,
despite the compelling experience of ‘facing’. Alternatively, one might
view Aue’s actions – particularly in the context of his breakdowns
after both encounters – as asserting even in negative form the
profound sense of ethical obligation to the other instantiated in these
moments, echoing his own (albeit self-serving) statements that the
gratuitous sadism of the men emerges from a ‘monstrous pity’ that in
the absence of alternatives can only be transformed into aggression.
He concludes:
If the terrible massacres of the East prove one thing,
paradoxically, it is the awful, inalterable solidarity of humanity
… Their reactions, their violence, their alcoholism, the nervous
depressions, the suicides, my own sadness, all that demonstrated
that the other exists, exists as an other, as a human, and that no
will, no ideology, no amount of stupidity or alcohol can break
this bond, tenuous but indestructible. [147]
On a metafictional and metacritical level, this assertion can also be
read as an acknowledgement that exposure to the specific other of the
perpetrator in Holocaust texts, like exposure to the other in a broader
ethical sense, does not guarantee an ethical response. These passages
thus highlight the degree to which no form of encounter is inherently
‘ethical’ in the sense that it results in ethical consequences, but may,
rather, be ‘ethical’ in its confrontation of the reader/viewer with a
responsibility, in this case a responsibility to negotiate a series of issues
concerning complicity, national identity and one’s own practice as a
reader. These are responsibilities that may be evaded or unrecognised,
a possibility that figures like Lanzmann and Friedländer appear to
view as unacceptable (for example, in Lanzmann’s refusal to show a
film about the Nazi doctor Eduard Wirths on the grounds, essentially,
that viewers may not be able to respond ethically).51 In what seems
like an obvious point, however, without choice we are no longer in
the realm of the ethical. Attempts to censor provocative
representations are in this sense, however well meaning, attempts to
limit rather than reinforce individual ethical responsibility. Novels
like The Kindly Ones, then, install an ethics of encounter whose
disturbing and unsettling nature is itself the locus of their ‘ethics’,
recalling George Steiner’s statement of his novel The Portage to San
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Cristobal of A.H. – which ends with a disturbingly eloquent and
unrefuted self-justification on the part of Adolf Hitler – that ‘It is just
this wonder, this anguish, which constitutes the impact and freedom
of a literary text’.52
NOTES
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2.
3.
4.
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15.
16.
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18.
19.
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Grossman, See Under: Love, 280–1.
McGlothlin, ‘Theorizing the Perpetrator’, 213.
Lanzmann, ‘The Obscenity of Understanding’, 206–7.
Lyotard, The Differend, 106.
Suleiman, ‘When the Perpetrator Becomes a Reliable Witness’, 2.
On this scarcity, see ibid., 1.
See Ezrahi, ‘Acts of Impersonation’, 7–38, and this collection in its entirety as a catalogue
of, and response to, the artworks featured in this exhibition.
Schlink, The Reader; Amis, Time’s Arrow.
See McGlothlin, ‘Theorizing the Perpetrator’, 217–19, 220. Suleiman also discusses the
degree to which Amis’s narrative strategies function to distance the reader from the
perpetrator’s perspective (Suleiman, ‘When the Perpetrator Becomes a Reliable Witness’, 2),
though it should be noted that her reading differs somewhat from McGlothlin’s analysis of
Amis’s novel.
This consciousness has been linked by critics both to Unverdorben’s soul and to the
consequence of psychic splitting – see Vice, Holocaust Fiction, 24–37, for a discussion of
these readings.
Amis, Time’s Arrow, 15.
This lack of capacity for independent action is emphasised in the statement that, ‘I speak
without volition, in the same way that I do everything else’ (ibid., 14).
This interpretive distancing presents an interesting contrast to Amis’ writings about the 9/11
perpetrators, with the short story ‘The Last Days of Muhammad Atta’, for instance, positing
a unitary ‘core reason’ behind the hijackers’ behaviour – see Amis, ‘The Last Days of
Muhammad Atta’, 95–124.
Timm, In My Brother’s Shadow, 112.
Waller, Becoming Evil, xvii; Browning, Ordinary Men, xx. For an overview of perpetrator
historiography, including recent developments, see Szejnmann, ‘Perpetrators of the
Holocaust: A Historiography’, 25–54.
On this point, see also Razinsky, ‘History, Excess and Testimony’, 78. For a review of
conventional perspectives on empathy and narrative technique, see Keen, Empathy and the
Novel, x, 96–7.
Razinsky, ‘History, Excess and Testimony’, 71–2. See also Suleiman, ‘When the Perpetrator
Becomes a Reliable Witness’, 5, for a discussion of Aue’s ‘distance’.
Littell, The Kindly Ones, 107. Hereafter, page references will be given in parentheses in the
text.
Sanyal, ‘Reading Nazi Memory’, 48.
On these issues, see Razinsky, ‘Not the Witness We Wished For’, 180.
Ezrahi, ‘Acts of Impersonation’, 19.
Van Alphen, ‘Playing the Holocaust’, 82. Also evoked is Wayne Booth’s suggestion that
‘[p]owerful narratives provide our best criticism of other powerful narratives, our best
antidote against any one thoughtlessly adopted role’ – Booth, The Company We Keep, 282.
On this point, see also Sanyal, ‘Reading Nazi Memory’, 49, 53.
Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern, 24.
Ibid., 29.
Helene’s name in this respect signifies in marked contrast to Una’s, whose name reinforces
Max’s problematic desire for a narcissistic unity between them.
Theweleit, ‘On the German Reaction to Jonathan Littell’s Les Bienveillantes’, 24; Suleiman,
‘When the Perpetrator Becomes a Reliable Witness’, 12.
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27. See Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern, 22–3, 28.
28. See, for example, Nussbaum’s statement, in discussion of Henry James, that ‘By identifying
with [fictional characters] and allowing ourselves to be surprised …, we become more
responsive to our own life’s adventure, more willing to see and to be touched by life’, and
that ‘a novel, just because it is not our life, places us in a moral position that is favorable for
perception and shows us what it would be like to take up that position in life’ – Nussbaum,
‘“Finely Aware and Richly Responsible”’, 162. For a critique of Nussbaum’s arguments, see
Eaglestone, Ethical Criticism, 42–52.
29. Klaus Theweleit, for example, has observed the ‘ocean of ooze, sperm, blood, and shit’
present in the novel – Theweleit, ‘On the German Reaction to Jonathan Littell’s Les
Bienveillantes’, 23. I employ the concept of abjection as delineated by Julia Kristeva, namely,
as a reaction of simultaneous revulsion and desire issuing from bodily or quasi-bodily
phenomena that disturb ‘identity, system, order’ and do not ‘respect borders, positions,
rules’, recalling the state of continuity with the maternal preceding differentiation and
subjecthood – Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 4.
30. See Amis, Time’s Arrow, 18, 73, 125, 132, and ‘The Last Days of Muhammad Atta’, 97,
118–19.
31. The connection between the excremental and Max’s ‘more general problems with
distinguishing inside and outside’ has also been noted by von Koppenfels in ‘Kommissbrot’,
928.
32. On this point, see Mendelsohn, ‘Transgression’, 18–20.
33. As Margaret-Anne Hutton points out, references to Vietnam replace references to Algeria in
Littell’s original French – see Hutton, ‘Jonathan Littell’s Les Bienveillantes’, 12.
34. See, for example, Littell, The Kindly Ones, 667–8.
35. On the issue of the novel’s resonance with recent American atrocities such as Abu Ghraib,
see Golsan, ‘The American Reception of Max Aue’, 181–2.
36. See Sanyal, ‘Reading Nazi Memory’, 57–64.
37. Aeschylus, The Oresteia.
38. Ascherson, ‘Such Amateurishness…’, 13.
39. See Waller, Becoming Evil, 61ff.
40. See Mendelsohn, ‘Transgression’, 18–20; von Koppenfels, ‘Kommissbrot’, 932–7; and
Suleiman, ‘When the Perpetrator Becomes a Reliable Witness’, 16–19.
41. For a useful overview of the novel’s matrix of intertextual allusions, see Razinsky, ‘Not the
Witness We Wished For’, 177–8.
42. Lermontov, A Hero of Our Time. This intertextual association is also noted by Sanyal.
43. Eventually the two narratives diverge in outcome, as Aue’s duel never takes place, following
the intervention of his superior officer (288).
44. Lermontov, ‘Author’s Preface’, A Hero of Our Time, 19–20.
45. I echo here Newton’s suggestion, in Narrative Ethics, 11, that: ‘One faces a text as one
might face a person, having to confront the claims raised by that very immediacy, an
immediacy of contact, not of meaning.’ By ‘Levinasian ethics’ I refer to Emmanuel Levinas’s
thesis that the encounter with the Other represented by the act of ‘facing’ calls into being
what he terms ‘an unexceptionable responsibility, preceding every free consent, every pact,
every contract’, a process that precedes, and constitutes, (ethical) subjectivity as such –
Levinas, Otherwise than Being, or Beyond Essence, 88.
46. For a discussion of Nussbaum’s position, see above.
47. Newton, Narrative Ethics, 66.
48. Razinsky, ‘History, Excess and Testimony’, 79; Sanyal, ‘Reading Nazi Memory’, 51.
49. Razinsky, ‘History, Excess and Testimony’, 79.
50. Sanyal, ‘Reading Nazi Memory’, 52–3.
51. See Lanzmann, ‘The Obscenity of Understanding’, 208, in addition to the response of one
audience member critical of the paternalistic act of censorship Lanzmann exercises (214).
See also Friedländer, Reflections of Nazism, 113–14.
52. Steiner quoted in Friedländer, Reflections of Nazism, 113.
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Claude Lanzmann’s Einsatzgruppen
Interviews
SUE VICE
This essay considers some of the discarded footage from Claude
Lanzmann’s film Shoah that records his encounters with the
perpetrators of genocide.1 At nine-and-a-half hours in length, the film
is long enough to be shown in several sections when it is screened in
cinemas, but this considerable running-time in fact represents a
distillation of more than 250 hours of footage shot by Lanzmann during
the ten years of Shoah’s filming. Shoah took on the particular form we
know today as a result of a long process of cutting and editing.
Although Lanzmann has argued, in auteurist fashion, that no-one
should watch the discarded footage but concentrate on Shoah itself,2 I
suggest that the outtakes cast fascinating light on the final version of the
film by the very fact of their exclusion. This is certainly the case of the
interviews Lanzmann undertook in Germany in 1975 with two former
Einsatzgruppen members, and I will explore the possible reasons for
their absence from the final version of Shoah.
Much of the unused footage from Shoah is held in the Steven
Spielberg archive – ironically enough, given Lanzmann’s view of the
American director3 – at the United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum, and extracts are available to view on the Museum’s website.
These rushes show that the kinds of eyewitness, such as ghetto leaders
and rescuers, that Lanzmann is accused of omitting from Shoah were
indeed interviewed, including two members of the Einsatzgruppen:
Heinz Schubert and Karl Kretschmer. The Einsatzgruppen were the
mobile killing squads who followed the Wehrmacht into the Soviet
Union in 1941, and murdered by shooting 1.3 million Jews and others
judged to be enemies of the Nazis on ‘racial’ and ideological grounds.
Since critics and Lanzmann himself have lamented the Einsatzgruppen’s
omission from Shoah, we might ask why these two encounters were
edited out. Commentators have speculated about the reasons, which are
judged to include the paucity of material that Lanzmann was able to
gather, and the fact that he was assaulted by the family of one of his
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Einsatzgruppen interviewees, Heinz Schubert, when they discovered
that he was secretly filming. Although this assault prompted
Lanzmann’s caution in future encounters – for instance, that in Shoah
with Franz Grassler, the former Deputy to the Commissioner for the
Warsaw Ghetto, was conducted with Grassler’s full knowledge and
participation – Lanzmann’s equipment and the Schubert footage
survived. Remarkably, the moment of discovery and the prelude to the
assault were themselves recorded.
Lanzmann’s conception of the value of perpetrator testimony is
different from that of historians such as Christopher Browning. Since
perpetrators’ words are usually limited to the literal testimony of the
courtroom, it is not surprising that in his work on Eichmann’s official
testimonies Browning has felt the need to offer a methodology for
deciding on the reliability and use of perpetrator testimony. This
includes the application of four ‘tests’: that telling the truth should be in
the speaker’s interest; that the testimony shows ‘unusual attention to
details of visual memory’; the possibility test, which involves
determining where other sources do not contradict the detail given; and
the probability test, where other sources positively back it up.4 While
Browning acknowledges that a historian’s use of Eichmann’s testimony
needs justifying since his words are likely to be a ‘conglomeration of
faulty memories … and calculated lies for legal defense and selfjustification’,5 this is just what Lanzmann might welcome. He does not
look to interviews with perpetrators for additions to the historical record
or the detail of individual autobiography, nor, as he has stated, insight
into the psychology of former Nazis.6 Rather than a recapturing of the
past by an eyewitness, Lanzmann seeks the moment when that witness is
him- or herself recaptured by the past in the present moment.
Lanzmann seeks two specifically filmic effects that take place as we
watch: a reincarnation of the past in the present, of the kind that we
witness in Shoah when the former camp guard Franz Suchomel sings the
Treblinka Sonderkommandos’ song; and a way of hearing about those
who died, their last words and actions, from those who were
eyewitnesses. In Shoah, it is often perpetrators who had such a closequarters view of the victims, as we see when Suchomel recounts what
happened during people’s last moments in the Tunnel at Treblinka. Thus
Lanzmann is freed from establishing factual reliability; rather, he creates
an aesthetic and philosophical artefact that includes perpetrator
testimony in all its inaccuracy and self-justification. Since both of the
Einsatzgruppen interviews that Lanzmann undertook were cut short –
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one on account of the assault, the other because of the subject’s
reluctance to keep talking – we see only the beginning of the process of
soliciting these effects.
In his autobiography, Lanzmann argues that had he not succeeded in
secretly filming Franz Suchomel as well as recording him, he would have
included in Shoah the sound of Suchomel’s voice over a montage of
photographs of present-day Treblinka.7 This might sound as if Jean-Luc
Godard, a filmmaker with whom Lanzmann has had differences of
opinion over the use of archive footage, is correct to accuse the director
of Shoah of a preference for dialogue over image.8 However, as is evident
in the encounter with Suchomel and throughout Shoah, it is the very
relationship between what we see and hear, the dialogue and the miseen-scène, that constitutes its meaning. This is equally true of the
Einsatzgruppen interviews, despite Lanzmann’s centring them on the
phrases from trial transcripts and wartime letters home.
Heinz Schubert: Words and Images
The first of the two encounters with former Einsatzgruppen members
is Lanzmann’s interview with Heinz Hermann Schubert, who
declared at the 1947 Nuremberg Einsatzgruppen Trials that he was a
descendent of the composer of the same name. The 99-minute-long
encounter ends, shockingly, when the sons of this former Nazi realise
that their father is being clandestinely filmed. From Lanzmann’s
autobiography, we learn that he and the translator, Corinna Coulmas,
effected a dramatic escape from the Schubert home by car, but he had
to spend several weeks in hospital as a result of the beating he
underwent at the hands of the ‘four Colossus’, Schubert’s two sons
and their friends. Lanzmann was forbidden by a German court from
using any of the footage, having broken the law: not by secretly
filming a former Einsatzgruppen Trial defendant, but by illicitly using
the airwaves – or, as Lanzmann satirically puts it, for daring to use ‘die
deutsche Luft’ without permission.9
During the war Schubert was adjutant, in charge of
communications, to Otto Ohlendorf in Einsatzgruppe D in the
Crimea between May 1941 and June 1942, as part of a unit that
committed around 130,000 murders. It was not claimed at his trial
that Schubert’s role was that of a hands-on executioner; it is unlikely
that he fired even a single shot. He was, rather, what the historian
Hilary Earl has called a ‘hybrid perpetrator’, a category she identifies
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FIGURE 1. HEINZ HERMANN SCHUBERT, 1976.

as a combination of ‘desk and first-hand murderers’ not required ‘to
pull the trigger themselves’ but who were ‘physically present at the
killing sites’.10
At Nuremberg, Schubert was found guilty on all counts as charged,
of crimes against humanity, war crimes and membership of criminal
organisations (the SS and SD), and sentenced to death; however, this
was commuted to a ten-year sentence, and, as Schubert observes to
Lanzmann, he was released from prison as early as December 1951,
for ‘time served’. Schubert’s sentence was changed so dramatically
because he claimed that when he stood in for Ohlendorf, he did not
supervise but only inspected executions. Schubert’s trial focused
particularly on what the presiding judge Michael Musmanno calls ‘the
Christmas of Simferopol’,11 a massacre of 14,000 Jews and others,
including the 800 gypsies whose murder Schubert particularly
described in court.12 The detailed description Schubert gave of his
activities at Simferopol, which included overseeing the transportation
of gypsies, blocking the road from public view, and gathering the
victims’ valuables in an orderly fashion before they were shot, was
intended by his defence counsel to demonstrate his lack of culpability,
but, of course, simply confirmed it. As Musmanno puts it, there was
no doubt that ‘Schubert was taking an active part in mass murder’.13
This event took place between 11 and 13 December 1941 on the
orders of Field Marshal von Manstein, who insisted that Simferopol be
cleared of Jews ‘by Christmas’. As Andrej Angrick argues of
Ohlendorf, echoing Earl’s commentary, it is unlikely that Schubert
himself fired even a single shot; like his ‘boss’, he is more likely to have
‘monitored’ executions, and may have ‘[given] commands, consoled
“weaker” subordinates, and praised more robust personalities’.14
At his trial Schubert sought to ‘dilute’15 the force of his original
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affidavit, in which he had described his role in the Simferopol
massacre by using the verb ‘supervise’ on seven occasions, and he was
allowed to amend the affidavit to this effect: ‘supervise’ became
‘inspect’.16 The reduction of Schubert’s death-sentence took place as
part of a ‘Christmas commutation’ under the US High Commissioner
for Germany, John McCloy, which, ironically, undid the punishment
for the ‘Christmas massacre’. The verbal sophistry of claiming such a
moral distinction between supervision and inspection is even clearer
in the original German, where the sound of the words as well as their
meaning is very similar. During the interview with Lanzmann, Frau
Schubert insists that at the massacre in Simferopol her husband
deputised ‘zu einer Besichtigung und nicht zu einer Beaufsichtigung’
(‘for an inspection and not a supervision’).17 In Lanzmann’s dramatic
version of this moment as related in his autobiography, he describes
Frau Schubert, now mindful of the secret recording, crying out to her
husband, ‘Shut up, you idiot, it was because of that “auf” that you
were condemned to death’,18 and it is indeed as if this syllable of three
letters saved Schubert from death by hanging.19
In the filmed encounter, Frau Schubert elaborates, as if
ventriloquising her husband: ‘in the one case I have responsibility; in
the other, I do not’. Although Frau Schubert has hammered home the
distinction by this point in the interview, we hear the question posed
yet again by Lanzmann, in a daring mixture of surface naiveté with
underlying scepticism: ‘What is the difference between inspecting and
supervising?’20 Schubert’s wife is out of shot for almost the entirety of
the interview but she is sufficiently vigilant on her husband’s behalf
for Lanzmann to describe her as one of those wives of former Nazis
whose husbands were like ‘lambs’ (des agneaux)21 in their presence.
This comparison is made with an element of gender condescension on
Lanzmann’s part, but will appear to be ironically apt when we learn
in the encounter with Karl Kretschmer that it is the invocation of a
lamb, and particularly its skin, that both conjures up and conceals the
bodies of murdered Jews. Referring to one of those responsible for
the Jews’ murder as a ‘lamb’ is to remind us of the perpetrators’ own
transformation of guilt into self-pity.
Lanzmann’s goal here is one of making a filmic artefact out of the
verbal record of a particular kind of testimony, that from Schubert’s
trial, and this linguistic moment is at the heart of the encounter. Yet,
pace Godard, the imagery is inextricable from the dialogue. The miseen-scène during the 99 minutes with Schubert is literally boring, since
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FIGURE 2. THE ‘DESK MURDERER’.

it is for the most part still and unchanging. The footage is shot from
a static, although not always stable, position: the viewpoint itself does
not change, but the bag in which the camera is hidden is moved
around. In an ironic reflection on the past, we see the ‘desk-murderer’
Schubert sitting once more at a table, albeit a domestic one covered
in lace mats with a large floral arrangement beside it. Schubert’s
unexceptional, well-preserved appearance (he was 62 when the
interview took place in 1976), shown as he is in an unchanging
medium-shot, dressed for summer in a short-sleeved shirt and taking
his glasses on and off as he talks, is the ideal counterpart to the
banality of this excuse and the enormity it covers up. The absence of
any visual trace, in the sense of archive footage, or spoken
acknowledgement of responsibility for mass murder, are perfectly
matched. To echo Godard’s disparaging verdict on Shoah, the viewer
sees and hears ‘nothing’22 – and there lies its power.
Lanzmann’s interest in the transformation of ‘supervise’ into
‘inspect’ at Schubert’s trial seems to rest on its being the epitome of
self-delusion, as well as the ability of linguistic nicety to mask
genocide. In related vein, he goes on to ask Schubert what he meant
at Nuremberg by another phrase, ‘seelische Belastung’. Schubert used
this term at his trial to refer to the ‘psychic strain’ undergone by the
executioners. In Schubert’s words from the trial transcript:
I know that it was of the greatest importance to Ohlendorf to
have the persons who were to be shot killed in the most humane
and military manner possible because otherwise – in other
methods of killing – the moral strain [seelische Belastung] would
have been too great for the execution squad.23
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Musmanno calls this a ‘splendid demonstration of humanitarianism’,
ensuring that the executions were conducted humanely: ‘that is,
humanely – for the executioners’.24 As well as the phrase’s capturing
of such a moral reversal, Lanzmann is intrigued by the hint it gives of
a suppressed ‘inner conflict’, as he puts it, which Schubert describes
elsewhere as a ‘constant struggle between duty and personal feelings’.25
Lanzmann came upon the phrase ‘seelische Belastung’ in Raul
Hilberg’s The Destruction of the European Jews,26 where it fits well
with Hilberg’s eye for the horrible logic of atrocity and his emphasis
on the ‘essential’ role played in the killings by the kind of psychological
self-justification27 that we hear throughout Schubert’s utterances. The
very airing of the phrase ‘moral’ or ‘psychic strain’ in Lanzmann’s
encounter with Schubert suggests that there was something for the
latter’s ‘psyche’ to be ‘strained’ by, and Frau Schubert is once more
vigilant about such an implication of responsibility:
FRAU SCHUBERT: He underwent psychic strain because he knew
what was happening … because he had to deal with this sitting
at his desk – and not because he was there in person to lead the
executions.
For Lanzmann, the phrase ‘seelische Belastung’ sums up the moral
horror of the perpetrators’ view that they were heroically steeling
themselves for an essential duty, but is also of interest for its hint that
the massacres did trouble even the ideologically deluded. The viewer
can only imagine that Lanzmann is aiming for a moment’s reprise of
moral or animal pity, or indeed its absence, as a moment of
reincarnation, by questioning Schubert about the official discourse of
the trial. The importance of the notion of ‘seelische Belastung’ for
Lanzmann is clear when he tries in the later interview to elicit a
response from Kretschmer too by using the phrase several times, but
to no avail.
Lanzmann reads out a third phrase from Schubert’s trial,
continuing his faux-naif masquerade, concerning the ‘humane and
military fashion’ in which Ohlendorf insisted the massacres be
conducted. Schubert is induced to admit that the ‘military’ method
did not just refer to the platoon that conducted the massacre but to
the method of killing, using pistols and guns. This clarification shows
the success of Lanzmann’s appeal for description. In Schubert’s
remarks about the ‘military’ executions, he slides towards an
admission of his involvement:
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SCHUBERT: Just like any execution … instead of taking place in
front of a wall, there was a big ditch at Simferopol called the
Tartars’ Ditch, a big … er … ditch that crossed the whole of the
Crimea…
LANZMANN: A tank ditch?
SCHUBERT: Yes, against-against the…
However, at the very moment that Schubert describes the Tartars’
Ditch a rupture takes place within the encounter itself. Physical
violence returns in an unexpected and shocking manner in present
time at the end of the film. At this moment and out of shot, one of
Schubert’s sons suddenly enters the room and accuses Lanzmann and
Coulmas of taping his father – ‘something really isn’t right, you’re
transmitting the conversation outside’ – and the video ends abruptly
(Coulmas seizes the bag containing the camera), leaving only the
soundtrack (Lanzmann is still wired for sound). The viewer hears
Lanzmann’s voice as he denies any knowledge of the VW van outside
the house and defends Coulmas’ bag when Schubert junior demands
to search it, while Frau Schubert insists that the police be called. The
tape then abruptly ends.
This sharp shift from bourgeois niceties to physical violence is not
so much a reproduction or equivalent of the violence of the past, but
rather emphasises what is at stake for Schubert in revisiting that past.
Indeed, it makes the viewer think back to the ideological conviction
implied by Schubert’s references during the conversation to his own
biography. In October 1934 he became a civilian employee of the SD
and a member of the SS, was a member of Einsatzgruppe D between
May 1941 and June 1942, and worked for the SD until the war’s
end.28 Like many of his Einsatzgruppen colleagues, Schubert joined
the Nazi Party early, in 1934 at the age of 20, having been a Hitler
Youth member throughout his teens; he refers to himself as ‘a member
of a generation born during the First World War’,29 and thus can be
judged to fall into the category of ‘the generation without limits’ who,
in Earl’s estimate, formed the ideologically radical backbone of the
Nazi Party.30 For Musmanno, membership of the Nazis’ ‘lawless’
organisations established Schubert’s guilt, which was only ‘intensified’
by his participation in the ‘obviously criminal’ activities of
Einsatzgruppe D.31
In the filmed conversation, even the ‘small-talk’32 between
Lanzmann and Frau Schubert that prefaces the interview does not in
retrospect so much offer a shocking contrast to the encounter’s end,
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as prepare the viewer for it by implying, at times by symbol or
analogy, a troubling allegiance to the past. Before Schubert himself
appears, Lanzmann and Schubert’s wife, ‘an imposing matron’,33 in
the former’s condescending phrase, converse. Frau Schubert regrets
the late flowering of the apple trees in South Tyrol, where she and her
husband have been holidaying, and finds the flatness of Ahrensburg
hard to get used to after Augsburg in Bavaria where they used to live.
Lanzmann reminds us in his autobiography that the Tyrol is an area
particularly frequented by ex-Nazis, and acidly describes another
former Nazi leaving the ‘paradise’ of Augsburg.34 Later in the
conversation Schubert likens the area which the ‘surprisingly small’35
number of 500 Einsatzgruppe D commandos had to cover in the
Crimea, with what the viewer may take to be unconscious aptness, to
Bavaria. Frau Schubert speaks highly of Munich, that former Nazi
stronghold, and disparagingly of Hamburg, where there is ‘nothing’
(it was heavily bombed by the Allies in 1943) in contrast to Augsburg
where ‘many things have been conserved’; she and her husband have
never been to Paris but, as Lanzmann observes with what can only
sound like an implicit contrast to the war, ‘you can get to Paris very
quickly now, very quickly’.
Finally, after her husband has joined them, Frau Schubert offers
Lanzmann two kinds of soft drink and observes, ‘mixed together it’s
delicious’ (‘gut schmeckt gemischt’). It may seem far-fetched, yet is
also irresistible, to hear this recommendation as a reminder of an
earlier era’s ferocious outlawing of other kinds of ‘mixing’, in the
Nazis’ elaborate categorisation of ‘Mischlinge’, or ‘half-breeds’. Later
in the conversation the mixed drink is once more the site of
incongruous but meaningful juxtaposition. Schubert’s observation
that the defendants at the Einsatzgruppen Trial were not allowed
access to particular documents – ‘we were always … in the wrong …
you see’ – is followed, as if in ironic response, by Lanzmann’s remark
to Frau Schubert, ‘oh yes, it’s delicious, many thanks’. These hints at
an unburied past lay bare both historically and symbolically a
surreptitious fealty to an outlawed ideology. The viewer may be
reminded of Shoah and the apparently inconsequential request
Lanzmann puts to Josef Oberhauser, the only person convicted for
crimes committed at the death camp Belzec, in the Munich beer hall
where he works, to say how many quarts of beer he sells per day.
Oberhauser responds as if to an unuttered question instead: ‘I’d
rather not. I have my reasons’. If the Schuberts’ physical assault on
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Lanzmann is a version of ‘resurrection’, it is one that far exceeds
either the ‘working through’ or ‘acting out’ of the past that Dominick
LaCapra claims the director seeks throughout Shoah.36
Murder is present in the Schuberts’ suburban living-room, although
it is not visible. What we do most obviously see in Heinz Schubert’s
interview are the effects of secret filming, that is, the concealment of the
microphone-sized camera in its customised bag and the attachment of a
microphone to Lanzmann’s tie. These techniques are abundantly
apparent to us as spectators in their effects, and are responsible for the
look of the shot, its static nature, the invisibility of Lanzmann apart from
the occasional glimpse of his leg, and the scratchy, unreliable quality of
the black and white image. The soundtrack, in which Lanzmann’s voice
sounds out loudly while Schubert’s is hard to hear, is similarly the
product of the recording conditions. Our perception of space is likewise
affected by the hidden camera, and we have to work out where everyone
else is positioned by the direction of Schubert’s gaze and the sound of
others’ voices. As an unexpected consequence of this almost automatic
filming, Schubert catches the viewer’s look several times in the second
half of the conversation in an eyeline match. As well as the usual reasons
why this is an unsettling experience, such as its breaking the illusion of
a self-contained filmic world, and either exposing the fictionality or
emphasising the self-consciousness of the diegesis, here it is uncanny also
because the viewer knows that it is accidental. The secrecy of the filming
is reproduced in the nature of the look in this fragment.
Karl Kretschmer: Reincarnating the Dead
Despite the high personal cost of the interview with Schubert, Lanzmann
undertook a second secretly filmed interview with a former
Einsatzgruppen member, Karl Kretschmer. Kretschmer had been an
administrative ‘specialist’ and shooter in Einsatzgruppe C, which he
joined in late 1942; at his trial in Darmstadt in 1968, Kretschmer was
acquitted for lack of evidence. Lanzmann approached Kretschmer
thinking that he had been involved in Einsatzgruppe C’s Babi Yar
massacre of 33,771 Jews over two days in September 1941, but that
took place a year before Kretschmer joined up, as the latter makes clear
in the interview: ‘Gottseidank’, as he puts it.
As with Schubert’s trial transcript, in Kretschmer’s case Lanzmann
was interested in capturing visually the words of the past. In this
instance, the words are drawn from anterior testimony of an unwitting
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FIGURE 3. KARL KRETSCHMER FILMED BY A HIDDEN CAMERA, 1976.

kind: Kretschmer wrote a series of letters from Ukraine to his family
back in Berlin in 1942, in which the sentiments and linguistic registers
are often disturbingly mixed. Kretschmer writes, ‘But you can trust your
Daddy. He thinks about you all the time and is not shooting
immoderately’; while an assurance that his wife Sonja need not worry
about the adequacy of his clothing is followed by the observation, ‘We
can get everything here. The clothes belonged to people who are no
longer alive today.’37
The Kretschmer footage is in colour, and in three parts: a prefatory
section in Lanzmann’s hotel room; an initial conversation with
Kretschmer at which Lanzmann and Bernard Aubuoy, the soundrecordist, are present and which ends because the interviewee goes back
into his house; and a second conversation on the same day when
Lanzmann returns to Kretschmer’s home with his interpreter Corinna
Coulmas. The first conversation is filmed by the secret camera hidden in
a bag positioned at ground-level, resulting in the accidental melodrama
of canted, worm’s-eye view shots of Kretschmer from below, framed by
partial views of Lanzmann and Aubuoy. The second part is filmed
remotely from the VW van, and, like the prefatory sequence of
Lanzmann’s preparation for the interview, shows clearly the difference
between the accidental effects recorded by the hidden camera and the
design of a cinematographer.
In the prefatory sequence, Lanzmann is shown reflected in the hotelroom mirror as he reads aloud Kretschmer’s wartime letters home, the
suggestion of artifice preparing us for the role-play he will undertake; in
the second attempt at an interview, we see a gradual close-up on
Kretschmer, our view partially obscured by a rose-branch and its red
flower, and the sequence concludes with a lingering close-up on a
statuette, apparently a religious figure, on the wall of his house. In the
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FIGURE 4. KRETSCHMER FILMED FROM THE VAN.

longest and final section of the three-part interview, Lanzmann asks
Kretschmer about two details from his letters home: Kretschmer’s regret
that even though he was near the Black Sea he could not buy his wife the
local speciality, a Persianer, or astrakhan coat,38 as he had hoped; and the
observation that the Einsatzgruppen could not stand the sight of the
Blutwurst, or blood sausage, that was served as rations.
Lanzmann’s interview with Kretschmer is very different from that
with Schubert, for various reasons. Kretschmer has builders in, so
Lanzmann is safely outside the house and can speak more freely; with
Schubert he was surrounded by family members, and we know that this
led to a physical assault. Because of Kretschmer’s constant efforts to end
their conversation, Lanzmann uses the shock tactics of sudden changes
of subject (‘Did you know Blobel?’),39 loaded questions (‘What do you
think now of the mass execution of the Jews?’), leading questions (‘Was
it hard?’), and knowing references to the past. Although Schubert had
been a younger and more radical Nazi than Kretschmer, as is clear from
Kretschmer’s past record as well as his demeanour in the interview, this
did not prevent the latter’s becoming a hands-on murderer in 1942. In
contrast to Schubert, Kretschmer asks if he is being filmed, then lets the
subject drop when Lanzmann assures him otherwise; he takes in his
stride Lanzmann’s statement that he is a Jew; and Lanzmann’s effrontery
in offering to find an astrakhan coat for Frau Kretschmer after all these
years makes Kretschmer exclaim, ‘Ach, du lieber Gott!’ and laugh
heartily. Kretschmer joined the Nazi Party late, in 1940, was refused
entry to the SS due to failing its ‘ideological training’, and was as a result
barred from the Luftwaffe. His posting to Einsatzgruppe C as the head
of administration in Sonderkommando 4a was something of a
punishment, albeit also a second chance.40 In the same way that he
attempted to join the SS in order to ‘fit in’, Kretschmer made his own
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decision to take part in the Crimean massacres.41 Indeed, as Helmut
Langerbein points out, earlier failures may have made ‘specialists’ such
as Kretschmer redouble their efforts, in order to advance their standing,
as the latter writes in a letter on 15 October 1942:
I have already told you about the shooting – that I could not say
‘no’ here either. But they’ve more or less said they’ve finally found
a good chap to run the administrative side of things. The last one
was by all accounts a coward. That’s the way people are judged
here.42
It may appear that the Einsatzgruppen sequences in the outtakes of
Shoah consist of an accidental and therefore documentary record.
However, staging does take place in the Schubert and Kretschmer
encounters, as well as in the other secretly filmed interviews in Shoah,
just as it does in the interviews with Abraham Bomba in the re-opened
barber’s shop and with Henryk Gawkowski on a re-activated stretch of
rail track. Although in the clandestinely filmed instances the protagonist
is not party to such a staging, the sequences are nonetheless part of a
‘fiction du réel’,43 a ‘fiction of the real’, in Lanzmann’s celebrated phrase.
He wrote letters to 30 former Nazis requesting interviews in the persona
of the apparently Catholic Claude-Marie Sorel, in whose name he had
obtained a false passport, purporting to be from the ‘Centre for the
Study and Research of Contemporary History’ at the University of Paris
where he claimed that an archive of oral histories was being compiled.
‘Sorel’ gave as his home address that of the office of Les temps
modernes,44 the journal founded by Jean-Paul Sartre that Lanzmann has
edited for more than 50 years.
‘Dr Sorel’ is most consistently present in the encounter with Schubert,
and in Shoah in the interview with Walter Stier, who agreed to a meeting
with this ‘historian’ to tell him how the Reichsbahn had managed to
carry out its work during the war.45 Sorel is a figure who shares a
surname with Stendhal’s protagonist in his novel Le rouge et le noir,46
and with Georges Sorel, a nineteenth-century French revolutionary.
Most crucially, however, as well as these fitting echoes, ‘Sorel’ lacks the
hint at Jewish origins that, according to Lanzmann, was ‘manifest’ for
Germans on hearing his own surname.47 Sorel’s identity is a fluid fiction,
constructed according to particular circumstances, as shown during the
conversation with Kretschmer when Lanzmann, in his guise as Sorel,
identifies himself as a Jew as a way of trying (unsuccessfully) to persuade
the former Einsatzgruppen
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officer to talk about the past. This profession of Jewishness is a lure to
get Kretschmer to speak: ‘We Jews want to understand what happened
then’. Lanzmann abruptly changes to what seems to be a satirical register
when he offers to pay Kretschmer with ‘Jüdisches Geld’ for his time.48 As
with much of his conversation with Kretschmer, this is a staged,
rhetorical gesture that presents a genuine offer, since Lanzmann did pay
at least three interviewees who appear in Shoah.49
Despite Kretschmer’s capacity for irony, albeit of a self-exculpatory
kind – he answers Lanzmann’s question about how many Jews he saw
killed by claiming that he did not have a diary with him in which to
record the numbers – he takes Lanzmann’s most theatrical interrogation
at face value in order to sidestep its implications. To Lanzmann’s query
about the phrase from Kretschmer’s letter of 27 September, ‘the Jewish
dealers are no longer alive’,50 by which he accounts for his failure to get
his wife an astrakhan coat, Kretschmer offers an explanation that simply
compounds the banality of atrocity in his letter:
KRETSCHMER: It’s very simple: when you want to buy something,
you need a shop, don’t you?
LANZMANN: Yes.
KRETSCHMER: And when there isn’t anyone to do any trading, you
can’t buy anything, can you? … And anyway, my wife didn’t want
an astrakhan coat, she wanted the skins to sew together herself …
she’s a seamstress.
Lanzmann gains the effect he seeks in this colossal case of missing the
point. Kretschmer speaks of the missing Jewish shopkeepers as if making
a neutral observation rather than one about the consequences of mass
murder; it is as if the bodies of the murdered Jewish shopkeepers are
metonymically present in the lamb-skins that Frau Kretschmer really
wanted. Equally, it is as if Lanzmann’s aggressive humour about trade –
his offer of the astrakhan coat and ‘Jewish money’ is followed by a
punning insistence that Kretschmer accept this ‘Sonderangebot’ (special
offer) in place of his former ‘Sonderkommando’ (special unit) –
associates him with the dead at least as much as his insistence on his
Jewishness. Not only is it the enactment of a stereotype, on this occasion
that of the ‘trader Jew’, as a way of exposing Kretschmer’s persistently
racially inflected thinking; it also conjures up the murdered Jewish
furriers and their shops, and the theft of the victims’ valuables that
formed a preliminary stage of the mass shootings. Lanzmann’s salvo is a
final attempt to get Kretschmer’s agreement to an interview: ‘Take my
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money!’ If reincarnation takes place during the encounter with
Kretschmer, it is most striking in Lanzmann’s own embodiment of the
Ukrainian Jews.
However, it is a phrase about the wartime rations of black pudding
that inspires Lanzmann’s most faux-naif questioning and Kretschmer’s
least successful deflection. On 15 October 1942 Kretschmer wrote in a
letter to his wife, ‘People get used to the sight of blood, but Blutwurst is
not very popular round here’.51 Lanzmann demands to know what
Kretschmer meant by this joke (‘Witz’). He asks twice what ‘Blutwurst’
is, feigning inquiry so effectively that even Coulmas can be heard, out of
shot, explaining in French that it is ‘boudin’, until he gets Kretschmer to
describe it thus: ‘It’s a sausage made mostly with blood, and which looks
black’. Lanzmann need hardly add:
LANZMANN: I think you mean that after a shooting, after an
execution, it was impossible to eat Blutwurst.
KRETSCHMER: i-i-i-i-i…
It is here, in Kretschmer’s incoherent stuttering (is he trying to utter
a sentence starting ‘ich’?), that the viewer witnesses and shares
something of another ‘resurrection’ of the past, in the form of the
perpetrator’s visceral disgust at the killing that nonetheless went morally
unquestioned. In the present, it signifies the return of the very subject
Kretschmer has been avoiding: that of mass murder. As Angrick argues
of a specific instance in Ukraine where the Blutwurst served for lunch
was rejected by Einsatzgruppen shooters, while ‘close by there were
victims awaiting imminent death’, such revulsion betokened only the
executioners’ self-pity and their conviction that ‘their superiors lacked
any concern for their interests when they were doing this “filthy
work”’.52 The self-pity implicit in Schubert’s description of mass-murder
as a seelische Belastung is repeated here and embodied in the blood
sausage.
Through insistence on animals’ skin and blood, Lanzmann brings the
reality of mass murder out into the open. The Blutwurst is a particularly
haunting reference, in its condensed signification of murder, cannibalism
and non-kosher food. Julia Kristeva argues that the Biblical laws
governing the slaughter of animals for food follow on from, and are
influenced by, the prohibition of murder, and quotes a verse from
Leviticus that seems to be an apt summary of the horror felt by the
Einsatzgruppen murderers at the sight of blood pudding: ‘For the life of
all flesh is in the blood thereof ’. The consumption of meat, in Kristeva’s

62

REPRESENTING PERPETRATORS IN HOLOCAUST LITERATURE AND FILM

words, acknowledges ‘a bent towards murder essential to human beings,
seen here under its most primordial or archaic aspect: devouring’.53
During the time of the ‘brazenly public and exceptionally brutal’54
Einsatzgruppen killings, blood was too close at hand as proof of murder
to be acceptable as a sign of food, lest the two become horrifyingly
confused. For the killers to eat Blutwurst in such circumstances was thus,
as Lanzmann puts it, ‘impossible’.
Food, particularly meat, is a recurrent trope in Holocaust literature,
precisely because of its threat abjectly to dissolve the boundaries between
different kinds of living being: one who consumes or destroys, and one
who is consumed or destroyed. In this sense the representation of food
is akin to that of animals in Holocaust literature, since the killing
sanctioned on the grounds of species difference may function to
defamiliarise racially sanctioned murder. Food is in any case a likely
trigger for abject moments of return to the pre-symbolic semiotic realm,
as a substance that transgresses the body’s supposedly secure borders. In
his novel Blood from the Sky, Piotr Rawicz draws on just this confusion,
sickening in itself, between human and animal, bodies and food, by
describing those about to be deported to Auschwitz as ‘live meat’, while
a station waiting-room resembles the ‘inside of a red sausage’ full of
‘white grubs’ moving about ‘with deadly slowness’.55 In his novel In My
Brother’s Shadow the German writer Uwe Timm represents the career of
the fictional protagonist Uwe’s father as a furrier during the war with
implicit irony. Once more a metonymic link is established between the
cutting and sewing of lamb skins for a Persianer, an astrakhan coat, and
the deaths of humans, when Uwe’s sister begins a relationship with a
‘Persian’ Jew who had survived the war. In Jonathan Littell’s novel The
Kindly Ones, the consumption of sausage and beer by the
Einsatzgruppen troops at Babi Yar also stands for an ambivalent attitude
towards the killing.56
Editing the Einsatzgruppen Interviews
It is important to remember that Lanzmann’s Einsatzgruppen interview
footage is raw data. Due to the nature of the secret filming, the
Einsatzgruppen encounters do not consist of edited shots but a
continuous stream of material in 11-minute sections. As well as existing
unedited – we cannot know how Lanzmann and his team of editors
would have cut, juxtaposed and crosscut the Einsatzgruppen interviews
– they lack the interleaving of landscape and location shots that would
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transform them into ‘fictions of the real’.57 Yet it is interesting to imagine
what such landscape footage might look like. If the interviews were
prepared for separate release today, like the added sequences of presentday Minsk and Byelorussian forests in Sobibór: 14 octobre 1943, 16
heures (2001), they might be set against film of the contemporary
locations of murder in Russia, Ukraine and Crimea, for instance at the
towns of Kursk, Zhytomyr and Simferopol, and also perhaps what
remains of the Einsatzgruppen training-camp at Pretzsch in Germany,
which Lanzmann mentions during his encounter with Schubert. There
seems to be filmic potential in Pretzsch’s recent history as home, until
1990, to a police dogs’ training school, its heritage railway station,58 and
historic hotel with eerily old-fashioned guest transport.
In the case of Ukraine, although Lanzmann disdains the phrase
‘Holocaust by bullets’,59 it is possible to imagine the words of Schubert
and Kretschmer about their exploits being uttered over footage of the
peaceful countryside in Ukraine that was the site of mass shootings; and
Lanzmann interviewing witnesses, who would have been children at the
time, about the precise locations of massacres.60 Rather than linking
sequences with travelling shots of trains, Saurer vans or the view from
Lanzmann’s filming-van, as they exist in Shoah, we might see instead
handheld footage of the roads out of towns and villages down which the
Einsatzgruppen’s victims walked or were driven in trucks, such as the
highway ‘Durchgangstrasse IV’ between Poland and southern Ukraine;
or the Tartars’ Ditch, the ancient earthwork running across the entrance
to the Crimean peninsula that acted as an initial defence against German
invasion and then as a site of mass murder, mention of which heralds the
end of Lanzmann’s conversation with Schubert. In this way, we would
see what one of Shoah’s editors, Ziva Postec, describes as the ‘“neutral”
images – a road, a forest, a camp’,61 that accompany individuals’ words
about death.
Kretschmer’s evasive answers to Lanzmann’s questions about the
astrakhan coat and Blutwurst present a rather different filmic challenge.
It is interesting to speculate how Lanzmann would have created an
edited, aesthetically polished version of the two potentially
reincarnatory moments in the encounter with Kretschmer, the lamb
skins and the Blutwurst, which are full of both abject detail and symbolic
potential, but spoken of in a deceptively domestic manner. Kretschmer’s
disavowals could be made to resemble a famous sequence from
Lanzmann’s film Sobibór, in which animals embody the death of the
Jews by reminding us of its masking. In Sobibór, Yehuda Lerner describes
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how the Nazis used the sound of a flock of geese honking to drown out
the cries of dying prisoners. As Lerner says this, we are not, of course,
shown imagery of the past, but see instead some very noisy geese in the
present. In a similar way, the Blutwurst in Kretschmer’s interview is not
only a metonym of human blood, but a signifier of the apparently less
tangible seelische Belastung: it is the perfect embodiment of the psychic
burden of murder. If we were to envisage present-day footage to
accompany Kretschmer’s words about the asktrakhan coat, it is possible
to imagine the use of material inspired by the kind of sentiment
expressed in a Sunday Times headline about the increased popularity of
astrakhan despite its brutal origins: ‘Aborted Lambs are New Fashion
Victims: Protesters Attack “Cruellest Trend”’;62 or footage from
Ukrainian villages such as present-day Tysmenytsia, where the fur
industry still flourishes despite the absence of such pre-war Jewish
furrier families as the Korns and Kreimitzes mentioned in the village’s
Yizkhor book.63 In relation to the Blutwurst, it is tempting to imagine that
an equally uncomfortable crossover between human and animal death
could be implied by footage of contemporary German restaurants
serving such regional specialities as ‘Himmel und Erde’, ‘Heaven and
Earth’, a dish of apple sauce, mashed potatoes and the – presumably
heavenly – Blutwurst; or ‘Tote Oma’, ‘Dead Grandma’, consisting of
Blutwurst served with liverwurst and potatoes.
Conclusion
Although Lanzmann has claimed that the shape of Shoah would not be
changed if the Einsatzgruppen were included,64 I believe that there is in
fact no place for the Einsatzgruppen interviews in its final cut. Shoah
focuses on the Polish death camps, where death by gassing took place,
and the trains that served them. The Einsatzgruppen murders, by
contrast, took place usually within walking distance of the victims’
homes, and on their native soil. Both genocidally and filmically, they
follow a different pattern of death. In the final version of the film, it is
the long-drawn-out process of destruction and its infrastructure that
preoccupies Lanzmann, in particular the victims’ travelling to death,
from ghetto to camp, or such long journeys as that from Corfu to
Poland. As Giacomo Lichtner puts it, Shoah is not just about murder, but
about industrialised murder,65 of a kind introduced precisely to replace
the shootings that were so ‘burdensome’ for their perpetrators. Not only
did Lanzmann film a relatively small amount of Einsatzgruppen
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perpetrator footage, but, crucially, there exist no matching interviews
with survivors of the mass shootings. Although Lanzmann succeeded in
tracking down Rivka Yossilevska, who had survived an Einsatzgruppen
aktion, at her home in Israel, she refused to be filmed.66
In Lanzmann’s Einsatzgruppen interviews, we see Kretschmer and
Schubert in the settings of mid-1970s German suburban life, outside the
former’s home, and in the latter’s living-room. This can only emphasise
the absence of any visible trace in these sequences of the actions both
men witnessed and undertook, as well as the comfortable post-war lives
of these perpetrators. As Dieter Pohl and Andrej Angrick put it, most of
the Einsatzgruppen leaders were not punished, but were ‘able to
continue a bourgeois life in the Federal Republic’.67 These secretly filmed
encounters with two former Einsatzgruppen officers show the extremes
of Lanzmann’s performative and interventionist interview styles and
emphasise the transference implicit in the encounters in Shoah. In
conversation with Schubert, Lanzmann takes up the role of the
undemonstratively attentive and enabling Dr Sorel, and there is a
shocking gulf between the politeness accorded to this persona, including
praise from Frau Schubert for his German accent, and the violence with
which the interview concludes. With Kretschmer, by contrast, Lanzmann
assumes a more outspoken and autobiographical role by informing the
interviewee of his relationship to the events they discuss, and by trying
to provoke a reincarnatory reaction from his interlocutor through satire
and provocation. These contrasts emphasise the fluid nature of
Lanzmann’s interviewing, and cast a new light on his statement about
Shoah that, ‘I have made the film and the film has made me’:68 rather
than suggesting that a monolithic auteur is at work, in each interview
‘Lanzmann’ is dialogically constructed anew.
If any doubt remains about the value of perpetrator testimony and its
tendency to transform guilt into victimhood, as we see in both the
Einsatzgruppen interviews, it may be useful to consider the historian
George Browder’s comment:
The self-pitying memories of the perpetrators are among the few
significant insights that we have into the evolution of their
behavior. Although the idea of perpetrator as victim rankles, one
must acknowledge that only the rare human being can participate
in massive inhumanity without suffering psychic strain.69
The viewer of such material as Lanzmann’s Einsatzgruppen interviews
may be prompted to return to the phrases perpetrators used to justify
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and mask mass murder, as well as those words about animal skin and
blood that go towards representing filmically the ‘psychic strain’ of mass
murder.
NOTES
1. The outtakes were created by Claude Lanzmann during the filming of Shoah and are used and
cited by permission of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and Yad Vashem, the
Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority, Jerusalem. Thanks to Jenni Adams,
Lawrence Douglas, Hilary Earl, Bruce Levy, Leslie Swift and Lindsay Zarwell for their help in
writing this essay. I am also indebted to the British Academy for a Small Research Grant awarded in relation to the project.
2. Interview with the author, 17 September 2009.
3. Lanzmann accused Spielberg of a ‘fabrication of archives’ in representing scenes from
Auschwitz in Schindler’s List, in his article, ‘Why Spielberg has Distorted the Truth’, 14.
4. Browning, Collected Memories, 10–12.
5. Ibid., 5.
6. Interview with the author.
7. Lanzmann, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 477; translations throughout are my own.
8. See Saxton, ‘Anamnesis and Bearing Witness’.
9. Lanzmann, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 481–2.
10. Earl, The Nuremberg SS-Einsatzgruppen Trial 1945–1958, 103.
11. Musmanno, The Eichmann Kommandos, 209.
12. Ibid., 211.
13. Ibid., 214.
14. Angrick, ‘The Men of Einsatzgruppe D’, 86.
15. Nuernberg Trials, Individual Judgements, Green Series, microfiche vol. 4, card 6, 583.
16. Schubert ‘made a correction [to ‘supervise’] on page one and initialed the correction, placed his
abbreviated name at the bottom of the first two pages and signed his full name at the bottom
of the last page’ (Nuernberg Trials, vol. 4, card 6, 583).
17. All quotations from the Einsatzgruppen interviews are my translations based on the German
and French transcripts held at the USHMM.
18. Lanzmann, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 481. It seems that Frau Schubert did know from an early
point in the interview that her husband was being recorded; a phone-call, audible during the
encounter, from a neighbour alerted her to the presence of the VW van outside the house,
although Lanzmann remained unchallenged until her sons arrived.
19. In German, the verb ‘besichtigen’ is used to refer to visiting a sight or tourist attraction, while
‘beaufsichtigen’ means to oversee or supervise, used for instance of a teacher in a playground.
Thanks to Beate Müller for discussing this with me.
20. Hilberg uses ‘supervise’ and ‘inspect’ interchangeably in The Destruction of the European Jews,
210.
21. Lanzmann, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 461.
22. Godard, quoted in Saxton, ‘Anamnesis and Bearing Witness’, 364.
23. Heinz Schubert, Final Statement, Nuernberg Trials, vol. 4, card 5, 410.
24. Musmanno, The Eichmann Kommandos, 211.
25. Schubert, Final Statement, 410.
26. Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews, 210. The phrase is so striking that it is also
quoted by Levin, The Holocaust, 258.
27. Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews, 217. As he puts it, ‘If a proposed action could
not be justified, it did not take place. Needless to say, the supply of reasons never ran out for
anti-Jewish measures’ (ibid.).
28. See also Schubert’s affidavit, Nuernberg Trials, vol. 4, card 3, 208.
29. Schubert, Final Statement, 409.
30. Earl, quoting Michael Wildt, The Nuremberg SS-Einsatzgruppen Trial, 60.
31. Musmanno, The Eichmann Kommandos, 209.
32. This phrase is used in the USHMM notes accompanying the film.
33. Lanzmann, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 479.
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34. Ibid., 279, 460.
35. The phrase is Lanzmann’s, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 23. Angrick gives the number of personnel
as 600, ‘The Men of Einsatzgruppe D’, 86.
36. LaCapra, ‘Lanzmann’s Shoah’.
37. Quoted in Klee, Dressen and Riess, eds, ‘Those Were the Days’, 167, 164.
38. ‘Persianer’ is mistranslated as ‘Persian rug’ in Klee et al., ‘Those Were the Days’, 164; the error
is repeated in Rhodes, Masters of Death, 220.
39. Paul Blobel was the commander of Einsatzgruppe C during its time at Babi Yar, but was
dismissed in January 1942 before Kretschmer’s arrival in Russia. Blobel was sentenced to death
at the Nuremberg Einsatzgruppen Trial where Schubert was also a defendant, and hanged in
1951.
40. Langerbein, Hitler’s Death Squads, 105, 124.
41. Ibid., 122.
42. Klee et al., ‘Those Were the Days’, 167. During the interview, when Lanzmann asks Kretschmer
what he meant by ‘coward’ in this letter he says he no longer knows.
43. Lanzmann, ‘Le Lieu et la parole’, 301.
44. Lanzmann, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 459. He received ten replies, five of which (including Walter
Stier’s) were positive, but none from any of the former Einsatzgruppen officers he had
contacted, including Eugen Steimle and Willi Seibert as well as Schubert and Kretschmer, on
whom he called unannounced.
45. Lanzmann, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 470.
46. Lanzmann quotes Julien Sorel’s words of ‘sublime simplicity’ in the moments before his death,
ibid., 393.
47. Ibid., 462.
48. The transcriber clearly could not believe their ears at this, and wrote ‘wirkliches Geld’ (‘real
money’); this has been corrected by hand to what Lanzmann actually says, ‘Jüdisches Geld’
(‘Jewish money’).
49. Lanzmann paid Suchomel the equivalent of 2,000; he also paid Frau Michelson and Walter
Stier, and we hear him offer 2,000 Deutschmarks to Karl Kretschmer during their encounter.
50. Klee et al., ‘Those Were the Days’, 164.
51. Ibid., 167.
52. Angrick, ‘The Men of Einsatzgruppe D’, 90–1. This dish was apparently widely served in the
occupied Soviet Union; Kretschmer spends some time explaining to Lanzmann the suitability
of Blutwurst as a foodstuff in wartime because it could be preserved and provided in a container.
53. Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 96.
54. Kruglov, ‘Jewish Losses in Ukraine, 1941–1944’, 273.
55. Rawicz, Blood from the Sky, 194.
56. Timm, In My Brother’s Shadow; Littell, The Kindly Ones, 127.
57. Lanzmann’s most recent release of outtake material in feature film form is The Karski Report
(2010), which does not include any of the trademark cutaways to tracking shots of landscape
or urban panoramas.
58. Pretzsch Bahnhof did fictive filmic duty as Astopovo Station in The Last Station (Michael
Hoffman, 2009), site of Leo Tolstoy’s death.
59. Interview with the author.
60. Searching for wartime bullets and filming the testimony of local witnesses to mass shootings in
Ukraine is a task taken on by Father Patrick Desbois (see his The Holocaust by Bullets).
61. Postec, ‘Editing Shoah’.
62. Sunday Times, 6 March 2005.
63. Blond (ed.), Tysmienica.
64. Interview with the author.
65. Lichtner, Film and the Shoah in France and Italy, 162.
66. Lanzmann, Le Lièvre de Patagonie, 485. He claims that Yossilevska survived a massacre in
Liepaja, Latvia, but this must be a mistake since in her testimony at the Eichmann Trial she
described surviving one at Zagrodski, near Pinsk in Byelorussia (see Gilbert, The Holocaust,
419–24; he spells her surname ‘Yosselevska’).
67. Pohl and Angrick, Einsatzgruppen C and D in the Invasion of the Soviet Union, 26.
68. Hoberman, ‘The Being of Nothingness’, 322.
69. Browder, review of Christopher Browning’s Collected Memories.
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Screening Women’s Complicity in the
Holocaust: The Problems of Judgement
and Representation
ADAM BROWN
In Roberto Benigni’s controversial Italian film Life is Beautiful (1997),
a group of unknowing Jewish women and elderly men is sent to the
‘undressing room’ in preparation for being gassed. One benevolent
man, who is known to the viewer through his brief interaction with
the film’s protagonist, obediently begins to take off his clothes. At the
same time, a stern-looking SS woman enters from the gas chamber
and paces the room, stumbling to the floor at the feet of the old man.
The Jewish prisoner helps her up, asking ‘Are you hurt?’ The camera
settles on the guard’s face as she, without replying, stares at him with
only venomous hatred in her eyes. The man sadly watches her walk
away as he continues to undress.
This moment raises the complex issue of women’s complicity in
the Holocaust, and how this can be represented on the screen. While
the scenario described seems to display some potential for a brief
‘meeting’ of human beings, this remains unrealised and the film makes
clear that no such sentiment is to be found. Despite considerable
attention being given to the issue of gender in relation to the
Holocaust, the subject of female perpetrators has often found itself at
the margins of popular and scholarly discourse. Nonetheless, the
behaviour of women who were complicit in Nazi Germany’s attempt
to destroy physically all traces of European Jewry has been explored
to varying degrees in Holocaust films. The 2008 film adaptation of
Bernhard Schlink’s novel The Reader has given the subject some
prominence in recent years, highlighting emotionally and morally
fraught issues of understanding, representation and judgement.
Examining the complexities of judgement and responsibility in
relation to perpetrators is crucial in order to develop a deeper
understanding of the Holocaust, both in terms of its implementation
and the ways in which collective memories have been formed and
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re-formed in its aftermath. With this in mind, the following
discussion examines the experiences and behaviour of female camp
guards and how these are addressed through the medium of film. This
issue is of considerable importance given that the portrayal of women
in Holocaust cinema has proven highly problematic in general.
Emphasising the fact that many filmmakers have employed images of
women as sexualised and eroticised objects within narratives that
pivot on men’s experiences, I investigate the modes of representation
(and judgement) that have been employed to screen women’s
complicity in the Holocaust. I argue that while the medium is faced
with significant obstacles, some films reveal considerable potential in
moving beyond voyeuristic tendencies and representing those
responsible for the Holocaust in a nuanced manner.
Judging the Perpetrators: Nazism, Patriarchy and the Complexity of
Human Behaviour
[T]he network of human relationships inside the Lagers was not
simple: it could not be reduced to the two blocs of victims and
persecutors. In anyone who today reads (or writes) the history of
the Lager is evident the tendency, indeed the need, to separate
evil from good, to be able to take sides, to repeat Christ’s gesture
on Judgment Day: here the righteous, over there the reprobates.1
In 1986, the Auschwitz survivor Primo Levi explored the crucial
intersection of judgement and representation in his highly influential
essay, ‘The Grey Zone’. Levi’s ‘grey zone’, predominantly a metaphor
for moral ambiguity, primarily concerns the traumatic experiences of
so-called ‘privileged’ Jews – those prisoners in the Nazi-controlled
ghettos and camps who were forced to ‘cooperate’ in order to prolong
their own and/or their families’ lives. Arguing that judgement of these
victims should be suspended, Levi emphasises the necessity of avoiding
‘heroic’ discourses, rejecting black-and-white stereotypes that glorify
the persecuted and demonise their persecutors, and acknowledging
moral ambiguity – whether this be the controversial behaviour of
victims, or moments of hesitation and reluctance on the part of
perpetrators. The interrelated problems of judgement and
representation in relation to ‘privileged’ Jews have been discussed at
length elsewhere, and it is important to note that Levi’s call to suspend
judgement did not extend to perpetrators.2 Nonetheless, Levi does
tentatively situate perpetrators within the ‘grey zone’.
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At times, the ‘grey zone’ seems to involve a spectrum of moral
behaviour that requires close and careful deliberation, and along which
inmates and persecutors alike can be situated. Levi’s analysis of a brief
moment of reluctance on the part of SS Oberscharführer Mühsfeldt, who
was assigned to supervise the killing process at Birkenau and was not
otherwise averse to killing Jews, concludes that he too must be placed,
‘though at its extreme boundary, within the grey band’.3 Seldom did
individuals inhabit the far extremes; ‘saints’ or ‘sadists’ were, for Levi, an
exiguous minority. Meditating on the ‘blurred’ dividing line in 1984,
Levi stated in an interview that while both victims and perpetrators
could be seen to have undergone ‘dehumanisation’, for the former it was
imposed, and for the latter ‘more or less chosen’.4 Victims and
perpetrators must still be distinguished from one another. Yet in a similar
manner to Tzvetan Todorov’s more recent reflections on the camps,
Levi’s writings are permeated with his conviction that victims were
neither ‘heroes’ nor ‘saints’, and their persecutors neither ‘monsters’ nor
‘beasts’.5 In what is perhaps the most chilling aspect of the Holocaust, its
perpetrators – women and men – were human beings, and should be
remembered and represented as such, with a view to forming the most
complete understanding possible within the vast restrictions of source
material, limitations of perspective, and the unprecedented,
‘incomprehensible’ nature of the event.
When examining women’s complicity in the Holocaust, important
contextual issues must be taken into account. A considerable
literature has established the deeply patriarchal nature of Nazi
German society and ideology, in which women were cut off from the
‘masculine’ sphere of politics and (in theory) relegated to their ‘place’
in the home as idealised, self-sacrificing child-bearers (although the
necessities of war saw their widespread participation in the
workforce). In apparent contradiction to the Nazis’ blending of
fascism and sexism, scholars have also pointed to the ‘special appeal
of Nazism to girls and young women’.6 While it is clear that the
Nazis’ support for, and enforcement of, patriarchal attitudes played a
key role in obtaining and consolidating their psychological hold on
much of German society,7 Claudia Koonz observes that, ‘far from
remaining untouched by Nazi evil, women operated at its very
centre’.8 A tension exists between female perpetrators participating
(often enthusiastically) in a system that demonised and persecuted
ideologically ‘inferior’ groups, and the discrimination they underwent
on the basis of their sex. Of course, this tension is not enough to
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exculpate female perpetrators who worked in the camps, though it is
an important part of the socio-historical context of women’s
experiences that needs to be kept in mind.
The diversity of women’s experiences ensures that the question of
how groups and individuals are to be placed within the commonplace
categories of ‘bystanders’, ‘collaborators’ and ‘perpetrators’ of the
Holocaust is often a vexed one. Exemplifying the difficult task of
neatly ‘categorising’ those complicit with Nazism is the fact that some
women who began as enthusiastic supporters later became ardent
opponents of the regime.9 From a different perspective, Ralph Leck
points out that while women who supported the Nazis’ ‘affirmation
of Christian motherhood’ cannot be classified as ‘personal
participants in genocide’, they do share the responsibility for the
‘uncritical and bigoted atmosphere’ that extreme Christian and
heterosexist ideologies created.10 John Roth contends that ‘many
German women occupied for the most part a position between that
of perpetrator and bystander’, classifying them instead as ‘partners’.11
While women who served as guards in the Nazi concentration camps
can readily and with little controversy be fitted into the category of
‘perpetrator’, this in itself does not resolve the problem of how such
women should be perceived and judged. However, my focus here on
female perpetrators in the camps is not representative of either the
Holocaust, or women’s complicity in it, as the Nazis’ destruction of
Europe’s Jews employed a variety of methods and took place in a
multitude of different settings.
The work of feminist scholars has gone some way to ameliorating
the initially dismal state of Holocaust research into the experiences of
women; however, certain paths still remain only lightly travelled.
Indeed, the majority of research into women’s experiences has
(understandably) concentrated on victims,12 while research focusing
on female camp guards is limited.13 The influential Holocaust
historian Yehuda Bauer’s reconsideration of ‘the problem of gender’
in his study Rethinking the Holocaust makes no mention of female
perpetrators.14 Fifteen years ago, Joan Ringelheim identified the
anxiety over, and absence of, discussions of female perpetrators as
part of what she termed ‘the split between gender and the
Holocaust’,15 and to a large extent this still remains. As a result of this
split, combined with the fact that female perpetrators were vastly
outnumbered by men, the former rarely figure in debates over
perpetrator motivation and behaviour. While even Koonz writes that
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female camp guards were ‘statistically insignificant’, more than 3,000
individuals served in the main and auxiliary camps during the war,
and make consistent appearances in survivor testimonies.16 These
women have, on the whole, been excluded from scholarly discussion.
The historiographical controversy that erupted over Holocaust
perpetrators in the 1990s has itself been criticised for its gendered
understanding of events.17 Nonetheless, the controversy revealed a
plethora of influences and backgrounds from which (male) perpetrators
of the Holocaust arose. The debate continues, although the majority of
scholars have rejected Daniel Goldhagen’s mono-dimensional thesis
that German perpetrators were motivated by a virulent brand of
‘eliminationist’ antisemitism (allegedly an intrinsic element of German
national identity), and emphasised the need for a multi-faceted
understanding of their behaviour.18 On the other hand, while
Christopher Browning’s characterisation of perpetrators (which,
significantly, draws on Levi’s concept of the ‘grey zone’) as prompted
by financial benefit, career considerations, peer pressure, and so on,
holds substantial weight, their ideological inclinations unquestionably
played an important part in events.19 This is clear in relation to women
also, as revealed in Helga Schneider’s narration of her traumatic
reunion in 1998 with her frail, 90-year-old mother, Traudi, a former
member of the SS. Unable to find any signs of a conscience, Schneider
recounts her mother’s enthusiastic attitude towards the gassing of
Jewish children through the perpetrator’s statement that: ‘“I was
convinced of the rightness of the Final Solution, and so I carried out my
tasks with great commitment and conviction”’.20
While female guards were unquestionably affected by, and to
varying extents indoctrinated in, Nazi ideology, Gisella Bock points
out that many female camp guards were from lower-class
backgrounds, and were thus motivated by the promise of ‘upward
mobility’. Highlighting the complexity of the factors galvanising these
women’s behaviour, Bock writes that ‘racial hierarchy prevailed over
gender hierarchy, particularly in the case of female domination over
“racially inferior” women and men’.21 Alluding to the importance of
recognising that perpetrators were human beings who may have had
some form of conscience (even if they refused to heed it), one study
notes that ‘the biographies of female concentration camp guards ...
show that they faced some of the same moral dilemmas as men’.22
Bock’s reading of survivor testimonies reveals that the question of
whether the treatment of prisoners by female guards was worse,
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better or the same as male guards remains unresolved, with arguments
on all sides to be found in different texts. Instead, Bock broadly
concludes that both women’s similarities to, and differences from,
men in perpetrating the Holocaust must be acknowledged where
relevant in order to comprehend fully the role of gender and gender
relations during the event.23
Women who held positions as camp guards played a significant
part in the Holocaust. With this in mind, how are female perpetrators
to be understood without resorting to the simplistic binary of ‘good’
versus ‘evil’ that demonises their behaviour as inhuman? Can women
who participated directly in persecution (physical and otherwise) as
guards in the camps be judged for their actions, but, at the same time,
be recognised as human and portrayed as such? While Levi rarely
discussed women in his writings, he felt compelled to reflect on moral
ambiguity and the ‘grey zone’ partly due to representations that he
saw as ‘trivialising’ the complexity of Holocaust experiences by
passing simplistic judgements. He singles out popular history and film
as particularly predisposed to a ‘Manichean tendency which shuns
half-tints and complexities’, and resorts to clear-cut binary
opposition(s) of ‘friend’ and ‘enemy’, ‘good’ and ‘evil’.24 Levi writes
in his essay that ‘from many signs, it would seem the time has come
to explore the space which separates … the victims from their
persecutors, and to do so with a lighter hand, and with a less turbid
spirit than has been done, for instance, in a number of films’.25
However, many films have been produced since, and while an everexpanding literature on Holocaust cinema has contributed much to
legitimising it as an important field of research,26 little attention has
been given to the judgement and representation of female
perpetrators at issue here. It is important to stress that the necessity
of judging women who were deeply complicit with Nazism is not
open to question; it is how these figures are represented that is at issue
here. And it is this question that proves particularly contentious when
it is negotiated in the arena of Holocaust film, where depictions of
women have often painted history with heavily gendered meanings,
(re)inscribing patriarchal understandings of the event.
Voyeuristic Screenings: Eroticised Bodies and the Camera’s Gaze
Raising the salient issue of how dominant conceptions of gender can
taint attempts to understand and represent perpetrators, Bock
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ponders whether ‘the female camp guards were not crueller than the
men but only seemed to be because they … broke through gender
boundaries and deviated from feminine behavior’.27 Just as the
perpetuation of antisemitic stereotypes in a number of Holocaustrelated films threatens to reinforce ideologies that informed Nazi
genocide in the first place,28 modes of representation that uncritically
reflect the intertwined nature of Nazism and patriarchy must also be
held up to close scrutiny. Sexist representations of women in
Holocaust films have received some attention, exemplified in Anna
Reading’s evaluation of the genre’s frequent ‘stripping away of the
rich variety of gendered roles and experiences and the use instead of
gendered stereotypes, framed within the particular conventions of –
in many cases – American masculinity and femininity current at the
time of the film’s production’.29 This trend has resulted in the
establishment of a highly problematic cultural context for any
filmmaker who attempts to represent female camp guards.
Ulricke Weckel’s analysis of the role of gender in liberation
documentary footage stresses both the failure of Holocaust Studies
generally to address female perpetrators analytically, and the problem
of how these figures are judged and represented in post-war Allied
films. Noting the simplistic ways in which male perpetrators are
depicted, Weckel writes that ‘strategies of dehumanising or
demonising the originators of the incomprehensible horrors seem to
have appeared even more convincing when the films presented
pictures of a relatively large group of female SS personnel arrested at
Bergen-Belsen’.30 Indeed, Weckel locates appeals to ‘sexualised (male)
fantasies’ within the narrators’ commentaries overlayed on some
footage.31 Similar problems can be found in fiction films, which often
display women’s bodies in a voyeuristic manner.
In her influential analysis, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’,
Laura Mulvey argues that a viewer’s perspective is invariably aligned
in film with that of the male protagonist, hence positioning women as
the erotic objects of a voyeuristic ‘male’ gaze.32 Some feminist scholars
have adopted Mulvey’s concept of the cinematic gaze to discuss
Holocaust films, although the depiction of female perpetrators has
seldom been a central focus.33 For example, Liliana Cavani’s
controversial Italian film, The Night Porter (1974), has been strongly
criticised for eroticising the female body in its portrayal of the
tormented post-war sexual relationship between Max, a former Nazi
officer, and Lucia, the female prisoner he raped in the camp. Marga
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Cottino-Jones condemns this controversial scenario (which leads to
both characters’ dehumanisation and deaths) for relying on a ‘subtle
manipulation of the spectators’ gaze’ in order ‘to enlist a voyeuristic
pleasure of almost any subject, no matter how monstrous’.34
The body of the female perpetrator has frequently been enmeshed
with themes of sexual perversion, sadomasochism, rape and
nymphomania, not least of all in the pornographic film Ilsa, She-Wolf
of the SS Special Section (1975). Comprising abundant scenes of
physical torture and sexual exploitation, the film has been critiqued
not only for sexualising the Holocaust, but also gendering it with ideas
that ‘a woman in power is evil, a Nazi, a feminazi’.35 The character of
Ilsa is reportedly inspired by the (in)famous figure of Ilse Koch, an SS
officer’s wife in Buchenwald concentration camp, who was renowned
for using her body to trap prisoners into being brutally beaten. Koch
was labelled the ‘Bitch of Buchenwald’, among other gendered titles,
and several scholars suggest that ‘accounts of a sexually sadistic SS wife
may have captured the popular imagination for misogynist reasons’.36
Indeed, the character of ‘Ilsa’ recurs in a series of similar films,
demonstrating the voyeuristic value that has been placed on the figure
of the female perpetrator and her brutal behaviour. The place of these
films and others like it in what Saul Friedländer has termed ‘a vast
pornographic output centred on Nazism’ has significant implications
for how female perpetrators can be represented.37
A voyeuristic gaze at the body of a woman again modelled
(loosely) on Koch can also be found in Lina Wertmüller’s 1975 film,
Seven Beauties. The film follows the comedic exploits of Pasqualino,
whose journey encompasses his days as a roguish scoundrel and
murderer in Italy, an inmate in an insane asylum, and a prisoner in
Auschwitz. The adventures of the egotistical (and mostly
unsympathetic) protagonist, who is determined to survive the war at
any and all costs, are propelled by his various encounters with
women, who are portrayed as by turns erotic and grotesque.
Invariably, the film’s camerawork invites the viewer to adopt the
male’s gaze on women, including an obese Nazi female officer in
Auschwitz named Hilde (credited as the camp’s ‘Commandant’) who
exchanges food for sex. While Eli Pfefferkorn contends that Seven
Beauties illustrates ‘the painful ambiguities that derive from survival
in extremities that shame man [sic] into hiding’,38 he does not take
into account the eroticised (or grotesque) bodies of women, and the
exploitation of these bodies (by both protagonist and camera). The
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inversion of Koch’s physical beauty, promiscuity and employment of
sexual means of torturing prisoners in Buchenwald, to the icy stare
and immovable, frigid body of Hilde, mobilises, as Millicent Marcus
notes, ‘all the mechanisms of the monstrous feminine, with its
connotations of horror, based on atavistic fears of being sucked back
into the maternal womb, into the non-differentiation and abjection of
the unborn state’.39 Indeed, this reflects Laura Sjoberg and Caron
Gentry’s point that ‘monster, mother and whore narratives’ often
characterise depictions of Koch and other female Nazi perpetrators.40
Alexandra Przyrembel posits that the ideological hold on the popular
imagination of the demonised image of Koch may be ‘responsible for
the tendency, even within women’s history, to view female perpetrators
in the concentration camps as at most a “remarkably brutal and powerobsessed” minority among women, and for the reluctance, until
recently, to address the specifics of these women’s “exercise” of power,
let alone to address the history of its reception after 1945’.41 Recent
years have seen significant developments in this reception.
The past decade has witnessed an increased cinematic focus on
(male) perpetrators of the Holocaust in feature films such as Good
(2008), Eichmann (2007) and Before the Fall (2004), which signify a
growing interest in moving away from the previously commonplace
Nazi stereotypes of indoctrinated, malignant racists, and bumbling,
inefficient fools. While the ‘humanisation’ of Hitler in the German
film Downfall (2004) provoked a hotly contested debate over how
perpetrators should be represented, the dramatisation several years
later of Schlink’s illiterate, morally ambiguous concentration camp
guard, Hanna Schmitz, in The Reader, also attracted international
attention to the issue. In both cases, the major question raised has
been whether or not these films unduly construct an empathetic mode
of identification with the perpetrators, again exemplifying the
problems of judgement and representation discussed earlier.42 Schlink
has himself written of the widespread criticism of his strategy of
depicting Hanna with ‘a human face’, which he perceives as arising
from ‘the fear that writing about Germans as victims might damage
the image of Germans as perpetrators’.43 Given the extensive
scholarship recently responding to The Reader, in addition to the fact
that this film only indirectly portrays female guards in the camps, I
focus here on several earlier films that provide a more direct
representation of their behaviour. While many of these productions
exemplify the ways in which female perpetrators have been
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marginalised in popular culture, several filmmakers have made
concerted attempts to represent these figures on the screen.
Screening Female Perpetrators: From Fleeting Shadows to Complex
Individuals
Women’s complicity in Nazism and the persecution of Europe’s Jews
has been thematised to a greater or lesser extent in numerous
Holocaust films; however, in many circumstances, the ‘screening’ of
this complicity involves as much a process of concealment as one of
exposure. Indeed, the ambivalence with which many filmmakers have
approached the subject of women’s support for Nazism can be traced
back to (the relatively small number of) Hollywood films that
opposed Germany’s fascist dictatorship prior to the United States’
involvement in the war.44 One example of this is Frank Borzage’s
1940 drama, The Mortal Storm, which stars James Stewart as a
conscientious German civilian living in the Alps who refuses to bow
to the pressure of supporting Nazism as most of the people around
him do. Significantly, and with only one exception, those who avidly
support Hitler’s rise to power and vocally endorse Nazi ideology
throughout the film are all men. Apart from a maid who briefly
announces Hitler’s rise to Chancellor as ‘something wonderful’, the
women in Borzage’s film, portrayed heavily in gendered stereotypes,
are either ‘non-Aryan’ victims, stalwart opponents of the oppressive
system, or those who conform to the status quo out of sheer terror.
The issue of women’s complicity is also marginalised in Charlie
Chaplin’s The Great Dictator, also released in 1940. Present in only
one scene, the female secretary of Chaplin’s Hitler-esque
authoritarian ruler, ‘Adenoid Hynkel’, becomes a potential victim of
rape when she is briefly assaulted by her Führer. Fainting in Hynkel’s
arms just before he is distracted and marches out of the room, the
woman serves simply as a vehicle for demonising Hitler and is not
seen again for the remainder of the film. The apparent anxiety on the
part of filmmakers over how to grapple with women’s role(s) in the
Nazi regime, seen in the simultaneous screening and shielding of their
complicity, has continued for many decades since.
NBC’s highly influential seven-and-a-half hour miniseries,
Holocaust: The Story of the Family Weiss (1978), purports to touch on
‘all’ aspects of Nazi persecution; however, the scenes set in the camps
show only male members of the SS. In a similar fashion, while a number
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of Holocaust films visually represent female guards in the camps, these
figures are often constructed only as secondary characters who briefly
inhabit the background of the frame. Another landmark in Holocaust
cinematic history, Steven Spielberg’s Hollywood blockbuster Schindler’s
List (1993), contains brief images of female SS members during the
temporary diversion of a group of ‘Schindler Jews’ to the Birkenau
extermination camp. Throughout the ten minute sequence, women are
shown counting and beating prisoners alongside their male
counterparts. Crucially, however, the female guards only scream in
(unsubtitled) German and Polish – even when the male soldiers in the
same scene can be heard speaking English – thus depriving them of a
‘voice’ in ‘the’ mainstream American film about the Holocaust.
In The Devil’s Arithmetic (2004), a modern-day Jewish girl is
magically transported back in time to be deported to a camp, where
her ‘transport’ is met by stony-faced women with clearly more
ideological fervour and violence than the male guards, who stand
around in a relaxed manner. During their recreation time in the
evening, the now sexualised female guards are without exception
shown to be fawning over the SS men. However, after the prisoners’
first night in the camp – as if the budget no longer catered for the
same diversity of actors – the previously large group of female
perpetrators inexplicably disappears from the film. In addition to
Benigni’s film with which I began, similarly fleeting depictions of
unnamed, aggressive and excessive female characters can be found in
other films depicting the Nazi camps, including Kapo (1959), Sophie’s
Choice (1982) and Triumph of the Spirit (1987), whereas the portrayal
of some male perpetrators in these films is decidedly more complex.
Such a trend threatens to demonise and de-humanise female
perpetrators, both diminishing their importance and characterising
their experiences as marked only by viciousness. Despite the
widespread reluctance or inability to engage with the complexities of
their behaviour, two Holocaust films that do provide substantial and
nuanced representations of female guards (even though they are not
the central focus of the narratives) are Daniel Mann’s Playing for Time
(1980) and Joseph Sargent’s Out of the Ashes (2002). These
filmmakers eschew voyeurism and refuse to sexualise women
complicit in the Holocaust.
The CBS-TV adaptation of Fania Fénelon’s memoir, Playing for
Time, attracted four Emmy Awards and provoked considerable
controversy over its casting, such that it was boycotted by many
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viewers.45 Sporadically combining tinted archival footage with the
actors’ dramatisation to evoke an enhanced sense of authenticity, the
film represents the experiences of a ‘privileged’ prisoner orchestra in
Auschwitz-Birkenau without shying away from the everyday
degradations of camp life (which the orchestra is to a large extent
protected from). Even though Fénelon, a figure of integrity and the
moral compass of the film, shines above all those around her, the
‘grey’ shades of human behaviour can be found in all characters – and
even Fénelon must ‘compromise’ her values to some degree in order
to survive. Refusing to glamorise the victims or demonise the
perpetrators, Mann depicts the complex relations between both
groups on a number of occasions. Unlike many of the films noted
above, the female guards in Playing for Time are clearly differentiated
from one another in terms of physical appearance and general
disposition. One major character within the film is Frau Lagerführerin
Maria Mandel, described in Fénelon’s memoir as the first
‘representative of the German race [sic] [who] had looked at me, had
seemed to be aware of my presence’.46 Despite her position, the well
kept, physically attractive and often smiling Mandel seems to be
capable of humane gestures, at one point placing shoes on Fénelon’s
feet – much to the visible amazement of the rest of the orchestra.
The problem of how to judge Mandel is addressed explicitly
through the film’s dialogue, when Fénelon finds herself at the centre
of a debate amongst the orchestra over how to account for the
perpetrator’s actions. Reacting to one prisoner’s accusation that
‘Mandel’s nothing but a killer’, Fénelon delivers a statement that
exemplifies the film’s nuanced approach to judging the perpetrator:
Don’t try to make her ugly! She is beautiful, and she’s human.
What disgusts me is that a woman who is so beautiful can be
doing such things. We’re of the same species. That’s exactly what
is so hopeless about the whole thing! ... She’s human! Like you,
like me! You don’t think that’s a problem?
While an exasperated Fénelon technically has the last word, the issue is
left unresolved. With the camera cutting between the proponents of
various arguments and others who quietly listen, few of Fénelon’s
fellow prisoners seem to be convinced. Bearing in mind that the
protagonist had just been the primary beneficiary of luxury items
(relative to the camp context) as a reward from Mandel, the scene
provides no concrete surrogate to interpret the Lagerführerin’s
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behaviour for the audience, highlighting the fact that all perspectives
are contingent on the personal circumstances and belief systems of each
prisoner. At the same time, Fénelon’s emphasis on the ‘problem’ of not
being able to justifiably demonise Mandel, but also not being able to
exonerate her, is borne out to a large degree in subsequent events.
The film makes clear that Mandel’s generosity always disguises a
personal agenda. When she enthusiastically takes a young boy from a
transport – and his distraught mother – the audience is left to
negotiate Mandel’s seemingly genuine affection for the stolen child
and the earlier image of her brutally whipping another mother whose
child is being stolen. Thus, a selfish action is used to satisfy an
apparent maternal need that is incompatible with her position in the
SS. The representation of Mandel seems to exemplify the difficulty of
generalising about – and between – women’s behaviour(s), reflecting
Sybil Milton’s characterisation of the differences between women
who were ‘notorious for their cruelty ... engag[ing] in a bizarre rivalry
emulating the excesses and brutalities of their male superiors’, and
others who ‘tried to mitigate the worst extremes’, with some women
even facing ‘sex discrimination on the job’.47 As Bock notes of female
guards, ‘usually only unmarried and childless women were hired, and
if they became pregnant they were laid off ’.48
At the same time, Mandel’s playful manner with the child in front of
the orchestra, sharing him with one of the prisoners to dance with and
promising to get him ‘a nice new suit and some shoes and a sweet little
shirt’, creates the impression that he has become as much a toy to her as
someone she is likely to care for permanently. After she takes the boy
outside to play with a ball, the orchestra again debate her behaviour,
with half the group arguing against the other. One disbelieving woman
exclaims: ‘One kid she saves and suddenly she’s human? What is
happening here?’ The problem of how to perceive Mandel’s behaviour
is exacerbated shortly afterwards when she is portrayed slapping her
whip in her hand in an intimidating manner as two attempted escapees
are executed. Her position next to a senior male officer raises the
question of whether this is a necessary convention she needs to follow.
Likewise, Mandel’s tearful visit to the orchestra some time later reveals
that she has decided with great reluctance to ‘sacrifice’ the boy to the gas
chambers for her country’s ‘greater good’ (though it is unclear who or
what exactly compelled her to do so). Her final appearance as the
liberators draw near shows a stammering Mandel on the brink of
insanity. With the behaviour of other SS women in the film ranging from

82

REPRESENTING PERPETRATORS IN HOLOCAUST LITERATURE AND FILM

killing the orchestra’s conductor with poison to providing warnings
about an imminent gassing, Playing for Time effectively depicts the
complexity of the role(s) of female perpetrators.
Sargent’s Out of the Ashes, also a made-for-television production,
focuses on the ethical dilemmas confronting Gisella Perl, a HungarianJewish prisoner doctor in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Perl’s ambiguous position
of ‘privilege’ saw her perform a large number of secret abortions on
women who would otherwise have been sent to the gas chambers (thus
saving many prisoners’ lives), while at the same time assisting Dr Josef
Mengele with his pseudo-scientific medical experiments.49 A key figure
in Perl’s written testimony, on which the film is based, is the notorious
Irma Grese. Nicknamed the ‘Beautiful Beast’, Grese is described by Perl
as ‘the most depraved, cruel, imaginative sexual pervert I ever came
across’, who had ‘orgastic spasms’ upon seeing the physical agony of
prisoners being operated on.50 Interestingly, while Cathy Gelbin argues
that Schlink’s representation of Hanna in The Reader drew on the
historical figure of Grese for her ‘exceptional beauty, meticulous cruelty,
and sexual proclivity for women’,51 the character of Grese in Out of the
Ashes is in no way sexualised.
The film’s narrative, propelled by Perl’s interrogation by the United
States immigration authorities, continuously moves between the
harrowing investigation into her wartime activities and flashbacks to
her life before and during her incarceration in Auschwitz. For this
reason, Grese’s appearances on screen are considerably fewer than
those of Mandel in Playing for Time, yet Sargent is still able to portray
her as a human being rather than an incomprehensible ‘monster’.
Grese’s proclivity for violence is readily acknowledged in Out of the
Ashes. In a scene depicting a roll call, a young Jewish girl – apparently
kept as a kind of ‘mascot’ – dances while Grese and a number of other
SS women smile at her. Toying with the girl, Grese points her gun at
the back of the prisoner’s head when Mengele arrives, asking ‘Would
it please you?’ Grese shows slight disappointment when Mengele
replies in the negative and then puts her weapon away. Later scenes
depict Grese knocking a prisoner to the ground by whipping her across
the face and torturing Perl by gleefully pretending to shoot her in the
head. Immediately after the latter event, a degree of complexity is
established in Grese’s character through a pivotal scene in which
Grese, who has become pregnant, approaches Perl to perform an
abortion.
The ambiguity of this situation, along with the extreme nature of the
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power relations between persecutor and persecuted, are highlighted in a
chapter Perl dedicates to Grese’s abortion in her memoir:
We were both breaking the rules. Should anyone find out about
it, it would mean the end of her career as an S.S. woman ... We
were both equally guilty in the eyes of her superiors, yet she held
all the cards ... She could easily kill me without having to make
an excuse or to give an explanation. I was sure that this was what
she intended to do.52
In Out of the Ashes, Perl is summoned by the perpetrator to her room,
the camera panning over expensive furnishings to settle on her lying in
a nightgown on her bed, situated under a portrait of her Führer.
Holding a gun the entire time and promising to hunt Perl down and kill
her if she speaks a word to anyone, Grese’s menacing disposition
suddenly changes to one of concern – and then fear – as she ironically
asks, ‘Will it hurt? ... How long will it hurt for? I can’t stand any kind
of pain.’ Perl’s ambivalent verbal responses are a mixture of seemingly
genuine compassion and mechanical comfort. Through a brief shotreverse-shot, the victim and perpetrator exchange a moment of
recognition as they look each other in the eye. Perl’s gaze then shifts
from the painting of Adolf Hitler down to a wincing Grese, positioning
the viewer to reflect on how a woman could participate in Nazi
genocide. The sequence thus highlights that perpetrators of the
Holocaust such as Grese were human beings, albeit deeply flawed ones.
Indeed, the film’s director has himself elucidated the need for a
nuanced representation of the complex, unprecedented event.
Expressing a sentiment that parallels Levi’s reflections on the ‘grey
zone’, Sargent declares that the Holocaust is ‘not just one black-andwhite, easily identifiable, easily exploitable, and easily understandable
hell on earth ... [L]ike so much in life, it contains many complex layers
of human behaviour ... I hope [the film] says, if nothing else, that life is
a little more complex than simplistic black-and-white.’53
Crucial to both Out of the Ashes and Playing for Time is the fact
that the behaviour of perpetrators is always represented through the
– often critical, sometimes ambivalent – perspectives of Holocaust
victims. In doing so, the films avoid positioning viewers to identify
with the perpetrators themselves. This kind of problematic alignment
of the audience’s sympathies reflects the concerns of Levi and others
over such films as Cavani’s The Night Porter and, more recently,
Oliver Hirschbiegel’s Downfall, as threatening to blur the important
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distinction between victim and perpetrator. As Johannes von Moltke
points out in his detailed analysis of the latter film, when the
emotional appeal of cultural texts dealing with the history of Nazism
‘bathes the atrocities of historical perpetrators in the revisionist light
of compassion, [the appeal] is fundamentally misplaced’.54 While
avoiding this potential problem, Mann’s and Sargent’s complex
representations of Mandel and Grese in their films nonetheless refuse
to demonise these figures, ambitiously depicting their violent
behaviour alongside moments when either humanity or vulnerability
– however fleeting – become visible.
Grese’s complicity in the Holocaust has also been figured in another
recent film only indirectly related to the Holocaust, with her final hours
dramatised in the depiction of a British executioner’s growing doubts
over his profession in Adrian Shergold’s Pierrepoint: The Last Hangman
(2005). The problem of judgement is subtly played out when the film’s
protagonist is confronted with the youthful and physically attractive
Grese, whose stare is by turns cold and vulnerable as she waits to be
hanged. The Nazi perpetrator is first glimpsed standing in an outside
enclosure with other captured Nazis, with Pierrepoint literally gazing at
her through his binoculars as his temporary assistant, an American
soldier, lists each perpetrator’s atrocities. Interrupting this on-screen
voyeuristic gaze and his assistant’s grotesque litany, the everprofessional Pierrepoint tells him: ‘We’re not interested, do you
understand? We don’t care what they’ve done. They’re human beings
and they’ve got to die. That’s all we need to know.’ In this way, Grese’s
practice of ‘walk[ing] round the camp with a bullwhip’ is acknowledged
through the assistant’s dialogue, but so too is the problem of how to
judge her through Pierrepoint’s pragmatic rebuke.
When her measurements are recorded in the following scene, Grese
scolds Pierrepoint for doing ‘the Jews’ work’, reminding Pierrepoint
(and the audience) that it does matter what the perpetrators have done.
Rather than retaliate, Pierrepoint decides that she will be the first
executed – not because, as his assistant suggests, she is an ‘arrogant
bitch’, but because ‘she’s the youngest, she’ll be the most frightened’.
Grese’s stern but unreadable expression as she is led up the scaffold is
juxtaposed with a reflective, melancholy musical score of piano and
strings in a minor key, avoiding emotive poignancy but also
discouraging the viewer from perceiving Grese as a ‘monster’. The
celebrity status Pierrepoint finds he has obtained upon returning to
Britain, where he is congratulated in the street for hanging the ‘Nazi
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swine’, further exacerbates his discomfort. By means of the complex
portrayal of Grese’s execution through the perspective of the
conflicted Pierrepoint, the female perpetrator is portrayed as a human
being – to be judged but not to be demonised.
Conclusion
At one point in his pivotal essay, Levi positions the concept of the
‘grey zone’ as a metaphorical realm with ‘ill-defined outlines which
both separate and join the two camps of masters and servants. It
possesses an incredibly complicated internal structure, and contains
within itself enough to confuse our need to judge.’55 This in itself
highlights the way in which Levi problematises judgement, as his
characterisation of the ‘grey zone’ could be – and often has been –
interpreted to involve a merging, if not a blurring, of the categories of
persecutors and victims. However, Levi stresses elsewhere in his essay,
and for good reason, that ‘to confuse [perpetrators] with their victims
is a moral disease or an aesthetic affectation or a sinister sign of
complicity; above all, it is precious service rendered (intentionally or
not) to the negators of truth’.56 Accepting the inherent difficulties in
judging ‘privileged’ prisoners, Dominick LaCapra similarly argues
that ‘one may judge quite harshly and with little qualification Nazis
who were instrumental in creating the situation that gave rise to the
grey zone’.57 Yet perpetrators were also affected by the unprecedented
environments that were of their own making, and should not be
simplistically demonised through the continued perpetuation of the
stereotype of racially indoctrinated, malignant Nazis. In the complex
cases of those women who served as camp guards at a time when
fascism and sexism overlapped, I have argued that while they cannot
be exculpated from their role as perpetrators, the oppression they
faced under entrenched patriarchy must nonetheless be taken into
account when attempting to understand their experiences.
More research needs to be undertaken on the issue of how female
perpetrators are judged and represented, in film and elsewhere. The
voyeuristic eroticisation of the female body (or its abjection) within
the camera’s gaze has intersected strongly with what Weckel describes
as ‘fantasies about particularly evil Nazi women – women so wicked
that they turned the gender order upside down’.58 Patriarchal
perspectives on women’s participation in Nazi genocide, often reliant
on the simplistic concept(ion) of ‘evil’, only detract from attempts to
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comprehend their behaviour. The depiction of female camp guards in
several of the films discussed here underlines the importance of
engaging with the twin problems of judgement and representation
highlighted by Levi. As Claudia Lenz and Kirsten Heinsohn note in
their analysis of the gendered portrayal of women in the documentary
Hitler’s Women (2001), contemporary representations of the Nazi
past must continue to be critically examined ‘as part and parcel of the
cultural regulation of power and dominance’.59 Nonetheless, the work
of some filmmakers has revealed that the medium possesses
considerably more potential for representing this traumatic past than
Levi himself had believed. While filmic representations of female
camp guards are often fleeting, I have argued that filmmakers can and
do play an important role in mediating perpetrator experiences. Films
such as Playing for Time, Out of the Ashes and Pierrepoint highlight
the contrasts and commonalities female guards shared with male
perpetrators, exhibiting a nuanced approach to representing the
complexities of women’s complicity in the Holocaust.
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PART 2
REPRESENTATION AND UNDERSTANDING

The Perpetrator Occult: Francis Bacon
Paints Adolf Eichmann
LYNDSEY STONEBRIDGE

I have no idea what any artist is trying to say, except the most
banal artist.
Francis Bacon
From innocence beyond virtue and guilt beyond vice, from a hell
where all Jews were of necessity angelic and all Germans of
necessity diabolical, we must return to the reality of politics.
Hannah Arendt, ‘An Image of Hell’ (1946)
FIGURE 1. FRANCIS BACON, STUDY FOR A PORTRAIT (1949).

Source: Collection Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago. Gift of Joseph and Jory Shapiro. ©
2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/DACS, London, and The Estate of Francis Bacon.
All rights reserved. DACS 2012.
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When Hannah Arendt first made her plea for a sober study of
perpetrators and their victims in 1946, she echoed a widespread call
for the return of reason, judgement and political justice in the wake
of hellish atrocity. The Nuremberg Tribunal held the same year was
the most emphatic demonstration of this desire for the restoration of
rational judgement in the immediate post-war period – one of the
‘greatest tributes power paid to reason’, in American Prosecutor,
Robert J. Jackson’s memorable opening words. Yet what I describe in
this essay as the perpetrator occult also finds one of its first and most
tenacious expressions in the major war crime trials of the Holocaust.
A trial is meant to be a demonstration of legal reason, not an image
of hell. In the epic drama of the war crime trial, however, there is
often a category leakage – a moral and affective spillage – that runs
over into the court, menacing reason with the very nightmare it is
attempting to master.
Shoshana Felman has written of a ‘juridical unconscious’ that scars
the attempt to legislate for the Holocaust in the twentieth century. Hell,
she argues, opens up once more in the centre of the courtroom in the
traumatic testimony of the victims (as, for example, famously, when the
writer-survivor, Yehiel Dinur, collapsed on the witness stand in the
Eichmann trial).1 But the other image that haunted that trial and
haunted an imagination beyond it too, was that of the scrawny
bespectacled man fidgeting with his papers in his glass box. While the
victims’ testimony was an outpouring of grief, Eichmann’s box
provided a counter-image of impenetrability; there he sat, a specimen
of an entirely different species in his cage, trapped behind glass, held in
and for the gaze of the spectator.
As well as a juridical unconscious, there is too a perhaps less
examined juridical imaginary, where the perpetrator is not only tried,
but imagined, captured within a mirroring and doubling that
Eichmann’s famous glass cube materializes so explicitly. This visual
and, I want to suggest, phantasmatic entrapment of the perpetrator is
the product of the coincidence of the rapid development of modern
visual culture and the exponential growth of international law in the
post-war period. Foremost a legal spectacle, the Nuremberg Tribunal
played a crucial part in the development of twentieth-century juridical
screen culture. The defendants were the most photographed criminals
in history, and although it was not the first trial to use photographic
evidence, the scale of visual material on display was unprecedented:
18,000 photographs were prepared as trial exhibits, and for the first
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time documentary films, shot by the Americans and Soviets, were
shown as evidence.2 In 1961 the newly constructed House of the
People, Beit Ha’am, in Jerusalem not only transformed itself into a
courtroom, but into a TV studio. Three cameras framed the trial: one
faced the audience, a second the witness stand, while a third held
Eichmann’s box ‘permanently in its gaze’.3 Tied to the imperative to
judge in both trials was what Valerie Hartouni has called ‘an
injunction to look’.4 In terms of putting the Holocaust on trial, that
looking also meant believing – look at what has happened, believe
that this has happened. ‘I would never be able to forgive myself ’,
Arendt wrote to Karl Jaspers before she visited the Eichmann trial, ‘if
I didn’t go and look at this walking disaster face to face in all his
bizarre vacuousness, without the mediation of the printed word’.5
As psychoanalysis reminds us, looking, even at ‘bizarre vacuousness’, is
never balanced, never neutral. Something in the nature of how we look
means that the kind of identifications we make and the sort of
judgements that follow are always charged, which is why looking can
also be a way of not seeing or understanding. Arendt famously
complained of what she believed was a refusal to engage with
Eichmann’s status as a completely new kind of criminal in the
Jerusalem court; keeping the perpetrator in his glass box as though he
were a separate category of humanity, she thought, acted as a block to
judgement. Instead, Arendt wanted a kind of judgement that
acknowledged – somehow – a common history with the perpetrator
(as the law must presuppose); only then, she argued, would the
political reality of the genocide fully come into view.6 The explosive
consequences of her decision to emphasise the role of the Judenräte
(the Jewish Councils) in the Holocaust for the reception of her reports
on the trial (first published in the New Yorker and then as Eichmann in
Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil in 1963)
are well known. In pre-1967 Israel and beyond, the timing was
not right for a ‘political reality’ in which angels sometimes consorted
with devils.
Neither is taking the perpetrator out from under glass any easier
today, as Eyal Sivan and Rony Brauman discovered when they used
the original footage of the trial to make their controversial 1999 film
essay, The Specialist. Turning Eichmann the perpetrator into
Eichmann a self-indicting witness for some critics, like Eichmann in
Jerusalem, from which the film explicitly takes its point of view,
resulted in a diluting of absolute guilt into a dangerously proliferating
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set of culpabilities. Like Arendt’s own, the film’s focus on Eichmann’s
lethal banality has been read as though it were also somehow a
twisted absolution of his guilt (‘representing the perpetrators’, as the
slightly risky title of this publication suggests, as sliding into
representing their case in an identification too far).7
What happens, however, if we leave the question of guilt and
looking to one side for the moment, and ask more simply what kind
of image – what kind of face – we actually see when we look into the
glass box and at the perpetrator? Rather than approach this as a
question of good or bad identification (terms that have come to haunt
contemporary Holocaust historiography), what happens if instead we
begin with the assumption that the business of making judgements
itself is implicated in identifications that are always at once violent
and empathetic, intimate and distancing? The reason why the
reproduction of a Francis Bacon painting is at the beginning of this
essay, therefore, is not because it is a representation of a perpetrator.
This is not Eichmann, despite the tie and the box, but a painting
entitled Study for a Portrait from 1949, completed a good 12 years
before his trial, three years after the Nuremberg Tribunal (and the
same year as Jacques Lacan published ‘The Mirror Stage’). But the
painting is, perhaps, an image of hell. Yet at the same time the glass
box does not secure the distance the planes of glass might seem to
offer. We are drawn to the man in Bacon’s booth even as we are
separated from him. As is characteristic of Bacon’s other glassed
figures, the man in the box suggests both an absolute otherness and
invokes a discomfiting kind of proximity. It is not that we pity the
captured man, but neither are we indifferent to the hell he seems to
occupy.
In this essay I want to use Bacon’s painting as a hinge first,
historically, to think about the different kinds of perpetrator occults in
the Nuremberg Tribunal and the Eichmann trial, and second,
interpretatively, to draw out the contrast between a kind of looking
that keeps the perpetrator behind glass, and a more implicated looking
that may (if not return us to the reality of politics that Arendt desired)
allow us to begin to think about the types of perception and
imagination, and the kinds of reflective judgements, we might bring to
the war criminal. If Bacon seems an appropriate artist to draw into this
discussion, this is not just because of the historical associations
between his work and the trial. Bacon, after all, never actually
completed a painting of Adolf Eichmann.8 If it looks, however, as if he
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might have done, this is partly because of the way his painting is
uniquely situated between, on the one hand, the rise of the
documentary photograph within the history of the Holocaust, and on
the other, a powerful drenching of nameless emotion in his work that
is also often present in the representation of perpetrators, but rarely
acknowledged in legal or historical discourse. Like the perpetrators of
the genocide against the Jewish people, Bacon’s paintings sit
uncomfortably between history and nightmare, documentary evidence
and hell.
Nuremberg
One of the more dramatic instances of visual vertigo in the
Nuremberg tribunal occurred with the screening of the film Nazi
Concentration Camps, comprising atrocity footage from the camps
liberated in the West by the Allies and shot by the US Signal Corps.9
As the film was shown to a darkened courtroom, the prison
psychologist, G.M. Gilbert, and his assistant were positioned to watch
the reactions of the defendants, specifically to look at their faces, as
they viewed the footage. Presumably the expectation was that the
perpetrator-spectators might betray not only signs of guilty complicity
but, more visibly, of a shame that might reconnect them to humanity
(or not) in an early example of trial by screen. The defendants mostly
comply; what is expected of them, despite the horrors on display, is
after all pretty normative behaviour. Some shudder, others gasp, some
look away. All but Goering, who instead effortlessly slips into the role
of melodramatic villain: ‘It was such a good afternoon’, he later
complains to Gilbert, ‘And then they showed that awful film, and it
just spoiled everything’.10 A chilling indifference with a malevolent
hint of self-parody: small wonder Goering’s comment is quoted so
often in accounts of the Tribunal. Yet if Goering’s performance of
himself seems so diabolically apt, this is not only because he is such
an accomplished creep but also because the terms of the trial created
that role for him.
Although the first trial in history to pursue the charge of crimes
against humanity, in reality the prosecution at Nuremberg struggled to
define the unprecedented nature and complexity of the evidence that
lay before them. Crimes against humanity, to give the most famous
example of compromised jurisprudence at Nuremberg, in the end were
restricted to acts committed only in the prosecution of war. Whatever
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Nuremberg did achieve it was not a genocide trial and, as historians
Donald Bloxham and Lawrence Douglas have demonstrated, still less a
trial that did justice to the Jewish people.11 The decision to avoid victim
testimony in favour of ‘hard’ documentary evidence, for example,
although made in good legal faith, was nonetheless symptomatic of
the downplaying of the specifically genocidal and antisemitic core of
Nazi crime. Douglas wryly observes that Nazi Concentration Camps
mentions the word ‘Jew’ just once. Facing a crime the nature of which
the law itself could not yet bring itself to recognise, the prosecution
fell back on the atavistic rhetoric that was to become part of the stock
in trade of representations of Nazi perpetrators and the Holocaust in
the post-war period.12 The perpetrators were a primitive throwback,
barbaric beasts whose actions were less a part of modern history than
a vicious return to savage pre-history. ‘How can we explain how
Germany’, the French Prosecutor Menthon asked in his opening
address, ‘could have come to this astonishing return to primitive
barbarism?’13 The language of barbarism supported the court’s visual
iconography. Exhibits such as the infamous shrunken head and
tattooed pelts from Buchenwald were photographed and reprinted in
newspapers across the world.14 Although not behind glass, the
perpetrators were none the less rhetorically framed as beasts to be
caged, creatures who had smeared civilisation with an unspeakably
primitive cruelty. The Nazis, wrote Rebecca West, who attended the
trial for the New Yorker, ‘were maniacs who plastered history with the
cruelty which is a waste product of man’s moral nature, as maniacs on
a smaller scale plaster their bodies and their clothes with excreta’.15
One thinks here again, perhaps irresistibly, of Francis Bacon.
I think, in particular, of Bacon’s controversial 1965 triptych
‘Crucifixion’ in which one contorted and paint-smeared character
(the association between paint and excrement is well noted in Bacon
criticism) wears a Nazi armband. Bacon claimed that he was simply
‘trying to make the figure work’ and was drawing from photographs
he had of ‘Hitler standing with his entourage’.16 But if part of making
the atavism of the painting ‘work’ means drawing from photographs
of Nazi perpetrators, this is because the image of the perpetrator
occult had already been established, not least at the Nuremberg
Tribunal (in his list of works from the early 1960s, Bacon apparently
has written ‘Figure going through door as in Eichman [sic] photo’).17
This did not come from nowhere. The trial’s inability to furnish its
legal originality with a moral correlative, its failure recognise the
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genocide of the Jews, left a deficit in the courtroom. In place of the
kind of political and moral understanding that Arendt had wished for
arose instead the image of the perpetrator occult.
By occult I mean not only in the sense that the perpetrators were
cast in atavistic and primitive terms, but occult too in the sense of
otherworldly, diabolic. When Arendt wrote to her mentor Karl
Jaspers to complain that Nuremberg’s Nazis looked so smug because
theirs was a guilt ‘beyond crime’, he cautioned her against bestowing
the perpetrators with a streak of ‘satanic greatness’ (instead Jaspers
thought it important ‘to see these things in their total banality’, thus
pointing Arendt in the direction she eventually took in Eichmann in
Jerusalem).18 To an extent, he need not have worried. The image of
hell that played in the Nuremberg courtroom belonged not, as one
might have hoped, to Goya, but rather to the more cartoonish villains
of melodrama. There is a grotesque theatricality to Nuremberg’s
perpetrators that is picked up by nearly all the major writers on the
trial, including not only West, but also Martha Gellhorn and Janet
Flanner.19 With the ‘coarse bright skin of an actor who has used grease
paint for decades and the preternaturally deep wrinkles of a drug
addict’, writes West, who is particularly drawn to the way
that the defendants display their diabolism in their physical
characteristics, Goering’s tacky theatricality ‘adds up to something
like a ventriloquist’s dummy’.20 ‘Particularly when he is talking to his
friends in the intervals’, she adds, ‘his gestures recall a tout in a Paris
café offering some tourists a chance to see a Black Mass’.21
Putting Nazi perpetrators into melodrama is often to trivialise their
crimes, as numerous popular films and TV depictions demonstrate.
But melodrama also has a complicated moral and aesthetic history that
in its post-war incarnation has developed in intimate parallel with
representations of the Holocaust.22 With its emphasis on moral and
visual absolutes, one can see why melodrama might find its way into
the modern war crime trial. As Peter Brooks demonstrated in his classic
study, The Melodramatic Imagination (1976), the extravagances of
melodrama are a measure of its moral seriousness. For Brooks,
melodrama’s real subject is the collapse of the morally sacred.23 Its
elaborate gestures, over-blown moral conflicts and excessive
theatricality are all there in an attempt to re-animate the moral occult;
to restore ethical meaning by putting pressure on what the surfaces of
things can signify. Melodrama, we might say, performs the gap
between legal reason and poetic, moral and historical justice present in
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most courtrooms, especially when the crime challenges the limits of
believability (another reason the Nuremberg prosecutors were loathe
to bring in survivor witnesses was that they were worried that the
court would not believe what they heard).
If Nuremberg’s perpetrators frequently found themselves cast in a
melodramatic version of recent history, then, this was as much a
symptom of a deficit at the heart of the trial, and beyond the trial too,
as it was an indication of their guilt. While most secular trials can live
with the gap between legal reason and absolute justice, at Nuremberg
there was always a threat that the legal drama might be swept into
melodrama itself. This was why so many commentators were
horrified by Goering’s suicide the night before his planned execution.
The worry was not so much (or at least not only) that he had escaped
earthly justice, but that with his self-aggrandising and operatic death
he had succeeded in reducing the entire trial itself into a vaudeville
pantomime. Rebecca West was enraged to think that the didactic and
moral purpose of the trial should be usurped at its denouement.
‘“That one! We always knew he would get the better of them yet.”’24
Later she would describe Nuremberg as ‘an unshapely event, a
defective composition, stamping no clear image on the mind of the
people it had been designed to impress’.25
Eichmann
The Eichmann trial responded to Nuremberg’s failure. If the court in
1946 could not yet find an image or composition to make the genocide
meaningful, Jerusalem furnished the Holocaust with its most powerful
objective correlative in the narratives of suffering that were finally
heard from its victims. It was also at the Eichmann trial that the first
attempts to understand the perpetrators in terms of a Weberian model
of bureaucratic obedience were forged: the melodramatic villain
became the office man, the specialist, the man in the glass booth who
might be selling train tickets for all his apparently banal busyness
(Eichmann, in fact, was also doing just this in his scheme to get people
to pay for their own transportation).26 This understanding did not so
much end the perpetrator occult as qualify it. Nazi diabolism was now
seen as the product of modernity, not the exception to its civilising
rule. When Eichmann-the-bureaucrat stepped into his booth with his
files and glasses, thin tie and ill-fitting suit, he also carried with him
the rhetoric of atavism cast at an earlier moment in the history of the
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juridical imaginary; a fact that the prosecution was quick to exploit.
Gideon Hausner, the Israeli Chief Prosecutor, in his opening address
in the court’s seventh session described Eichmann as ‘a beast in the
jungle’ who ‘no longer deserves to be called human’.27 For the
Prosecution, keeping Eichmann caged was part of a rhetorical strategy
of establishing his absolute villainy. Despite the fact that the genocide
was, finally, being tried, Eichmann’s trial was not so much the return
to political reality that Arendt had waited for, as (so she thought at
least) the playing out of a politics of absolute angels and diabolic
villains against the background of developing Israeli nationalism.28
Bacon’s 1949 Study for a Portrait captures (the verb is particularly
apt here) the torsion between caged beast and the nightmare of evil
without agency that the encaged Eichmann embodied. So strikingly
do Bacon’s be-suited and be-glassed figures seem to refer to Eichmann
in his box that many (including some art historians) have been duped
into thinking that Bacon directly painted his portrait, and others to
speculate on the unconscious historical perspicacity of paint.29 In
1962 Bacon denied explicitly the connection between his glass boxes
and Eichmann’s, insisting that his were there only to ‘cut down the
scale of the canvas’, to ‘concentrate the image down’.30 He was right
to insist on the primacy of his art over recent history. The reason for
the persistence of associations between his painting and the
courtroom in Jerusalem has less to do with any foresight than with the
fact that he was working with a visual iconography that had already
been established at least as far back as Nuremberg, and indeed before.
Yet this is also the problem. If Bacon’s phantom Eichmanns seem to
have captured something of Eichmann the perpetrator, if so many
seem to misrecognise the real Eichmann in his work, this is also
because they conform to a ready-made image of hell without
questioning it. The perpetrator remains in his glass box.
Without making any specific connection with the Holocaust, this
was also art critic John Berger’s criticism of Bacon in 1972. ‘For
Bacon’, Berger wrote, ‘the worst has already happened’; and the
‘worst is that man has come to seem mindless’.31 Alone, but utterly
without privacy, the screeching representatives of a species selfcondemned, Bacon’s glass-box figures are distinguished by their
conspicuous lack of self-reflection. ‘Living man’, Berger writes, ‘has
become his own mindless spectre’.32 Berger’s terms here echo directly
Arendt’s analysis of the real Eichmann’s absolute thoughtlessness.
‘The longer one listened [to him]’, she wrote of Eichmann, ‘the more
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obvious it became that his inability to speak was closely connected
with an inability to think, namely, to think from the standpoint of
somebody else’.33 The particularity of Eichmann’s thoughtlessness, for
Arendt, was exemplary of a more general failure of judgement in the
wake of the Holocaust. To think in the face of such thoughtlessness,
to judge where there had been a void, was the imperative that she
took away from the trial and that drove her insistence on finding new
terms for political judgement.34 By contrast, and in an echo of the
debates generated by Eichmann, Bacon’s failure, for Berger at least, is
to concede to this mindlessness: there are no alternatives, no ways
out, the worst has already happened – and will keep on happening.
Bacon, says Berger, resembles Disney more than Goya. ‘Disney makes
alienated behaviour look funny and sentimental and, therefore,
acceptable’, he notes; his world too is ‘charged with vain violence’.35
Bacon, then, for all that he seems to capture something disturbing
about how we look at Nazi perpetrators, might not really take us very
far from the melodrama of Nuremberg’s villains at all. Indeed, if his
paintings seem to speak to Nuremberg and the Eichmann trial so
forcefully, this is not only because of the way they incorporate its visual
iconography, but also because they expose a deficit in our perception of
the Holocaust. Rather than seeing the genocide’s victims and
perpetrators as historical agents and subjects, we see instead the worst
that happened and, in a psychic and political sense, a worst that keeps
on happening. This is the perpetrator occult: a timeless on-going
nightmare that locks us in an image of hell leaving no space for
reflection.
I started with a question about what it might mean to find
Eichmann in one of Bacon’s paintings. Berger’s answer would seem to
be that it means conceding to Eichmann’s banality. But is there perhaps
another way of engaging with what Arendt in her letter to Jaspers
called Eichmann’s ‘bizarre vacuousness’? Arendt is not saying that she
wants to look at Eichmann as a man, but at the empty space where
perhaps a man should be. Recognising a common history with the
perpetrator does not entail an identification with him, in other words,
not for Arendt at least, despite claims by her critics that she somehow
normalises him in her account of his thoughtless banality. It means
rather looking at an image of mindlessness – bizarre vacuousness – and
(and this is the crucial point for Arendt) discovering a position from
which one can respond to this void.
At this point I want to turn to psychoanalysis. ‘Wouldn’t it be
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awful’, one of Donald Winnicott’s patients once remarked, ‘if the
child looked into the mirror and saw nothing?’36 It is one of those
typically understated moments of gothic trauma that you often find
in Winnicott’s writing. What if there was just nothing in the mirror?
Or, thinking again of Study for a Portrait from 1949, nothing but the
empty open mouth of a never-ending soundless scream. In fact
Winnicott’s patient has just been looking at a 1964 French catalogue
of Bacon’s paintings which includes the Study (Bacon, says Winnicott
in the same paper, ‘forces himself into any present day discussion of
the face and the self ’, which might be another reason why he seems
to have painted Eichmann).37 It is a chilling question that invokes not
only the menace that lurks in Bacon’s partly human figures, but one
which also continually threatens the trials of the Holocaust: the
danger that nothing in the end might be able to represent the crime
on trial, that its monstrosity will exceed the law’s ability to measure.
A far more devastating scenario, indeed, than looking at Eichmann the
bureaucratic animal in hell would be to look through the glass and find
nobody there at all. Arendt was criticised, wrongly, for seeming to
suggest that because Eichmann was vacuous, banal, he was normal. She
was actually proposing something as terrifying as Winnicott’s patient’s
question – the thought of a genocide committed with thoughtless
vacancy. A not only nameless, but faceless, catastrophe.
But if Bacon brushes with a very similar kind of negative sublime
to that in the war crime trial, one that I have been suggesting is more
frequently swept into the more conformist frame of the perpetrator
occult, it is also Bacon who suggests another kind of looking, or at
least he does to Winnicott’s patient, who has also, as these things
tend to happen in psychoanalysis, just been reading Lacan’s ‘The
Mirror Stage’. Bacon ‘likes to have glass over his pictures because
then when people look at the picture what they might see is not just
a picture; they might in fact see themselves’, she comments.38 At the
very moment when there might be nothing, one might also catch a
glimpse of something surprising – oneself. Just to be clear, this is not
the same as saying that you somehow discover yourself in Bacon’s
painting any more than trying to look at Eichmann through the glass
necessarily entails identifying with him. Looking itself is not
identification, and nor is it empathy; these distinctions – which
always hover anxiously around discussions of perpetrator violence –
are important; we are not talking here about anything shared, be it
barbarism or humanity, still less any putative ethical encounter with
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absolute otherness. What I think Winnicott’s patient means, more
simply, is that the glass can be mirroring as well as encaging, and that
this mirroring is also necessary if one is to have a chance of having a
significant exchange with the world, of turning perception into
apperception, of not only looking at, but looking into.
This is the opposite of Berger’s complaint about the closing
down of possibilities in Bacon’s art. In the catalogue Winnicott’s
patient has been reading, critic John Rothenstein says that Bacon’s
preference for glazing is ‘related to his sense of dependence on
chance’, and a ‘belief that the fortuitous play of reflections will
enhance his pictures’. Winnicott, who quotes Rothenstein on this
point, extends the more fortuitous possibilities of mirroring in art
to the practice of psychoanalysis itself. ‘It is a complex derivative of
the face that reflects what is there to be seen’, he writes.
Psychoanalysis, in other words, is a sort of looking (and a sort of
art) that – possibly, painfully – allows the patient ‘to be able to exist
and to feel real’. This feeling real is not the same as the kind of
political ‘reality’ that Arendt wanted to return to. We are talking
here not so much about returning to a reality from a set of
duplicitous images, as a reality created out of an engagement with
those images. Despite her famous hostility to psychoanalysis, Arendt
might have responded positively to the idea that out of an encounter
with vacuousness, particularly the bizarre vacuousness found in
Bacon, is born a reality in which it is possible to exist in relation to
others (natality is also a key concept in Arendt).39 ‘Feeling real is
more than existing’, Winnicott says, ‘it is finding a way to exist as
oneself, and to relate to objects as oneself ’.40 To my ears, that comes
pretty close to Arendt’s later discussions about the human
preconditions for politics.
Put in a more Kantian language, which is the language Arendt
increasingly turns to in the wake of Eichmann’s trial, this looking is
also the precondition for the return of reflective, retrospective
judgement which is the task, she says, of the historian after the
Holocaust.41 At the heart of Kant’s aesthetic is the pleasure and effort
of contemplating an object without a concept (an experience not so
dissimilar from looking in a mirror and finding nothing that you
recognise). This becomes an issue of judgement when we attempt to
account for how this deeply paradoxical experience is
communicated: how does taste become universal? The ‘monstrous
events of the twentieth century’, Paul Ricœur has argued, following
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Arendt, similarly require a ‘judicatory imaginary’, not just because of
the negative sublime that comes from the contemplation of glass
boxes in the courtroom, but because of the political imperative to
find ways of ‘administering the law in a universal fashion’ that
follows.42 I am not sure that Francis Bacon’s is quite the kind of
judicatory imaginary Arendt and Ricœur would have in mind for this
task. The fact that so many people discover the trial in the art, the
perpetrator in the face, however, suggests that the work of finding
some kind of reality, perhaps even a political reality, might also
happen in places outside of the courtroom, in galleries and
catalogues, in our minds and in the way we look.
In this essay I have been tracking the failure of the juridical
imaginary to provide forms of judgement adequate to the crime of the
Holocaust in its two most famous trials. The melodrama of the
perpetrator occult, a defective composition, as Rebecca West described
it, is not only opaque, more injuriously in political but perhaps also
psychic terms, it screens off other forms of imagination and judgement.
The grimmest irony is that it was because the law could not, for
historical, political and frequently frankly antisemitic reasons, address
Nazi crime as a crime against the Jews in the immediate post-war
period, that the compensatory image of the perpetrator occult arose in
the first place. It is not only, in other words, a focus on perpetrators that
leaves debates about guilt and motive immured in the very image of hell
that they created. Not looking in the glass box is another way of
keeping that image dangerously intact.
Refusing to concede the future of the law and politics to the
‘agents of history’, its makers, actors and, of course, perpetrators,
Ricœur suggests, is the first task of the figure he calls, after Kant and
Arendt, the cosmopolitan spectator of history.43 Like the critic of art,
it is this spectator’s task to look at the unprecedented, and from that
experience make not only retrospective, but reflective historical
judgements capable of forging a common universal sense, of doing
politics.
Rather than speculate on what form that politics might take, I want
to end by going back to Eichmann, and evoking the final scenes from
Eyal Sivan and Rony Brauman’s The Specialist. One of the first events
ever to be recorded on VHS, over 350 hours of the Eichmann trial
was shot by the American Leo T. Hurwitz. Only 72 hours, mainly
recording victim testimonies, were formally preserved, the remaining
(by his account) were re-discovered by Sivan later. These were edited,
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and then (and let us be just as clear about this as the film-makers are
themselves, although often to deaf ears) deliberately and drastically
manipulated by special effects. Sivan has spoken of a ‘digital attack’
on appearances in the making of the film – this is an art that bares its
affectivity at least as violently as Bacon’s painting (Bacon talked
famously of projecting his ‘nervous system’ onto canvas). This time
around, however, the worst is deliberately put back into politics and
is made to move across history.
One of the immediate effects of Sivan and Brauman’s attack is to
literalise and visualise the act of reflective judgement. Superimposed
upon Eichmann’s box, as though reflected by the glass, are the faces
of the trial’s spectators. Some are survivors, some journalists, the
demographic of the audience at the Eichmann trial fluctuated. For
this film it does not really matter who is watching themselves
watching Eichmann; what matters is that a generalised injunction to
look is coupled with an imperative to reflect. Focusing not away but
intently on Eichmann, the camera insists that Eichmann be judged.
True, sometimes in the film Eichmann glides back into the perpetrator
occult. While Nazi Concentration Camps is screened (this time with
an affecting minimalist commentary from Gideon Hausner that leaves
us in absolutely no doubt as to the identity of the victims), for
example, he squirms a little, wriggles his tight little mouth, blinks a
lot and then, when the film is over, picks his nose, in a performance
of which Goering would have been proud. But then again, even here,
this is not all we see. To the right, in the next shot, one of the trial’s
judges has his head in his hands. Such bitterly ironic superimposition
asks, as do similar techniques through the film, not only that we look
but also that we think about how what we see might make sense. How
might the law lift its head out its hands when confronted with
Eichmann’s numbing banality? This was also, of course, Hannah
Arendt’s question in 1961. Benjamin Robinson has accurately
described The Specialist as moving from an ‘identificatory’ to a
‘contemplative’ mindset in its presentation of the trial.44
Yet I think the film is also, like Winnicott’s patient looking at
Bacon, struggling with something darker and more difficult in the act
of reflection than contemplation implies. Towards the end of a talk at
a conference on the filming of the Eichmann trial at UCLA in 2009
Eyal Sivan asked – and it was an intentionally outrageous question –
what possible redemption could come from looking at the
perpetrator.45 His context was the documentary genre that has from
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its inception turned the camera on the figure of the outsider, the
other. If the witnesses and survivors of atrocity are such morally
appropriate subjects for documentaries it is not least, he suggests,
because witnessing their otherness confirms in us our sense of
humanity. By contrast, the perpetrator as subject, rather than as
encased specimen or atavistic villain has no redeeming function.
Hence, I would add, the need to reflect on that void in which we must
also struggle to catch a glimpse of ourselves, as really existing in
relation to others (as Winnicott might say) as the precondition of a
return to political life (as Arendt might well have added).
Sivan doesn’t directly answer his question at the UCLA conference.
Instead he shows the final scenes of his film. These display Eichmann at
his morally self-incriminating and thoughtless worst. Still unable to
grasp the reality of either his situation or his crime, Eichmann babbles
on, true to form, parroting clichés that, coming from his mouth are just
so many more acts of injurious speech. He wants to write a book, he
blathers, that would explain this terrible, unfortunate, chapter of
history. We can guess what such a book might contain. Eichmann’s
repetition of what even by the 1960s were already a set of normative
clichés about the Holocaust – ‘never again’, a ‘monstrous crime’ –
reveal the distance we still have to go to find a discourse that cannot be
uttered so blithely by (of all people) the perpetrators of the genocide.
Arendt believed that Eichmann’s mindlessness was not diabolic, but
endemic to contemporary political life; modern evil is not radical or
deep, she wrote to Gershom Scholem, it is shallow, banal and spreads
‘like fungus’.46 The yeasty persistence of the catastrophic insouciance of
the administrators of genocide is also Sivan and Brauman’s point.
Hence, in the film’s final scene, the falling away of the apparatus of the
courtroom, and the black and white film suggesting the original 1961
coverage, to deliver an Eichmann, untypically bathed in vibrant colour,
sitting behind a desk poised to efficiently manage another massacre.
The point is that the administrators of genocide are still busy. To my
eyes, however, that sudden recall into colour doesn’t bring me into the
politics of the present day: at least not directly. The colours are a little
too vivid, too insistent. Film becomes canvas. Just as the apparatus of
the documentary fades, I feel that that new image might itself begin to
distort. I feel I am on the edge of seeing myself reflected in another
Francis Bacon painting.
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26. For an account of this turn see Bloxham, ‘Organized Mass Murder’, 209–30.
27. For a full transcript see: http://www.nizkor.org/hweb/people/e/eichmann-adolf/transcripts/
Sessions/Session-006-007-008-07.html.
28. Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, 5–20. See also Zertal, Israel’s Holocaust and the Politics of
Nationhood.
29. John Russell, for example, reads the relation between Bacon’s glass boxes and the widely
circulated images of Eichmann in his booth in the early 1960s as an example of ‘the capacity
of paint to go on ahead of the conscious mind’. Russell, Francis Bacon, 22. Although his 1960’s
work clearly draws from the proliferation of his image in newspapers and on TV news, Bacon
was putting figures in glass boxes well before Eichmann was put in his. See Martin Hammer,
Francis Bacon and Nazi Propaganda.
30. Quoted in Woods, ‘Animal Locomotions’, 148.
31. Berger, ‘Francis Bacon and Walt Disney’, 114.
32. Ibid., 116.
33. Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, 49.
34. See Arendt, ‘Thinking and Moral Considerations’, 159–89. ‘Thinking’ formed one third of
Arendt’s final book, The Life of the Mind. She did not live to complete the final section on
‘Judging’. Much of her later thought on this topic can be found in the lectures she delivered on
Kant at the University of Chicago just after the publication of Eichmann and at the New School
in 1970, and in Aberdeen in 1973. See Arendt, The Life of the Mind and Arendt, Lectures on
Kant’s Political Philosophy.
35. Berger, ‘Francis Bacon and Walt Disney’, 117.
36. Winnicott, ‘Mirror-Role of Mother and Family in Child Development’, 156–7. I am indebted
to Vicky Lebeau’s reading of the pertinence of Winnicott’s account of ‘looking at nothing’ for
an understanding of post-war screen culture. See Lebeau, ‘The Arts of Looking’, 35–44.
37. Winnicott, ‘Mirror-Role of Mother and Family in Child Development’, 153–4.
38. Ibid., 157.
39. In The Human Condition (1958) Arendt claims that natality is the ground of political action.
Julia Kristeva argues that Arendt shares psychoanalyst Melanie Klein’s emphasis on a primary
negativity as the origin of collective human life. Kristeva, Melanie Klein, 28–9.
40. Winnicott, ‘Mirror-Role of Mother and Family in Child Development’, 158.
41. Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy, 65–72.
42. Ricœur, ‘Aesthetic Judgment and Political Judgment’, 98, 101. Ricœur is critical of the way that
Arendt puts so much weight on reflective judgement in her later appropriation of Kant. As with
Kant’s own turn from aesthetics to morality, he argues, too little space is left in Arendt’s reading
for a judicatory imaginary more aligned with the historical movement of Hegel’s Sittlichkeit,
ethical life.
43. Ibid., 100.
44. Robinson, ‘The Specialist on the Eichmann Precedent’, 62.
45. See
http://www.international.ucla.edu/cnes/conferences/eichmann-trial/article.asp?
parentid=108478.
46. Arendt, ‘Letter to Gershom Scholem’, 471.
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The Modern Haman: Ghetto
Diary Writers’ Understanding of
Holocaust Perpetrators
AMY SIMON
Despite the recent scholarly trend toward integrating victim
perspectives into Holocaust historiography, no one has made more
than a short reference to victims’ understanding of one important
aspect of the Holocaust: the perpetrators.1 This essay takes up exactly
that issue, exploring the ways in which Yiddish diarists writing in the
Warsaw and Łódź ghettos during the Second World War represented
their Holocaust persecutors. Specifically, this essay delves into the
questions of how, and how successfully, Yiddish-speaking ghetto
diarists understood their persecutors, the Holocaust perpetrators, as
part of a long history of Jewish suffering. It addresses who the diarists
interpreted as perpetrators and how they used past oppressors to
better understand the nature and extent of their own calamity. As
David Roskies explains in The Literature of Destruction: Jewish
Responses to Catastrophe, one of only two major studies to address
Holocaust writings in the context of Jewish literary tradition, ‘there
were two poles of response: Some saw the destruction of European
Jewry as the dark culmination of all previous analogies; others saw it
as a terrible new beginning, as an archetype that as yet lacked its own
name.’2 The diaries examined here generally demonstrate the latter
view, using analogies to examples of prior destructions and enemies
primarily as a means of proving that the current situation and
persecutors represented an unprecedented, incomprehensible
moment of cruelty in the history of the Jews.
While Roskies’ work tends to offer an ambivalent interpretation of
whether or not Holocaust authors remained part of or broke free
from the long Jewish literary tradition, this essay argues that secular
Yiddish Holocaust diaries by and large demonstrated the final step in
a radical break with the history of Jewish response to catastrophe.
Beginning with responses to pogroms at the beginning of the
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twentieth century, Jewish authors had been losing faith with the
substance of their religion, getting further and further away from the
sin-retribution-and-restoration model that had characterized the
literary response to destruction in previous generations.3 This loss of
faith eventually made it impossible for Holocaust diarists to accept the
idea that a covenantal relationship with God could be saved out of the
destruction and that meaning could arise from the ashes. Because of this
rejection of God’s hand in the Holocaust and a resulting hopelessness
for the future, these diarists could blame no one else for their suffering
besides the actual human perpetrators responsible for it. Unlike
traditional Jewish authors who presented perpetrators in their texts in
order for them to absorb their wrath instead of God, or excluded
oppressors entirely in order to emphasise that destruction was a matter
between God and His people, these diarists presented perpetrators as
individuals and groups of people bent on the destruction of Jews for
nothing more than mortal intentions.4 This new understanding of
perpetrators as meaningful agents in Jewish destruction meant that
these diarists attempted to comprehend, in depth, the nature of those
persecutors. By seeking comparisons between historical and religious
perpetrators of the past and their current oppressors, these diarists
demonstrated their awareness of traditional Jewish responses to
catastrophe but ultimately refused to confuse past and present. They
rejected parallels between Jewish history and the present situation,
instead pursuing new, more rational explanations for the most recent
and most devastating of Jewish disasters.
The Jewish Tradition of Lamentation
The ghetto diarists examined here contributed with their diaries to a
long history of Jewish responses to catastrophe. Beginning with the
destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE, followed by the
destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, the Crusades of 1096, the
Spanish Expulsion of 1492, and the Eastern European pogroms of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Jews had been
lamenting their persecution and writing responses to their sorrows
down on paper. Each of these disasters prompted thinkers and writers
of the age to contemplate the nature of suffering and what it meant
for the special relationship between God and his ‘chosen people’.
However, none of these calamities were natural disasters. Each one
was caused by external rulers, individuals or groups of people intent
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on destroying the Jewish people. Before the Holocaust, almost none
of the written reactions to destruction focused on those external
players. As Alan Mintz points out:
the great insistence of the classical traditions [was] on keeping the
interpretation of catastrophe internal to the Jewish people and
itself. The authors of Lamentations and midrash labored to make
the role of the enemy secondary, and his devastations instruments
of divine supervision rather than signs of divine abandonment.5
Though external perpetrators may have appeared in the lamentations
written as a response to their deeds, they were not usually considered
in the writings as guilty for their perpetration or in any real sense
important in themselves. Instead, the traditional Jewish response to
man-made catastrophe was to turn inward and upward, to God. The
biblical destructions and exiles referred back to God as the supreme
actor; devastation was perpetrated at God’s hand and was thus
meaningful, usually caused by the shortcomings of the Jews
themselves. For example, in Lamentations, one of the major Jewish
responses to the destruction of the First Temple and the resulting
Babylonian Exile, the author describes Jerusalem:
Her foes have become the masters,
Her enemies prosper,
Because the Lord has made her suffer
For the multitude of her transgressions;
Her children have gone away
Captives before the foe. (Lam. 1.5)
Though human perpetrators appeared in this text, the explanation for
Israel’s destruction ultimately rested in their sins for which they were
duly punished by God.
Other chronicles of destruction, such as that written by Solomon
Bar Simson regarding the Jewish massacres during the Crusades of
1096, also mentioned external human perpetrators, but ultimately
still relied on God for an understanding of the persecution. Bar
Simson wrote of a certain Duke Godfrey who, despite bribes and an
order from his Emperor, proceeded to kill many Jews:
He swore on his staff to behave peacefully toward them. But
[God] ‘who truly makes peace’ turned away from them and hid
his eyes from his people and consigned them to the sword. No
prophet or seer nor any man of wisdom or understanding can
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fathom the essential issue—how could the sin of ‘the innumerable
people’ be so heavy and how could the souls of these saintly
communities be so destructive, as though shedding blood. Except
that surely [God] is ‘a just judge’ and we bear the shortcomings.6
It was indeed Godfrey who murdered the Jews here, but only at the
behest of God, who chose to turn away his face, again because of the
sins of Israel. This text’s emphasis on heroic Jewish martyrdom also
ultimately emphasised God’s central role in the tragedy. Responding
over five hundred years later to the Spanish Expulsion and the
persecutions committed against the Jews in its wake, Solomon Ibn
Verga proceeded along the same lines. His major work, Shevet Yehudah,
looked to internal religious and practical faults as well as the traditional
explanation of sin in order to understand the continued persecution of
the Jews.7
In the post-Haskalah period of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, however, Jewish authors began to turn away from blaming
Jews as offenders against their neighbours and against God toward a
more rational reckoning with disaster.8 Though modern authors
continued to seek consolation and meaning in the destruction they
saw of Jewish communities during the First World War and the
pogroms of 1903–05, the meaning became less concerned with God
and more concerned with Jewish self-help and self-defence.9
Traditional in the internal nature of the inquiry, yet ground-breaking
in the switch of focus from holy to human, this new turn in the Jewish
literary response to catastrophe allowed Jewish people, for the first
time, to appear as actual perpetrators against other Jews within their
community. This is a change that would greatly influence the Yiddish
diarists of the Holocaust period. In the middle of the nineteenth
century, one of the major calamities of Russian Jewry was the drafting
of young Jewish men into the military for 25 years of service after
which they almost never survived or returned home to Judaism. Songs
were written protesting at this evil practice:
The Streets Flow with Our Tears
The streets flow with our tears
You can bathe in the blood of children dear.
O what a terrible calamity!
Will there ever be a remedy?
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Little children are torn from their lessons
And pressed into coats with soldiers’ buttons.
Our rabbis, our bigshots are in cahoots
Teaching our children to be recruits.
Zushe Rakover has seven healthy sons
Not one will be forced to carry a gun.
But widow Leah’s only kind will be
A scapegoat for the kahal’s treachery.
It’s a mitzvah to round up simple folk:
Who cares if they’re swaddled in army cloaks.
But lousy little Lord Fauntleroys
Are never taken as one of the boys!10
Here, Jews were themselves described by other Jews as the main
perpetrators of anti-Jewish measures and persecutions. These Jewish
‘bigshots’ who helped round up poor Jewish youth for military
service, leaving in peace the wealthier families, were called, in
Yiddish, khapers or khapunes.11 This same term was also used by many
ghetto diarists to refer to the Jewish policemen and local
collaborators who helped Germans round up Jews for labour and
deportation to death camps and shooting sites.
Finally, authors of the twentieth century also greatly influenced the
Holocaust diarists. The most prominent of these authors was the poet
Hayyim Nahman Bialik whose most important work, ‘City of
Slaughter’, was written as a response to the Kishinev pogrom of 1903.
In it, he not only described the wanton destruction of the Jewish
people, but also attacked his fellow Jews, blaming them for the suffering
that followed the pogroms committed by gentiles. His primary criticism
was that the Jews did nothing to help themselves during the pogrom:
Note also, do not fail to note,
In that dark corner, and behind that cask
Crouched husbands, bridegrooms, brothers peering from the
cracks,
Watching the sacred bodies struggling underneath
The bestial breath,
Stifled in filth, and swallowing their blood!
The lecherous rabble portioning for booty
Their kindred and their flesh!
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Crushed in their shame, they saw it all;
They did not stir or move;
They did not pluck their eyes out; they
Beat not their brains against the wall!12
This reaction of disgust at the masses of Jews who did not act against
their oppressors leaves the reader feeling Bialik’s hostility toward his
Jewish brethren, not toward the gentile persecutors who appear only
fleetingly in the text. Bialik also expressed his anger toward God in this
poem in a new way, separating himself from the authors of the past;
instead of bowing to the notion of oppression caused by Israel’s
misdeeds and God’s ultimate fairness as had been the model before,
Bialik refused to release God from moral responsibility. Bialik’s method
of protest was to angrily use the prayers and traditions the Jewish
people had once held so sacred as an accusation against God himself.
The Holocaust diarists we will examine took this method one step
further, not simply subverting the religious texts, but rejecting their use
altogether.
Holocaust Diaries
The diaries examined here include two of the most important and
extensive Holocaust diaries to survive from two of the largest and
most active ghettos. This study addresses the diaries of Josef Zelkowicz
and Emanuel Ringelblum, from the Łódź and Warsaw ghettos
respectively. These diarists, though living in separate ghettos and
thereby experiencing very different sets of events, shared a language, a
culture and a community history that led them to come to similar
conclusions about their situations and the people around them. Josef
Zelkowicz, born in 1897, and Emanuel Ringelblum, born in 1900,
were both established writers entering the height of their careers at the
outbreak of the Second World War. Zelkowicz belonged to an affluent
Hasidic family. He was ordained as a rabbi at the age of 18 and later
graduated from a teacher’s college and became a teacher. He also
studied for a time at the University of Berlin. On the other hand,
Ringelblum grew up with both a Jewish and secular education,
attending both heder and a Polish gymnasium. His father considered
himself an enlightened, rather than traditional man, influencing his
son’s opinions about Jewish identity. Ringelblum moved to Warsaw in
1919 to begin studying history at Warsaw University. Though their
educational, family and political backgrounds differed, these men
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shared a commitment to Yiddish. Both were heavily involved in YIVO,
the Jewish Scientific Institute. From its inception in 1925, YIVO’s
mission had been ‘to record the history and pioneer in the critical
study of the language, literature and culture of the Jews of Eastern
Europe’.13 These diarists took this as almost a political doctrine and
adhered strongly to this mission throughout the war years.
With the outbreak of war, these men continued their pre-war
political and cultural agendas, becoming key players in important
archival activities within the ghettos eventually erected in their
respective cities. In the Łódź Ghetto, besides writing a personal diary,
Josef Zelkowicz became involved in the ghetto archives established in
November 1940 at the behest of the ‘Eldest’ of the ghetto, Chaim
Rumkowski. Zelkowicz became one of the main authors of the daily
chronicle that gave an official accounting of daily life in the ghetto.14
As Michal Unger states, Zelkowicz’s ghetto writings:
reflect Zelkowicz’s secular schooling and, in the main, his vast
Jewish education. Although he does not seem to have been a
practicing Orthodox Jew in the ghetto, his familiarity with the
Jewish sources, his command of Hebrew, and his ability to navigate
the cultural and spiritual world of pre-war European Jewry are
evident. His Yiddish is abundantly rich. Spiced profusely with
sayings and expressions, it expresses his great love of the
language.15
Similarly, Emanuel Ringelblum founded one of the largest
underground ghetto archives, the Oyneg Shabes. After the German
occupation of Warsaw, Ringelblum immediately comprehended the
import of current events for Jewish history and used his historical and
organisational skills to create a network of contributors in the Warsaw
Ghetto who collected documents, wrote down oral testimonies,
penned pieces of reportage, and wrote their personal stories to be
protected by the Oyneg Shabes group. This collection of documents
was buried and recovered after the war; its contents serve as the basis
for a wealth of knowledge about the Holocaust.
The historical, cultural and linguistic backgrounds shared by these
men were typical of a certain stratum of Jewish Polish intellectuals who
came of age in the ghettos of the Holocaust. Because these men were
leaders of Yiddish culture and secular Jewish learning, reading their
diaries gives us an insight into the responses of an important sector of
Jews. Though each author sought comfort and meaning in comparing
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their situation to previous Jewish catastrophes, each potential analogy
only reaffirmed the authors’ intuition that this disaster could not
compare to even the worst events in Jewish history. They understood,
for the first time, that neither God nor the Jews themselves could fight
back against the truly human menace facing them. In comparing the
perpetrators they faced in the ghettos to the perpetrators of Jewish
destructions in the past to find understanding, if not meaning, they
broke free from the age-old habit of turning to God for an explanation
of suffering. The inability of these comparisons to lend meaning to
their suffering alerted the authors to the possibility that the evil they
were facing was perhaps something new. Instead, they saw Germans
and even fellow Jews acting to create the most terrible and complete
destruction Jews had faced in their thousands of years of history.
In Those Terrible Days
Because of his training as a rabbi, it is not surprising that of these two
diarists, Zelkowicz demonstrated a more consistent concern for
fitting his current calamity into the longer course of Jewish history.
His tools for examining the Holocaust through the lens of religion
were also more extensive, as was his need to do so. The religious
references in Zelkowicz’s diary clustered around two major motifs:
sacrifice and Yom Kippur. In an attempt to understand the
contemporary perpetrators in the light of biblical history, Zelkowicz
referred back to Molekh, the Canaanite fire-god mentioned several
times in the Torah, to which first-born sons were sacrificed.16 On 2
September 1942, in the midst of the major deportation of the sick,
elderly and children from the Łódź Ghetto, Zelkowicz lamented,
‘Heart-rending spectacles unfold: wailing, pleading, kissing of hands.
Will it help? If they knew that this Molekh would content himself
with these victims, they would wipe away their tears, let their hearts
turn to stone, and forfeit these victims as if they were corpses.’17 Here
Zelkowicz subverted the traditional figure of Molekh. Throughout the
Torah, the Israelites had been called upon to resist the temptations of
the foreign god Molekh primarily as a means of demonstrating their
dedication to the God of Israel. God characterized the practice of
child sacrifice as ‘disgusting’,18 from which the people inferred that
the God of Israel was a loving God intent on protecting innocent
Jewish children. However, the Molekh mentioned by Zelkowicz was
not the same kind of figure who could bring meaning to the Jews’
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sacrifice. Instead, Zelkowicz’s use of Molekh here suggests his
understanding that the protective God no longer kept watch over his
people and that unlike the Molekh of biblical stature, who was not a
perpetrator himself but merely a representative of evil, this new evil
was unavoidable and insurmountable. Zelkowicz went so far as to
suggest that were his oppressors simply the foreign gods which
afflicted the biblical Israelites, the Jewish people could accept the
sacrifice of their children. If this were a perpetrator who only called
for child sacrifice, the ghetto inhabitants could have found solace in
the prospect of an end to the murder. However, Zelkowicz understood
that this evil was more than the evil God warned about in ancient days.
At risk here were not only the children of Israel, but the adults as well.
The other Jewish symbolism that Zelkowicz used most was that of
Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement. In describing the tense
hours before the beginning of the German-inflicted Shpere, or curfew,
during which the deportations would take place, Zelkowicz explained,
Slowly the streets empty out. Here and there a figure still appears.
It is late; it races with dread in its eyes. It is confused and struggles
to find its home. Jews run this way when they are late for the
synagogue on the eve of Yom Kippur. Pious Jews tremble this way
before they report on the Day of Judgment to the Severe Judge,
Who will seal their fate ‘for life’ or ‘for death’.19
The traditional Jewish interpretation of standing in judgment before
God on Yom Kippur is one that brings meaning to the story. All are
arrayed before the all-powerful, all-knowing God who chooses who
shall live and who shall die based on the person’s sins and his or her
repentance and prayer. Instead, what Zelkowicz faced in the ghetto
was a similar arraying of Jews before an all-powerful force, but this
time that force was not a benevolent God, but the vicious Germans.
Though some were chosen to live during the deportations of
September 1942 and some were chosen to die, the choice had little to
do with the individual and much more to do with the often random
selection carried out mainly by Jewish police. By likening the Jews to
traditional sacrifices and Germans to both the Jewish and pagan gods,
Zelkowicz reversed the positive messages of the traditions (obey only
the Lord your God and save your children; dedicate yourself fully to
the Lord; repent of your sins and receive God’s forgiveness). As Jews
before him had done in attempting to understand their particular
tragedies, Zelkowicz ‘used and abused’ the ‘Scripture, liturgy and
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rabbinic texts … to highlight the spiritual meaning of destruction’.20
But one understands that Zelkowicz ultimately found no spiritual
meaning in the destruction of the Holocaust. Instead, he was left only
with an unrelenting Molekh and a perpetrator much less forgiving than
the God of Israel at the end of Yom Kippur.
In his inability to find solace through the use of traditional Jewish
archetypes, Zelkowicz turned instead to a detailed and emotional
description of actual human perpetrators. He sought to understand the
role and nature of both the German and Jewish persecutors he
encountered in the ghetto. In one particularly salient example, he
retells the story of a German ‘Party man’ who, in the process of
rounding up Jews for deportation, caught sight of a pretty Jewish girl.
He was surprised at himself for finding this girl beautiful despite the
fact that she was Jewish and therefore ‘subhuman’. He had been given
a good education and had learnt good manners. For this reason, when
the girl’s mother refused to give her over for deportation, he singled
them out and gave the mother three minutes to reconsider whether to
give up her child. Zelkowicz replays the possible thought process of
the German after the mother reiterated her decision not to give over
her daughter:
But afterwards, when he brought both of them, mother and
daughter, to the ground with two shots from his small handgun,
the effort was no longer necessary; the smile on his contorted
face was frozen in place. Had someone asked him why he was
smiling and what the smile expressed – fear, cruelty,
derangement – he might not have been aware that he was smiling
at all and that a moment ago he had really murdered – quietly,
politely, and ‘respectfully’ – two people; the young woman and
her four-year-old daughter next to her.21
On a practical level, this German had to shoot the woman and child
because the woman was resisting the round-up order. However, on a
personal level, Zelkowicz imagined that the shooting resulted in part
because of the anger and frustration the German experienced as the
result of his failing struggle between right and wrong. The smile on
his face began as one of embarrassment at having to involve such a
beautiful girl in such an atrocious order and at having to act rudely
toward a woman. It quickly turned into a snarl, however, as the
German began to understand the tenacity of the mother’s resistance
to his authority. Finally, his training as a Nazi overtook his training as
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a man and he felt the necessity of killing both mother and daughter.
After the murder, he no longer needed to make the effort of struggling
between humanity and brutality. His perverted smile had become a
fixed aspect of his face. This example demonstrates a moment at
which Zelkowicz honestly attempted to understand the psyche of a
perpetrator who could be both well-mannered and generally agreeable
yet at the same time viciously murderous. He could ultimately only
remark on the absurdity of it all. This effort to conceptualize the actual
murderers, whatever the outcome, is what makes this text unique in the
history of the literature of catastrophe. Not simply faceless murderers
working at the hand of God, German perpetrators represented nothing
more, to Zelkowicz, than the human beings that they were.
Zelkowicz similarly contemplated the complex nature of Jewish
policemen who helped round up Jews for the September 1942
deportations. Not unlike the critique of nineteenth-century Russian
Jews who protested at the conscription of their sons by Jewish khapers,
Zelkowicz’s discussion of the Jewish police touches an emotional nerve
for the author and readers alike. Angry at these Jewish perpetrators yet
anxious to explore their conflicting motivations, Zelkowicz presents an
insightful critique of Jewish helpers in the Łódź Ghetto:
What happened to the Jewish police that prompted it to undertake
this task? Were they driven out of their minds? Were their hearts
excised and replaced with stones? These are hard questions …
Who should do it but the Jewish police, who in one stroke have
been bought off, intoxicated, and ideationally persuaded? No,
there is no reason to envy them, the Jewish police.22
Here he evaluates the different types of Jewish perpetrator; those who
were offered money or safety for their participation, those who had
to be drugged, and those who became convinced of the propaganda
that to deport one part of the population would mean to save the
remainder. Zelkowicz demonstrates here his understanding of human
psychology, even expressing sympathy for Jews caught between
German orders and the helpless Jewish populace. A far cry from
representations of perpetrators included only as a means of better
understanding the Jews’ relationship with God, this analysis of human
perpetrators signals a shift in interpreting the meaning of suffering.
For Zelkowicz, meaning can only be found through an Enlightenment
focus on the individual human responsible for his or her own actions.
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Notes from the Warsaw Ghetto
Emanuel Ringelblum’s references to Jewish history in his diary, rather
than acting as efforts to understand his world through religion like
Zelkowicz’s, read more like attempts at understanding through secular
history. A historian by trade, religion was of secondary importance to
Ringelblum, who also grew up in a family influenced by the Haskalah.
The history he referenced in his diary was still Jewish, but instead of
allusions to biblical gods, sacrifice stories and the rituals surrounding
Yom Kippur, Ringelblum wrote directly about the linkages between
historical Jewish suffering and his own experiences in the ghetto to
find meaning in the destruction. Whereas Zelkowicz used his Jewish
references in the lamentation tradition, inverting the ancient stories as
a protest against God, Ringelblum took the stories at face value,
ultimately concluding that the perpetrators around him bore little
resemblance to the oppressors of yore. He also used religious imagery
to refer not only to German perpetrators, but to Jewish ones as well.
Unlike Ibn Verga and Bialik, he did not seek to blame the Jews for the
overall persecution they underwent, but he did see fellow Jews as
participants in the oppression and did not shy away from comparing
them unfavourably to other Jews throughout history. Ultimately, the
Jewish policemen that Ringelblum faced in the Warsaw Ghetto, in his
opinion, far surpassed their predecessors in their ability to inflict pain
and suffering on their brethren Jews.
It is easy to see the difference between Zelkowicz’s angry, emotional
prose and Ringelblum’s relatively straightforward accounting of Jewish
history. On 8 November 1940, just before the creation of the ghetto but
after one year of German occupation, Ringelblum wrote:
There’s been the growth of a strong sense of historical
consciousness recently. We tie in fact after fact from our daily
experience with the events of history. We are returning to the
Middle Ages. – Spoke to a Jewish scholar. The Jews created
another world for themselves in the past, living in it forgot the
troubles around them, allowed no one from the outside to come
in. As for parallels: The present expulsion is one of the worst in
Jewish history, because in the past there were always cities of
refuge. Someone said to me: ‘It’s bad to read Jewish history,
because you see that the good years were few and far between.
There were always troubles and pogroms.’23
Immediately, one sees that Ringelblum, as a Jew with both a religious
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and a secular education, needed to understand the relationship between
the current situation and Jewish history. His scholar source in the ghetto
reminded him of the important fact, discussed in this essay, that previous
to the present calamity, Jews had always turned inward to seek solace
from suffering. Ringelblum’s attempts at this same Jewish response
evolved over time and eventually failed, requiring him to finally turn
outward for an explanation. This example demonstrates that as of
November 1940, Ringelblum still perceived the current Jewish
experience as akin to previous expulsions (only ‘one of the worst’). As
time wore on, however, his perceptions about the similarities between
his situation and previous historical Jewish persecutions changed, and he
eventually realized the unprecedented nature of both the Holocaust and
those who carried it out.
By March 1941, Ringelblum was beginning to understand the
uniqueness of life in a German ghetto. In one of his rare religious
references, Ringelblum explicitly linked previous Jewish perpetrators to
those surrounding him: ‘There were assemblies in celebration of Purim
this year. People hope for a new Purim – to celebrate the downfall of
the modern Haman, Hitler – one that will be commemorated as long as
the Jewish people exist. The new Purim would surpass all previous
Purims in Jewish history.’24 On the one hand, Ringelblum expressed the
hope of the people that the current situation would resolve itself in a
familiar way with a miracle of sorts, resulting in the salvation of the
Jewish people to be celebrated regularly in the calendar like Purim. On
the other hand, he recognized that this situation bore little resemblance
to the biblical story – no Esther was waiting to save the Jews from their
current oppressors. He admitted that this would ‘surpass all previous
Purims’ because of the unsurpassed evil facing the Jewish people.
Comparing Hitler to Haman here made him both evil and knowable;
unfortunately, this analogy brought little comfort with no hope for a
similarly ‘happy’ resolution. Interestingly, Ringelblum chose to include
this reference to a historical perpetrator who did seem to act on his own
initiative. Though the Purim story can be read as a reaffirmation of God’s
intention to protect the Jewish people, God only appears in the text as
Esther’s protector when she goes unbidden to see her king.25 Otherwise,
Haman, the king, Esther, and Mordecai act out of purely human motives.
Perhaps this seemed a particularly fitting analogy to ghetto inhabitants
who daily encountered perpetrators acting for their own selfish reasons.
Despite this ambivalently optimistic start, by the end of May 1942,
Ringelblum’s hope had been lost. He exclaimed, ‘Except for Pharaoh,
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who ordered the newborn Hebrew babes thrown into the river Nile,
this is unprecedented in Jewish history. On the contrary: In the past,
whatever was done with the grownups, the children were always
permitted to live – so that they might be converted to the Christian
faith.’26 Though there were indeed other times throughout Jewish
history when children were also killed (as described in Bialik’s work,
for example), Ringelblum’s perception led him to see the Holocaust
as the most extreme event in that long history of suffering. Here,
Ringelblum compared the Nazis to the biblical Pharaoh, the first and
most fundamental figure of Jewish persecution, and found them equal
in terms of cruelty toward the Jewish people. He went even further
to separate the current perpetrators out from the entire remainder of
Jewish history: ‘Even in the most barbaric times, a human spark
glowed in the rudest heart, and children were spared. But the
Hitlerian beast is quite different. It would devour the dearest of us,
those who arouse the greatest compassion – our innocent children.’27
No matter how awful the destruction of Jewish communities had
been in the past, this destruction seemed to Ringelblum worse. There
was no bit of humanity, the perpetrators could not even be called by
a human name, and quite the opposite of saving children, they
executed a marked campaign against them. In fact, this new
perpetrator, this ‘beast’, was ‘different’ from all those that came
before – he was an unprecedented criminal in the face of a history of
terribly cruel oppressors.
Ringelblum also brought in Jewish imagery to implicate his own
Jewish brothers – the Jewish police and council members. He saw
these men and their actions (stealing from fellow Jews, taking
advantage of the ghetto situation for the own ends, and assisting with
the round-ups to concentration and death camps) as perhaps the vilest
element of the Holocaust story. As a Jewish historian, he lamented,
For the most part, the Jewish police showed an incomprehensible
brutality. Where did Jews get such murderous violence? When in
our history did we ever before raise so many hundreds of killers,
capable of snatching children off the street, throwing them on the
wagons, dragging them to the Umschlag?28
In attempting to find a comparison in the thousands of years of Jewish
history to explain the brutality of fellow Jews, Ringelblum failed. He
could not remember a single example of such cruelty (though, as
mentioned above, khapers had performed similar duties in much
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smaller numbers). He went further in his appraisal of Jewish
perpetrators in the ghetto, even employing biblical allusions and
finally calling out to a God whom he no longer believed was listening:
‘The entire work of the Jewish Council is an evil perpetrated against
the poor that cries to the very heaven. If there were a God in the
world, he would have long ago flung his thunderbolts and levelled
that whole den of wickedness and hypocrisy of those who flay the
hide of the poor.’29 One of his most emotional outbursts, this passage
demonstrates Ringelblum’s ability to blame Germans and Jews alike
for the sufferings incurred in the ghetto. Not even the Germans’
barbaric behaviour could incite the anger that Jewish cooperation
with Nazi authorities and measures produced here. Only Jewish
actions against Jews could provoke the stoic Ringelblum to address
God in the tradition of Jewish lamentation. His secular understanding
coupled with long years of persecution, however, made him realise,
even before he cried out to heaven, that God would not answer.
Thus lost, without recourse to either God or Jewish history,
Ringelblum, like Zelkowicz, sought to find understanding in an
exploration of the human perpetrators facing him on all sides. The
Germans were the most obvious oppressors, garnering much hatred in
Ringelblum’s diary. Aside from the predictable stories describing
vicious attacks and humiliations carried out by German persecutors (of
which the diary includes many), one also finds in Ringelblum’s diary
examples of ‘good’ Germans who did what little they could to lessen the
burden of Jews in the Warsaw Ghetto. He provides this example:
There is one policeman who is renowned as a model German.
Nicknamed ‘the gentleman’, he is the soul of honesty. He
permits wagons through the gates of the Wall, refusing to take a
bribe. He also permits Jewish children to pass to the Other Side
by the dozen to buy food, for the most part potatoes and other
vegetables. Examples of his wondrous decency and honesty are
recounted daily.30
This generous description of an individual practising kindness from
amongst the German forces demonstrates Ringelblum’s
understanding of perpetrators not simply as homogenous agents of
destruction, but as human beings. Similarly, despite his generally
vitriolic attitude toward the Jewish police, Ringelblum treated even
that group with some amount of sympathy:
The police themselves were continually threatened with being
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sent to the Umschlag with their wives and children. And then,
they were demoralized from before the resettlement. Those
seized for the Umschlag, particularly the women, put up
resistance. All these things created an impossible situation for the
police, who reacted like beasts.31
Though ultimately characterizing these actors as ‘beasts’, Ringelblum
here attempts to understand why these Jewish men would act so
unconscionably against their brethren. He steps outside of his anger
momentarily here to describe some of the difficulties faced by the
Jewish police that led them to become Holocaust perpetrators.
Ringelblum did not have to include these types of ambiguous
descriptions of Germans and Jewish persecutors in his diary – there
were more than enough examples of terror and brutality to fill his
pages. However, as a thinking member of the Jewish intelligentsia, his
attempt at explaining his situation had to take into account all
possibilities of behaviour. Only by examining all levels of human
interaction could Ringelblum begin to make sense of the most
cataclysmic event ever to befall his people.
Conclusion
Using the same store of references, these authors came, by different
routes, to the same conclusion – the Holocaust was an unprecedented
event in the history of the Jewish people to which nothing else could be
compared and which called into question all of the thousands of years of
covenant between God and his people Israel. This represented, in a way,
a secularization of the response to catastrophe. With no recourse to the
notions of guilt or sin, and no God to whom one could cry out and
reasonably expect an answer, suddenly there was no hope of finding
meaning in destruction. If God were not ultimately responsible for the
oppression, then it seemed clear that humans must be the culprit. Thus,
the actual people responsible for the destruction were, for the first time,
held accountable for their actions. With their diaries, these authors
created a new Jewish literary response to catastrophe. They left behind
a detailed analysis of the multitude of behaviours practised by both
German and Jewish perpetrators during the Holocaust. For the first time
in Jewish history, they openly contemplated the nature of those people
who were persecuting them, exploring all sides of their personalities,
backgrounds and motivations for murder.
Josef Zelkowicz was deported to Auschwitz during the very last
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transports from the Łódź Ghetto in August 1944. His diary breaks off
on 14 June 1944, after which we have no further written accounts of
him. Ringelblum also survived until the very end. In March 1943 he
went into hiding in the Aryan part of Warsaw with his wife and son.
After a brief return to the ghetto and time spent in the Trawniki camp,
Ringelblum returned to hiding. On 7 March 1944, however, his time
had come. His bunker’s location was betrayed and he, along with his
wife and child, was brought to the infamous Pawiak prison and soon
executed.32 Knowing that they themselves would probably not survive,
these diarists understood that their diaries alone would remain as their
testaments to the suffering they witnessed and endured. The new
‘literature of destruction’ that they created was predicated on their
demise. These diarists understood that voices from the abyss, written in
the darkest of historical moments, would bear the ‘true’ stories of the
Holocaust from which future scholars and Jews alike would build their
own legends and beliefs.
NOTES
1. For the most important example of this scholarly trend, see Friedlander, Nazi Germany and
the Jews.
2. Roskies (ed.) The Literature of Destruction, 385. The other major work on this topic is Mintz,
Hurban. On this topic Roskies has also published ‘Yiddish Writing in the Nazi Ghettos’, and
Against the Apocalypse.
3. Roskies, The Literature of Destruction, 5. In Hurban, Mintz also emphasises that Israel’s sin
and the resulting retribution was the focus of early responses to destruction, as in the book of
Lamentations. Mintz also describes a focus on the holiness of being chosen for persecution
during the First Crusades as opposed to accounting for destruction as a punishment for sin.
Both of these explanations leave God as the primary actor in the explanation for persecution.
4. For a discussion of the use of perpetrators in traditional Hebrew literature, see Mintz, Hurban,
4, 7, 71, 92–3, 122, 147–8, 169.
5. Ibid., 169.
6. Bar Simson, ‘The Crusade Chronicle’, 76.
7. Ibn Verga, ‘The Causes of Persecution’, 103–4.
8. Haskalah refers to the Jewish enlightenment movement which flourished in eighteenthcentury Germany before spreading into Eastern Europe in the nineteenth century. This
movement espoused typical enlightenment values such as increased empiricism and
rationalism as well as particularly Jewish values including more integration into European
society and a particular focus on secular studies. It marked the beginning of a shift in European
Jewish society away from traditional religious observance and toward new political and
religious affiliations.
9. See, for example, Mintz’s discussion of Bialik’s ‘In the City of Slaughter’, in Hurban, 130–50,
and Roskies’ discussion of the role of modern authors’ responses to catastrophe for meaningmaking in The Literature of Destruction, 205.
10. ‘The Streets Flow with Our Tears’, from Evreiskie narodniye pesni v Rossii [Yiddish Folksongs
of Russia], ed. S.M. Ginsburg and P.S. Marek (St Petersburg, 1901), no. 49, in Roskies, The
Literature of Destruction, 119.
11. ‘Military Service in Russia’, www.yivoinstitute.org/downloads/Military_Service.pdf.
12. Bialik, ‘City of Slaughter’, 133–4.
13. ‘About YIVO: Brief Introduction’, www.yivo.org.
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14. Unger, ‘About the Author’, 11–14. Unger has published extensively on the Łódź Ghetto,
including, Lodz, and ‘The Reassessment of the Image of Mordechai Chaim Rumkowski’.
15. Unger, ‘About the Author’, 16.
16. Zelkowicz, In Those Terrible Days, 256 and 304.
17. Ibid., 256.
18. 1 Kings 11.7; Jeremiah 32.35.
19. Zelkowicz, In Those Terrible Days, 329.
20. Roskies, The Literature of Destruction, 8.
21. Zelkowicz, In Those Terrible Days, 359–61.
22. Ibid., 305.
23. Ringelblum, Notes from the Warsaw Ghetto, 82.
24. Ibid., 139.
25. Esther 4.15–17; 5.1–2.
26. Ringelblum, Notes from the Warsaw Ghetto, 293–4.
27. Ibid.
28. Ibid., 329.
29. Ibid., 245.
30. Ibid., 265.
31. Ibid., 335.
32. For an exhaustive account of Ringelblum’s life and death, see Kassow, Who Will Write Our
History?.
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Reading the Female Perpetrator
ANTONY ROWLAND
This essay reads responses to the spectacle of female perpetrators such
as Irma Grese and Ilse Koch using Judith (now Jack) Halberstam’s
concept of female masculinity. Halberstam’s work enables critics to
go beyond the rigid associations of female/femininity and
male/masculinity that inform the historian Susannah Heschel’s
influential essay ‘Does Atrocity Have a Gender?’: her article
(published in 2004) is not responsive to developments in queer theory
during the 1990s.1 Koch and Grese have been conceived as masculine
due to their apparent brazenness at their post-war trials, and the
supposed masculinity of their power and violent crimes in the camps,
conjoined with accusations of sexual promiscuity. These masculinities
would be less spectacular, however, were it not for the perceived
attractiveness of these women during the Allied trials: the shock of
their masculinity is heightened by what was seen as the femininity of
their performances in court.2 Critics have often pointed to the way in
which the Allied media focused on what was seen to be a pathological
atavism in characters such as Koch and Grese, but this essay argues that
an inability to read these figures outside of the construction of
masculine traits allows for a simplistic reading of their crimes: that
these were just errant and ‘odd’ women. Heschel argues convincingly
that ‘women perpetrators have had to be described as deviant females’,
in the context of German feminism, ‘in order to preserve the
innocence of German women – an effort ... in which postwar
Americans collaborated’.3 Such a conception of gender politics – that
female guards, for example, are inherently ‘deviant’ – avoids any
discussion of the invisible masculinity of the male guards in the same
camps, or, more widely, complicity or collective guilt.4
The potency of the masculine sign of the female perpetrator then
endures through the protagonists of recent films such as Gegen Ende
der Nacht (Toward the End of the Night, Oliver Storz, 1998) and The
Reader (Stephen Daldry, 2008). There is a wider cultural fascination
with the figure of the female perpetrator in western countries, as is

130 REPRESENTING PERPETRATORS IN HOLOCAUST LITERATURE AND FILM
evidenced in the reception of figures such as Myra Hindley and Ruth
Ellis. Hence in Howard Jacobson’s novel Kalooki Nights, the narrator
draws all these figures together – Koch (especially), Grese, Hindley
and Ellis – in order to work through masochistic fantasies, and his
obsession with masculine ‘shiksehs’, one of whom threatens to knife
him while he hides in the toilet.5 In contrast to this cultural fascination,
there are many less well-known examples of female perpetrators in the
Federal Republic trials in Germany, when often the femininity of the
guards was only stressed in order to try to exculpate the defendants, as
opposed to the damning attribution of masculinity to Koch and Grese.
This essay will end with a discussion of these less visible cases. As the
historian Irmtraud Heike notes, trials in the Federal Republic and
GDR did not focus as much on the spectacle of the female
perpetrator.6 Whereas female guards were prosecuted and demonised
as atavistic beasts in Allied trials, there was ‘an extraordinary playing
down of the guilt of female perpetrators’, Heike argues, in the
denazification courts and Federal Republic proceedings. This notion of
spectacle does not appertain to historical accounts either: Heike writes
that studies of women under National Socialism received little
attention until around the turn of the millennium; until second-wave
feminism, women in Nazi Germany were seen as just victims. By the
time of the release of Downfall in 2004, female perpetrators were
clearly split in the film instead into unrepentant fanatics, such as
Magda Goebbels, and deluded careerists, such as Hitler’s secretary
Traudl Junge.7 Whereas the audience imagines that Magda Goebbels
must have come to plead for her children’s lives when she pummels on
the Führer’s door (instead she pleads with him to leave Berlin), viewers
are reassured that the more ‘human’ secretary is perturbed by Hitler’s
antisemitic outbursts, particularly if they have witnessed Alexandra
Maria Lara’s subsequent performance as a Holocaust victim in the film
The Reader.
Critics who ask why Magda Goebbels or Hitler’s secretary acted as
they did often do not get a satisfactory answer back in perpetrator
fiction or testimony.8 Ilse Koch’s actions at the time of her post-war
trials were explained only in terms of the pathological behaviour of a
masculine woman. Koch became an example of Nazi chic: various
newspaper articles, books, plays and documentary films – and
Jacobson’s novel Kalooki Nights – display an obsessive fascination with
her, symptomatic of what Saul Friedlander has termed the new
discourse.9 In 1974, Koch was even graced with a ‘video nasty’: the film
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Ilse – She-Wolf of the SS paraded a relentless gamut of executions,
castrations, torture and soft-core sex. (In one of the many anti-sacred
moments of Jacobson’s novel, the Jewish narrator attends a charity
night for a Holocaust Denial Fellowship and engages in a bout of wifeswapping during a screening of this film.10) Long before the film – and
the 1976 sequel, Ilse, Harem Keeper of the Oil Sheiks – the sign of ‘Ilse
Koch’ was being transformed into an icon of the Holocaust, due mainly
to the increasing notoriety of the lampshade made out of human skin
(which she was accused of ordering). This process began immediately
after the liberation of Buchenwald in 1945, and increased considerably
in 1948, when the US military governor Lucius D. Clay pardoned
Koch, just over a year after her conviction by an American military
court. The article ‘The Bitch Again’ from the ‘War Crimes’ section of
Time in October 1948 is representative. The historian Alexandra
Przyrembel argues that no definitive proof yet exists that Koch ordered
the tattooed skin of inmates, or that she chose the prisoners to be
murdered, despite the fact that in the Time article, witnesses said that
she ‘collected human skin, preferably tattooed, for lampshades and
bookbindings’.11 That a Buchenwald laboratory was set up
independently of Koch to experiment with, amongst other things,
tattooed skin, is not mentioned in Time. (The narrator of Jacobson’s
novel accordingly often points to the disparity between myth and
reality in relation to Koch.) Przyrembel recalls the testimony of Werner
B., who worked in the pathology lab at Buchenwald, and had been
‘“entrusted” with both the preservation of skins and the production of
the legendary lamp-shade’.12 In the scandalised narrative of female
perpetrators, the fact that (again, invisible) men in the pathology lab
might have created the lampshade is of no interest. The perceived
perversion of female masculinity allows for a much more convenient
explanation of atavism and (male) masculine aberrance.
Przyrembel also insists that as a figure outside the main power
system of the camp (as only the wife of the Kommandant), Ilse Koch’s
influence on the day-to-day running of Buchenwald has been
overstated. Revealingly, the Washington lawyer William Denson
complained in the Time article about the reduced sentence in 1948 on
the grounds not of her influence in the camp, but of the spectacle of
Koch as ‘one of the most sadistic defendants’, and primarily because,
Denson complains, ‘she was a woman’, as if being a male SS guard
immediately explained their acts of sadism.13 Przyrembel argues that
this is because, as a woman, she offered an exotic (and masculine)
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image of atavistic greed and sexual iniquity for the male inmates. It is
worth noting that as with Irma Grese, the transgressions of female
masculinity include Koch’s reputed sexual rapacity: according to the
historian Daniel Brown, Grese was apparently the lover of Joseph
Kramer, Dr Mengele, and a host of male and female inmates and
guards. However, the transformation of Ilse Koch into an icon of
Nazism has had the effect of occluding the role of the male SS in
Buchenwald, and the collusion of Germans living nearby the camp.
The sensational ‘phantasmagoria’ surrounding Koch meant that
her name was transformed into the embodiment of Buchenwald, just
as Grese became the embodiment of her camp as the ‘Beast of Belsen’,
despite the fact that she was captured only a short time after arriving
there, and had spent more time at Birkenau and Ravensbrück. Media
complications ensued from this identification of Grese as ‘the Beast of
Belsen’, however, since the commandant Joseph Kramer was also
known as ‘the Beast of Belsen’ – hence Grese was sometimes referred
to as ‘The Blonde Bitch of Belsen’, to differentiate. At the beginning of
the Time article, Koch is similarly described as the ‘Bitch of
Buchenwald’. A year earlier, Nachtexpress illustrated the potential
slippage between fact and icon by denouncing her as the archetypal
Nazi, the ‘most despicable … Nazi beast’.14 Other – male – SS officers
may have accounted for many more victims, but the perceived gender
transgressions of Koch means she takes the potential place of Kramer
and others as the Buchenwald Nazi. (This framing of the media
response in terms of gender politics is not to excuse or downgrade
Koch’s crimes, of course, but merely to provide an explication for their
acute visibility.) By the time of a Channel 5 documentary film in 2002,
as part of the series The Most Evil Men and Women in History, Koch
is likened to Genghis Khan, Mary Queen of Scots and (inexplicably)
the famous Victorian statesman known as Count Dracula. For Channel
5, it had become historical ‘fact’ that Ilse Koch commandeered the
laboratory and requested tattooed skin, personally selected prisoners
for execution, subsequently sentenced them to death, then forced
other inmates to decorate the skin of the dead; and that she used
shrunken heads as decorations in her dining room, where she
entertained guests and played with her children.
Koch’s transformation into a sensationalised icon for the British
and American media is reflected in this documentary – unlike
examples of female perpetrators I examine later in this essay, and other
female SS personnel from death camps further East, such as ‘Blutige
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(“Bloody”) Brigide’ from Majdanek (hence it is significant in this
context that Grese is associated with western Belsen rather than
eastern Birkenau). As Claudia Koonz puts it, in Mothers in the
Fatherland, ‘perhaps the few [women] who ended up on camp
assignments were more apt to be depraved or deranged than the men’
(Koonz’s implication is that this is unlikely). ‘Or perhaps [she writes]
women guards seemed more cruel because their behaviour deviated
farther from our conceptions of “feminine” models than men guards’
behaviour departed from stereotypes about men.’15 Judith Halberstam
discusses the spectacle of female masculinity precisely in these terms of
its subversion of traditional gender categories. Halberstam draws
attention to the way in which men’s studies tended to focus on
masculinity in relation to men only, as if no one had read Judith
Butler’s work on the performativity of gender. Halberstam therefore
argues that gender signs attributed to men should also be applied to
women, lest we give in to biological essentialism. This proliferation of
masculine gender signs in relation to women thus opens out, for
Halberstam, the possibility of radically subversive gender models in
the guise of, for example, butches, stone butches and working-class
‘bulldaggers’. Halberstam momentarily allows for the possibility of
straight female masculinity, but argues that such masculinity’s
understated queerness undermines its radical potential. This assertion
opens out three possible critiques of Halberstam. Firstly, the a priori
assumption that the queer is always radical can be questioned.
Secondly, it can be argued that she deploys free-floating gender signs
that are actually less subversive than she suggests: aggression and
power, for example, are always masculine, according to Halberstam.
Lastly, Halberstam argues that her book ‘opens discussion on
masculinity for women in such a way that masculine girls and women
do not have to wear their masculinity as a stigma but can infuse it with
a sense of pride and indeed power’: the case of female perpetrators
suggests that the celebration of the transgressions of female
masculinity should, of course, be dependent on context.16 In the case
of female perpetrators such as Koch and Grese, such masculinity may
be, as Halberstam makes out, ‘received by hetero- and homonormative cultures as a pathological sign of misidentification and
maladjustment’, but this misrecognition of pathology should not
necessarily result in the opposite stance of unreflective valorisation.17
In addition, a critique of the present essay could be made in terms
of its deployment of Halberstam’s model: why are female perpetrators
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framed in terms of masculinity? What about performances of
femininity in the camp on the part of the perpetrators? To this query I
would reply that I am engaging particularly with the way that the
Allied media responded to female perpetrators – in, for example,
newspaper and magazine responses, and the melodrama of the
courtroom – and how such spectacle has filtered down into
representations of female perpetrators in fiction and film. These
reactions primarily emphasise the protagonists’ masculinity, to come
up with an explanation for their transgressions of feminine
stereotypes. Jonathan Littell’s novel The Kindly Ones forms an
example of this process. The first female guards we come across are
from Majdanek: ‘One of them’, the narrator says, ‘who was drinking
brandy, had a masculine face and laughed a lot; she held a riding crop
with which she tapped her tall boots’.18 In the novel The Reader the
whip, of course, plays a large part in the narrator’s fantasising about
Hanna: he talks about the poor clichés of Hanna ‘hard-faced ... with a
riding whip ... [which she] slapped ... against her boots’.19
In a fictional context, Bernhard Schlink’s The Reader certainly draws
on signs of female masculinity in relation to the female perpetrator. The
exhibition on female perpetrators in the museum at Ravensbrück argues
that Koch and Grese are particularly pertinent to Schlink’s novel in that
Hanna is based on both characters, but neither in particular. There are
some similarities, such as Hanna hanging herself in prison, as did Koch,
but the link is more in the generalised iconography and spectacle of
female perpetrators rather than Koch and Grese in particular. The
narrator’s initial lack of curiosity about Hanna’s background during the
war (maybe because she is a woman) is undercut by clues planted in the
narrative, along with hints at Hanna’s illiteracy. Hanna’s face is
introduced as a mixture of signs of femininity and masculinity, with ‘full
lips that formed a perfect curve’ as well as a ‘square chin’, and a ‘broadplaned, strong’ face that the effeminate narrator – with (as in Kalooki
Nights) masochistic tendencies – finds extraordinarily beautiful.20 These
signs of female masculinity are emphasised throughout the book in terms
of visual spectacle: the narrator refers on numerous occasions to being
overwhelmed by the memory images of Hanna.21
During her trial, the spectacle of Hanna – marked out from the other,
faceless defendants (at least in the book) – is a direct threat to justice, and
connects with the ease with which the other female guards isolate her
and attempt to exonerate themselves. Her femininity is emphasised in
contrast to the other guards, which makes the (supposed) masculinity of
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her cruelty and crimes appear ever more visible and damning. The
narrator notes – and this is emphasised in the film – that Hanna wears
smart clothes: the whole court and audience assume (erroneously) that
these constitute an SS uniform, and are direct signifiers for her heinous
acts. The uniform as a sign of female masculinity is significant: the sight
of women in uniform would have been relatively new in relation to the
setting of Schlink’s narrative; in the film version of The Reader, one of
the other guards attempts to perform her feminine domestication
during the trial through knitting, in contrast with Hanna, whom the
defendants conspire against. It was only during the First World War
and afterwards that women would be frequently seen in public in
uniform. The film stresses this with an initial scene inside a tramcar
where we encounter a potentially threatening conductress before
Hanna even features; viewers – before they acquaint themselves with
the narrator – assume that the narrator has not got a ticket until we
realise that his anxiety arises from his symptoms of scarlet fever. The
anxieties caused by masculine women in uniform is documented in
D.H. Lawrence’s telling 1919 story called ‘Tickets, Please’, in which
conductresses are described as ‘fearless young hussies. In their ugly
blue uniforms, skirts up to their knees, shapeless old peaked caps on
their heads, they have all the sang-froid of an old non-commissioned
officer ... They fear nobody – and everybody fears them.’22 Male
anxieties about these uniformed women are enacted at the end of the
story: the conductresses turn on a promiscuous inspector like a
demented gang of Nottinghamshire Furies.
Ultimately, Hanna’s masculinity in The Reader – and that of
Lawrence’s women – jars with the masculinity of Halberstam’s queer
models, since Halberstam does not consider any aspect of straight
female masculinity to be potentially transgressive. In Schlink’s fiction
and the Allied trials, it is precisely signs of straight female masculinity
that are so compelling to the court and audience, and – like Hanna
after the narrator finds out about her past – these signs are both
seductive and repellent. And this beautiful repulsiveness is precisely
the strength of the signs’ fascination, which leaves the masculinity of
the male guards during the trials unremarked. Of course, in relation
to Schlink’s book in particular, the narrative precludes a sustained
engagement with male guards: it is important for the novel’s gender
politics that the accused are all female perpetrators. As a sign of the
invisibility of male masculinity, the narrator comes across a male
guard (we can presume) when he goes to visit Struthof. He hitchhikes
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with a man who describes in detail the reasons for perpetration and
photographs of executions. When the narrator asks if the officer in
the photograph who smokes while watching the executions is actually
the man giving him a lift, he is ordered out of the car, and male guards
are simultaneously ordered out of the novel.23
The repellent seductiveness of certain female perpetrators is also
played out in the film Gegen Ende der Nacht.24 Set in early post-war
Germany, the US military police are engaged in the difficult process of
rounding up former Nazis. The film begins with a bizarre crime scene: a
woman has been killed and ‘SS’ cut into her back; the motive is partly
sexual; other members of the family have been shot. The character based
on Irma Grese lives in the village where the murder took place: she
comes to the crime scene, and immediately captivates the US
interrogator for the military police. Visual clues present Fraulein Katte
as a mixture of signs of femininity and masculinity: she carefully attends
to a lock of hair of one of the victims, but then shouts at the investigator
when he orders her in for questioning. Having been captivated by her
first appearance, he can only splutter a helpless ‘bitte’ when she asks to
be shown around the murder scene. The seductiveness of the ‘beautiful
beast’ taunts the male investigator throughout the film: she retorts
during her interrogation, and compels his gaze during jeep rides. In a
scene towards the end of the film, a close-up on Fraulein Katte shows
her mocking the bedraggled investigator: he then assaults her, but this is
naturally only a prelude to their having sex. As the narrator comments
(without irony), he came looking for truth (Wahrheit), and he found
love. This amorous activity is fleeting, however: after admitting her
crime, Katte slinks off to the country, and commits suicide whilst staring
at an eagle. The extradiegetic music constantly warns the viewer of her
dangerousness: she is initially accompanied by a romantic soundtrack
which then breaks off into more sinister, synthesised music. This aural
clue is planted before we find out – via an incriminating photograph –
that she was a guard at Majdanek. On one occasion the incriminating
music occurs when the character tries to seduce the interrogator into
skinny-dipping; his discomfort is mocked with a hearty laugh. Whilst
being enraptured by her naked body, the American investigator narrowly
avoids being shot by a jealous villager. Gegen Ende der Nacht was
produced in 1998, and demonstrates the enduring cultural fascination
with the sign of the female perpetrator at the end of the twentieth
century.
In contrast to the spectacle of the female bodies in the texts I have
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analysed so far in this essay, I now wish to turn to the cases of
perpetrators who do not fit so easily into this model of female
masculinity, primarily due to the fact that their trials did not take place
under the jurisdiction of the Allies. Heschel notes that very few female
perpetrators were interrogated after the war, and only a handful of
women guards stood trial, despite the fact that 10 per cent of SS guards
were female.25 Heike discusses Johanna Langefeld, who became a guard
for relatively banal reasons: she was a matron in a workhouse near
Cologne, and, widowed young with a small child, she needed a job and
took employment in the prison service, ‘in order to do good amongst
the poorest of the poor’, as a survivor of Ravensbrück, Margarete
Buber-Neumann, puts it.26 Langefeld worked in the first women’s camp
in Germany at Lichtenburg in 1938, and then became a Senior Guard
at Ravensbrück. Buber-Neumann refers to her as the ‘good’ female Nazi
who rebelled against the commandant Max Koegel’s introduction of
beatings in the camp (in the presence of Himmler), and intervened
when some Polish women – who were subjected to camp experiments
– were about to be deported to certain death elsewhere. ‘She didn’t yell
and she didn’t hit people’, says Buber-Neumann.27 Langefeld was no
anti-Nazi, however: she was clearly antisemitic, tried to release only
German prisoners, and rebelled against the beatings at Ravensbrück
primarily because they did not fit her ideal of the National Socialist
education and ‘improvement’ of the inmates.28 Her rebellions
nevertheless highlight the fraught gender politics of the SS, since
women were not supposed to be members of the organisation, and so
were subordinated to the SS-Gefolge or SS-‘Retinue’. As the female
senior guard in Auschwitz, Langefeld clashed with the Custody Camp
Leader Hans Aumeier: when Rudolf Höss attempted to subordinate her
to Aumeier, Himmler refused to allow this. In his confession, Höss asks
exasperatedly, ‘But who of these [male] leaders would want ... to
subordinate himself to a woman?’29 When Langefeld returned to
Ravensbrück in 1942, she clashed with Oswald Pohl, and was finally
arrested in 1943. It seems that ultimately Langefeld crossed the
patriarchal authority of the SS organisation too many times, which,
Heike argues, expected obedience and comradeship, a kind of
complicity whereby members ‘concealed weaknesses, and practised a
cohesion which closed ranks to the outside world’ – and, one might
add, to women within the SS-Gefolge.30 Despite being excluded from
the SS in 1943, Langefeld was arrested by the American military police
in 1946 (because her name was on a list of former guards), and after
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periods in prison in Munich and Ludwigsburg, she was handed over to
the Polish authorities. She managed to escape from custody in a Polish
jail, and then returned to Germany in 1958.
Johanna Langefeld’s story is symptomatic of ‘faceless’ female
perpetrators, whose cases contrast with the visibility of Irma Grese
and Ilse Koch during and after their respective trials.31 Gender was
still a significant element in the Federal Republic trials, however:
Heike records the case of Lotte M. – a former guard in Neuengamme
– who was charged in 1951 with the murder of two female prisoners
during a death march in April 1945. (She is not named fully as Heike
is working with trial scripts.) Lotte M. was convicted only of
manslaughter: the court decided that there was no sign of cruel
behaviour (she strangled one prisoner and bludgeoned another with a
rifle butt), because cruel behaviour occurs only ‘when a killing
produces particularly severe suffering through the strength or the
duration of the cause of the pain and when it arises from a callous and
unmerciful disposition’. It is assumed that women could not have ‘a
callous and unmerciful disposition’, or the strength to cause
prolonged pain, even though, when the Polish woman asked Lotte for
water, Lotte asked an SS sentry for a rifle to beat the woman with –
the prisoner died later as a result of the violence. The court concluded
that Lotte had acted not out of callousness, but only ‘a certain
annoyance’ at events out of her control.32 Lotte M. was found guilty
of mistreating prisoners, but her sentence was mitigated because, as a
woman, the court reckoned she had clearly been struggling to cope
with a situation of great tension (a death march). In a second trial in
1952, the court assumed that women are more prone to nervous
breakdowns than men: at that time Lotte M.’s nerves were ‘[clearly]
stretched to breaking point’.33 Indeed, the court concluded that this
situation ‘could hardly have been handled by a mature and well
trained man’. Lotte M. was released after 13 months’ imprisonment.
Claus-Christian Szejnmann argues in Ordinary People as Mass
Murderers that such defence strategies had a wider impact in terms of
the German nation denying its guilt in the post-war period: Lotte M.
becomes an archetypal ‘victimised’ German who was placed, without
agency, in an alien role that she could not cope with; this played ‘an
important part in the collective strategy of denying any guilt’.34
Heike also notes that gender politics were important to the difference
between Federal German legislation and Allied guidelines: female
perpetrators were not convicted, he argues, due to the difference
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between a German state governed by the rule of law – where it was
necessary to prove personal participation in a crime – and Allied
guidelines where the ‘mere fact of membership of a unit responsible for
crimes’ was enough to secure a conviction.35 (Less than 10 per cent of
female guards were convicted overall – some, such as Ingeborg Assmuss
from the Helmbrechts camp, were protected from prosecution whilst
living in the GDR, and then died when proceedings were started against
her in the mid-1990s.) In the early phases of the trials in the Federal
Republic, Heike argues that there ‘was a marked stereotyping of female
involvement in the crimes of National Socialism’:36 the questions of
motive in Lotte M.’s case were driven by assumptions about feminine
traits. Lotte’s ‘character’ was discussed at length, with a ‘much more
intensive psychological examination of the accused and thus also of her
deeds … undertaken than happened with male perpetrators’.37 The
presupposed strain on women serving as SS guards was often stressed.
Federal Republic trials also assumed that women had no position of
power within the SS, which ignored the existence of the SS-Gefolge, and
the (initial) influence of Senior Guards such as Johanna Langefeld. Heike
notes that it was also assumed that women were merely victims of Hitler,
and compelled to work as guards. They were ‘Dienstverpflichtet’, or
‘called to duty’, which is offered as an explanation for Katte’s presence
in Lublin in Gegen Ende der Nacht.
Federal Republic trials’ readings of gender signs led to exoneration
on the grounds of supposed femininity, whereas the interpretation of
the masculine ‘bitches’ Koch and Grese resulted in conceptions of their
acts as pathologically atavistic in the Allied trials. Gender readings of
perpetrators became, literally, a matter of life or death: whereas Lotte
M. was quickly released, Grese was executed in December 1945; Koch
was ultimately imprisoned for life, but then committed suicide in a way
mirrored, as noted, by Hanna in The Reader.
The main concern in this essay has not been the issue of whether
such women were just as likely to commit murderous acts as men, a
conclusion that Virginia Woolf, for one, might have strenuously
denied, having attacked institutional patriarchy as fascistic in The
Three Guineas.38 Heschel discusses this problem at length in her
influential essay ‘Does Atrocity have a Gender?’: the invisible
masculinity of the majority of perpetrators was, of course, far more
instrumental to genocide than the proclivities of a few ‘masculine’
women. But this is precisely my point: the spectrality of female
perpetrators holds a peculiar cultural obsession for post-war European
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artists and filmmakers, such as Jacobson, Sylvia Plath, Schlink and the
directors of Gegen Ende der Nacht and Ilse – She-Wolf of the SS, that
far outweighs such perpetrators’ historical instrumentality. The
timescale involved in the perpetrator acts of the female figures
discussed here suggests that reading aberrant women as ‘masculine’
appertains to a particular fraught moment in post-war gender politics,
as men came to terms, for example, with the numerous women who
held down traditionally male jobs during the war, and who threatened
the virility of returning soldiers with the possibility of affairs and
marital rejection. Such threats to patriarchy led to numerous instances
of male violence, many of which are recounted in Alan Allport’s
Demobbed: Coming Home after the Second World War.39 Nevertheless,
traditional gender categories remain more robust 60 years later than
Halberstam’s queer gender models might suggest. Difficulties in
reading signs of female masculinity continue to be a matter of life and
death: in the recent case of a serial murderer who went undetected for
months, police officers stated after her apprehension that they simply
could not conceive that a woman could have committed such crimes.40
Her subsequent notoriety – as with the case of the female perpetrators
in this essay – points to the wider invisibility of male violence.
NOTES
1. Heschel, ‘Does Atrocity Have a Gender?’, 302.
2. Heschel notes that Newsweek described Grese as bowing her ‘pretty blond head’ and biting her
lips (ibid., 304). For the Evangelische Sonntagsblatt in 1990 Grese would be one perpetrator
amongst many, ‘if she were not so lovely ... She was a devil in disguise, a package of lies, a
woman like a false promise ... Her photo, at any rate, hangs in the lockers of English soldiers,
her name enlivens the headlines of the court reporter [sic]’ (ibid., 306).
3. Ibid., 311.
4. By ‘invisible masculinity’ here I mean that the focus on Koch and Grese as deviant females in
relation to camps such as Belsen and Buchenwald results in the neglect of the male guards’
masculinity (or, indeed, femininity). John McLeod discusses male masculinity itself as a form of
cultural invisibility in ‘Men Against Masculinity’, 218–45. Fundamental concepts such as
masculinity and ‘whiteness’, argues McLeod, ‘secure value at the expense of their rhetoricity,
which is worn away through their continual circulation’ (218).
5. Jacobson, Kalooki Nights, 97. The narrator notes here that Hindley was supposed to have kept
a photograph of Grese in her handbag. His own photo of Grese reminds him of his first wife,
Chloë.
6. Heike, ‘Female Concentration Camp Guards as Perpetrators’, 136.
7. Downfall (2004), dir. Oliver Hirschbiegel. The role of Sippengemeinschaft (community groups)
in the family life of the SS should also not be underestimated, as Sherri Szeman demonstrates
in the ‘perpetrator’ section of The Kommandant’s Mistress. In Owings, Frauen, banalities rather
than pathology persist in the women perpetrators’ accounts of how they became fanatical Nazis
and, in one case, a concentration camp guard at Allendorf. The woman in this case, Frau Anna
Fest (313–41) was ‘Dienstverpflichtet’, or ‘called to duty’, not a volunteer like Irma Grese. Fest
used to work in a factory, but she damaged her hand after a bombing raid: unable to continue
work there, she was afterwards ‘called to duty’. Frau Fest keeps referring to ‘wir Doofen’ (‘we
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dummies’) (327) to explain her naive subservience to Nazi policy, due, she says, to her
uneducated, rural background. This naivety extends to gender matters – she was sent to another
camp from Allendorf because she was accused of having a lesbian affair with another SS guard.
Fest says that she didn’t understand why there was such a problem with her spending so much
time with female personnel, particularly since her husband was serving at the front at the time.
She then had to go to the SS Kommandant to get him to explain what a lesbian was; the
Kommandant suggested she should flirt a little more with the male guards in order to ward off
the accusations of homosexuality. Unlike the trial spectacles of Koch and Grese, Frau Fest tries
– and fails – to keep herself above all matters of gender politics during her time as a guard at
Allendorf. Plausibly, she claims she was kind to her prisoners and gave them food, and was in
awe of the middle-class Hungarian women who were assigned to her. After the war she was
imprisoned by the Allies; Fest ends her testimony by saying she also met Ilse Koch whilst in
Dachau before their trials, and concludes that Koch was rather ‘unheimlich’ (336).
In his testimony, Commandant of Auschwitz, Hoess, for example, presents himself as just
following orders, and trying to keep order, in the camps. Hoess also draws attention to how
sorry we should feel for him because he liked ponies as a boy (29). He was always, he argues,
trying to make the camps better places, but was frustrated by the ineptitude of subordinates
(one of whom, Johanna Langefeld, I shall talk about later in the essay). In Ordinary People as
Mass Murderers, Heike focuses on what Robert Eaglestone, in his keynote paper at the
Representing the Perpetrator conference, The University of Sheffield, 25 September 2010, has
termed the ‘swerve’ to evil in relation to female perpetrators in particular. Heike notes that
German women who were already in the armaments industry were recruited to work in the
camps ‘as part of their obligatory service’ (120), and then asks what made women apply
voluntarily for employment as guards in a concentration camp. Daniel Brown’s ‘history’ book
on Irma Grese, entitled The Beautiful Beast, answers Heike’s question with the reason that she
failed as a trainee nurse and was then paid a pittance as a farm labourer, so she just wanted to
‘get on’ quickly, which a trainee position at Ravensbrück allowed her to do. At the same time,
Brown is convinced that this banal reasoning could also be an evasion, and looks for the ‘why’
in the effect the early death of her mother might have had on Grese, or bullying at school.
Brown also hints at her lack of education, which chimes with Heike’s statement that a number
of female guards said they had previously worked as a domestic servant, a factory worker or
some other unskilled occupation. Heike concludes, nevertheless, despite this evidence that
‘there is [still] nothing to suggest that these women acted out of economic necessity’ (126).
Heike then suggests another banality pertinent to Grese’s case when she focuses on the
geography of the camps: ‘Where applications to the concentration camp at Ravensbrück are
concerned’, she states, ‘it is clear that a series of guards came from the immediate locality’ (126).
Hence the short commute to work produced female perpetrators rather than any concept of
radical evil: in their introduction to Ordinary People as Mass Murderers, Olaf Jensen and ClausChristian Szejnmann argue that, after a process of othering and dehumanisation, ‘taking part in
the genocidal process [became] useful for one’s career and one’s social prestige’ (12). In
contexts such as Grese’s, they ask, ‘What makes it so difficult for [researchers such as Brown]
to face the fact that people who are not that different from us and … are more or less “normal”
are able to commit crimes like torture, murder and genocide?’ (2).
Friedlander, Reflections of Nazism, passim.
Jacobson, Kalooki Nights, 364.
Przyrembel, ‘Transfixed by an Image’, 369–99 (my italics). I am grateful to Jackie Jones and
Edinburgh University Press for allowing me to reprint some of the material on Koch from my
chapter on Sylvia Plath in Holocaust Poetry.
Przyrembel, ‘Transfixed by an Image’, 384.
‘The Bitch Again’, 17. Heschel writes that ‘men’s cruelty is discussed without reference to their
gender, as though the connection between atrocity and maleness is self-evident’ (‘Does Atrocity
Have a Gender?’, 305).
Przyrembel, ‘Transfixed by an Image’, 375.
Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland, 404.
Halberstam, Female Masculinity, xi.
Ibid., 9.
Littell, The Kindly Ones, 576.
Schlink, The Reader, 145.
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20. Ibid., 10.
21. Hanna functions as a more generalised sign of the difficulty of coming to terms with Germany’s
Nazi past, of course, most controversially through an eroticised fascination with spectacle, as
when the narrator ‘couldn’t take [his] eyes off her [again]’ when she puts on stockings and a
garter belt (ibid., 12). At the same time as Hanna is framed through compelling memory images,
however, she simultaneously attains a certain banality when her seductiveness is explained as
having less to do with conventionally eroticised signs (the stockings and garter belt), and more
to do with ‘an invitation [revealing in terms of Hanna’s past] to forget the world in the recesses
of the body’ (14).
22. Lawrence, ‘Tickets, Please’, 36.
23. Schlink, The Reader, 151.
24. Gegen Ende der Nacht (1998), dir. Oliver Storz.
25. Heschel, ‘Does Atrocity have a Gender?’, 302, 304.
26. Heike, ‘Female Concentration Camp Guards as Perpetrators’, 126.
27. Ibid., 131.
28. Ibid., 128.
29. Ibid., 129.
30. Ibid., 130.
31. For Ilse Koch and Irma Grese, the face is crucial in the sense that it was at their trial that faces
came precisely to embody the spectacle of the female perpetrator, something quite different to
the faceless banality of Frau Fest’s account. The media interest is partly, of course, a reaction to
the assumed criminality of the face in arguments about physiognomy, which then finds an outlet
in trial mug shots in magazines such as Life, and the search to discern ‘truth’ in the reactions of
the accused (Grese famously burst into tears when the judge mentioned her father’s disapproval
of her decision to join the SS). By ‘spectacle’ here I mean something specific to the Allied trials
soon after the war – and the concurrent media response.
32. Heike, ‘Female Concentration Camp Guards as Perpetrators’, 134.
33. Ibid., 135.
34. Szejnmann, ‘Perpetrators of the Holocaust’, 29.
35. Heike, ‘Female Concentration Camp Guards as Perpetrators’, 122.
36. Ibid., 135.
37. Ibid., 135.
38. Woolf, The Three Guineas.
39. Allport, Demobbed.
40. http://www.crimenezz.net/serialkiller_news/M/MEXICO_CITY_OLD_LADY_killer.php. The
police initially thought that a transvestite must have been responsible for the murders. The killer
had in fact been a professional wrestler.
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PART 3
POLITICS, FORM AND GENRE

Downfall: The Nazi Genocide as a
Natural Disaster
MATTHEW BOSWELL

Descent into History
The title of Oliver Hirschbiegel’s film about the last days of the Third
Reich, Der Untergang (2004), translated as Downfall, foreshadows the
film’s narrative trajectory in a manner that is at once poetic and moral,
speaking to a literary trope that evokes hubris, tragic overreaching and
an inevitable, definitive ending. Set in Berlin in April 1945 at a point
when the war is already lost and the Nazi regime crumbling, the film
itself embodies cinematic fancy pulled brutally down to earth, with its
action largely confined to the tenebrous atmosphere of the two-tiered
concrete hideout that was constructed deep beneath the Reich
Chancellery, known as the Fuehrer Bunker. As the Russians close in on
the capital, the physically and mentally ailing Hitler, strikingly played by
the celebrated Swiss actor Bruno Ganz, holds fast to his belief that a split
among the Allies is inevitable and continues to deploy imaginary
battalions of non-existent troops, ordering extempore dismissals,
executions and promotions. However, as the bombing intensifies and the
reality of the military situation sinks in, he reaches the end of his
murderous road and accepts defeat, choosing to commit suicide rather
than fall into the hands of his enemies and face trial for his crimes.
Despite its title, the tenor of the film is not, however, simply that
here is a mad despot getting his just deserts. The prevailing sentiment
is better described by an image that dominated the film’s promotional
posters and literature, in which Hitler is depicted as an elderly,
vulnerable and forlorn figure, stooped against a grey wall. In a
touching human gesture, a solicitous adjutant stands at his side with a
hand resting lightly on his forearm, seemingly concerned for the
dictator’s wellbeing. This publicity image elicits some degree of
sympathy for the downcast tyrant and in doing so reflects the film’s
complex and ambiguous descent into history.
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FIGURE 1: DOWNFALL PROMOTIONAL POSTER.

Downfall is based in part on Joachim Fest’s popular study, Inside
Hitler’s Bunker: The Last Days of the Third Reich (2002), and Ganz’s
ageing Hitler is closely modelled on the historian’s vivid description
of him:
Hitler himself seems to have been most visibly ravaged by this
hellish cave existence thirty-three feet below the surface. For
years his skin had had a pasty look, but of late his facial features
had become puffy, bloated. The heavy, dark pouches under his
eyes became more and more noticeable. Markedly stooped, he
walked with a peculiar gait, lurching from side to side, moving
along close to the bunker walls as though looking for support.
Some perceptive observers had the impression that he was
accentuating his frailty for dramatic effect. For the first time
Hitler also showed signs of slovenliness. His clothes, which had
always been painfully correct, were splattered with food stains;
cake crumbs stuck to the corners of his mouth, and whenever he
held his eyeglasses in his left hand during a situation conference
report, they would clatter softly against the tabletop.1
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The film incorporates a wide cast of characters from all echelons of
Nazi Germany and aspires to anatomise a nation, with posters and
trailers also signposting the socio-political dimensions of the title
through the tagline, ‘a nation awaits its … DOWNFALL’; yet the close
focus on Hitler makes him the dark gravity of the film and the Reich,
sucking everything down into his physical and metaphysical
underworld.
Inasmuch as the film aspires to portray a national psyche forced to
face the consequences of its implication in atrocity, this is writ large
through more ambiguous perpetrator-victims – specifically, the other
key character in Downfall, Hitler’s personal secretary Traudl Junge
(née Humps). The film opens and closes with clips from an interview
that the real-life Junge conducted for a documentary entitled Blind
Spot: Hitler’s Secretary (2002) shortly before her death. Junge’s
account of her wartime experiences in Until the Final Hour (2002)2 is,
alongside Fest’s historical study, the other key text to inform
Downfall. As she is a central figure in the film’s exploration of
historical guilt and atonement, the first scene proper shows Junge
being led through a forest in the middle of the night and then sitting
nervously with other prospective Nazi typists as they wait to be
interviewed by Hitler. The scene is set in November 1942 at the
‘Wolf ’s Lair’ military headquarters in Rastenburg and the Fuehrer
immediately takes a shine to the pretty Munich girl, appointing her
without interviewing the others, despite her making typing errors in
a dictation test.
Played by the Romanian actress Alexandra Maria Lara, Junge is an
attractive and likeable character who thereafter seems shielded from
the malevolence that surrounds her. She is treated fondly by Hitler,
Eva Braun and the Nazi entourage and is just about the most
unwitting agent in war crimes and genocide imaginable. Only
gradually does she recognise anything of the horrors perpetrated by
the regime and she is visibly shocked when she overhears Hitler
excoriating the Jews late in the film. If Hitler’s ultimate downfall is a
quasi-Faustian reckoning that ends with his body being bundled into
the bombed-out garden of the chancellery and burned alongside that
of his newly-wedded wife, then Junge’s (and, by extension,
Germany’s) is a less mortal lapse: one that leads from innocence to
experience. This trope is introduced in the opening interview, when
the elderly Frau Junge refers to her younger self as ‘this child’ and
‘this childish young thing’ (the same terms that Hitler uses to describe
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her). Downfall is also heavily populated by the actual children of the
Reich, most notably the brainwashed infants of the Hitler Youth who
fight in the streets of Berlin, accuse deserters of treachery, receive
medals for bravery from Hitler and remain the most loyal defenders
of his regime. The scene in which Magda Goebbels incites her
children to crunch on capsules of cyanide harrowingly literalises the
death of innocence that is a thematic preoccupation of the film as a
whole.
With its pervasive focus on personal, historical and moral descent
and its determinedly graphic representative ethos, Downfall might be
construed as an example of what has been called ‘Holocaust impiety’.3
This term relates to a particularly irreverent category of Holocaust
representation that often divides opinion and excites controversy, and
this was the case with Downfall on its release in Germany, not least
when the celebrated director Wim Wenders described it in the
national paper Die Zeit as a ‘Verharmlosung’: a uniquely German
term that refers to the trivialisation of the nation’s past, specifically a
‘rendering harmless’ of historical crimes.4 The concept of Holocaust
impiety as a distinct form of Holocaust representation rests on Gillian
Rose’s trenchant critique of ‘Holocaust piety’ in Mourning Becomes
the Law (1996), where Rose takes issue with the human and
metaphysical optimism that lies behind certain redemptory forms of
Holocaust representation such as Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List
(1993) and with the critical discourse of ‘ineffability’ that, in her view,
leads to the suppression of representation itself.5 Rose holds that such
figures and claims only serve to obscure the all too real relationship
between the Holocaust and our own humanity. Rather than
contemplating suffering at an emotional remove (be it through
sentimentality or silence), Rose instead values artworks that position
us alongside the perpetrators, as these allow us to discover our own
fascistic violence: the violence of the ‘ultimate predator’.6 She offers
the Merchant Ivory adaptation of Kazuo Ishiguro’s novel The
Remains of the Day (1989) as an example of the kind of film that
counters Holocaust piety in this way, describing how it ‘induces a
crisis of identification in the viewer’.7 Other examples are found in
Tadeusz Borowski’s short stories in This Way for the Gas, Ladies and
Gentlemen (1959), from which you emerge, as Rose puts it, ‘shaking
in horror at yourself, with yourself in question’.8
The likelihood of twenty-first century cinema-goers identifying
with Nazis is dramatically increased if they are not made out to be
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moral monsters or caricatures of villainy, as is often the case, but
rather people a bit more like us. Ralph Fiennes’ performance as Amon
Goeth in Schindler’s List, for example, while thoroughly entertaining,
is unlikely to trouble our sense of ourselves. In contrast, Downfall is
populated by a cast of Nazis who are not only normalised: they are
positively glowing specimens of humanity. As well as ‘the lovely and
lovable Traudl’, as Wenders dotingly describes her,9 the film presents
us with a troop of Nazi officers who are almost uniformly heroic,
honourable and steadfastly loyal. The viewer bristles when Weidling
and other generals are accused of cowardice and treachery by Hitler,
for we see them demonstrating nothing but stoicism and bravery. SSBrigadeführer Wilhelm Mohnke typifies the humanity of the SS in his
earnest efforts to protect citizens still residing in the government
district from the fight for Berlin, urging Hitler to sanction the
evacuation of women and children, the elderly and sick. Albert Speer
is Speer’s version of himself as presented in Inside the Third Reich
(1970):10 ‘an idealistic, unpredictable artist’, as Ganz’s Hitler puts it,
absurdly, who disobeys the Scorched Earth directive of his political
master that would have led to the total destruction of Germany’s
transport and communication infrastructure as the Wehrmacht
retreated. As Joel Agee observes, ‘the actor playing Speer plays him as
Speer wanted to be seen’.11 Finally, at the top of this pantheon of good
Nazis, sits Professor Dr Ernst-Günter Schenck, who cuts an agonised
figure as he assists with grisly amputations, intervenes to prevent
vigilante killings, tries to persuade Nazi party members not to commit
suicide out of a mistaken sense of loyalty to Hitler and retrieves
medical aid across enemy lines at great personal risk.
The audience’s predisposition towards judging Nazis in the terms
cast by popular interpretations of the Second World War – namely, as
the baddies in a Manichean struggle between good and evil – is
further challenged by the fact that the warfare of Downfall is more or
less morally neutral. This is a war like any other, with Hitler cast as a
classical conqueror: a Tamburlaine figure battling his tragic fate. In
terms of its battle sequences and basic narrative, Downfall resembles
a classic war film rather than a Holocaust film. Nazi racial ideology is
occluded and the Jews are not mentioned until Hitler fleetingly
alludes to the destruction of European Jewry nearly halfway through.
And even if it gradually becomes clear that the film charts the
experiences of the losers rather than the winners and that Hitler has
presided over some kind of atrocity, this is presented as a victimless
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crime – apart from the Germans themselves, that is, who are the
objects of the film’s pity. Downfall reserves its elegiac mode for
depictions of Berlin citizens and Wehrmacht soldiers as they trudge
through the smouldering ruins of the capital and makeshift
underground hospitals. The only tragedy represented in the film is the
destruction of the city and the suffering of its inhabitants.
As has been noted, there is also an element of relative normality to
Ganz’s portrayal of Hitler that makes him an object of some pity. The
human being behind the many cultural caricatures of the Great
Dictator turns out to be a frail and physically vulnerable old man
suffering from Parkinson’s and insomnia, and it is ironic that Ganz’s
naturalistic performance will probably be best-remembered as the
definitive Hitler caricature as a result of the many YouTube parodies
that place comical subtitles over his tirades at the generals, leaving
Hitler railing at such things as footballers, daytime TV and indeed
Hitler parodies on YouTube. In the wider film, the striking thing
about Hitler’s temper is actually the extremity and violence of his
mood swings: as well as flying into his notorious rages, he is equally
prone to displays of a kind of saccharine tenderness. These are mainly
directed towards his female staff, children and his German Shepherd
dog Blondi, but they also characterise his private meetings with
certain valued members of his inner circle. In a review entitled ‘The
Human Hitler’ in The Guardian, the historian and Hitler biographer
Ian Kershaw wrote:
Hitler was, after all, a human being, even if an especially
obnoxious, detestable specimen. We well know that he could be
kind and considerate to his secretaries, and with the next breath
show cold ruthlessness, dispassionate brutality, in determining
the deaths of millions.12
It is after this fashion that the film presents us with what Eva Braun
calls the ‘two Hitlers’: ‘Uncle Hitler’, as he is known by the Goebbels
children, and ‘the Fuehrer’. And while there is a ‘human Hitler’ there
is also an extremely inhuman Hitler, and as the latter, he exerts a
demonic, quasi-mystical influence over all those who come into
contact with him. Despite their inherent goodness, even Braun and
Junge are corrupted. Youth in its natural state is pure, but Hitler Youth
is not. Given the natural state of innocence in those that surround
him, the raging, unhinged political animal that is ‘the Fuehrer’
represents extreme otherness; he might have a human side, but the
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tyrant in him represents the only perversion of nature amidst the
homely throng of the bunker. In this context, the presence of
characters such as Junge in the Nazi inner circle is figured as an
essentialist encounter between good and evil.
The singularity of the ruthless dictator who co-inhabits Hitler’s
divided self is reflected in the decision to cast Ganz in the role. One
of Europe’s most revered actors, his vivid rendering of the despot
contrasts with the more subdued performances of the actors and
actresses playing alongside him and, in this way, the film seems to
tacitly concur with Fest’s sense of the centrality of one man to the
crimes of a nation:
Among the peculiarly German circumstances, the one essential
element that cannot be overestimated was Hitler himself. All the
deductions laboriously drawn from history and the body politic,
no matter how comprehensive or insightful, must in the final
analysis return to Hitler and his personal history, which
decisively put in motion the events that followed. None of the
other countries affected by similar upheavals during the period
between the wars had a leader who could match Hitler in
oratorical power, organizational ability, tactical genius and
radicalness.13
The implication of this reading of history, everywhere present in
Downfall, is that the German people were not directly responsible
for war and genocide. They were, despite everything, as Anne Frank
believed, ‘good at heart’. Their crimes were the catastrophic
consequence of one deviant’s exploitation of their better nature.
Fortunately, at the film’s conclusion nature has restored itself: Hitler
commits suicide, a weakened, spent force, and Junge escapes through
the Russian lines and rides into the future with a blonde boy,
formerly a member of the Hitler Youth, perched on the handlebars
of her bicycle. The deadly bacillus has been eliminated from the
social body and renewal and growth once again seem possible.
In employing such metaphors and tropes, Downfall naively
replicates a view of the world that underpinned Nazi racial ideology.
Zygmunt Bauman has described how the Nazi conception of
statehood rested on different versions of the same biological
paradigm:
Human existence and cohabitation became objects of planning
and administration; like garden vegetation or a living organism
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they could not be left to their own devices, lest they should be
infested by weeds or overwhelmed by cancerous tissues.
Gardening and medicine are functionally distinct forms of the
same activity of separating and setting apart useful elements
destined to live and thrive, from harmful and morbid ones,
which ought to be exterminated.14
This philosophy characterises reflections on humanity and history
that recur throughout Downfall, with Hitler frequently having
recourse to Darwinian ‘survival of the fittest’ metaphors to
rationalise his personal quest to sanitise Europe and populate the
land with a healthy Herrenvolk. In conversation with Speer over the
Scorched Earth policy, Hitler says:
If the war is lost it’s immaterial if the people perish too. It is not
necessary to consider the German people’s primitive survival
needs. On the contrary, it is better to destroy those things
ourselves. They have proved themselves too weak and it is a law
of nature that they will be exterminated.
Notably it is the Germans, not the Jews, who stand to be
exterminated as a result of this ‘law of nature’, reflecting the way
that, throughout Downfall, the victim category is freewheeling,
moving from Untermenschen to Übermenschen with no trace of its
real historical steadfastness. The film’s Hitler justifies all forms of
ruthlessness as a function of nature:
Compassion is a primal sin. Compassion for the weak is a
betrayal of nature. I have always obeyed this law of nature by
never permitting myself to feel compassion. I have ruthlessly
suppressed domestic opposition and brutally crushed the
resistance of alien races. It’s the only way to deal with it. Apes,
for example, trample every outsider to death. What goes for apes
goes even more for human beings.
While the film portrays Hitler as the cancerous agent whose
elimination from the social body is the single factor that allows
Germany to revert to a state of natural good health, there is,
ironically, little in the film by way of critique of such sentiments, and
thus little to counter the kind of odious reading of history that would
ascribe the ascension of Germany from the ashes of the Second World
War, and its transformation into the leading European economy of
the twenty-first century, to the policies and ‘sacrifices’ of Germany
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under Hitler. Agee acknowledges this implicit vindication of a Nazi
viewpoint when he prefaces his Harper’s Magazine review with a
quotation from a speech by Goebbels in which the Propaganda
Minister predicted that ‘in a hundred years they will show a beautiful
colour film about the terrible days we are living through’; the
implication being, of course, that it took considerably less time than
that.15
The Godless Universe of Cinematic Naturalism
On its release, Downfall won significant critical praise for its stylised
realism and attention to historical detail. In his review, Kershaw
labelled the film a ‘superb reconstruction’ that ‘brilliantly captured’
the macabre atmosphere of the bunker, adding that Ganz’s portrayal
of the dictator was much as he had imagined him when he was
writing the final chapter of his Hitler biography and that the actor’s
imitation of Hitler’s voice was ‘chillingly authentic’.16 This aesthetic
suggests that the film aspires to convey a sense of history as it
happened: it everywhere wants to present itself as an objective,
documentary account, rather than a representation, interpretation or
fictionalisation of real events. Its cinematic naturalism therefore
constitutes an emphatic truth claim about its content, and Traudl
Junge’s opening and closing interviews from Blind Spot deliberately
embed the film within a real testimonial framework that serves to
authenticate further the film’s version of events. In addition, as
Christine Haase notes,
The film accompanies Junge’s opening statement with a faint
and ominous sounding musical soundtrack that carries over to
the beginning of the film proper, thus connecting reality and
representation via a sound bridge that blurs the boundaries
between the two even more.17
The quasi-Darwinian reading of history that provides the model for
the redemptive narrative of Downfall also, then, underpins its
arresting cinematic style, which is suggestive of a representative state
of nature, with the film figured as a direct and disinterested
documentary projection of the past onto celluloid.
But just as the film represents a natural order of things that is
distorted by malignant forces, the aesthetic of documentary realism
and its associated claim of pure cinematic immanence are bedevilled
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by factors that impact upon its mode of representation. The film itself
has its Hitlers. Most obviously, it answers to the demands of bigbudget commercial cinema, on whose terms it operates and competes.
It stands to reason that if Downfall were solely peopled by unlikeable
fascists plotting genocide then it would never play on the audience’s
sympathies in the manner that it does and thereby succeed at the box
office and, as Agee contends, ‘most likely, what shaped the film more
than any political motive or historical perspective was the ambition to
make a blockbuster’.18 While in interviews Hirschbiegel emphasised
the connection to historical sources such as those by Fest and Junge,
the film’s writer and producer Bernd Eichinger saw Downfall as ‘a
disaster movie’, branding it ‘a German version of Titanic’.19 While
laudably making the story of the last days of Hitler accessible to a
mass audience, the commercial aspirations of the film’s writer and
producer mean that the audience’s engagement with characters such
as Junge is shaped more by melodrama and sentimentality than by the
inwardness and deep empathetic identification described by Rose in
relation to The Remains of the Day. We fear for Junge’s wellbeing,
pity her misfortune and rejoice at her survival; but these emotions in
no way connect to any set of circumstances, decisions or experiences
that we might encounter in our own lives.
Rather than being concerned to challenge cinematic convention,
then, and with it our understanding of ourselves and our relation to
history, Downfall is actually a narrowly formulaic film – a sheep in
wolf ’s clothing, if you like – with its only claim to radicalism lying in
the incongruity between its choice of subject matter and its
regurgitation of mainstream cinematic genre. On the surface it
displays many of the hallmarks of Holocaust impiety, with its focus on
Nazi perpetrators and its avowedly anti-redemptory title, but in
practice it sits far closer to the works of Holocaust piety, such as
Schindler’s List, so berated by Rose. Indeed, there are a number of
direct points of comparison to Spielberg films: the visceral rendering
of the destruction of Berlin, for example, seems indebted to the epic
war scenes of Saving Private Ryan (1998), and meditative cityscape
sequences punctuate the main narrative in a fashion that resembles
Schindler’s List, with mournful violins creating an elegiac atmosphere
as the camera tracks individual women and children making their way
through the ruins. This aesthetic aligns with a psychological ‘working
through’ process that moves beyond death and mourning to a point
of tentative renewal. This is similarly played out in both Downfall and
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Schindler’s List, with war and genocide being normalised and brought
into established socio-psychological, cultural and religious
frameworks. Both films end with the real-life counterparts of their
fictional characters acting out or describing processes of
memorialisation that bring some degree of closure.
While Downfall contains harrowing and vividly graphic sequences
that push the limits of what mainstream cinema is usually prepared to
tolerate, just as Schindler’s List did before it, it also ultimately lapses
into an ethos of silence and ineffability. There is a kind of coyness to
the camera as it demurely turns away from significant deaths: the
director closes the door on Hitler and Braun as they prepare to
commit suicide, instead focussing on Junge as she sits at a table with
the Goebbels children and they overhear a single gunshot. The camera
also turns away from Goebbels just as he prepares to shoot Magda in
the head before killing himself. A vividly realistic documentary
describing history as it happened need not shield us from such deaths;
commercial cinema probably does. There is thus a sense in which
genre exerts a hold over a film that is not quite at one with itself and
it is perhaps for this reason that Wenders criticised it for what he
perceived to be its lack of a coherent directorial perspective. In his
Die Zeit review, he considers Downfall to be a film that oscillates
between the point of view of perpetrators and that of a historian, Fest,
with a ‘benevolent understanding’ of them, and he takes Hirschbiegel
to task for his failure to consider the judgements that such a narrative
focalisation might imply.20 What Wenders seems to hanker for is
greater directorial and cinematic self-commentary; greater selfreflection on the realist aesthetic and use of genre; and an
acknowledgement of the guiding creative intelligence that shapes and
reworks German history for a particular purpose: for when
representing the perpetrators, taking their testimony at face value and
holding it to be a singular ‘truth’ involves a good deal of risk.
Rehabilitating the Perpetrators
At the conclusion of the film Junge makes an unlikely escape through
enemy lines, slipping past crowds of Russian troops while holding
hands with a smartly dressed and conspicuously blonde Hitler Youth
boy. The first groups of front line soldiers stand in silence and eye
them suspiciously; further back, victorious troops dance and drink in
celebration, knocking into the nervous escapees. Junge and the boy
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finally make their way to the devastated outer edges of the capital,
where the boy finds a bicycle under a bombed out concrete bridge.
These scenes are shot in daylight, forming a stark contrast to the
darkened atmosphere of the bunker and the gloomy inner city, and in
the very last scene they cycle down a peaceful country lane with the
boy perched on the handlebars, their faces catching bright bursts of
sunlight through the trees. This closing sequence not only registers
the transition from innocence to experience, it also, more positively,
suggests symbolic rebirth, with Junge taking on the mantle of a
mother figure for a child and a nation that each seem reinvested with
new hope for a better future.
Nowhere else in Downfall does its redemptive reading of history
contrast more strongly with historical actuality, exposing the
rhetorical fraud of its realist aesthetic. In the final paragraphs of
Until the Final Hour Junge briefly records her escape from the
bunker, describing how she made her way through the Russian lines
with three female colleagues while carrying a secret final report that
Mohnke had written for Hitler’s official successor, Admiral Dönitz:
Where were we to turn? If I’d never seen dead people before, I
saw them now everywhere. No one was taking any notice of
them. A little sporadic firing was still going on. Sometimes the
Russians set buildings on fire and searched for soldiers in
hiding. We were threatened on every corner. I lost track of my
colleagues that same day. I went on alone for a long time,
hopelessly, until at last I ended up in a Russian prison. When
the cell door closed behind me I didn’t even have my poison
any more, it had all happened so fast.21
The only note of optimism struck by Junge at the conclusion of her
memoir relates to the fact that while she was in prison a stranger
took pity on her, ensuring that ‘as if by a miracle’ she was not
transported to the East and that after ‘many long months’ she was
permitted to return home.22
The film’s schematic revision of some of the more disturbing,
harrowing and anti-redemptory elements of this episode in history is
not confined to the personal life story of Junge: it applies to whole
bodies of fact and historical knowledge. As the historians David
Cesarani and Peter Longerich contend, the makers of the film
‘reworked the evidence and omitted crucial information’.23 This is
illustrated in a postscript to the film’s dramatic conclusion, where a
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series of stills provide updates on the post-war lives and deaths of
some of the principal characters against the signature soundtrack of
melancholic strings. After Junge’s friend and colleague Gerda
Christian, the first senior member of the Nazi regime to be
mentioned is the apparently heroic and noble Professor Dr ErnstGünther Schenck. We learn that he spent eight years in Soviet
captivity and died in Aachen in 1998. The timeframes of both the
film proper and the epilogue mean that we learn nothing of his
service with the Waffen-SS on the Eastern front, or his involvement
in the establishment of a notorious herb plantation at Dachau and
nutritional experiments at Mauthausen that collectively led to
hundreds of innocent deaths.24 The caption does not mention that
Munich University refused to reinstate him to his professorial chair
after the war because of these ‘frivolous’ and murderous
experiments.25 Moving down through the echelons of nobility
established within the dramatic context of the film, we next learn
that General Wilhelm Mohnke (with the Waffen-SS prefix notably
absent) was released from prison in 1955 and also died in old age.
This comes of something as a relief to the audience, who are not
troubled with details of the massacres of 80 captured British troops
at Dunkirk and 60 surrendered Canadian soldiers in Normandy that
were perpetrated by Waffen-SS units under his leadership.26 The
epilogue then runs through a number of suicides and deaths in oldage or captivity until it reaches the ranks of the convicted war
criminals. Speer, of course, heads up the gang of Nazi household
names, but the audience is given no hint of why this upstanding
young architect might have received his 20-year sentence at
Nuremberg.
Finally, we return to Junge herself, who we learn was absolved by
the Western Allies for being a ‘young follower’ (with still no mention
of her imprisonment). She is left until last as the film once again
segues between the fictional and real-life Junge, this time by way of
the overlapping spoken word soundtrack to the Blind Spot
interview; and with this we reach a point of structural and seemingly
moral closure, with the formal logic of the film now serving to
proffer implicit congratulation on Junge for her willingness to
accept blame where she was blameless, guilt where she was guiltless,
and for offering contrition where none was due.
The very first words in Junge’s opening interview set the selfexculpating tone for this hollow mea culpa:
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I have the feeling that I should be angry with this child, with this
childish young thing, or I shouldn’t forgive her for not realizing
the horrors, the monster, before it was too late, for not realizing
what she was getting into.
Junge’s self-objectification (‘this child’, ‘she’) here betrays a lack of
genuine engagement with her own wrongdoing. The language posits
her self-censoriousness at a purely impressionistic level, indeed it
implies that she demonstrated an extreme degree of emotional
perceptiveness to have ever sensed that anger might be an appropriate
emotion to have felt about herself (‘I have the feeling’), while
containing its own immediate defence (‘this childish young thing’)
and suggesting that she casts no real blame on her younger self who
(typically of Downfall) is positioned in the role of historical victim
(suffering at the hands of ‘the horrors, the monster’). She continues:
‘Curiosity got the better of me. And I simply never thought that fate
would take me somewhere I’d never really wanted to be.’ These
reflections set the mould for the film’s endorsement of Hitler’s view
that history is essentially driven by the dual engines of natural instinct
and fate (recalling the literary trope invoked by the title), meaning
that genocide can be explained and rationalised – both by a
perpetrator to herself and by a director to a modern cinema audience
– without recourse to such ethical categories as personal volition,
moral error or ideological choice.
In her closing confession, Junge professes deep shock at the facts
of the Jewish genocide which she claims only to have learnt about
after the war. She concedes that for a long while she wasn’t able to
connect this with her own actions because she did not know about
these things, or at least she wasn’t ‘aware of the extent’ (here she lets
slip something of the truth), thus making a martyr of herself when she
finally does acknowledge some wrongdoing. She describes how one
day she walked past a memorial plaque to Sophie Scholl in Franz Josef
Strasse in Munich (the location of the building that Hans and Sophie
Scholl lived in while they were studying) and noticed that they shared
the same year of birth, and that the date of Scholl’s death also
coincided with the date that Junge took her first job with Hitler; and
this led to the epiphany that being ‘young’ was no excuse for her
actions and that it might be possible for a 22 year old to exercise some
degree of moral judgement. Junge bypasses the fact that Scholl was
still only 21 by the time that she had been found guilty of treason and
executed for her involvement in a non-violent anti-Nazi resistance
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group, while implicitly ennobling her own story of personal moral
rehabilitation through association with Scholl and the members of the
White Rose movement.
There is no acknowledgement of the fact, in either the film or the
interview clips, that having worked for Hitler from 1942, Junge had
gained demonstrable knowledge of the Nazi party’s exterminatory
policies against the Jews and other victims. In her own memoirs she
recalls how in 1943 her Nazi husband Hans Junge (another character
conveniently omitted from Downfall, in line with its ethical cleansing
programme) told her how ‘a very unwelcome subject’ had been raised
in tea-time conversation at the Berghof by a Viennese woman who
had observed a train full of Jews being deported from Amsterdam,
with the victims in terrible physical condition.27 The woman was
dismissed the next day: ‘Apparently she had exceeded her rights as a
guest and failed to carry out her duty of entertaining Hitler’.28 In Until
the Final Hour Junge also recalls Hitler ranting about the Jews well
before his descent into the bunker, including one particular tirade that
followed the assassination attempt made on him by Colonel von
Stauffenberg on 20 July 1944.29 In contrast to the innocent ‘virginal
witness’ portrayed so movingly by Alexandra Maria Lara in Downfall,
Cesarani and Longerich highlight the fact that Junge’s father was a
fanatical National Socialist who held SS officer rank and had won the
Nazi ‘Blood Order’ medal for his role in a failed putsch of 1923. They
further observe that Junge had enrolled herself into the Nazi League
of German Girls in 1935 and was an active member of other Nazi
organisations, meaning that ‘although she did not formally join the
Nazi party until 1944, by the time she started working for Hitler she
had impeccable ideological and political credentials’.30
In their article, Cesarani and Longerich relate the film’s revisionist
agenda to the legacy left by the Historikerstreit controversy of the late
1980s which revolved around contesting interpretations of German
history under the Third Reich. This public debate cut across such
issues as the German national character and historical responsibility
for the Holocaust and influenced subsequent attempts made by
Chancellor Helmut Kohl to forge a common identity for both East
and West Germans through a collective reinterpretation of the
reunified nation’s past: an identity that positioned all Germans as
guiltless victims of various historical injustices.31 In the aftermath of
genocide and the Cold War, the nation somehow needed to uncover
a sense of vitality, to sow the seeds of future growth, and Cesarani and
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Longerich position the film in a historically specific tradition of
cultural representations of such things as the bombing of German
cities by the Allies and atrocities perpetrated by the Red Army that
refocused attention on everyday German suffering rather than Nazi
criminality. While ‘these horrors are undeniable’, as the historians
acknowledge, to deprive them of all context and then present a
myopic perpetrator view of events through a big budget movie that
borrows the sentimental tropes of Hollywood and the cinematic
aesthetic of documentary realism is (albeit unwittingly) a revisionist
masterstroke of which Goebbels himself would have been proud.32
The downfall of Downfall stems from the fact that while its
director and producer clearly at some level aspired to face up to
Germany’s past, rather than to erase it, they were only able to do so
by taking perpetrator testimony at face value. In her probing study
Albert Speer: His Battle with Truth (1995), Gitta Sereny demonstrates
the inadequacy of such an uncritical approach to perpetrator
accounts. She questions Speer’s self-characterisation as the exemplary
penitent, for example, insisting that his media profile and outwardly
laudable acceptance of juridical culpability at Nuremberg were in fact
evasions of his personal moral responsibility for Nazism’s worst
crimes. For Sereny, neither his oral testimony nor his written
depositions sufficiently accounted for the specific faults that led to his
own particular moral failures. Above all, they did not register Speer’s
guilt for what the psychologist Alexander Mitscherlich termed his
Lebenslüge, the ‘Great Lie’ of his life: that from around the time of
Himmler’s infamous Posen speech to the Nazi Reichsleiter and
Gauleiter on 6 October 1943, which Speer most probably attended in
person, he undoubtedly knew that Hitler was executing his longplanned genocide of the European Jews.33 As the American poet W.D.
Snodgrass elegantly phrases it in his cycle of dramatic monologues
The Fuehrer Bunker (1995), the Nazi Minister simply found it
convenient, perhaps even psychologically necessary, to ‘neglect his
knowing’, and the same could be said not only of other individual
characters in Downfall, such as Junge, but also of the film itself, which
peddles the perpetrator line that the Holocaust was a crime
committed by one man alone, and apparently swallows the idea that
the ministers, officers and administrators of the Nazi regime had no
knowledge of the fate of their victims: another ‘Great Lie’ born of
social expediency rather than historical reality.34
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‘Repetition, boredom, despair’:
Muriel Spark and the Eichmann Trial
JAMES BAILEY

I was struck by a manifest shallowness in the doer that made it
impossible to trace the uncontestable evil of his deeds to any
deeper level of roots or motives. The deeds were monstrous, but
the doer – at least the very effective one now on trial – was quite
ordinary, commonplace, and neither demonic nor monstrous.
There was no sign in him of firm ideological convictions or of
specific evil motives, and the only notable characteristic one
could detect ... was not stupidity but thoughtlessness.
Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind1
[T]he actual discourse was a dead mechanical tick, while its
subject, the massacre, was living. She thought, it all feels like a
familiar dream, and presently located the sensation as one that
the anti-novelists induce ... She thought, repetition, boredom,
despair, going nowhere for nothing, all of which conditions are
enclosed in a tight, unbreakable statement of the times at hand.
Muriel Spark, The Mandelbaum Gate2
The finest works of our contemporaries leave us empty, out of
countenance. Not only do they claim no other reality than that
of the reading ... but further they always seem to be in the
process of contesting, of jeopardising themselves in proportion
as they create themselves. Here space destroys time, and time
sabotages space. Description makes no headway, contradicts
itself, turns in circles. Moment denies continuity.
Alain Robbe-Grillet, ‘Time and Description in Fiction Today’3
In perhaps the most unsettling scene in Eyal Sivan and Rony
Brauman’s film, The Specialist (1999), Adolf Eichmann, seated within
a bulletproof glass dock inside the Jerusalem District Court, is shown
an excerpt from the 1945 documentary, Nazi Concentration Camps.
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The documentary had previously been presented at the Nuremberg
trial, where its images of emaciated, unclothed bodies staggering
through the Buchenwald camp, among corpses laid side by side or
piled on top of one another in heaps of grey bones, articulated the
horror of the Nazi genocide. Viewers of The Specialist see only faint
reflections of these images, flickering briefly on the surface of the
dock as Eichmann watches on, expressionless, before they vanish
altogether, as if deflected by the glass. Eichmann later grows restless
in his box, rising to his feet as he waits for his long answers to be
reproduced in various different languages. ‘Sit down during the
translation!’ orders the judge, Moshe Landau, ‘it will take some time’.
Failures of translation abound throughout The Specialist; confronted
repeatedly with evidence of his crimes, Eichmann fails to engage with
the awful reality of human suffering, continuing instead to stare
blankly ahead, to fidget distractedly inside the dock.
The Specialist is itself a work of translation; the film is a carefully
edited version of original footage of the 1961 trial, with special
emphasis placed upon the figure behind the glass. As Sivan
provocatively insists: ‘I was right to focus on the perpetrator. Because
he’s talking from inside the system, Eichmann’s testimony is a
hundred times more powerful than any survivor’s.’4 Accordingly,
much of the footage used in the film is that of Eichmann’s dead-eyed
gaze, while the voices of those outside the frame are often distorted
or drowned out altogether. As revealed in a dedication during its
opening credits, The Specialist’s approach is largely indebted to
another contentious take on the criminal and his trial, Hannah
Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil
(1963). Eichmann, Arendt controversially argued, was neither
fiendish nor monstrous; for him, the systematic annihilation of six
million Jews was an impersonal, abstract exercise – a matter of
following rules and obeying orders, of arranging schedules and
timetables with the utmost dedication and efficiency. Eichmann, the
former chief of the Jewish Office of the Gestapo, struck Arendt as
being entirely honest when he presented himself in court as a
thoughtless bureaucrat, a small and far-removed part within a vast
system of oppression and genocide, who could easily have been
replaced by someone else. ‘The trouble with Eichmann’, she claimed,
‘was precisely that so many were like him, and that the many were
neither perverted nor sadistic, that they were, and still are, terribly
and terrifyingly normal.’ This ‘new type of criminal’, as the
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prosecution had described him, was driven by neither blood lust nor
sadistic cruelty, but by his simple sense of duty to a state-sanctioned
extermination scheme.5
Like Arendt, the novelist Muriel Spark had attended the Eichmann
trial, having been sent to Jerusalem in June of 1961 as a reporter for
the Observer. And, like Arendt, Spark did not recall seeing a monster
in the District Court, but rather a dull, white-collar worker, who
spoke of atrocities in the sanitising language of a bureaucratic report:
I found it absolutely horrifying to see, as Hannah Arendt said,
‘the banality of evil’. This little man being tried, Eichmann, was
always perfectly horrible to his own lawyer, but he clicked to
attention whenever the judge spoke to him. He was accused of
transporting some children to their fate in the camps, and he
claimed that he wasn’t responsible, because there had been a
delay; if he had done it, it would have been done on time.
Eichmann wasn’t a huge man with horns on his head. He was a
sort of weasel, but you meet his sort every day on the street, like
a grocer or banker. Eichmann could only come out with these
banal phrases, he never grasped the evil he had perpetrated.
That’s what was so shocking, that he was a little bad man, not a
big bad man.6
Spark’s appalled reaction towards Eichmann – this ‘little bad man’,
for whom the reality of Nazi terror was obscured beneath the ‘banal’
bureaucracy of transport timetables – never found its way onto the
pages of the Observer. Instead, Spark wove her experience of the trial
into the novel she had begun writing, The Mandelbaum Gate (1965),
as an event witnessed by its protagonist, Barbara Vaughan, during her
religious pilgrimage across Jerusalem. A Catholic convert of Jewish
descent (like Spark herself), Barbara crosses the Holy Land in a
determined attempt to feel at last ‘all of a piece, a Gentile Jewess, a
private-judging Catholic, a shy adventuress’.7 In a novel preoccupied
with the themes of free will and the fluidity of identity, Eichmann’s
presence is a disturbing reminder of a mindset far removed from
Barbara’s. His is a detached, mechanistic way of thinking – one Spark
represents as devoid of original, independent thought, and shackled
instead to the conditions of Nazi law.
Translations of political realities figure prominently in Spark’s
work. A novelist closely attuned to public anxieties and states of
political unrest, she loitered with intent amid the chaos of the
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contemporary world,8 exercising in her fiction the same tendency she
attributed to her best-known character, Jean Brodie: that of ‘making
patterns with facts’.9 Represented in The Mandelbaum Gate,
Eichmann is a terrifying non-entity much like the one depicted by
Arendt, whose tendency to speak ‘with the meticulous
undiscriminating reflex of a computing machine’ evokes for Barbara
‘the sensation ... that the anti-novelists induce’ – one of ‘repetition,
boredom, despair’.10 This sensation, familiar to readers of the French
nouveau roman, of time looping, pausing and ultimately stagnating –
‘going nowhere for nothing’ – comes to reflect the mechanistic ritual
of Eichmann’s testimony: the ‘dead mechanical tick’ of his mind.
While Barbara’s equation of the systematic behaviour of the Nazi
bureaucrat with that of ‘a character from the pages of a long antiroman’ betrays her own unflattering estimation of the nouveau
roman, it was to ‘anti-novelists’ such as Alain Robbe-Grillet that
Spark’s later work became indebted.11 After drawing upon the
conventions of the nouveau roman to convey Eichmann’s banal evil,
Spark began to write her own versions of the ‘anti-novel’ – sinister,
fractured fictions like The Driver’s Seat (1970) and Not to Disturb
(1971), in which characters are cut adrift in time and detached, like
Eichmann, from the reality of death and suffering.
This essay examines Spark’s translation of historical fact and firsthand experience into a fictional encounter in The Mandelbaum Gate
– as a scene which marks a crucial turning point in Barbara’s quest for
self-determination. Following this, I explore the largely
unacknowledged influence of the Eichmann trial on the fiction Spark
later wrote, considering the author’s use of the techniques of the
nouveau roman as means of articulating fears unique to the
contemporary world.
‘The lips in the glass-bound dock’: Eichmann in Focus in The
Mandelbaum Gate
By far the longest of her characteristically spare and economical
novels, The Mandelbaum Gate constitutes something of an anomaly
in Spark’s distinctive oeuvre. An adventure-story-cum-romanticcomedy divided into two parts and centred around a set of English,
Israeli and Palestinian characters scattered across a bisected Jerusalem
in 1961, it lacks both the conceptual simplicity of the works that
preceded it, and the bleak, brittle quality of the novella-length fictions
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that followed in the years immediately afterwards. Spark had
expressed her eagerness to visit and to write about contemporary,
conflicted Jerusalem in a letter to her editor:
I want to set the action of the novel in the Holy Land where I
think the symbols of my grandmother’s origins reside ... There
are special complications in going to the Holy Land, because one
cannot travel freely between Jordan and Israel ...
I could go through the Israelis, but I get the impression that
they are predominantly interested in showing off their
achievements in modern Israel. I want to see all this, and the
people connected with it, but I don’t want to be tied to one set.
I could go with the Catholics but they go in parties and so far as
I can gather quite definitely exclude the modern ethos and all
non-Christian aspects of the place ...
The different versions of the Holy Land that I have heard are
themselves significant, and part of my theme. Obviously the
place is full of tensions, and I really feel I can make a good novel,
probably my best.12
Religious faith, social and political unrest, the traditional and the
contemporary: the contents of Spark’s letter read like a checklist of
The Mandelbaum Gate’s principal themes. The title of the novel’s
second chapter, ‘Barbara Vaughan’s Identity’, reveals another.
Barbara’s self-confessed ‘state of conflict’ – her hyphenated identity as
a Gentile Jew, combined with the antagonistic demands of her
Catholic faith and her sexual relationship with her newly divorced
lover, Harry Clegg – extends into the turbulent history of the Middle
East, and is emblematised in the divided city she attempts to cross.13
Barbara’s conviction that ‘the essential thing about herself remained
unspoken, uncategorized, unlocated’, is frequently tested, however,
by the categorising impulses and competing identity claims of those
around her.14 The Foreign Office official and spy, Freddy Hamilton,
immediately reduces her to a crude list of class and gender-based
expectations: ‘His first impression had been of a pleasant English
spinster; she was a teacher of English at a girls’ school; she was on a
tour of the Holy Land.’15 As Peter Kemp has noted, a kind of ‘social
myopia’ pervades these interactions, where characters, ‘unwilling to
tackle the difficulty and complexity of the individual’, are ‘lazily
prone to stop short at the type with its comfortingly familiar
features’.16 Unlike Spark herself, whose letter reveals a reluctance to
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be ‘tied to one set’ during her travels, characters such as Freddy are
far happier with ‘comfortingly familiar’ appearances. The moment
Barbara diverges from the template of an English spinster abroad,
mentioning her Jewish heritage, she fills Freddy with a ‘sense of her
dangerousness’ – a sense, that is, of her inherent otherness and
unclassifiability.17
So far, so familiar, it might seem. Spark, on the surface at least, has
written a gentle comedy of manners, driven in part by cultural
misunderstandings and social blunders. But as evinced by the fear that
grips Freddy on learning that Barbara is not quite what she appears,
even seemingly mundane encounters come to betray deep-rooted
prejudices and anxieties. Later, when an Israeli tour guide insists that
Barbara is in fact a ‘whole Jew’ due to her matrilineal heritage, the
protagonist comes to feel like a ‘victim deprived of fresh air and civil
rights’, sensing ‘her personal identity beginning to escape like smoke
from among her bones’.18 The implications here are impossible to
ignore; the sustained scrutiny of Barbara’s hybrid identity extends, of
course, to modern Jewish history and the events of the Holocaust.
The smoking bones viscerally evoke the crematoria ovens of
Auschwitz, while the guide’s mock outrage at the upset he has caused
– ‘“I ask her a question, she makes a big thing of it that I am Gestapo”’
– refers explicitly to Nazi Germany and the Nuremberg laws.19
Whatever Barbara may make of her identity, under these laws she
would, due to her Jewish mother, be classified as a Jew herself and
thus ‘deprived of fresh air and civil rights’ within a system
representing extreme and uncompromising order.
Given Eichmann’s presence in Jerusalem at the time of these
identity disputes, the implications of the Nuremberg laws loom large
over the contemporary scene. Indeed, for all her insistence that the
trial, by virtue of its being ‘political and contemporary’, represents
‘something apart from her purpose’20 in the Holy Land, Barbara is
confronted in the Jerusalem District Court with a logic that directly
opposes and rejects her ‘unique and unrepeatable’ self.21 Eichmann, as
Bryan Cheyette argues, represents ‘the ultimate determinist and false
categorizer who drains people of their uniqueness’, and whose
chillingly measured responses to cross-examination parallel the Nazis’
systematic extermination campaign.22 Spark constructs these
responses from verbatim samples of Eichmann’s actual testimony, as
though a purely fictional dialogue would fail to do justice to the
hollow, dehumanising verbosity she had heard first hand. Rather like

MURIEL SPARK AND THE EICHMANN TRIAL

171

Charles Reznikoff ’s found poem, Holocaust (1975), which draws
directly from courtroom accounts (including those from the
Eichmann trial) of life and death in the concentration camps, these
fragments of speech transform the narrative into a sinister echo
chamber, reverberating with the real, ‘ritualistic lines’ that saved
Eichmann from having to speak or think for himself:
Bureau IV-B-4. Four-B-four
I was not in charge of the operation itself, only with
transportation ...
Müller needed Himmler’s consent.
I was not in a position to make any suggestions, only to obey
orders.
And technical transport problems.
Strictly with time-tables and technical transport problems.
I was concerned strictly with time-tables and technical transport
problems.
Bureau IV-B-4. Four-B-four-IV-B-4.23
Even the textual arrangement of the testimony mirrors Eichmann’s
profound detachment from the crimes he perpetrated. Bracketed off
between the twin headings, ‘Bureau IV-B-4’ (a subsection of the Head
Office for Reich Security, of which he was in charge), the echoes of
Nazi commands are severed from their original context, becoming a
dull list of routinised deeds without material consequences. This is
less a way of speaking than an act of burial – a relentless heaping of
words on top of words, obfuscating and annulling the human
repercussions of Nazi terror. Here the passive voice forecloses
personal responsibility by ascribing functions to ‘the operation’,
obscuring the perpetrator and the victim altogether. Both tortuous
and torturous, this slow drip of information – ‘technical transport
problems. / Strictly with time-tables and technical transport problems’
– convinces Barbara that she is losing her mind, that she has found
herself ‘caught in a conspiracy to prevent her brain from
functioning’.24 Like Eichmann, she is unable to think.
Thinking, or rather the failure to do so, lies at the centre of
Arendt’s concept of banal evil. ‘The longer one listened to him’, she
said of Eichmann, ‘the more obvious it became that his inability to
speak was closely connected with an inability to think, namely, to
think from the standpoint of somebody else’. For Arendt, Eichmann’s
imperviousness to critical thought – his reliance on the abundance of
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‘stock phrases and self-invented clichés’ with which he communicated
– provided him with ‘the most reliable of safeguards against the words
and the presence of others, and hence against reality as such’.25
Eichmann, she believed, had existed in a world in which language was
cut off from thought and judgement, where ‘matter was subject to
rigid “language rules”’. ‘It is rare’, Arendt remarks, ‘to find [Nazi]
documents in which such bald words as “extermination”,
“liquidation”, or “killing” occur. The prescribed code names for
killing were “final solution”, “evacuation” (Aussiedlung), and “special
treatment” (Sonderbehandlung).’26 Such rules betray a refusal to
engage with unrepresented reality – a refusal, therefore, to engage
with human mortality itself.
It was Spark’s own exposure to this surfeit of weightless language
that left her, like Barbara, lost for words. The experience, she told her
editor at the New Yorker, had proven so disturbing that it had left her
‘literally unable to talk about it’ – a revelation which might account
for the absence of any journalism written by Spark on the event.27 This
failure to speak – a failure, presumably, to make sense of Eichmann’s
terrifying shallowness – coincided for the author with a paradoxical
excess of language. Writing to her literary agent after returning from
Jerusalem, she noted how convoluted her recent correspondence had
become, attributing this to the five long days she had spent listening
to Eichmann’s interminable, vacuous testimony.28 What emerged for
Spark in the aftermath of the trial, then, was a curious sensation of
absence and excess – a dearth of meaning against a superfluity of
meaningless language. Eichmann, and by extension the trial itself, had
come to seem absurd.
This same sense of absurdity pervades the trial scene in The
Mandelbaum Gate, where Barbara listens while ‘[t]he counsel for the
defence consulted his document and drew [Eichmann’s] attention to
specific names, Misters this and that and their sons, locked in reality’.29
Changing the translation settings on her earphones fails to elucidate,
as she wonders: ‘What was he talking about? The effect was the same
in any language, and the terrible paradox remained, and the actual
discourse was a dead mechanical tick, while its subject, the massacre,
was living.’30 As in The Specialist, where the dead and dying, now faint
shapes dancing on the glass, seem somehow more alive than their
unblinking oppressor, the ‘living’ memory of the massacre sits
uncomfortably alongside Eichmann’s meaningless regurgitations.
Barbara now inhabits a glass box of her own. In a position terrifyingly

MURIEL SPARK AND THE EICHMANN TRIAL

173

similar to that of the accused, she finds herself screened off from the
awful fates of ‘Misters this and that’, anaesthetised by a way of
speaking that leaves no room for the victim to emerge. The ‘living’
reality of the Holocaust has been lost in translation.
On trial in The Mandelbaum Gate, then, is the purpose and human
significance of the Eichmann trial itself. Before she enters the
courtroom, Barbara is reminded by Saul Ephraim, an Israeli professor,
that the trial is ‘part of the history of the Jews’.31 Saul has good reason
to think so, too. Unlike the Nuremberg trials in 1945, in which the
prosecution relied heavily on documentary evidence in their case
against Nazi leaders, the Eichmann trial confronted the watching
world with the collective voice of Holocaust survivors, speaking on
behalf of the Jewish dead. Whereas Nuremberg was ‘a monumental
documentary case’, Shoshana Felman argues, ‘the Eichmann trial was
a monumental testimonial case’, designed to leave an indelible mark
on the collective memory of mankind.32 Led by its attorney general,
Gideon Hausner, the Israeli prosecution team arranged for over a
hundred survivors to testify to the impact of Nazi measures in almost
every country that had been affected, aiming at the same time to
represent as many aspects of antisemitism in pre-war Jewish life as
possible.33 Hausner even opened his address to the court not on behalf
of the state he represented, but of ‘six million prosecutors’:
When I stand before you, judges of Israel, in this court, to accuse
Adolf Eichmann, I do not stand alone. Here with me at this
moment stand six million prosecutors. But alas, they cannot rise
to level the finger of accusation in the direction of the glass dock
and cry out J’accuse against the man who sits there ... Their
blood cries to Heaven, but their voice cannot be heard. Thus it
falls to me to be their mouthpiece and to deliver the heinous
accusation in their name.34
The trial, as evinced by Hausner’s emotive opening address,
represents for Felman something ‘jurisprudentially revolutionary’ – a
‘legal process of translation of thousands of private, secret traumas
into one collective, public and communally acknowledged one’.35 The
testimony of the victims, televised and broadcast around the world,
served not only to imprint upon the public consciousness a long and
brutal history of antisemitism, but to present the Holocaust as the
latest, and most extreme, manifestation of evil within this timeline.
For Arendt, though, the efforts of the Israeli prosecution to weave
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a human narrative of past suffering amounted only to ‘bad history and
cheap rhetoric’, manifesting an enormous discrepancy between the
extraordinary shallowness of the perpetrator and what the
prosecution could make of him on ideological grounds. ‘It was clearly
at cross purposes with putting Eichmann on trial’, she wrote,
‘suggesting that perhaps he was only an innocent executor of some
mysteriously foreordained destiny’.36 What Eichmann’s crimes
represented instead, she believed, was a fundamental rupture in the
continuity of moral and legal thought – not the endpoint of any preexisting narrative, but a signal of the collapse of existing frames of
meaning, and of the need to redefine these frames of meaning in the
wake of a new kind of criminal. ‘Not only are all our political
concepts and definitions insufficient for an understanding of
totalitarian phenomena’, Arendt contends in her 1953 essay,
‘Mankind and Terror’, ‘but also all our categories of thought and
standards of judgement seem to explode in our hands the instant we
try to apply them’.37 Eichmann, she felt, was not to be understood as
the embodied culmination of millennia of antisemitism, but as a
thoughtless bureaucrat whose motivations were strictly careerist.
‘Except for an extraordinary diligence in looking out for his personal
advancement’, she insists, ‘he had no motives at all’.38
The banality of evil thus serves not as a comprehensive explanation
for Eichmann’s crimes, but points instead to a phenomenological
blind spot – a space of unknowing – that existing categories of
thought and judgement fail to elucidate. This failure, however, holds
for Arendt a crucial ‘lesson’ of its own, distinct from the extended
history lesson being taught in the District Court: ‘That such
remoteness from reality and such thoughtlessness can wreak more
havoc than all the evil instincts taken together.’39 The sociologist
Zygmunt Bauman expresses something similar when he writes that
the mass destruction of the Jews ‘was accompanied not by the uproar
of emotions, but the dead silence of unconcern’.40 Despite his
verbosity, Eichmann personifies this ‘dead silence’ completely –
something brought into sharp focus through the transcribed extracts
of his pre-trial interrogation by the Israeli police officer, Captain
Avner W. Less. As Eichmann describes in exhaustive detail the
Byzantine structures of the Third Reich, it is his resistance to
independent thought and emotional identification that emerges most
powerfully:
[Bureau] IV-B-4 never decided anything on the strength of its
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own judgement and authority. It never would have entered my
head to mess myself up with a decision of my own. And neither,
as I’ve said before, did any of my staff ever make a decision of
his own. All decisions were based on a) the relevant Reich laws
and accompanying implementation orders; b) the police
regulations, the decrees, orders, and instructions of Himmler
and the Head of the Security Police – those were our legislative
bases ... The loyalty oath in itself called for unquestioning
obedience. So naturally we had to comply with the laws and
regulations.41
Notable here, against the intricate yet clearly defined operations of
Nazi law, is the threat of ‘mess’ – the chaos heralded by emotion and
personal judgement. Eichmann, it seems, would have felt guilt only
had he not acted with ‘unquestioning obedience’, disrupting the
perfect order in which he served. The criminal thus stood for
something unprecedented and uniquely dangerous; his thoughtless,
emotionless complicity could cause greater suffering than actions
founded upon malign intent precisely because it allowed him to
follow commands without contesting them, to devote himself wholly
and unquestioningly (and, as he states, ‘naturally’) to a pre-existing
order.
It is this shallow, single-minded devotion to duty, as opposed to a
deep-rooted antisemitism, that Barbara registers in the courtroom.
Crucially, Spark has her protagonist arrive at the trial during its
‘boring phase’, after ‘the impassioned evidence from survivors of the
death-camps was over’. Having missed the survivors’ testimonies,
Barbara is left with only the absent presence that remains: ‘the lips in
the glass-bound dock [that] continued to move’.42 Like Arendt before
her, Spark chooses here to make Eichmann her prime focus,
confronting Barbara directly with the methodical, detached,
dehumanising and senselessly sensible language of the desk murderer,
until she is ‘taken in by the certainty, immediately irresistible, that this
dull phase was in reality the desperate heart of the trial’.43
(Re)positioning Eichmann’s cold-blooded determinism at the centre
of the trial thus constitutes a radical revisioning of the historical
moment – a decentring of the witness testimonies and the ideological
implications that comprised the Israeli prosecution’s performance of
justice. The foregrounding techniques that Spark applies – her
selective sampling and repetition of Eichmann’s speech, her sustained
focus on his moving lips, and her refusal to show the testimonies of
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his victims – strive not for an objective realism, but announce
themselves instead as aesthetic articulations of the chilling
thoughtlessness and the deification of duty that lay at the heart of the
case. What is more, they read as the literary counterpart to the various
editing techniques (the spliced dialogue, extreme close-ups, and
amplified and distorted sounds) used to similar ends in The Specialist.
‘It was a highly religious trial’, Barbara notes sardonically – and she
is right. Not religious, of course, in the sense described by Saul, as an
affirmation of the survival of the Jewish faith, but in relation instead
to the fascist doctrine worshipped by the perpetrators: ‘the complex
theology in which not [Eichmann’s] own actions, not even Hitler’s,
were the theme of his defence, but the honour of the Supreme Being,
the system, and its least tributary, Bureau IV-B-4’.44 Seemingly
oblivious to the barbarism of Nazi rule, Eichmann can do no more
than automatically relay, ad nauseam, directives from the Bureau. It
seems appropriate, then, for Spark to invoke the clinical factuality of
the nouveau roman to render the ‘theme of the defence’ – the
unnatural order followed, as Eichmann attested in his pre-trial
interrogation, ‘naturally’ and with ‘unquestioning obedience’. Set up
against Barbara’s quest for spiritual growth, the perpetrator’s ‘highly
religious’ submission to Bureau IV-B-4 is a vocation inverted and
perversely parodied.
Recoiling from Eichmann’s perverse submission to the will of an
operation now in ruins, Barbara realises as if ‘without awareness’ that
she will not only complete her pilgrimage, but will wed her lover
regardless of whether or not his first marriage can be annulled by the
Vatican. Witnessing Eichmann ‘not testifying for himself, but for his
pre-written destiny’, and thus burying himself alive beneath the
wreckage of the system he worshipped, produces a powerful moment
of anagnorisis, convincing Barbara that she must live and love
independently of the ‘pre-written destiny’ her conversion has
assigned her.45 ‘All of a piece’, ‘unique and unrepeatable’, she finally
holds the power that eluded her in the novel’s first half. This break in
established patterns extends to the structure of the text itself, as the
languorous, protracted pace of the first half gives way to a frenzied
final section, culminating with the heroine ‘run[ning] along the
pavements of the sweet, rational streets’ of Israel.46 These streets, for
Barbara at least, now extend far beyond Israel. Spark is playing once
again with divisions – this time with the orientalist categories of
‘rational’, civilised Israel and exotic, irrational Palestine – only to
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debunk them. Just as fractured Jerusalem once signified Barbara’s
conflicted mentality, these ‘sweet, rational streets’ reflect the gleeful
shedding of roles and rules, of resisting myopic visions and taking in
a rich, expansive view of the world – never to be ‘tied to one set’.
‘Drama[s] of exact observation’: The Nouveau Roman, and Writing
After Eichmann
Spark never wrote another novel like The Mandelbaum Gate, nor did
she wish to. Despite her initial hopes for the project, she eventually
distanced herself from the work, admitting: ‘I don’t like that book
awfully much ... it’s out of proportion. In the beginning it’s slow, and
in the end it’s very rapid, it races ... I decided never again to write a
long book, keep them short.’47 And she did; from The Public Image
(1968) onwards, Spark began a series of slight, elliptical novels,
scrupulously mean in their economy, privileging surface details over
emotional depth. ‘I objectified everything much more after that’, she
told Martin McQuillan, ‘I wrote books ... influenced by the French
writers of the nouveau roman’.48
The nouveau roman, also known as the ‘new’ or ‘anti-’ novel, is
notable for its subversion of plot and character, its erosion of
distinctions between the real and the imaginary, and its subordination
of modes of representation to strange and self-reflexive forms of
narration. In keeping with these themes is a clear suspicion of
anything like a ‘natural’ order of things. Roland Barthes, in ‘Objective
Literature’ (1954), his early essay on Robbe-Grillet and the nouveau
roman, identifies the abundance of both objects and modes of
objectification – ‘a tyrannical recourse to sight’49 – in the author’s
fiction:
Robbe-Grillet’s scrupulosity of description has nothing in
common with the artisanal application of the natural novelist.
Traditional realism accumulates quality as a function of an
implicit judgement: its objects have shapes, but also odours,
tactile properties, memories, analogies, in short they swarm with
significations; they have a thousand modes of being perceived ...
Instead of this sensorial syncretism, at once anarchic and
oriented, Robbe-Grillet imposes a unique order of
apprehension: the sense of sight. The object is no longer the
centre of correspondences, a welter of sensations and symbols: it
is merely an optical resistance.50
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By abstracting the object from its sensuous ‘correspondences’, RobbeGrillet’s practice reveals a critique of natural meaning itself. His
narratives show reality to be a chaotic flux made up of a disorienting
muddle of disconnected phenomena, which we attempt to order with
artificial and ideologically motivated meaning systems. His are not
familiar worlds, then, but rather object-oriented ones, drawn with
such accuracy as to be made alien and unintelligible. Consider, for
example, the following, geometrically precise description of a snowcovered street in In the Labyrinth (1959):
It lies in a thinnish layer – two inches or so – but perfectly even,
covering all horizontal surfaces with the same dull, neutral
whiteness. The only marks that can be seen are the rectilinear
paths, parallel to the rows of houses and to the gutters which are
still quite visible (made even more distinct by the vertical edge of
the pavement, which remains black), and dividing the pavement
into two unequal bands above their entire length.51
For Robbe-Grillet, these renderings of the object world aim not to
imitate any existing order of reality, but to engage instead in a ‘double
movement of creation and destruction’.52 The succession of
descriptions – the evenly measured snowfall, the ‘rectilinear paths’,
the wall’s ‘vertical edge’ – succeed in destroying the scene while
working simultaneously to establish it. This ‘double movement’ thus
underlines the constructed nature of the text itself; the scene, so
painstakingly drawn, has become an unnatural construct, nothing but
a play of shapes, lines and measurements, all detailed at length on the
page. It is thus a perfect example of metafiction, what Patricia Waugh
defines succinctly as ‘fictional writing which self-consciously and
systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to
pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality’.53 It
was this feature of Robbe-Grillet’s writing that seemed to appeal most
to Spark. The author, she remarked, ‘is doing something new in his
precision. I believe that he was a sighter – a gunsighter – during the
war, where every little millimetre counted. And one does see this in
his obsession with exactitude.’54 The unique precision found in
Robbe-Grillet’s narratives, what Spark would later refer to as ‘the
drama of exact observation’,55 becomes the defining feature of the
novels published in the years after The Mandelbaum Gate – novels
which enacted the same ‘double movement’, presenting worlds that
seem ready at any moment to collapse at the seams.

MURIEL SPARK AND THE EICHMANN TRIAL

179

What, though, do Robbe-Grillet, and the techniques of the
nouveau roman in general, have to do with Eichmann, or indeed the
post-war world? The answer lies specifically in the author’s deep
mistrust of supposedly natural orders. In his 1977 essay, ‘Order and
Disorder in Film and Fiction’, Robbe-Grillet makes explicit the link
between the disorienting ordering strategies found in his work and
the extreme order represented by totalitarian systems including Nazi
Germany:
established order always claims to be natural. And it is rather
striking that in every society, even the maddest, established order
is presented to the public by its leaders as something quite
natural – that is, just and definitive and so forth ... In Nazi
Germany, which was a really mad society, there were
theoreticians who presented as quite natural the ‘fact’ that the
so-called Aryan race should dominate the other races. This was
‘natural’. This is what Marx called ideology. In sum, ideology is
established order which is masked as natural order, which
pretends to be not a creation of the society but, on the contrary,
a sort of divine law dictated, so to speak, by God.56
Masquerading, as do all ideologies, as ‘natural’ and God-given, the
fascist desire for perfect order – the use of race, in particular, as a
means of categorising, isolating and annihilating beings – comes to
render the world hostile, alien and inorganic. These were deeply
personal concerns; in his memoir, Ghosts in the Mirror (1984),
Robbe-Grillet recalls his fear of being ‘sucked reluctantly into the
heart of an unknown, unstable, irrational liquid universe ready to
engulf me’.57 This was a universe that the author associated closely
with Nazi power; his parents, he acknowledged, had themselves been
‘sucked’ into this very system. These experiences, he wrote, were
what drew him to ‘problematic experimentation[s] with fiction and its
contradictions ... as the most promising arena in which to act out ...
the fight to the death between order and freedom, the insoluble
conflict between rational classification and subversion, otherwise
known as disorder’.58
The extent to which Spark subscribed to Robbe-Grillet’s selfconscious outlook has become a matter of some critical debate. Aidan
Day’s excellent comparison of the works of both authors, ‘Parodying
Postmodernism’, suggests only a partial complicity – a borrowing, on
Spark’s part, of the formal devices applied by Robbe-Grillet, in order
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to parody them and thus produce ‘a critique of postmodern
perspectives’.59 Of The Driver’s Seat, a novel explicitly about the crazed
and unnatural organisation of physical bodies, human impulses,
sexuality and gender, Day contends that ‘Robbe-Grillet’s manner is, to
a degree, being used against itself. The satiric point is that the
authentic, organic human presence is absent in a space that signifies
only the repression of natural energy.’60 As Spark herself put it,
however, ‘I was thinking the same thoughts that [writers of the
nouveau roman] were thinking, people like Robbe-Grillet. We were
influenced by the same, breathing the same informed air.’61 It is the
particular nature of these thoughts – specifically a shared suspicion of
what is perceived to be natural, of systems of categorisation, of myopic
visions and blind faith in pre-established order – that reveals a greater
affinity between the authors than Day is prepared to acknowledge.
The Driver’s Seat, described by Spark as ‘a study, in a way, of selfdestruction’, relates the final few days in the life of Lise, a woman
who meticulously plots her own violent death in a desperate attempt
to escape the suffocating order she already inhabits.62 Lise’s life is
characterised by all manner of unnatural arrangements, from the
eerily symmetrical distribution of her work colleagues (‘she has five
girls under her and two men. Over her are two women and five
men’63), to the ‘clean-lined and clear’ set-up of her apartment, the
furnishings of which are made from ‘swaying tall pines’, which ‘have
been subdued into silence and into obedient bulks’.64 Lise resembles
one of these obedient bulks – she is subdued and very silent, her lips
‘pressed together like the ruled line of a balance sheet’.65 The
similarities to the snowfall scene in In the Labyrinth are easy enough
to detect; the familiar is made strange, overly precise, geometric and
thus wholly unnatural. Spark, as Day observes, is rather more explicit
than Robbe-Grillet in alerting readers to ‘the repression of natural
energy’ in these scenes. Nevertheless, her techniques arguably serve to
develop further, rather than parody, these ideas, by driving them
forward towards an inevitable dénouement. As Hanna Meretoja
writes, the disorienting features of the nouveau roman:
[give] expression to the post-war experience of the demolition of
common horizons of meaning and value. In this situation, as
Europe lay in ruins, the task of the novelist to describe the
alienness, elusiveness and non-humanness of reality, and to stress
the human incapacity to master reality did not present itself
merely as an epistemological task, but also as an ethical one.66
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If representing a world devoid of meaning or value, and
characterised instead by ‘repetition, boredom’ and ‘despair’, is an
ethical task, it is one that Spark takes up with some aplomb. As Lise
moves through the sterile, inhuman, and yet (for the reader, at least)
resoundingly familiar contemporary landscape of chain hotels and
department stores – all arranged as a bewildering system of
symmetrical lines and numerical patterns – she does so like ‘a stag
scenting the breeze’.67 That is, she does so with the ‘natural energy’
that has long been repressed, breaking out of the stasis of her rigidly
ordered life and her functional apartment, and opening her tightlypressed lips, as if receiving a secret and hitherto unknown flavour.
Although Lise’s drive seems destined solely for the thrill of death –
her only source of sensation, or of ‘the lack of an absence’, as she puts
it – it also counters the flattened horizons of life as she knows it.68
That Lise cannot overthrow the repressive order she inhabits is the
tragedy at the centre of The Driver’s Seat. That she comes to recover
her own natural impulses is her lasting triumph.
In managing to recover these impulses, to escape the artifice that
surrounds her, Lise achieves what Eichmann never could; she
connects, by way of her own death, with unrepresented reality and
human mortality. That is, she evacuates the glass box that encloses the
world of The Driver’s Seat, engaging at last with the real. The shadow
of Eichmann looms large over this uncomfortable resolution; the
Nazi’s distance from reality, his inability to engage with death, to
attune himself to the tragedy of suffering, has spread like a disease to
the postmodern civilisation inhabited by Lise. Barbara Vaughan and
Lise thus seem to stand before different versions of Eichmann’s glass
box. While Barbara peers through a transparent surface to see a
grotesque vision of perverted faith and of life as an empty,
mechanised ritual, before turning away in disgust, happy to embrace
‘sweet, rational’ living, Lise stands before a mirror, seeing her own
doomed existence reflected back, and nothing else. The Mandelbaum
Gate, and more specifically the scene of the Eichmann trial, thus
becomes the hinge on which Spark’s literary career pivots – a strange
and unsettling place of translation, where transfiguration and
revelation give way to hopeless visions of a lost world.
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The Prisoner (1952) and the Perpetrator
in Early Post-war British Television
JAMES JORDAN
A perhaps obvious starting point for any discussion of television’s
representation of the perpetrator is the Eichmann trial of 1961. It was
Eichmann’s trial that brought the extermination of European Jewry
into focus and into people’s homes, with the proceedings, coverage
and accompanying public interest ushering in a new era of Holocaust
awareness. In the process, Eichmann became representative of a
certain kind of perpetrator, a consequence in part of both his
appearance in the courtroom and Hannah Arendt’s influential
account of the trial.1
Jeffrey Shandler’s study of American television has shown how it
was not simply the trial, but television itself that played a significant
role in the subsequent development of ‘Holocaust consciousness’.2
This influence was also evident in Britain. One thinks, for example,
not only of the high-profile news reports of Eichmann’s trial and the
widely discussed impact of the miniseries Holocaust (BBC1, tx.
3–6/9/1978),3 but of ground-breaking documentaries such as Hugh
Burnett’s Warsaw Ghetto (BBC1, tx. 18/11/1965), in which survivor
Alexander Bernfes told the history of the ghetto against the backdrop
of mainly Nazi newsreel images and photographs; the ‘Genocide’
episode of ITV’s The World at War (ITV, tx. 27/3/1974), featuring
interviews with survivors, perpetrators and bystanders; or, more
recently, Laurence Rees’s The Nazis: A Warning from History (BBC,
tx. 10/9/1997–15/10/1997) and Auschwitz and the ‘Final Solution’
(BBC, tx. 11/1/2005–15/2/2005), the latter featuring interviews and
newsreels augmented with computer-generated settings and staged reenactments.
In spite of the significance of Eichmann and his trial, television’s
image of the Holocaust perpetrator has not been restricted to the
telling and re-telling of Eichmann’s story. Indeed, even in the trial’s
immediate aftermath there were other stories to tell and, in some
cases, to imagine. In December 1964, for example, the BBC produced
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an edition of the current affairs programme Tonight (BBC, tx.
15/12/1964), in which co-host Magnus Magnusson presented a threeminute segment on ‘Oskar Schindler … “The Scarlet Pimpernel of the
concentration camps”’, who ‘was said to have saved more Jews than
any other man’.4 That same month, in a more oblique reference, the
science fiction series Doctor Who told of ‘The Dalek Invasion of
Earth’, with the Daleks – an alien race with a well-known proclivity
for extermination – establishing slave labour camps and declaring the
start of ‘the Final Solution’.5 There were also single dramas which
considered the recent Nazi past and with it, sometimes, the fate of the
Jews. Dramas such as those by influential Jewish émigré producer
Rudolph Cartier presented the war – and perpetrator – in unusual
ways and from unfamiliar perspectives. Cross of Iron (BBC, tx.
16/11/1961), for instance, considered the treatment of German
prisoners-of-war being held in Britain; Doctor Korczak and the
Children (BBC, tx. 13/8/1962), adapted from Erwin Sylvanus’s play,
told of life and death in the ghetto with a small cast and minimal
setting; Stalingrad (BBC, tx. 4/12/1963) contemplated the horror of
war through German eyes; The July Plot (BBC, tx. 9/12/1964)
focused on von Stauffenberg’s attempted assassination of Hitler; and
The Joel Brand Story (BBC1, tx. 14/12/1965) was an adaptation of
Heinar Kipphardt’s play which starred Anton Diffring, an actor wellknown for his portrayal of Nazis, as Adolf Eichmann.6
While Eichmann’s trial can be considered as a transformative
event, it would be wrong to think of 1961 as the first time that the
Nazi extermination of the Jews had been represented on the small
screen. In Britain, the war, the Nazis and their crimes, including those
against the Jews, were seen regularly on post-war television, although
what was seen was not necessarily understood by those watching or
even those making the programmes.7 These pre-1961 broadcasts
again varied considerably, crossing genres and departments (drama
plays and series, light entertainment, talks, news and current affairs
programmes), with references being both explicit and implicit. D.G.
Bridson’s The Bullet (BBC, tx. 20/8/1958), for instance, was a short
play, set in West Germany in 1949, that told the story of a Jewish steel
magnate compelling a former Nazi into suicide ‘as atonement for his
part in the death of [his] brother in the gas-chambers’.8 Or, in the field
of light entertainment, a number of episodes of This is Your Life
featured guests (or ‘victims’ as they were familiarly termed) with a
‘Holocaust’ story – guests such as rescuer Ida Cook (BBC, tx.
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11/3/1956),9 aid-worker Sue Ryder (BBC, tx. 12/11/1956), and
liberator Brigadier Glyn Hughes (BBC, tx. 9/3/1959).10 In each case,
while not the sole focus of the programme, the Nazi persecution of
the Jews was referenced as an important aspect of the guest’s life,
sometimes in the dialogue, sometimes in the images, and sometimes
through the presence of survivors.11
These programmes also featured, in different ways, some wellknown (or soon to be well-known) perpetrators. In January 1955 an
episode of the series War in the Air represented the end of the war
with images of liberation, featuring newsreel footage of Belsen and
the face of that camp’s Commandant, Josef Kramer, both visual
shorthand for the worst Nazi atrocities, even if the horrors shown
were not yet understood in terms of the Holocaust.12 Hitler, the most
infamous of all perpetrators, was the subject of the first episode of
Robert Mckenzie and Huw Wheldon’s Portraits of Power (BBC, tx.
9/4/1957), a series of programmes on, in turn, Hitler, Gandhi,
Roosevelt and Stalin, illustrating ‘the nature of the power exercised by
each in their separate ways’.13 One year later – and seven years before
Cartier’s adaptation of Kipphardt’s play – Joel Brand appeared in
person on the current affairs programme Panorama (BBC, tx.
21/4/1958), naming Eichmann as ‘the exterminator of the Jews’, a
man who had ‘killed five millions’ and ‘wanted to kill the rest of them
if he could’.14 Two months earlier a controversial episode of the
current affairs programme Viewfinder (BBC, tx. 10/11/1954) had seen
Aidan Crawley interview ex-Field Marshall Albert Kesselring. Much
to the outrage of many viewers, Kesselring used this as the platform
to defend the presence of former SS and SA men in the structure of
the new Germany. Seeking to justify their inclusion in the Association
of German Ex-Soldiers, a body established in part to ‘re-educate
[German] youth’, Kesselring described these men as ‘extremely
efficient’ and ‘some of the best blood in Germany’, stressing that ‘the
SS men keep themselves very much in the background in order not to
give offence’.15
Kesselring was not the only former high-ranking German officer
to appear on BBC television around this time. In late 1960, formerGeneral von Senger und Etterlin – the Oxford-educated German
aristocrat well-known for his anti-Nazi principles – was
interviewed by John Freeman for the landmark series Face to Face
(BBC, tx. 2/10/1960). Near the conclusion of the half-hour interview,
Freeman asked von Senger, ‘When did you first know, or first suspect,
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that Hitler was persecuting the Jews?’ Von Senger’s reply consisted of
a sequence of remarkable statements, concluding with an unfamiliar
version of a familiar defence that is no less strange for the fact that in
von Senger’s case it may well have been true:
I had to suspect it from the time of peace on because it was one
of the means to demoralise the nation. Because if you start such
a simple and silly and unwarranted thing of persecuting a small
minority, which, after all, was on the whole, on a higher
intellectual standard than the Germans themselves, because most
of the Jews were very educated people. And defenceless people.
And patriotic people. And charming people, too, for the very
reason there had always been antisemitism everywhere. And they
adapted themselves by being particularly unaggressive and
lenient. That’s why I personally loved them and I tell you, well,
most of my friends who still survive, a large percentage of them
are Jews.16
Von Senger’s appearance was made more poignant by the fact that
Face to Face that evening was scheduled to follow Leopold Louth’s
The Unplayed Part, a play that told the story of Artur Lessing, a Jewish
violinist sent to a concentration camp for refusing to perform for
Hitler. Hugh Burnett, who five years later would produce Warsaw
Ghetto, had sought to change the transmission time of von Senger’s
interview, arguing that ‘responsibility for war crimes and loyalty to a
totalitarian regime are entirely unsatisfactory for a late Sunday
evening viewing’. In a further memo the next day, however, Burnett
added that if the schedule did remain unchanged then ‘capital could
be made from the juxtaposition [of the two programmes] … One…
would highlight the other, and the von Senger Face to Face would be
given extra piquancy.’17
Von Senger’s interview made a clear distinction between the ‘good
German’ on screen and the ‘bad Nazi’ off it, seeming in the process
to absolve the former for the persecution of the Jews. Less than a year
earlier, however, an episode of the documentary series After the Battle
could be seen to widen implicitly the definition of the perpetrator by
including the bystander German civilian population in its purview,
even though it again distinguished between German and Nazi. The
idea for After the Battle was straightforward. Six former war
correspondents would return to the battlefield, to the areas from
which they had reported during the war.18 The final episode (BBC, tx.
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31/12/1959) returned Richard Dimbleby to Germany and back to
Belsen.19 This short segment comprised of three sections, beginning
with a version of Dimbleby’s radio despatch from 1945 played over
newsreel images of liberation including, once again, the face of Josef
Kramer.20 The screen then moved from the past into the present, to
Dimbleby standing in the Belsen camp beside the memorial to the
dead:
Over here, in the middle of what was the camp, the Jews have
their own memorial, and that commemorates 30,000 Jews who
were exterminated here. And it demands that the world shall
remember. There are many people nowadays who want
everyone to forget, but if you were here as I was on the day
when this camp was first discovered and opened fourteen years
ago, you never can forget.21
Finally, Dimbleby entered the village of Bergen, standing alone in the
rain as he addressed the camera directly, his words intercut with
images of the town and its residents leaving the local church:
This year, for the first time, German school children are being
taught about their period of horror into which Germany sank
under the Nazi regime. For the older people who lived in the
village near to the camp, there can be no escape from memory.
The people of the village of Bergen next door to the Belsen camp
are coming out of church. Fourteen years ago we came into this
village and we asked the people here to tell us what they knew
about the Belsen camp. Nobody would say anything. A few days
ago, through an announcement in the local newspaper, we asked
English speaking residents of the village – and there are some –
if they would come forward now to tell us of their memories of
it. No one has come forward. I don’t think they ever will.
These admittedly highly selective examples give a sense of the
complicated and changing image of the perpetrator of the Holocaust
(and the limits of applying such terminology retrospectively) on postwar British television.22 The remainder of this essay complicates this
image still further with an analysis of the 1952 drama The Prisoner
(BBC, tx. 19/2/1952), a play that was said at the time to have ‘created
a considerable stir in Jewish circles’.23 This was not a straightforward
story about a Nazi perpetrator, but one which, in a manner somewhat
reminiscent of Robert Shaw’s The Man in the Glass Booth (1975),
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conflated the identity of victim and perpetrator. The play’s central
controversy stemmed from its depiction of two Jewish – and
specifically Israeli – characters: Goldsmith, a captain in the Israeli
army, and Spiegelmann, the Minister of Security in the Israeli
government. Goldsmith is portrayed throughout as aggressive and
ambitious, ‘a Nazi-like, anti-British Irgunist who makes blasphemous
gestures before the figure of Jesus’.24 Spiegelmann, too, is a right-wing
figure, thought to be at ‘the centre of a Greater Israel movement’
(p.46).25 But he is also presented as a one-time Nazi sympathiser and
collaborator, responsible in 1930s Germany for the betrayal and
death of at least one Jewish woman. The play presents, therefore, a
complicated image of the Jewish perpetrator which looks both
backwards and forwards, raising questions of individual and collective
responsibility, comparing Israel with Nazi Germany in its aggression
and desire for expansion. It was a plot that would, not for the last
time, prompt accusations of BBC bias.
Originally intended to go out on Sunday 10 February 1952 (with
a repeat performance scheduled for the following Thursday), The
Prisoner was postponed when normal programmes were cancelled
following the death of King George VI. It was eventually broadcast
live on Tuesday 19 February.26 As with most live British television
programmes of the early 1950s, The Prisoner was never recorded.
There is, therefore, no surviving copy of the programme and it is
impossible to be certain as to what exactly was said or shown. What
follows is an analysis based on audience reception and production
files held in the BBC’s Written Archives (BBC WAC), including
scripts, press reviews and correspondence. This includes a lengthy but
necessary plot synopsis as it attempts to reconstruct what was seen
that evening and what provoked such concern.
There were a number of ‘firsts’ associated with The Prisoner. It was
the first play written for television by Andrew Cruickshank, an actor
now primarily remembered for his portrayal of Dr Cameron in
Doctor Finlay’s Casebook (BBC, tx. 1962–71).27 Produced by the
experienced Ian Atkins, with settings by James Bould, it was also the
first directing job for Julian Amyes, subsequently Head of Drama at
Granada Television, but then a trainee-producer new to television.
Perhaps most significantly, The Prisoner was the first British television
drama to be set in the modern state of Israel.
The decision to produce a play set in Israel reflected the Drama
department’s desire to take television in a new direction, away from
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the confines of the stage play and into more unusual settings.28 The
importance of the location was emphasised in Lionel Hale’s preview
for the Radio Times, the BBC’s listing magazine:
The Irish dramatists found themes and scenes from the Troubles:
why should not Mr Andrew Cruickshank in The Prisoner find
drama in the Palestine Troubles and in the birthpangs of Israel?
All times of upheaval carry their own clashes and conflicts – the
essence of drama.29
Mindful of the subject’s potential for controversy, Hale stressed that
The Prisoner did not ‘[present] any view, pro or con, about the causes
of either Jew or Arab. Mr Cruickshank is neither a propagandist nor
a proselytiser.’ Similarly, when the play was first being considered,
Stephen Harrison, an experienced producer, advised that while the
play’s narrative could be confusing, ‘I can’t believe there would be
any policy trouble about this. No sides are taken for or against the
Arabs or the Jews as such.’30
The action of The Prisoner is centred on the fictional settlement of
Beer-al-Shur, part of an area of no-man’s land located on the edge of
the Sinai desert.31 In the settlement, an old Arab hut has been
converted for use as an English Mission. The Mission’s head, Spence
(played by Raymond Huntley), is in charge of an archaeological dig at
the adjacent Greek Orthodox monastery. He is an expert in the
preservation of documents and artefacts, relatively isolated from the
modern world, and described in the programme’s casting forms as
‘aged about 50, scholarly … a quiet manner but great strength and
integrity’. He lives alone in the Mission save for his secretary Miss
Jenkins (Eleanor Summerfield), ‘a tidy woman of about 35’, and their
Arab servant, Mohamad (Hassan Gadalla).32
As the play opens, Spence and Miss Jenkins are growing anxious at
the sound of nearby gunfire, noises which not only indicate the
proximity of war, but the end of their – and Britain’s – time in
Palestine and a change in world order. This is confirmed by the arrival
at Beer-al-Shur of a number of strangers. The first is Wilmer (Hugh
Kelly), the ‘young [and] somewhat superficial’ representative of the
British Consul in Jerusalem. ‘Have you come to save us from the Jews
or the Egyptians?’ asks Miss Jenkins (p.3). He has, in fact, come to
arrange for Spence and Miss Jenkins to return to England, the move
necessary because ‘“The Society for the Preservation of Ancient
Documents in the Holy Land” have decided to wind up their
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activities’ (p.7). The British, as Spence later tells Mohamad, ‘[are]
clearing out everywhere … not only Palestine. Like the Jews, we’ve
had our dispersal, and now it’s time for homecoming’ (p.54).
Wilmer’s arrival has been delayed by the need to pass through a
number of security checkpoints around Jerusalem which have been
recently established by the Israeli army. The army is searching for a
fugitive, Helga Baumer (Elizabeth Sellars), a secretary to the Israeli
government who is wanted for the murder of Spiegelmann, Israel’s
Minister of Security. Baumer is next to arrive, hiding among a group
of Arab refugees who seek temporary shelter at the Mission as they
make their way to the coast. They are soon followed by the final
newcomers: a small troop of Israeli soldiers, commanded by the
‘small, self-important, arrogant and unattractive’ Captain Goldsmith
(John Byron), and an unnamed, ‘slightly unprepossessing in
appearance, but not unpleasant’ Cockney sergeant (Basil Lord).
The dramatic tension of The Prisoner revolves around the
uncertain fate of Baumer, the resolving of the murder of Spiegelmann,
and the confrontation between Spence and Goldsmith which ends in
the death of the latter. When Baumer and Goldsmith first arrive at the
Mission, Spence takes no active part in their quarrel. He considers the
assassination of Spiegelmann to be an internal Israeli matter and,
therefore, not his concern.33 However, the obnoxious and aggressive
behaviour of Captain Goldsmith prompts Spence to choose sides. In
the closing scenes, in a rather unlikely scenario, Goldsmith dies and
Baumer is allowed to escape by the Sergeant. As the play ends, Spence
and Miss Jenkins are making ready to return to England.
The day following the broadcast, George Campey in the Evening
Standard expressed his praise for ‘an outstanding study in tension’
which was ‘as crisp as dawn’.34 Similarly, the BBC’s internal Audience
Research Department’s Viewer Research Report gave the play an
extremely positive rating.35 In fact, based on the 495 returned
questionnaires, the BBC’s internal figures gave The Prisoner an overall
Reaction Index of 77 (the top being 100), which was well above the
then average of 68 for plays. Of these responses, 34 per cent gave it
an ‘A+’ rating, and only 4 per cent ‘C’ or lower. The report
continued, ‘most viewers accepted and enjoyed this play as an
exciting, tense escape story in a setting that heightened interest
because it was so novel’. There was near unanimous praise for the
acting, particularly for Sellars, Huntley and, most of all, Byron.
That positive reaction was not, however, shared by all:
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Although the majority were impressed by this play, a small
minority had a number of forcible criticisms to make – that it
was slow and long-drawn out, that the story was complicated,
confusing and implausible, that the presentation of ‘anti Jewish’
ideas was tasteless and tendentious and (this was a more
widespread complaint) that the end was abrupt and proffered
too easy a solution– ‘the girl couldn’t have got away just like
that’.36
By the end of the week the BBC’s Press Correspondence Section had
recorded only three appreciations for The Prisoner out of a total of
204 (the most being 60 in praise of the Outside Broadcast of the
King’s funeral, followed by 54 for the first episode of Billy Bunter). In
contrast there were 41 criticisms from a weekly total of only 118,
with a handwritten note adding that these were complaints of the play
‘as anti-Semitic’.37 Assistant Head of Drama Michael Barry had started
receiving complaints the morning after the broadcast, including a
telegram from ‘the representative of an Israel newspaper’ that
protested at the ‘complete lapse of taste displayed’ by The Prisoner:
THE THEME IS TENDENTIOUS AND ANTISEMITIC TO
THE CORE … INTEGRITY AND GOOD NAME OF ISRAELI
ARMY SLURRED … OTHER PLAYS WITH LESS
PERNICIOUS PROPAGANDA ARE AVAILABLE FOR
ENJOYMENT FOR ALL VIEWERS IRRESPECTIVE OF
RELIGION OR RACE38
A similar communication had been sent at the same time to the Israeli
Legation in London, prompting the latter to contact George Barnes,
the BBC’s Director of Television. Michael Barry defended the play in
an explanatory memo he sent to Barnes the next day, arguing that in
spite of the nature and number of complaints received, the play had
been balanced and offered ‘no adverse critical comment of any race
or creed’. Rather than being anti-Jewish or anti-Israeli, the story’s
main purpose was ‘to philosophise upon the position of an antiquary
who finds himself thrust by events into the middle of violent action
and to discuss pacifism, cruelty and man’s inhumanity to man upon a
purely individual basis’. ‘There has been a hypersensitive Zionist
reaction’, he concluded.39
The focus of these many complaints was the depiction of
Spiegelmann and behaviour of Goldsmith, two officialrepresentatives
of the State of Israel. Spiegelmann was perhaps the more problematic
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of the two. Although never seen on-screen, he is described by Wilmer
in the script as ‘Horrible … enormous … like a slug ... With a flat-face
… all fat’ (p.21). In addition, he is said to have projected an image of
himself as ‘strong, hard, intellectual’. ‘Like Hitler’, says Spence.
‘Exactly’, Goldsmith replies (p.59), making explicit the connection
between the two. Building on this, the dialogue that follows suggests
that this Israeli minister was not only an admirer of Hitler, but also a
Nazi collaborator. This emerges during the play’s climax in which
Helga Baumer, effectively placed on trial by Goldsmith, explains the
truth about her relationship with Spiegelmann. This explanation
begins, rather unexpectedly, in Germany in the 1920s, when
Speigelmann and her father were studying together at university:
HELGA: They didn’t get on very well – I think Spiegelmann was
angry that my father never took an interest in politics, and
Spiegelmann was a Nazi –
SPENCE: But Spiegelmann was a Jew?
HELGA: At that time he was a Nazi. It was in the early days …
Then Hitler came, and in the Night of the Long Knives they
came and took my mother. You see, my mother was a Jewess,
and father had never registered that he, a Christian, was married
to a Jewess … Someone had told. We found out it was
Spiegelmann. We never saw mother again. [p.74]
Baumer continues, telling Spence that Spiegelmann was known at the
time as Schreiber. He remained using that name and living in
Germany until 1939 when he was forced to flee following the
revelation that he, too, had a Jewish mother. Spiegelmann escaped
firstly to Poland and then Palestine, where he adopted his mother’s
name. Baumer remained in Germany until the war was over, coming
to Palestine in 1946 ‘to build my own life … I felt I was in a way –
going home’ (p.75).40
During this final scene Baumer also confesses the truth of how
Spiegelmann died. Six months after her arrival in Palestine, she had
become Spiegelmann’s secretary, unaware that he was in fact
Schreiber. It was only when her father recognised him from a
photograph that she realised the truth. She then made plans to avenge
her mother. In a hotel outside Tel Aviv she confronted Spiegelmann,
accusing him of being a Nazi. Spiegelmann, she remembers, simply
laughed and then ‘talked about Hitler, where he went wrong! History
repeated itself, he said, but always with a difference. He felt he was
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destined to create a great empire of the Mediterranean, not of the
world, of the Middle Sea’ (p.86). Spiegelmann then started to ‘make
love’ to her until ‘a telephone rang somewhere … They said they
wanted to talk to Herr Spiegelmann’. The caller was the Israeli Prime
Minister. Baumer’s father had exposed Spiegelmann, who was
dismissed from office with immediate effect. As a final desperate act
of revenge, Spiegelmann decided to kill himself and make it look like
murder.
The suggestion that Israel’s Minister of Justice could be a
murderer, a rapist, an informer and a Nazi was not the only
controversial element to the script. Elsewhere in the first scene the
Israeli soldiers are described by Miss Jenkins as potentially
perpetrators of genocide. She remarks that the Arab refugees ‘think
they’re going to be massacred. It doesn’t look as if they are far wrong,
either’ (p.17). And later, when she and Spence are placed under house
arrest, she tells him that the sentry standing guard ‘[keeps] looking at
us as though we were being preserved for the gas chamber!’ (p.37).
This view of the Israeli army, although tempered to a degree by the
friendly Sergeant, is most evident in the character of Captain
Goldsmith who is constantly aggressive and confrontational, looking
to establish Israel as the successor to the British imperial presence in
the Middle East, and also modelling it on the Third Reich. As Spence
says in response to Spiegelmann’s and Goldsmith’s ambitions:
We’ve seen it before, haven’t we? This dream of Empire …
Dominion over others. The subjection of the innocent to the will
of the civilised. And of course the attractive things that go with
it. The austerity, the firmness, the obedience, the subjection to
the Leader’s will. [p.62]
In one of the many subplots of The Prisoner’s script, the
relationship between Spiegelmann and Goldsmith, and the morality
therefore of Israel, is, in the mores of the time, made more scandalous
still by the implicit suggestion that the men were more than friends.
In the opening scenes, the Israeli army sergeant tells Spence that
Spiegelmann, a ‘great friend of the Captain’, was ‘a queer bird’ (p.16),
while Spence himself later describes the two as ‘men who love
strangely’ (p.64). Goldsmith, it is suggested, ‘had the greatest reason’
to kill Spiegelmann: he had been rejected in favour of Baumer (p.63).
Furthermore, Baumer recalls that the Minister had an unusual
fondness for ‘chocolates with light brown centres … It’s a funny taste
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for a man to have, isn’t it?’ (p.34). Similarly Goldsmith, who is
described as ‘strange’ by the sergeant (p.40), has his own unexpected
fondness for tea. ‘It seems that strength must always have a weakness’,
says Spence. ‘Spiegelmann had his chocolates, the Captain likes his
tea. Quite a mythology could be built up round the gentle habits of
strong men’ (p.53). In fact, Goldsmith remembers how Spiegelmann
once almost had someone killed for the suggestion that he ate those
chocolates ‘out of tribute to Hitler’:
SPENCE: Good Lord!
GOLDSMITH: What’s the matter?
SPENCE: That was a damned tactless thing to say to a Jew, wasn’t
it?
GOLDSMITH: In Spiegelmann’s case it was partly true. [p.58]
Unsurprisingly, the play provoked widespread condemnation from
British Jewry, not only from individuals but also from representative
bodies and the national press. This was hardly limited to a
‘hypersensitive Zionist reaction’. In that week’s Jewish Chronicle,
under the headline ‘A BBC Blunder’, the leader was unequivocal:
Rarely has a BBC production evoked so unfavourable a reaction
from British Jews … The Prisoner is a play which can hardly fail
to arouse strong anti-Jewish and anti-Israeli prejudice among the
wider community … The whole production is in bad taste and
may do much harm, especially among the uninformed, who are
likely to obtain the impression that Israelis are a cruel, ultranationalist people with expansionist ideas, who take delight in
maltreating Arabs. It is also likely to arouse much anti-Semitic
feeling. And it is for this reason that British Jews, as well as
Israelis, have voiced their indignation.41
Elsewhere in the same edition, the review of that week’s television
also condemned the play’s content, highlighting the medium’s
potential for influencing public opinion:
Sensitive Jewish viewers will have had some justification for
regarding Tuesday evening’s television play … as a blatant antiIsraeli and pro-Arab propaganda piece. The producer admittedly
has a difficult task in presenting what is a racial and political play
with an Israeli-Arab war setting, but there can be no reason for
giving nearly 5,000,000 non-Jewish viewers the impression that
Israeli troops are either brutal, intolerant, Nazi-like sadists intent
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on creating a vast Jewish empire in the Mediterranean, or halfwitted Cockney ex-waiters.42
The Jewish Chronicle’s leader had made clear that both the Board
of Deputies and the Council of Christians and Jews had received
messages of protest. Both subsequently wrote in formal protest to the
BBC, asking for comment, clarification and further information.
Sidney Salomon, Press Officer to the Board of Deputies, wrote to the
BBC on 20 February:
It would appear that the play as described by those who viewed
it was not only in the worst possible taste but was anti-Israel and
antisemitic as well as in a sense anti-Christian. Nothing, I am
informed, could be more calculated to create a bad impression
of the State of Israel than the picture it purported to present of
the state of mind and behaviour of Israel’s soldiers and citizens.
In addition there is no doubt that such a production cannot
decrease but in fact increase bad feeling between Christian and
Jewish communities.43
In considering how best to reply, the BBC’s Assistant Controller of
Television, Cecil Madden, suggested to the Programme
Correspondence Section (the PCS) that it might be possible to
‘appease the many letters of protest from Jewish organisations by
something like this: “In putting this play on our only intention was to
present an exciting adventure story set in Israel. It was of course
realistically produced but we are certain that no suggestion of antisemitism [sic] was in the author’s mind at all.”’44 With that in mind,
Kathleen Haacke of the PCS replied to Salomon that,
the expulsion of the Jews from Germany and flights of some to
Israel and their settlement there is the kind of story that is bound
to excite the imagination of contemporary writers. It is surely
necessary in writing works of imagination about that story to
give them conviction through their similitude and though one
character might be considered offensive, we do not feel that he
is portrayed sufficiently realistically to cause real offence.
The Prisoner was, in fact, no more than a play of adventure
dealing with a group of individuals. The author neither gave nor
intended any reflection upon any race or creed and for instance,
he balanced the violent youth of the Israeli Captain by the
tolerant humanity of his sergeant.45
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The ‘tenor of [this] reply’ neither pleased nor appeased the Board.
Salomon felt ‘reluctantly compelled’ to write again, this time directly
to George Barnes:
Nobody denies the tragedy of Nazi Jewry vis-à-vis the State of
Israel as a story which would excite the imagination of a
dramatist. But it is a truism, and I might even venture to call a
platitude, to say that if works of imagination have to carry
conviction the characters must have similitude to characters in
real life. It is certainly not axiomatic to suggest that these
characters cannot possess such a quality unless they are
unpleasant and unless the whole play has an equally unpleasant
atmosphere. If that were so all comedy and indeed all light
drama would be ruled out.46
Barnes’ reply was suitably contrite: ‘We did not realise when
scheduling the play that it would cause so much offence, and I would
like to express our deep regret that it should have been given the
interpretation which you make in your letter.’ This concluded the
matter for Salomon, who thanked Barnes for his reply, assuring him
that the Board of Deputies was ‘not unmindful of the many occasions
on which the BBC on television and the radio have contributed very
much to the promotion of goodwill between the various creeds. It was
for this reason that the play, to which exception was taken, so deeply
affected the Jewish Community.’47
Andrew Cruickshank had arrived back in the UK just too late to
see the broadcast, but he was caught up in the subsequent complaints.
His tone was less than conciliatory in a letter to Ian Atkins which
mirrored the language of the play itself: ‘Everyone I’ve seen tells me
that it was very exciting though I gather some sensitive souls were
somewhat turned. It’s a pity that the adolescent are so vociferous.’48
He appears, however, to have been far less provocative the following
week when he and Michael Barry met with Michael Arnon, the Press
Attaché of the Israeli Legation in London. Barry’s subsequent memo
to Madden summarised how he had attempted to assuage the Israeli
Legation’s protests:
We discussed detail by detail the points raised by Mr Arnon, the
attaché, that were felt to give offence to the Israeli Government.
We kept the discussion firmly upon the level of the work as
dramatic fiction and the summary we eventually reached was
this.
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The Israeli Legation were distressed and pained that the
memory left by this play in the minds of viewers who knew no
better, would be unfair to the Israeli people and soldiers. This
they regretted as The Prisoner was the first play that had been
seen on television about modern Palestine. Mr Arnon said that a
more constructive view of his people and their endeavours
should be shown to counter-act this.49
Two weeks after the initial broadcast, the Jewish Chronicle could
inform its readers that in light of the numerous protests the BBC
would not televise the play again. The BBC ‘maintains that there was
no justification for these protests’ but ‘admits that one character –
presumably the Israeli captain, who was made to appear a Nazi-like,
anti-British sadist – might have been offensive’.50 Yet while the BBC’s
Television department had ruled out the chance of repeating The
Prisoner, the script had been forwarded for possible adaptation for
radio. Once again the reader’s report was favourable, although this
more nuanced reading noted that there was a potential policy
problem given the ‘strong suggestion of homosexuality’.
Furthermore, the ‘important Israeli leader is depicted as a doubledyed villain’ and ‘the hero lines himself up against the Jewish troops.
In spite of the overall fairness – lack of bias and the compensation of
a sympathetic Jewish sergeant, this would undoubtedly provoke some
objections, as Michael Barry tells me it did on TV.’51 The play was duly
rejected. It would not be until October 1952, following the success of
Rudolph Cartier’s The Dybbuk, that the BBC felt that the damage
done to relations between itself and British Jewry had been repaired.52
Today, 60 years after its original transmission, the furore
surrounding The Prisoner has been largely forgotten. The play was
intended to be provocative and fresh, tackling a modern theme in a
modern setting. The Drama department realised that this would need
careful handling, but their focus was on ensuring balance in the
depiction of Arab and Jew, something that was stressed in the preview
in the Radio Times.53 Tellingly, however, this did not include a
consideration of the effect that a play featuring two Jewish
perpetrators as its central villains would have on the Jewish viewer,
regardless of balance.
The conclusion to be drawn from this is not that the BBC was
antisemitic, anti-Jewish, anti-Zionist or anti-Israeli, but rather that it
had a rather conservative idea of its audience demographic which
failed to include its British Jewish viewers. This is not to dismiss the
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play’s descriptions of Israel as irrelevant, or to suggest that the choice
of Israel as villain was insignificant, but to argue that The Prisoner
reflects the fact that BBC television at this point was still aimed at a
specific audience. For that reason the play’s emphasis is on Spence.
He is the eponymous prisoner, a man trapped mentally, physically and
spiritually in a world he cannot understand. He is used to life as it
was, and he is not prepared for the changes. As Captain Goldsmith
tells him:
I realise how distressing it must be to you … indeed to your
whole race. An Empire is breaking up. The world is heaving
itself into a new shape … New patterns are forming in the
imagination which will eventually crystallise over the whole
earth. [p.60]
Cruickshank confirmed that this was partially his own view of the
play in October 1951. At that time he was in New York playing the
Earl of Warwick in the Theatre Guild’s production of Shaw’s St
Joan.54 That geographical distance, he noted in a letter to the BBC,
‘[has] reinforced my opinion about the situation and atmosphere [in
England] and [the] truth of the play in as far as it reflects the
desperate sense of the frustrated Englishman everywhere, and the
overwhelming need to draw on his resources of courage to climb.
This is not jingoistic … it’s a matter of survival.’55
Across more than 65 years of post-war television, the image of the
Holocaust perpetrator has developed in remarkable ways. The
number of programmes which address the subject has increased
exponentially since the watershed of the Eichmann trial, but even in
the years 1946–60 there was a regular presence. Some of these were
controversial, but perhaps none was as controversial as The Prisoner,
one of the first programmes to suggest that the Jewish victim could
also be a perpetrator.
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PART 4
MEMORIES, SITES AND CONTEXTS

Visualising ‘Everyday’ Evil:
The Representation of Nazi Perpetrators
in German Memorial Sites
CAROLINE PEARCE

I took part for the first time in my life in such a conference in
which these senior officials took part … it was conducted very
quietly and with much courtesy, with much friendliness – politely
and nicely, there was not much speaking and it did not last a long
time, the waiters served cognac, and in this way it ended.
Adolf Eichmann on the Wannsee Conference of January 19421
When considering the perpetrators of the Holocaust, the images that
invariably spring to mind are of brutal, powerful and sadistic
concentration camp guards. More difficult to visualise are the larger
number of ‘desk-based perpetrators’ (Schreibtischtäter), the
bureaucrats working behind the scenes. Whilst their profile may
appear more mundane, their crimes were not: the input of these
individuals was crucial in ensuring the smooth running of the
genocide. The interplay of brutality and bureaucracy is one of the
reasons why the crimes of National Socialism continue both to
fascinate and defy rational explanation. These crimes additionally
pose uncomfortable questions about the nature of individual
responsibility, particularly in view of the fact that the majority of
perpetrators were not ‘born killers’ but rather had the kind of
psychological profile of people anywhere in the world.2
This essay will examine the representation of Nazi perpetrators at
German memorial sites that address the planning and administration of
the Holocaust rather than the direct perpetration of genocide. After
outlining the development of ‘perpetrator sites’ in post-war Germany,
it will discuss the exhibitions at two Berlin memorial sites: the House
of the Wannsee Conference and the Topography of Terror. The
Memorial and Educational Site House of the Wannsee Conference is
located in a beautiful lakeside villa in the southwest of Berlin. The villa
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formerly served as an SS guesthouse and was the venue for the Wannsee
Conference on 20 January 1942, at which a group of 15 high-ranking
Nazi bureaucrats discussed and coordinated responsibilities for the
‘Final Solution of the Jewish Question’, the genocide of European
Jewry.3 The Topography of Terror Documentation Centre is located in
central Berlin, near the bustling commercial centre at Potsdamer Platz
and the government quarter. This area was once the administrative
power centre of the Nazi regime, housing the headquarters of the Reich
Security Main Office, SS, SD and Gestapo as well as a Gestapo prison.4
These agencies were responsible for coordinating the repression,
deportation and murder of millions in Germany and throughout
Europe. The exhibitions at both memorial sites focus on the Nazis and
their regime of terror, and particularly the bureaucratic or ‘everyday’
perpetration at the heart of the Third Reich. As we will see, it is difficult
to pinpoint the motivation and profile of the individuals behind such
crimes, especially as they are not directly linked to the violent acts of
persecution usually associated with Nazi perpetrators. At the same time,
these exhibitions play a significant role in emphasising that criminality
was integral to the society of the Third Reich rather than limited to the
atrocities at the concentration and extermination camps.
The Development of ‘Perpetrator Sites’ in Post-war Germany
Memorial sites focusing on perpetrator history are relatively new in
Germany. The first memorial sites after 1945 were established to
commemorate and mourn victims of the Nazi regime, mostly on the
initiative of survivors and the families of those murdered. Whilst crimes
were documented, there was understandable reluctance to present the
history of the perpetrators. In both East and West Germany, a
stereotypical view emerged of Nazi perpetrators as a minority group of
inhuman ‘beasts’, allowing Germans to distance themselves from the
crimes of National Socialism and deflect the question of individual guilt
and responsibility. The 1961 Adolf Eichmann trial was instrumental in
shedding light on the atrocities of the Holocaust and in highlighting the
‘banality of evil’ represented by the ‘desk-based perpetrators’.
However, many Germans still considered themselves removed from
Nazi crimes. In a survey conducted at the time of the Eichmann trial,
for example, barely one third considered that the crimes described had
been committed by Germans, and 88 per cent stated that they did not
feel guilty about the extermination of the Jews.5
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It was not until unification that attention started to turn towards the
role and diversity of Nazi perpetrators, with new research facilitated by
the opening of East European archives.6 Accordingly, there has been a
shift away from the stylised view of perpetrators to a more differentiated
perspective that includes civilians or industrialists as much as it does
concentration camp guards or the Einsatzgruppen, and also considers
the participation of non-Germans in the genocide. Public debate on the
representation of Nazi perpetrators was sparked off by the publication
of Daniel Goldhagen’s Hitler’s Willing Executioners in 1996.7 In arguing
that the Holocaust had been facilitated by an inherent seam of
antisemitism running through German society, Goldhagen rejected the
comfortable notion that a small fanatical group of Nazis had been
responsible. The previous year, the Wehrmachtsausstellung, a travelling
exhibition produced by the Hamburg Institute for Social Research,
challenged the post-war myth of the ‘unblemished Wehrmacht’ by
showing graphic photographic evidence of wartime atrocities in Eastern
Europe. Both the book and exhibition presented a flawed perspective of
Nazi perpetrators. Goldhagen was criticised for a simplified and
monocausal theory that branded the whole of German society ‘willing
executioners’ on the basis that the killers among the Ordnungspolizei were
‘ordinary Germans’. The original Wehrmachtsausstellung had to close in
1999 when it emerged that some of the photographs of atrocities had been
incorrectly captioned and did not in fact feature German Wehrmacht
soldiers. Nonetheless, the exhibition was pivotal in the German discourse
on the Nazi past, as demonstrated by the landmark debate on it held in the
Bundestag. Whilst the political left voiced support for a wider definition
of Nazi perpetrators, many on the right rejected the claim that Wehrmacht
soldiers had been responsible for wartime atrocities, railing against the
threat to German normalisation posed by a renewed emphasis on Nazi
perpetration. The Goldhagen and Wehrmachtsausstellung debates
attracted considerable public interest in Germany, but also encountered
opposition, betraying an understandable reluctance to address silenced
family histories. Generational change has undoubtedly made it easier to
address Nazi crimes, although conversely there is also evidence that the
version of history transmitted to young Germans by their grandparents
glosses over the role of perpetrators and portrays Germans as victims of
the time.8
The reluctance to confront perpetrator history was also a factor in the
initial lack of support for the House of the Wannsee Conference and
Topography of Terror which, like many German memorial sites, were
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only established after lengthy campaigns by citizens. Following the war,
the historical significance of the House of the Wannsee Conference was
forgotten and the building was used as a political training centre and as
accommodation for school trips. In the late 1960s, the former Jewish
resistance fighter and Auschwitz survivor Joseph Wulf launched an
initiative to establish an international documentation centre in the villa,
but this met with political opposition. Klaus Schütz, the mayor of Berlin,
for example, opposed the establishment of a ‘macabre centre of cult
worship’.9 The plans were revisited in the 1980s and the memorial site
was inaugurated in 1992. A new permanent exhibition opened in 2006,
focusing on the responsibilities of the institutions and individuals
involved in administering the Holocaust and the cooperation and
competition between them. The Wannsee Conference is at the heart of
the exhibition, with a transcript of the protocol and associated
correspondence and biographies of the participants.
The decision to establish the Wannsee memorial site was taken
against the background of a ‘memorialisation boom’10 in 1980s
Germany. This decade saw an increased number of initiatives seeking to
explore and recall the National Socialist past. These resulted from a
growing interest in local and regional social history and the emergence
of a new generation less impeded by responsibility for the Nazi past.
The development was public rather than political: citizens established
history groups, organised ‘alternative’ tours showing the National
Socialist history of their towns and pushed for the opening of new
memorial sites. The history of the Topography of Terror is
demonstrative of both increasing public interest in the Nazi past and the
changing perception of perpetrators in the post-war period. The rubble
from the badly damaged Nazi administrative premises was cleared from
the site in the 1950s and the significance of the area soon forgotten, in
line with the general reluctance to confront the Nazi legacy. With the
construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, the area was divided between
the two German states: flats were built on the East German side and the
West German side had a track for learner drivers. Interest in the site was
revived in the 1980s when the foundations of some of the buildings
were uncovered during an architectural dig. Following a campaign by a
citizens’ initiative, an open-air exhibition set among these foundations
opened in 1987 and the Berlin senate launched a competition to design
a permanent documentation centre. After considerable delays, the new
centre, designed by the Berlin architects Heinle, Wischer and Partners,
finally opened in May 2010.11 The permanent exhibition details the role
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of the Nazi institutions formerly located on the site in administering
and implementing terror, repression and mass murder in Nazi Germany
and throughout Europe.
The increased focus on perpetrator history since unification has
raised the profile of German ‘perpetrator sites’ such as the House of the
Wannsee Conference and the Topography of Terror. It also coincides
with a change in the role of memorial sites in general. Their principal
function is still to remember the victims of persecution, but with
increased distance from the Second World War they are also regarded
as ‘places of learning’ that not only address the 12 years of the Third
Reich but also the periods before and after, and provide historical
context rather than just listing ‘horrific’ facts.12 They are not static lieux
de mémoire but rather reflect active and evolving remembrance.13 The
Topography of Terror Foundation, for example, runs a website on
memorialisation as well as organising conferences and other
educational activities. Andreas Nachama, director of the foundation,
describes the exhibition as ‘work in progress’ as there are plans for new
content.14 Perpetrator sites have the task of detailing the steps leading
up to the Holocaust and how the crimes were planned. In doing so,
they can identify processes that lead to rapid societal change, alter
concepts of normality and permit discrimination and violence.15 The
importance attached to the ‘perpetrator sites’ under consideration here
is demonstrated by their inclusion in the German government’s
‘memorial site concept’, which provides 50 per cent state funding for
memorial sites of ‘national and international importance’.16
Remembering the Perpetrators, Commemorating the Victims
In Germany, perpetrator sites are associated with the difficult process
of Vergangenheitsbewältigung (‘coming to terms with the past’). At the
opening of the redesigned Topography of Terror, the German Culture
Minister Bernd Neumann asserted: ‘We must all continue to remember
the terror regime of National Socialism, and to assume responsibility,
identify causes and admit to guilt. For this reason, it is also necessary
to resolutely address the [history of the] perpetrators.’17 Yet Neumann
also pointed to a key challenge in representing perpetrators at
memorial sites: ‘in-depth confrontation with the perpetrators should
not allow us to forget that memory of the victims of National
Socialism retains unparalleled significance in the German culture of
remembrance – both now and in the future’. It is of course impossible
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to consider the perpetrators in isolation from the victims of their
crimes. Perpetrator sites need to strike a balance in ensuring sufficient
confrontation with the history of the perpetrators, but in a way that
does not ‘commemorate’ them or overshadow the history of the
victims. The dual representation of victims and perpetrators is difficult
in various respects. First, the term ‘memorial site’ (as used by the
House of the Wannsee Conference, although not the Topography of
Terror) immediately suggests the victim or mourner’s perspective.
Second, whilst emphasis may be placed on the perpetrators, the natural
response is to feel empathy for the victims. Images of the victims may
have a greater impact as they are so emblematic of the Holocaust.
Finally, it is ‘easier’ to focus on the victims than to reflect on the
perpetrators, especially if – as in the examples here – the perpetrators
are shown to come from the ‘centre of society’.18 Viewing history from
the perpetrator perspective means addressing the active choices made
to persecute the victims.
The House of the Wannsee Conference and Topography of Terror
have adopted distinct strategies to present victim and perpetrator
perspectives in their exhibitions. Norbert Kampe, director of the
House of the Wannsee Conference, describes it as a ‘site of
perpetrators’ (W, 7) and the main body of the exhibition points to the
diversity of perpetrators and motives under National Socialism.
However, the victim perspective is apparent from the start, and has,
indeed, been reinforced since the original exhibition. Interestingly, this
memorial site was conceived as the first central German institution to
commemorate the victims of the Holocaust, with the remit of
promoting ‘remembrance of the victims of the National Socialist
policy of genocide, information on National Socialist crimes, and
education in democracy and the defence of human rights’.19 Its focus is
thus necessarily on victims as well as perpetrators, as summed up by
the title of the permanent exhibition: ‘The Wannsee Conference and
the Genocide of European Jews’. The first room of the exhibition
displays a map of the Jewish population of Europe in 1933 and
presents the biographies of four Jewish families affected by the
Holocaust. These reappear throughout the exhibition in connection
with various stages of Jewish persecution. The exhibition covers the
fate of the victims in detail, with sections on deportation, ghettos,
forced labour and the concentration and extermination camps.
The victim perspective is also apparent at the end of the
exhibition, which features a series of quotations on the wall from
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Holocaust survivors and their families or German commentators. The
absence of the perpetrators’ voices can be viewed as a form of
representation here: as most perpetrators did not admit to their
crimes, it has been largely the survivors or subsequent generations
who have confronted them. Some of the quotations illustrate
reactions to Nazi perpetrators in the post-war period. Writing to his
son in 1974, Joseph Wulf revealed his frustration at the lack of
confrontation with the perpetrators:
I have published 18 books here on the Third Reich, but this had
no impact. You can publish things for the Germans until you are
blue in the face, there might be the most democratic government
in Bonn, but the mass murderers wander about freely, have their
little houses and cultivate flowers. (W, 361)
In her 2005 book on the Himmler brothers, Heinrich Himmler’s
great-niece Katrin suggests that three decades on, such confrontation
is still lacking in Germany. She recalls being asked in a history lesson
if she was related to ‘that Himmler’. The teacher carried on as if
nothing had been said and thereby ‘missed the chance to explain just
what continues to link us, the descendants, with these “old stories”’
(W, 365). Other quotations show the continued legacy of the
perpetrators in post-war society. The historian Fritz Stern states
bleakly that
National Socialism … does not disappear and in some dark
corners you can see that the Volksgemeinschaft still holds its
appeal. The crimes are part of general memory, the question
‘how was it possible?’ will not fade with the years, and any shift
towards ‘normality’ is in vain. [W, 364]
Two quotations from relatives of Nazi perpetrators underline the
fact that the crimes were committed by ‘real’ individuals – and suggest
why Germans may find it difficult to face them. Günter Demnig, the
son of a Wehrmacht soldier, states that he tries not to think about
what his father might have been part of, whilst Ulrike Krüger,
daughter of the director of the SS Society into the Roots of Germany’s
Ancestral Heritage, asserts that ‘my father’s guilt is part of my life’,
which gives her a responsibility to stand up for human rights (W, 362,
364).
The House of the Wannsee Conference uses the victim perspective
to highlight the reality of the crimes planned by Nazi bureaucrats. By
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contrast, the Topography of Terror has opted for a defined emphasis
on perpetrators from the start, as demonstrated by the exhibition’s
full title: ‘Topography of Terror: Gestapo, SS and Reich Security
Main Office on Wilhelm- and Prinz-Albrecht-Straße’. This approach
was motivated firstly by the objective of providing a compact history
of the authentic site rather than a universal account of National
Socialism, and secondly because there are other sites nearby dedicated
to the victims, notably the Holocaust Memorial (T, 6–7). In
explaining the Nazi state, the Topography of Terror does of course
necessarily provide information about its victims. The exhibition
includes small sections on different victim groups including
homosexuals, the disabled, Sinti and Roma, and Jews. Moreover, it
informs visitors about political as well as racial persecution. This
presents a full spectrum of Nazi criminality – rather than associating
the perpetrators only with the Holocaust – and links the exhibition to
the former function of the site. Thomas Lutz, the director of the
documentation centre, asserts that it has a dual function of
remembrance and learning and underlines the importance of
describing the perpetrators in their historical context and explaining
the consequences of their actions from the viewpoint of the victims.20
However, the statutes of the Topography of Terror Foundation do not
refer specifically to the victims but instead to the aim to ‘transmit
historical knowledge about National Socialism and its crimes and to
encourage active confrontation with this history, including its
consequences since 1945’.21 Information on the victims illustrates the
facts presented in the exhibition, but is not such an integral feature of
the narrative as at Wannsee, and the focus is less specifically on Jewish
persecution. The overall impression is not of a place of remembrance
or mourning but rather an ‘information site’; the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung has described the Topography of Terror as
Germany’s national museum on National Socialism.22
Authenticity and Staging
Both the House of the Wannsee Conference and Topography of
Terror have authentic historical features. The beauty of the Wannsee
villa and its idyllic lakeside setting provide a strong visual contrast
with the horror of the Holocaust. The villa was undamaged in the war
and visitors can glimpse traces of the original blue and white tiling
behind the exhibition panels. The Topography of Terror is even more
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connected to its historical surroundings. Outside, visitors can still
view the foundations of the former Nazi buildings, which are
incorporated into an exhibition on Berlin from 1933–45. A number
of information points in the grounds indicate the position and
function of the buildings under the Third Reich, and a ‘history mile’
in the neighbouring streets describes the role of additional Nazi
institutions. Furthermore, a stretch of original Berlin Wall runs along
one side of the site, a symbolic reminder of the Cold War and German
division resulting from the Second World War. The design of the new
documentation centre is itself a statement on the representation of
Nazi perpetrators. The plain, one-storey white and grey building is
consciously non-commemorative and the grounds are devoid of
greenery to avoid any ‘heroic’ or ‘idyllic’ features.23 This approach
mirrors that at the former concentration camps at Buchenwald and
Sachsenhausen, where memorials to Soviet special camp victims –
many of whom were former Nazis – are also deliberately neutral in
form. The Topography of Terror is one point of a ‘triangle of
memory’ in Berlin, the other two being the Holocaust Memorial,
which remembers the genocide of European Jews; and the Jewish
Museum, which charts Jewish life in Germany through the centuries.
Nachama states that the centre should serve as an ‘open wound’ that
keeps memory of the past alive.24 The unprepossessing structure
means that the visual impact is not as strong as that of the nearby
Holocaust Memorial with its enormous ‘field’ of concrete stele.
However, the original features preserve its historical ‘aura’ and the
grounds can be viewed from the inside of the documentation centre,
which underlines the reality of the events described.
Despite the historical authenticity of both sites, there is no attempt to
‘reconstruct’ the past. With the exception of the Wannsee protocol, there
are no objects on display in either exhibition. The Wannsee site has
refrained from using furniture to represent the dining room of the villa
as it was at the time of the conference. This approach avoids encouraging
identification with the perpetrators or normalising the site by likening it
to any historical house. The selection, positioning and size of materials
do of course influence the representation of perpetrators. Both the
Topography of Terror and the House of the Wannsee Conference have
adopted the approach taken by the revised Wehrmachtsausstellung,
which opened in 2001. This exhibition contained far fewer graphic
images of atrocities, in line with the tendency to avoid the ‘shock-based
pedagogy’ (Betroffenheitspädagogik) common in the first post-war
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memorial sites.25 The photographs were much smaller and
accompanied by careful contextualisation and supporting evidence,
including sections on the legal codes of war and the challenges of
using photography as a historical source.
The photographic representation of perpetrators does, however,
pose a range of problems. For Kirsten John-Stucke, deputy director of
Wewelsburg Museum (a castle near Paderborn formerly housing an SS
training school), it is important that perpetrator sites do not ‘stage’
photographs in a way that manipulates the visitor’s judgement.26
However, this is difficult to avoid. Photographs in the exhibitions are
necessarily ‘staged’ in being chosen to illustrate a certain historical
narrative or pedagogical objective. It is also important to note that
they may have been ‘staged’ at the time that they were taken. This is
especially the case with the uniformed poses of Nazi officials used to
accompany the biographies of the perpetrators in the two exhibitions
under consideration here. These photographs are ‘staged’ in the
present to (rightly) avoid sensationalising the crimes, but they also
reproduce ‘self-staged’ images of the Nazis, whose photographs testify
to their wish to be shown in positions of power and give no indication
of their later defeat.
Janet Jacobs raises the notion of perspective with regard to
photographs of Holocaust victims at memorial sites. She uses the term
‘double vision’ to describe her own experience of viewing such
images. As an ethnographic researcher seeking qualitative data she
adopted a distanced perspective: ‘In positioning the camera to record
the images under investigation, my initial responses of empathy and
moral outrage gave way to more pragmatic concerns over lighting,
color, and contrast.’27 And yet at the same time she felt ‘an almost
paralyzing empathy’ and an emotional relationship with the victims
portrayed and was concerned that their suffering may become
secondary to the goal of scientific enquiry.28 One can also apply the
analogy of ‘double vision’ to the visual representation of Nazi
perpetrators, though the outcome will of course be different: the
attempt to view (or portray) the perpetrators objectively is inevitably
tempered by the fascination and revulsion provoked by their crimes.
To expand on this concept, photographs of perpetrators are presented
and viewed through multiple ‘lenses’ relating to past and present,
subject and setting, intention and expectation.
We firstly see the perpetrators through an official lens in the past,
for example the aforementioned uniformed poses. In presenting the
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perpetrators in a professional setting, these photographs dispel the
clichéd view of them as brutal monsters (see T, 8). And yet the static
images – in black and white and set against a blank background –
appear rather historicised and create a distance between viewer and
subject, and the emotionless expressions afford no insight into the
personalities of the perpetrators. The rare photographs of
perpetrators in a relaxed setting make more of an impact, for example
smiling members of the Flensburg Gestapo wearing jaunty hats on a
trip out, or a trio of SS guards from Sobibor laughing and chatting (T,
94; W, 315). Next, we see the perpetrators through the eyes of their
victims in photographs of the persecuted. At the same time, we are
seeing the victims (literally) through the lens of the perpetrator. In her
study of Holocaust imagery, Marianne Hirsch refers to a photograph
of four women awaiting execution, where the photographer is
positioned in the same place as the unseen executioner: ‘Unbearably
the viewer is positioned in the place identical with the weapon of
destruction: our look, like the photographer’s is in the place of the
executioner.’29 Yet whilst a visitor to a memorial site might see the
same image as a perpetrator from the Third Reich, the perpetrator
perspective will be obscured by the visitor’s empathy for the victims.
As an additional ‘lens’, propaganda images from the Third Reich
show how persecution and discrimination were integral to the
‘normality’ of the Volksgemeinschaft. This in turn presents us with the
challenge of how to differentiate between the degrees of criminality.
Karl Jaspers’ 1946 publication Die Schuldfrage (‘The Question of
Guilt’) distinguished between criminal, political, moral and
metaphysical guilt for National Socialist crimes.30 Just as these
categories are inevitably blurred, so certain images at perpetrator sites
are presented through a ‘foggy’ lens. The Wannsee exhibition, for
example, contains an illustration from an antisemitic children’s book
(W, 78). It is up to visitors to decide whether the artist of the poster
should be classed as a perpetrator through their contribution to the
Nazi regime. The subtleties of such ‘indirect perpetration’ are of
course easy to miss during a short visit to a memorial site. The role of
the bystanders also presents us with ambiguities. The Wannsee
exhibition includes a series of four photographs taken by the
filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl, the official war reporter for the Nazis.
Whilst filming German Wehrmacht soldiers in occupied Poland in
September 1939, Riefenstahl witnessed a war crime. A group of Jews
was forced to dig a grave in a park for four German soldiers killed at
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the front. The Jews were later ordered to leave the park, but then shot
at for allegedly attempting to flee. The Wehrmacht then fired
randomly at the group, killing 22. Riefenstahl obviously started off
filming the soldiers for propaganda purposes: the first three images
show conventional scenes of victims subordinate to their guards.
However, the soldiers then showed themselves to be brutal
perpetrators. Riefenstahl was captured on camera as she witnessed the
shootings and the final picture in the series shows both her horrified
expression and the impassive faces of the Wehrmacht soldiers.
Riefenstahl lodged a complaint following this incident and resigned
from her post as war reporter, but never distanced herself from the
regime, which she glorified in her propaganda films (W, 125–6, 130).
Images of Nazi perpetrators can be viewed through various
temporal lenses. To return to the concept of ‘staging’, a photograph
of a Wehrmacht soldier taken during the Second World War would
have been intended to emphasise pride, honour or victory – the
soldier would not have been posing as a perpetrator – but the lens of
the present of course casts a criminal light on such individuals. The
temporal lens is interesting when applied to photographs in the two
exhibitions taken after 1945. At the House of the Wannsee
Conference, a small series of photographs from the end of the war
firstly represents the perpetrators through the lens of the victorious
Allied forces, with an image of captured SS-men forced to clear bodies
from the liberated Bergen-Belsen camp. There is also an image of a
funeral for concentration camp victims at Wobbelin with German
citizens in attendance, and a photograph of citizens from Gardelegen
reading a poster produced by the Americans with graphic images of
atrocities and accusations of guilt (W, 355–7). These point to the
tendency for those outside Germany to class all Germans as
perpetrators in the early post-war period. By contrast, the biographies
of the participants in the Wannsee Conference, some of whom evaded
major sentences, raise questions about the initial non-representation
and frequent rehabilitation of perpetrators in post-war Germany (see
W, 178–85).
Lutz maintains that as the majority in post-war German society
had been perpetrators or bystanders, it is essential to consider the
consequences of their actions for the development of post-1945
Germany.31 Hence, the Topography of Terror provides more detail
than the House of the Wannsee Conference on what happened to the
perpetrators after the war. As at Wannsee, photographs show the
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perpetrators through the lens of the victors, for example an Allied
soldier with a gun guarding a group of captured Germans (T, 376).
There are also images usually associated with the victims, for example
captured soldiers looking into the camera or being transported on a
truck (T, 370, 376). However, the lens of the present immediately
incriminates those pictured, which may be an unfair representation.
The present-day visitor is also likely to perceive Nazis pictured on
trial as guilty. These individuals are represented as unrepentant: one
image shows a row of defendants in court covering their faces and
with their fingers in their ears (T, 386). The Topography of Terror
also affords a rare glimpse into the role of women as perpetrators
with a photograph of grim-faced female concentration camp guards
after capture, and in court (T, 374, 384).
The Topography of Terror depicts Nazi perpetrators in the context
of post-war German society, with sobering evidence of how many
simply returned to their normal lives. The section ‘Pursued, Spared
and Integrated – SS and Police Perpetrators after 1945’ contains a
series of photographs, for example of Karl Wolff, former head of
Himmler’s personal staff, who is shown wearing a casual shirt and
watering the garden at his lakeside villa (T, 398). Josef Dietrich,
former commander of the Waffen-SS division ‘Leibstandarte SS Adolf
Hitler’, is pictured smiling at an SS veterans’ gathering in 1958 (T,
398). Dietrich had originally been given a life sentence for the murder
of US prisoners of war, but was pardoned in 1955. Biographies
include that of Heinz Reinefarth, who was involved in crushing the
Warsaw ghetto uprising. After the war he became mayor of the island
of Sylt and entered the parliament of Schleswig Holstein (T, 396).
The ‘everyday’ snapshots of these men are emblematic of the
reintegration of former perpetrators into post-war society and present
a double layer of representation: in the early post-war decades, many
perpetrators were not viewed as such, which makes this section all the
more shocking when viewed through the lens of the present. Perhaps
the most striking visual representation of the rehabilitation of Nazi
perpetrators is a wall covered with 530 coloured index cards. These
suggest the bureaucratic processing of Holocaust victims, but in fact
concern cases opened against employees of the Reich Security Main
Office (RSHA: an institution merging the Security Police and SS
Security Service) after 1945. Of the thousands investigated, just 16
were tried for their crimes in the 1960s; only three were ever
sentenced and even they did not serve their full term. The implication
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is that post-war society initially chose to ignore the role of Nazi
perpetrators. This attitude is emphasised by a quotation from a 1952
speech by Konrad Adenauer, the first post-war Chancellor of West
Germany. For Adenauer, ‘it is time to stop sniffing out the Nazis. For
you can be sure of one thing: if we start dealing with that, we don’t
know when it will end’ (T, 395). It is regrettable that the exhibition
does not contain more information about the development of the
Topography of Terror exhibition since 1945 as this confirms that
there were those – albeit a minority – who campaigned for
confrontation with the past.
Whilst the two exhibitions may stage images in order to shape a
certain historical narrative, they cannot influence the ‘lens of
expectation’ that visitors bring with them. The nationality, age and
ethnicity of visitors all contribute to certain preconceptions: as an
obvious example, a German visitor may feel uncomfortable about
their family history, whilst a British visitor may expect to see
perpetrators as they are depicted in films. Where these
preconceptions will usually merge is with regard to the Holocaust,
which most consider from what they believe to be the perspective of
the victims, this being the usual focus of cultural and pedagogical
representation. On this basis, visitors are also likely to have a
stereotypical mental image of the perpetrators as sadistic killers. The
combination of these two factors means that visitors to the House of
the Wannsee Conference or the Topography of Terror may expect to
see evidence of heinous crimes and be ‘disappointed’ only to find
unspectacular black-and-white photographs of uniformed
bureaucrats. As Wulff Brebeck explains, for most visitors the
‘everyday’ criminality of the Nazi administration pales into
insignificance compared to the brutality of the concentration camps.
As a result, visitors tend to distance themselves from the ‘inhuman’
atrocities committed in the camps and to consider the perpetrators
outside the camps to be less involved in Nazi criminality.32 The
combination of fascination and distancing can pose an obstacle to
historical understanding. Brebeck illustrates the tendency with
reference to the exhibition at Wewelsburg, which used to feature a
70cm-high photograph of Himmler, who is known to have visited the
site on one occasion. Many visitors took the photograph to be
ascribing all Nazi crimes to Himmler and thus ignored broader
questions of individual guilt and responsibility. At the same time its
evocation of power and criminality also provoked a sense of
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fascination and the image became a kind of icon for those with a
‘weak sense of self ’.33 In this context, perpetrator sites are aware of
their appeal to right-wing extremists, who view the Nazis as heroes
rather than villains. Their response is to provide a detailed historical
context as evidence to counter this viewpoint.
The Contextualisation of ‘Everyday Evil’
Explaining how people became perpetrators and what motivated their
crimes poses a fundamental challenge of representation. Many Nazi
crimes were undoubtedly the work of sadistic and pathological
individuals. As one example, the Wannsee exhibition displays images
from the albums of deportations compiled by members of the
Würzburg Gestapo and Kurt Franz, commandant of Treblinka, as well
as the so-called ‘Auschwitz Album’. These are a chilling testament to
both the callousness shown towards the victims and the eagerness to
record atrocities. Franz captioned one page of his album ‘Good Times’,
whilst the captions in the Würzburg album mock the deportees (W,
272–3, 319, 324–5). However, as Brebeck notes, the difficulty lies in
conveying the fact that the perpetrators were, in the main, ‘normal’
citizens.34 This makes the atrocities at the concentration camps even
more incomprehensible, but is also pertinent to the administrative
perpetration described at the House of the Wannsee Conference and
the Topography of Terror. For Robert Gewarth, author of a recent
biography of Reinhard Heydrich, the realisation that most of the
perpetrators were from normal backgrounds means that they are a
little closer to us than we might like.35 Coupled with this is the
uncomfortable truth about the involvement of societal elites such as
academics, lawyers and medics. Gewarth was shocked above all by
Heydrich’s ‘calculated coldness, the initial combination of a purely
careerist mindset and dogged efficiency followed later by a fanatical
ideology and cold criminality’. The biographer chose to approach his
subject with what he terms ‘cold empathy’: ‘I tried to reconstruct his
life with critical distance, without judging and condemning, rather
like a judge or prosecutor would deal with evidence in a war crimes
trial.’ The perpetrator sites examined here also illustrate the career
and background of the perpetrators as a way of explaining their
motivation. However, Wolf Kaiser, pedagogical director of the House
of the Wannsee Conference, considers a purely biographical approach
to have a limited impact. Most biographies give only speculative
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information on how individuals became perpetrators. Moreover, in
line with Jacobs’ concept of ‘double vision’, critical distance is
difficult to achieve on account of the reaction provoked by the
crimes. Saul Friedlander refers to ‘the limits of representation’ to
describe the impossibility of conveying the horror of the Holocaust in
text or images.36 The term relates to the suffering of the victims, but
can also be applied to the perpetrators, especially the bureaucrats,
where it is hard to compute the link between the ‘ordinary’, diligent
administrators at their desks and the gruesome end result.
In Kaiser’s view, the most effective way of exploring the
motivation of the perpetrators is to analyse one group or action and
how individuals acted in different situations.37 Similarly, Harald
Welzer emphasises the importance of not just considering the crimes
but also their contextual framework. He argues that perceptions of
morality and normality under the Third Reich had altered to such an
extent that perpetrators felt themselves to be acting in the best
interests of the state. Accordingly, most did not consider themselves
criminals, even after the war, and therefore they did not rue their
crimes as one might expect.38 Welzer’s approach goes some way to
explaining why crimes were committed. However, the ‘normal
abnormality’ of Third Reich society itself poses a ‘limit of
representation’. Moreover, the risk is that crimes are explained away
as a product of their time; that ‘normalising’ the perpetrators also
normalises – or excuses – their crimes. Both the House of the
Wannsee Conference and the Topography of Terror avoid this pitfall
by including the victim perspective in order to strike home the reality
of Nazi criminality. At Wannsee, for example, a scene of enthusiastic
Nazi supporters at a rally is juxtaposed with a photograph of political
prisoners. Elsewhere, a photograph of smoke issuing from the
crematorium of the euthanasia institute at Hartheim is placed
alongside a picture of smiling employees from the same institution on
a works outing (W, 73, 97). In addition, images of persecution are
juxtaposed with information about the four Jewish families featured
in the introduction. For example, a photograph of the Silberstein
family’s textiles shop is placed next to images of the Jewish pogroms
of 9 November 1938, during which the shop was destroyed. A
postcard sent by Hansi Silberstein from Auschwitz is found next to
information about medical experiments on prisoners and the
economic processing of the deportations (W, 90, 328–31).
At Wannsee, the perpetrators are represented within the context of
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ideological and political change that began prior to the Third Reich,
thereby dispelling the common misconception that crimes began and
ended with the Holocaust. Hence, the exhibition starts by describing
Jewish life and integration in Weimar Germany, the origins of modern
racism and antisemitism in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, for example as a result of eugenics theory, and how Jewish
persecution became a feature of the German state following the
Nazis’ rise to power in 1933. This helps visitors to piece together the
reasons why society changed as it did. The exhibition is, however,
careful to avoid representing perpetrators as mere products of their
time: it also explores the alternatives for action under the regime. The
perpetrators are not shown as blindly following orders, but as having
the scope to take independent decisions to facilitate the genocide. For
example, a private letter from Harald Turner, head of the military
administration in occupied Serbia, details how he had 100 Jewish
prisoners shot for every German soldier to die at the hands of
partisans (W, 65). These sections may inevitably reinforce the view of
perpetrators as ‘beasts’. However, there are also some rare incidences
of resistance, including the story of Lieutenant Alfred Battel, who
tried to stop the evacuation of the Przemysl Ghetto in 1942 and
managed to save 80–100 Jews. In another letter, a Wehrmacht soldier
tells his wife that he is ashamed to be German on account of the
murder, burning and pillaging taking place (W, 122–3, 126, 109).
In contrast to Wannsee, the exhibition at the Topography of Terror
starts directly with the National Socialists’ rise to power in 1933. It
explains how institutions such as the Gestapo and SS functioned from
1933 and how they evolved from instruments of securing power to
coordinators of mass terror and persecution. It thus becomes clear
that Nazi perpetration commenced prior to the Second World War,
and was not just associated with the Holocaust. The lack of
background on the ideological roots of National Socialism could
further the stereotype that the perpetrators were ‘born criminals’.
Moreover, the first section presents the ‘expected’ face of
perpetration with a large photograph of Nazi leaders including Hitler,
Himmler and Göring (T, 14). However, perpetrators are presented on
two levels. Each section describes the role and influence of the
‘masterminds’ of National Socialist policy at various stages of the
Third Reich. Emphasis is also placed on the Volksgemeinschaft
in which Nazi crimes were committed and public attitudes to
these crimes.
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The public is in turn represented on two levels; either as actively
contributing to the persecution (for example a photograph of a large
crowd laughing as a woman has her head shaved as punishment for her
relationship with a French prisoner-of-war [T, 55]) or as passively
tolerating it (photographs of crowds watching burning synagogues or
observing public hangings [T, 207–8, 271]). The persecution of
political and racial opponents is shown to have been ‘startlingly open’39
and integral to all levels of society. As an example of these different
representations, the first section describes the development of the
police state – the ‘official’ side of perpetration – but also features a
photograph from inside a bus where members of the Stahlhelm and SA
sit side-by-side with civilians (T, 45). The ‘normal abnormality’ under
National Socialism is additionally demonstrated by photographs of a
young couple embracing on a beach surrounded by swastika flags,
people dancing at a café terrace just 100 metres away from a Gestapo
prison, or a couple giving a Nazi salute as they walk past a war
memorial (T, 44–5). The scarcity of opposition to the regime is
summed up by a photo of a trade union rally where only one man is
not giving the Nazi salute (T, 46). The sobering impression is of how
easily ‘ordinary’ Germans (and by implication any ‘ordinary’ society)
abandoned their principles and accepted discrimination and
persecution as the norm. The exhibition at Wannsee provides damning
evidence about the involvement of ordinary civilians in the
administration of genocide. A 1942 letter to the Potsdam finance office
complaining that employees were helping themselves to the best
articles prior to auctions of Jewish property shows knowledge of, but
disregard for, the situation of the Jews (W, 274–5). The active choices
concerned are illustrated by the contrasting example of the caretaker
Otto Jogmin, who saved around 30 Jewish tenants by registering them
under false surnames with the authorities (W, 278–89).
The Topography of Terror in particular portrays the Third Reich
as a whole as a ‘perpetrator state’. There is the risk of presenting a
certain ‘banality of evil’ in uncovering the mass perpetration at the
heart of the Nazi state, or that visitors will wrongly assume that all
Germans under the Third Reich were perpetrators. However, the
exhibition also addresses a number of subtleties or grey areas, which
raise the question of how far people consciously became perpetrators
or were moulded through propaganda. A quotation from Norbert
Frei describes the attraction of National Socialism and the public’s
dedication to the Führer, whilst Sebastian Haffner maintains that the

REPRESENTATION OF PERPETRATORS IN GERMAN MEMORIAL SITES

225

public rejected Weimar democracy (T, 22, 53). Biographies of midlevel Nazis suggest that many in this group were not fanatical
National Socialists but actively chose to participate in the regime for
careerist motives or to obtain job security.40 These examples go some
way to explaining how the perpetrator state took hold. Yet
photographs of children giving a Nazi salute or teenage girls in the
Bund deutscher Mädel suggest an absence of choice for some citizens
in belonging to the criminal regime (T, 49). Both exhibitions also
provide an insight into the persecution of Germans who did not
subscribe to the discrimination inherent in the Volksgemeinschaft, for
example a press report ‘naming and shaming’ those who failed to
boycott Jewish shops (T, 56).
The explanatory texts in both exhibitions refrain from critical
comment, so in part visitors must read between the lines and piece
together evidence to obtain speculative conclusions about the
perpetrators. This is difficult in view of the complexity of the
information presented, especially at Wannsee, where the background
to the conference is illustrated by a wealth of sources including
correspondence, diary entries, official reports and biographies. These
sources have limited success in representing the ‘real’ personalities
behind the crimes. The perpetrators hide behind the bureaucratic and
euphemistic language of the official documents – the term
‘Holocaust’, of course, did not even exist at the time. In a sense, these
documents represent the perpetrators as they wanted to be seen at the
time – and indeed as they are viewed now – as efficient, emotionless
bureaucrats. A few personal insights are provided by handwritten
notes on correspondence. For example, Himmler’s notes from a
meeting at the Interior Ministry include the line, ‘Jewish question [sic]
are mine’, indicating the competition for responsibilities between
leading Nazis (W, 156). However, only the most enthusiastic visitor
will read such details. As there is no photographic or audio record of
the Wannsee Conference, it is difficult to picture the atmosphere or
the individuals involved. Even the protocol does not accurately
record the meeting: we know from the Eichmann trial that the
minutes were redrafted several times until they met with Heydrich’s
approval.41 Wannsee has responded to these difficulties by
implementing an extensive educational programme. At least half of its
visitors take part in a guided visit, which involves active participation:
for example, small groups research one part of the exhibition and
then report back to the rest of the group.42
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Conclusion
Adorno writes that the roots of perpetration lie with the persecutors
and not the persecuted.43 As such, perpetrator sites play an important
role in exploring Nazi crimes from the beginning (ideology and
planning) rather than the end (the Holocaust). The perpetrator
perspective can go some way to explaining why the crimes happened.
The House of the Wannsee Conference and Topography of Terror
rightly avoid identifying single perpetrator types or motives. Hence,
they represent the whole spectrum of Nazi perpetration alongside the
focus on bureaucratic criminality and present the crimes as embedded
within society rather than limited to the concentration camps. Instead
of the cold-blooded ‘beasts’ that they might be expecting, visitors see
that many of the criminals were rather unspectacular individuals and
from the ‘centre of society’ rather than a small, fanatical group on the
margins. It is of course important to avoid the impression that all
Germans were guilty and to appreciate the degrees of criminality. The
diversity of representation highlights another key challenge: visitors
seeking a single reason why the Holocaust happened may find it hard
to tease out the different levels of guilt and responsibility. This is not
necessarily a negative point: Nachama wants visitors to leave the
Topography of Terror with questions, such as how it was possible for
Weimar democracy to transform itself into a dictatorship so quickly.44
To illustrate the fact that the genocide was the product of a series
of steps rather than a central order, emphasis is placed on the question
as to why so many individuals were willing to cooperate, and on the
development of structures that allowed them to commit crimes
without feeling responsible. For Nachama, the Topography of Terror
shows how quickly democracy and the rule of law can be overturned,
which has contemporary relevance in illustrating the consequences of
a society that has no democratic controls over the police and where
citizens are not classed as equals.45 The sobering message is that
anyone is capable of committing such crimes. To underline this point,
both sites briefly address collaboration in the occupied territories, for
example the participation of Poles and Soviets in the Einsatzgruppen.
This further extends the definition of perpetrators, although
admittedly the overall impression of both exhibitions is of crimes
being rooted in German society.
Giving the perpetrators a face is essential to underline the horrific
impact of their crimes on the victims. And yet information on the
best-known Nazi perpetrators such as Heydrich, Himmler or
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Eichmann does not automatically present us with a mirror image of
our own humanity – we do not recognise them as being ‘like us’. This
is firstly because of historical distancing from the crimes. Secondly, an
emotional or moral distancing from the perpetrators makes it easier
to place ourselves on the side of the victims. Thirdly, there is a
conceptual distancing from the horror of the crimes, the motivation
for which remains elusive. Finally, pre-conceptions about Nazi
perpetrators and the blend of fascination and distancing provoked by
their crimes can make the perpetrators seem both larger than life and
somehow unreal.46 The distancing from the leading perpetrators is
bridged by the inclusion of additional context: either the Jewish
perspective (at Wannsee) or, perhaps most importantly, details of the
‘small-scale’ perpetrators throughout society who profited from or
adapted to the National Socialist regime. Representing crimes as part
of ‘everyday’ society can help to break stereotypes about Nazi
perpetrators. The perpetrator sites examined here are thus not just
museums about persecution and genocide but mirrors of the society
that made these possible. In detailing human values, choices and
behaviour in a criminal regime they duly represent the potential
perpetrator in all of us.
NOTES
1. Excerpt from the interrogation of Adolf Eichmann by Avner Less (1 June 1960), in Botsch,
Dierl, Gryglewski et al., The Wannsee Conference and the Genocide of the European Jews, 242.
2. See Welzer, Täter, 7–9.
3. On the conference, see Roseman, The Villa, the Lake, the Meeting. On the history of the
memorial site, see Endlich, Goldenbogen and Herlemann (eds), Gedenkstätten für die Opfer des
Nationalsozialismus, 218–21.
4. On the history of the Topography of Terror, see Endlich, Goldenbogen and Herlemann (eds),
Gedenkstätten für die Opfer des Nationalsozialismus, 71–5, and http://www.topographie.de.
5. See Hoffmann, Stunden Null?, 200.
6. On developments in research into Nazi perpetrators, see Longerich, ‘Tendenzen und
Perspektiven der Täterforschung’, 3–6.
7. Goldhagen, Hitler’s Willing Executioners.
8. See Welzer, Moller and Tschuggnall, ‘Opa war kein Nazi’.
9. The Wannsee Conference and the Genocide of the European Jews, 370. The catalogue will
hereafter be referred to in the text as W with page numbers.
10. Endlich, ‘Einführung’, 34.
11. The original winning design by the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor was abandoned in 2004 as a
result of spiralling costs and construction difficulties.
12. See Ehmann, ‘Pädagogik des Gedenkens’, 44.
13. Pierre Nora draws the distinction between milieux de mémoire as authentic sites of memory
reflecting actual experience, and lieux de mémoire as constructed and ritualised forms of
memory revealing the interpretation of a historical period by subsequent generations concerned
not to let it fade from popular consciousness. See the introduction in Nora, Les lieux de
mémoire, especially xvii and xxiv. Memorial sites in contemporary Germany rather reflect
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14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

42.

43.
44.
45.
46.

James Young’s notion of an active ‘dialogue’ between the public and the site. See Young, The
Texture of Memory, ix, xi.
Cited in Gestapo, SS und Reichssicherheitshauptant in der Wilhelm- und Prinz-Albrecht-Straße
[or: The Topography of Terror Catalogue], 8. This publication will hereafter be referred to in
the text as T with page numbers.
Interview with Wolf Kaiser, pedagogical director of the House of the Wannsee Conference, 16
May 2008. Also see Welzer, Täter, 15.
Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Fortschreibung der Gedenkstättenkonzeption des Bundes’.
Neumann, ‘Eröffnung des Dokumentationszentrums der Stiftung Topographie des Terrors in
Berlin’.
See Nutt, ‘Mitten in der Stadt, mitten in der Gesellschaft’.
http://www.ghwk.de/deut/verein.htm.
Interview with Thomas Lutz, 27 May 2008.
http://www.topographie.de/de/stiftung.htm.
Kilb, ‘Ein grauer Palast der Erinnerung’. Also see Schmidt, ‘Grauwert der Geschichte’.
See Apin, ‘Hauptsache billig und unauffällig’; and Kilb, ‘Ein grauer Palast der Erinnerung’.
Nachama, ‘Dann gibt es keine Grenzen mehr’.
See Kaiser, ‘Bildungsarbeit in Gedenkstätten für die Opfer des Nationalsozialismus’. For details
of the Wehrmachtsausstellung, see http://www.verbrechen-der-wehrmacht.de.
Interview with Wulff Brebeck and Kirsten John-Stucke, Wewelsburg Museum, 4 July 2008.
Jacobs, Memorializing the Holocaust, 9.
Ibid., 9–10.
Marianne Hirsch, cited in Jacobs, Memorializing the Holocaust, 8.
Jaspers, Die Schuldfrage.
Lutz, ‘Gedenkstätten für die Opfer des NS-Regimes’, 38–9.
Brebeck, ‘Zur Darstellung der Täter in Ausstellungen von Gedenkstätten in der
Bundesrepublik’, 296–7.
Ibid., 297.
Interview with Wulff Brebeck and Kirsten John-Stucke.
Iken, ‘Abstoßend ist vor allem seine antrainiertre Kälte’.
Friedlander (ed.), Probing the Limits of Representation.
Interview with Wolf Kaiser.
See Welzer, Täter, 12, 37.
Hoppe, ‘Der Terror kam aus der Mitte der Gesellschaft’.
Hoppe gives the example of Untersturmführer Karl Kosmehl, who was a Social Democrat prior
to 1933 but later took a post in the protective custody section of the Gestapo, where he was
responsible for arresting some of his former colleagues. See ibid.
Eichmann, who took the minutes, was required by Heydrich to avoid any incriminating
terminology, but also to clearly link all the agencies involved with the Final Solution, as if
Heydrich wanted to represent them as perpetrators in the event of German defeat. See The
Wannsee Conference and the Genocide of the European Jews, 171.
Details on visitor numbers are from ‘Haus der Wannsee-Konferenz Gedenk- und Bildungsstätte
Besucherzahlen: Statistische Ú´bersicht über die Jahre 1992–2007’ (document provided by Wolf
Kaiser). On the educational programme at Wannsee, see Gedenk-und Bildungsstätte Haus der
Wannsee-Konferenz, Das Bildungsangebot.
See Neirich, Erinnern heist wachsam bleiben, 33.
Kellerhoff, ‘Die Gestapo hatte ein Gespür für ihre Gegner’.
Nachama, ‘Dann gibt es keine Grenzen mehr’.
Martin Walser discusses the tendency to sensationalise Nazi perpetrators in the media during
the Auschwitz trials in the 1960s: the more ‘inhuman’ the perpetrators appeared, the more the
Germans distanced themselves from the crimes and failed to confront the question of
responsibility. See Walser, ‘Unser Auschwitz’, 187–203.

REPRESENTATION OF PERPETRATORS IN GERMAN MEMORIAL SITES

229

REFERENCES
Apin, Nina, ‘Hauptsache billig und unauffällig’ [Above All: Cheap and Discreet], die tageszeitung
(9 March 2006).
Botsch, Gideon, Florian Dierl, Elke Gryglewski et al., The Wannsee Conference and the Genocide
of the European Jews. Catalogue of the Permanent Exhibition (Berlin: Memorial and
Educational Site, House of the Wannsee Conference, 2009).
Brebeck, Wulff, ‘Zur Darstellung der Täter in Ausstellungen von Gedenkstätten in der
Bundesrepublik’ [Representing Perpetrators in Memorial Site Exhibitions in the Federal
Republic], in Praxis der Gedenkstättenpädagogik. Erfahrungen und Perspektiven, ed. Annegret
Ehmann, Wolf Kaiser, Thomas Lutz, Hanns-Fred Rathenow, Cornelia vom Stein and Norbert
H. Weber (Opladen: Leske Verlag, 1995): 296–300.
Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Fortschreibung der Gedenkstättenkonzeption des Bundes: Verantwortung
wahrnehmen, Aufarbeitung verstärken, Gedenken vertiefen’ [Revised Federal Memorial Site
Concept. Assuming Responsibility, Strengthening Confrontation, Intensifying Remembrance],
Drucksache 16/9875 (19 June 2008), http://www.bundesregierung.de/Content/DE/__
Anlagen/BKM/2008-06- 18- fortschr eibu ng- gedenkstaett enkonzepionbarrierefrei,property=publicationFile.pdf.
Ehmann, Annegret, ‘Pädagogik des Gedenkens’ [The Pedagogy of Remembrance], in Erinnern in
Gedenkstätten [Remembrance at Memorial Sites] (Vienna: Bundesministerium für Unterricht
und kulturelle Angelegenheiten, Abteilung Politische Bildung, 1998): 39–51.
Endlich, Stefanie, ‘Einführung’ [Introduction], in Gedenkstätten für die Opfer des
Nationalsozialismus. Eine Dokumentation [Memorial Sites to the Victims of National
Socialism] Volume II, ed. Stefanie Endlich, Nora Goldenbogen and Beatrix Herlemann (Bonn:
Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 1999): 11–35.
Endlich, Stefanie, Nora Goldenbogen and Beatrix Herlemann (eds), Gedenkstätten für die Opfer
des Nationalsozialismus. Eine Dokumentation [Memorial Sites to the Victims of National
Socialism] Volume II (Bonn: Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 1999).
Friedlander, Saul (ed.), Probing the Limits of Representation: Nazism and the ‘Final Solution’
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992).
Gedenk-und Bildungsstätte Haus der Wannsee-Konferenz, Das Bildungsangebot [Educational
Programmes] (Berlin: Haus der Wannsee-Konferenz, 2000).
Gestapo, SS und Reichssicherheitshauptamt in der Wilhelm- und Prinz-Albrecht-Straße. Eine
Dokumentation [Topography of Terror. Gestapo, SS and Reich Security Main Office on
Wilhelm- and Prinz-Albrecht-Straße. A Documentation] exhibition catalogue (Berlin: Stiftung
Topographie des Terrors, 2010): 8.
Goldhagen, Daniel, Hitler’s Willing Executioners. Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (London:
Little Brown, 1996).
Hoffmann, Christa, Stunden Null? Vergangenheitsbewältigung in Deutschland 1945 und 1989
[Zero Hours? Confrontation with the Past in Germany in 1945 and 1989] (Bonn and Berlin:
Bouvier Verlag, 1992).
Hoppe, Bert, ‘Der Terror kam aus der Mitte der Gesellschaft’ [The Terror came from Mainstream
Society], Berliner Zeitung (7 May 2010).
Iken, Katja, ‘Abstoßend ist vor allem seine antrainiertre Kälte’ [The Most Abhorrent Thing is his
Calculated Coldness] (interview with Robert Gerwarth), einestages (21 September 2011),
http://einestages.spiegel.de/static /authoralbumbackground/23548/_moralische_
zweifel_sind_nicht_nachweisbar.html.
Jacobs, Janet, Memorializing the Holocaust (New York and London: I.B. Tauris, 2010).
Jaspers, Karl, Die Schuldfrage. Von der politischen Haftung Deutschlands [The Question of
German Guilt] (Munich: Piper Verlag, 1974 [1946]).
Kaiser, Wolf, ‘Bildungsarbeit in Gedenkstätten für die Opfer des Nationalsozialismus’ [Educational
Programmes in Memorial Sites to the Victims of National Socialism], Gedenkstättenrundbrief
100 (2001): 105–11, http://www.gedenkstaettenforum. de/nc/gedenkstaetten-rundbrief/
rundbrief/news/bildungsarbeit_in_gedenkstaetten_fuer_die_opfer_des_ nationalsozialismus/.
Kellerhoff, Sven Felix, ‘Die Gestapo hatte ein Gespür für ihre Gegner’ [The Gestapo could sense
who their opponents were] (interview with Andreas Nachama), Die Welt (6 May 2010).
Kilb, Andreas, ‘Ein grauer Palast der Erinnerung’ [A Grey Palace of Memory], Frankfurter

230 REPRESENTING PERPETRATORS IN HOLOCAUST LITERATURE AND FILM
Allgemeine Zeitung (7 May 2010).
Longerich, Peter, ‘Tendenzen und Perspektiven der Täterforschung’ [Perpetrator Research: Current
Tendencies and Future Prospects], Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 14–15 (2007): 3–6.
Lutz, Thomas, ‘Gedenkstätten für die Opfer des NS-Regimes. Geschichte – Arbeitsweisen –
gesellschaftliche Wirkungsmöglichkeiten’ [Memorial Sites to the Victims of the National
Socialist Regime. History – Approaches – Societal Impact], in Praxis der
Gedenkstättenpädagogik. Erfahrungen und Perspektiven, ed. Annegret Ehmann, Wolf Kaiser,
Thomas Lutz, Hanns-Fred Rathenow, Cornelia vom Stein and Norbert H. Weber (Opladen:
Leske Verlag, 1995): 37–47.
Nachama, Andreas, ‘Dann gibt es keine Grenzen mehr. Nachama uber die Topographie des Terrors’
[Then there are no more Limits. Nachama on the Topography of Terror] (interview with
Andreas Nachama), NTV (6 May 2010), http://www.n-tv.de/politik/ dossier/Dann-gibt-es-keineGrenzen-mehr-article859158.html.
Neirich, Uwe, Erinnern heisst wachsam bleiben. Pädagogische Arbeit in und mit Gedenkstätten
[Remembering Means Staying Vigilant. Pedagogical Activities at and in Conjunction with
Memorial Sites] (Mülheim an der Ruhr: Verlag an der Ruhr, 2000).
Neumann, Bernd, ‘Eröffnung des Dokumentationszentrums der Stiftung Topographie des Terrors
in Berlin’ [Inauguration of the Documentation Centre of the Topography of Terror Foundation
in Berlin], Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung, Pressemitteilung no.160 (6 May
2010).
Nora, Pierre, Les lieux de mémoire. Tome 1: La République (Paris: Gallimard, 1989). English
edition: Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, Vol. 1 – Conflicts and Divisions (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1996).
Nutt, Harry, ‘Mitten in der Stadt, mitten in der Gesellschaft’ [In the Heart of the City, at the Heart
of Society] (interview with Michael Wildt), Berliner Zeitung (4 May 2010).
Roseman, Mark, The Villa, the Lake, the Meeting: Wannsee and the Final Solution (London:
Penguin, 2002).
Schmidt, Thomas E., ‘Grauwert der Geschichte’ [The Grey Shades of History], Die Zeit (6 May
2010).
Walser, Martin, ‘Unser Auschwitz’ [Our Auschwitz] (1965), in Deutsche Sorgen [German Concerns]
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp. 1997): 187–203.
Welzer, Harald, Täter. Wie aus ganz normalen Menschen Massenmörder werden [Perpetrators. How
Ordinary People Become Mass Murderers] (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Verlag, 2005).
Welzer, Harald, Sabine Moller and Karoline Tschuggnall, ‘Opa war kein Nazi’. Nationalsozialismus
und Holocaust im Familiengedächtnis [‘Grandpa was not a Nazi’. National Socialism and the
Holocaust in Familial Memories] (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 2002).
Young, James E., The Texture of Memory. Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven, CT and
London: Yale University Press, 1993).

‘We Shall Be Punished’: Positionality
and Postmemory in Rachel Seiffert’s
The Dark Room and Uwe Timm’s
In My Brother’s Shadow
CHRISTINE BERBERICH

On 13 August 1942, the German Captain Wilm Hosenfeld noted in his
diary ‘what cowards we are, thinking ourselves above all this, but letting
it happen. We shall be punished for it … And so will our innocent
children, for we are colluding when we allow these crimes to be
committed.’1 Hosenfeld, a Wehrmacht officer, experienced first-hand
the annihilation of Warsaw as part of the occupying forces. At the very
beginning of the war, while marching towards Warsaw, he had witnessed
cruel excesses against the Polish civilian population. It was, potentially,
those experiences that motivated Hosenfeld to help those in need
throughout the war, rescuing a number of Polish and Jewish civilians,
among them, most famously, the Polish-Jewish pianist Wladyslaw
Szpilman. Hosenfeld’s open and, above all, critical engagement with
Nazi crimes already during the war is remarkable and a clear departure
from, in particular, the immediate post-war German silence about the
horrors committed during the Third Reich. It was clear to him that these
crimes would affect the Germans for generations to come.
‘The image of the Holocaust is with us – a memory which haunts,
a sounding board for all subsequent evil – in the back of the mind …
for all of us now living: we, the inheritors.’2 These are the words of
the writer and critic Terrence Des Pres and they are inclusive and allencompassing: ‘the Holocaust is with us’, he emphasises, and, we
might add, with all of us as its inheritors. It has become part of
collective memory. Nevertheless, the question of who has the right to
speak and write about the Holocaust has been discussed widely in the
recent past.3 Is it only the survivors of the death camps who can,
legitimately, talk about their experiences? Can their children, the socalled ‘second-generation’, take up their stories?4 Whose past, exactly,
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is it? Does the enormity of the crimes committed mean that the
knowledge and memory of the persecution and murder of the
European Jews has not only become common cultural property, but is
also open for everybody to investigate and invest with their own
literary imagination? And how much does it matter what our own
background is? Pascale Bos, a Dutch-Jewish scholar living and
working in the US, writes that ‘scholarly encounters with the
Holocaust are often implicitly shaped by a host of ethical and
personal imperatives … how do our different positionalities as
Americans, Germans, non-Jews, and Jews (with or without a familial
connection to the Holocaust) come into play in our engagement with
the subject?’5 She concludes that ‘positionality, personal and cultural
memory, and identification and empathy’ play a particular role in
engagement with and study of the Holocaust, be it on a purely
academic level, or, in particular, on the level of writing about the
Holocaust, either autobiographically or creatively.6
Positionality is an important aspect of this essay as it will focus on
contemporary, and consequently second- and third-generation
writing about Germany, German engagement with the Holocaust past
and, most centrally, the memories, recollections, evasions and
complicity of individual Germans of and in their country’s collective
guilt. German engagement with the Holocaust legacy has always been
regarded with critical eyes, often with the latent undertone that
Germans ought not to write about it – a stance, as Ernestine Schlant
has shown, often put forward by Germans themselves, for fear of
‘“inappropriate” attitudes’.7 Nevertheless, German engagement is not
only necessary, it is crucial for a variety of reasons, starting with
collective acknowledgement of past crimes and moving towards
individual engagement with personal repercussions of the past. Jürgen
Habermas explained that ‘even those born later have grown up in a
context of life in which that was possible. None of us can escape that
milieu, because our identity as individuals and as Germans is
indissolubly woven into it.’8 The Nobel Peace laureate Elie Wiesel
supported this statement in 2000 at the dedication of the site for what
was to become the Holocaust memorial in Berlin: ‘Until the end of
time, Auschwitz is part of your history and mine.’9
This essay thus attempts to articulate a number of issues
surrounding German ‘memory’, commemoration and engagement with
the past. It will deal with the notion of second- and third-generation
guilt by association; and it will assess whether or not there is a new
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movement in German writing about the past and the Holocaust in
particular, one that moves from pointing the finger of blame at
individuals – Hitler, Himmler, Goebbels, the SS – to the open
acknowledgement of a collective guilt and the need of the country as a
whole to mourn the crimes of the past and, especially, their victims,
rather than merely bemoan a non-existent German victimhood. Bill
Niven has highlighted the fact that, as recently as May 2005, the then
Social-Democrat German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder ‘explicitly
spoke out against attempts to transform “the perpetrator discourse” into
“a victims’ discourse”’.10 This speech came in the context of increasing
critical public engagement with Allied tactics during the war in Germany,
especially more discussion about the effects of British and American
carpet bombing of German cities such as Hamburg and Dresden. Niven
outlines the fact that a political shift under the Red/Green government
towards a comprehensive acknowledgement of German perpetration
(mainly in the form of official commemoration and institutionalised
memorialisation) came hand in hand with a public and cultural shift in
focus towards German suffering during the war, epitomised by such
publications as Jörg Friedrich’s The Fire (Der Brand) of 2002 which
focuses on the Allied bombing war against Germany and uses,
incongruously, vocabulary previously associated mainly with writing
about the Holocaust.11 This comparatively new open engagement with
German war-time suffering seemed to introduce a renewed victim
discourse that shifts the focus away from the real victims, those
systematically persecuted and murdered during the Nazi regime.
Effectively, it also – and once again – inhibits active and collective public
confrontation and engagement with a collective German guilt.
The focus of the ensuing debate in this essay will be on two
contemporary texts dealing with German ‘memory’, complicity in the
crimes of the Nazi era, and the impact of this on the second and third
generation: Rachel Seiffert’s novel The Dark Room of 2001 and Uwe
Timm’s autobiographical novella In My Brother’s Shadow, first
published in German in 2003 and in its English translation in 2005.12
Seiffert, daughter of a German mother and an Australian father, tells
the story of three ordinary Germans. First, Helmut, who is a patriotic
photographer in the Berlin of the 1930s. The second is Lore, a 12year-old who has to lead her younger siblings on an epic journey across
post-war, occupied Germany while, simultaneously, dealing with the
realization that both her parents have been arrested and interned by the
Americans; the reasons are not openly stated but it can be deduced that
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at least Lore’s father had a leading position in the party and might, the
text hints, even have been involved in war crimes. And, finally, there is
Micha, a contemporary German who wants to know what his
grandfather did during the war. This essay will focus on the story of
Micha and his initially curious questions about his grandfather’s
activities and whereabouts during the war that soon turn into an
obsessive search alienating him from friends and family. In order to
have a future, Micha realises that he needs to find out the truth about
his family’s past, no matter how painful that may be.
In contrast, Uwe Timm, born in 1940, recounts his search for the
truth about his older brother Karl-Heinz and his possible complicity
in atrocities against the civilian population of Ukraine during the war.
Karl-Heinz, a teenage volunteer to the notorious SS-Death’s-Head
division, had kept a secret diary during his time at the front which he
abruptly ended a few weeks before his death in action with the entry,
‘I close my diary here, because I don’t see any point in recording the
cruel things that sometimes happen’ (IMBS, 112), words that had
come to haunt Timm throughout his life because, rather than offer the
closure they seem to have given to Karl-Heinz, they raise too many
uncomfortable, and potentially unanswerable, questions.
Memory and Vergangenheitsbewältigung
‘Memory connects us, memory separates us’, Ruth Klüger writes in
the German original of her autobiography weiter leben, a sentence
that is strangely absent in the English version of her work.13 Klüger’s
words achieve universal meaning as memory, inevitably, will always
connect but simultaneously divide people: connect, because of its
collective aspect in that we all often share the same, especially official
memory; separate, as we all have an individual take on those
ostensibly same memories. In fact, the very word ‘memory’ divides us
already: we all use it, but probably without giving much thought to
the diversity of its possible meanings. A dictionary offers several
definitions: ‘1. the ability to keep things in one’s mind or to recall
them at will. 2. remembering, a thing remembered, memories of
childhood; of happy memory, remembered with pleasure. 3. the
length of time over which people’s memory extends, within living
memory.’14 These definitions seem limiting, highlighting
predominantly positive traits of memory – as in ‘happy memories’ –
and the fact that memory refers only to personal experiences. They
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consequently leave various important issues out of consideration
altogether: the fact that individuals can learn things about their past
that they then believe to be authentic ‘memories’; for example, early
childhood stories we are told repeatedly and that we eventually
unthinkingly incorporate into our treasure trove of personal
remembrances; the fact that historical events can become part of our
memories – even if we have not been involved ourselves; the fact that
memory, ironically, can go hand in hand with amnesia.
This is particularly important for discussions of Holocaust memory
which, according to Andreas Huyssen, ‘has become multiply fractured
and layered’.15 In Holocaust memory, there is, to start with, the clear
division into different kinds of recall. First, there is collective
‘memory’, or rather collective knowledge with its historical facts and
figures. Then there are the individual memories of the eye-witnesses.
And finally there are those ‘memories’ we all ‘collect’ of the
Holocaust through individual memory work such as research, or
through reading and the media. This form of ‘memory’ requires
further qualification as it is, clearly, not based on personal experiences
of historical events but rather on research, on learning, on absorbing
information presented in a variety of media. This can, of course,
never replace the memories and accounts of the survivors; yet it is still
important as it shows a new engagement with the subject of the
Holocaust, especially in light of the fact that the last survivors of the
camps are now of advanced age. In this context, Alison Landsberg
talks of ‘prosthetic memories’, ‘a new form of public cultural
memory’ that, she claims, ‘emerges at the interface between a person
and a historical narrative about the past, at an experiential site such
as a movie theatre or museum’.16 For Landsberg, modern technologies
and mass culture enable us to partake in historical ‘experiences’ by
watching films or visiting new multi-media museums such as the
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington DC. She
believes that such prosthetic memories can be ‘acquired by anyone’ as
they are ‘transportable’ and therefore challenge more traditional
forms of memory that are premised on claims of authenticity,
‘heritage’ and ‘ownership’.17 Similarly, Irene Kacandes has coined the
phrase ‘transhistorical-transcultural witnessing’ which refers to
‘readers at a historical or cultural remove [who] co-witness the stories
in the text by acknowledging and explicating those stories as
uncompleted attempts at recounting individual or collective trauma’.18
Both the concepts of prosthetic memory and transhistorical-
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transcultural witnessing are problematic. Neither films, no matter
how well researched or intentioned, nor museums, no matter how
‘tactile’ they are, could ever convey the full experience of the
Holocaust. Instead, they rely on affective imagination and hypothesis,
a creative process that can never do justice to the horrors of the real
event. Added to that, films are, inherently, made to entertain – and
this is an altogether more problematic point, in particular in
Landsberg’s theory. On a less media-driven level, Pascale Bos talks
about ‘delayed, mediated, transferred, second-hand … witnessing’
which she links directly to Marianne Hirsch’s theory of postmemory.19
Postmemory, Hirsch explains,
is distinguished from memory by generational distance and from
history by deep personal connection. Postmemory is a powerful
and very particular form of memory precisely because its
connection to its object or source is mediated not through
recollection but through an imaginative investment and creation
… Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow
up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own
belated stories are evacuated by the stories of the previous
generation shaped by traumatic events that can be neither
understood nor recreated.20
Hirsch specifically coined this phrase for children of Holocaust
survivors, but the term might be transposed onto the children and
grandchildren of the perpetrators. Erin McGlothlin has shown in a
recent study that
both [children of victims and children of perpetrators] feel
marked by the continued presence of the Holocaust past.
Neither has any direct experience with the events of the Shoah,
yet both have a secondary link to the Nazi design to exterminate
European Jewry through their parents, who were directly
involved in radically different ways.21
In the case of the children of perpetrators and second-and thirdgeneration Germans in general, the notion of postmemory is closely
linked to that of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, or ‘coming to terms with
the past’. Mary Fulbrook writes that
there are … different aspects of the process of ‘working through
the past’. There is the cognitive level: seeking to understand and
assign meaning to what happened in the past … There is also the
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more emotional (or ‘affective’) level: seeking to express and
work through a wide range of very difficult emotions about this
period, which was one of immense personal tragedy in a very
wide variety of ways. And … there are the legacies of living with
what their parents and grandparents had (or had not) done, as
well as empathetic emotional reactions.22
Fulbrook shows that, for second- or third-generation Germans, the
past is still very much present and, potentially, linked to a sense of
personal guilt by association that requires an, in many cases painful,
engagement with the legacies of the past.
While Vergangenheitsbewältigung is, on the whole, an important,
even desirable, act, it brings with it some risks. There is, first of all,
the risk that the perpetrators and their children begin to style
themselves as victims – victims of Hitler in the case of the former,
victims of their parents’ crimes in the latter. In both cases this leads to
lamentation, rather than meaningful engagement with the past. And
this leads to the connected risk that the process of ‘coming to terms
with the past’ is consequently so centred on the self or on the country
of the perpetrators, that the actual victims are relegated to a minor
level of remembrance: that, in short, the actual commemoration of the
dead is forgotten in the commemoration of the crimes.
Vergangenheitsbewältigung thus has to walk a very fine line to ensure
that ‘coming to terms with the past’ is not, as the term, in fact,
suggests, a conclusive and finite process that arrives at closure, but an
ever on-going one that looks at both sides of the coin: that
acknowledges the crimes and the culpability of the perpetrator nation
and remembers its victims.
Stages of the German Past and Väterliteratur
The issue of Vergangenheitsbewältigung in post-war Germany can
roughly – and in very generalised terms – be divided into five stages.
The immediate post-war years up to the late 1950s were characterised
by historical amnesia in favour of reconstruction that manifested itself
in a predominant silence.23 The Nazi era, and, in particular, the crimes
of the Holocaust, were simply not discussed. Instead, there was a
general sense of German ‘victimhood’ – victims of Hitler and his
dictatorial regime; victims of the Allies and their bombing campaigns
against the ‘innocent’ civilian population; victims of the Soviet
occupiers that raided the country and raped its women; victims of the
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mass expulsions from Eastern territories.24 The Eichmann and
Frankfurt Auschwitz trials of the early 1960s were a true watershed
that – finally – led to a more open attitude of hearing or reading about
the crimes, for example in much autobiographical writing about the
Holocaust. In turn this led to the student revolts of 1968, during
which the younger generation openly accused their parents’ generation
of complicity in the Nazi crimes.25 In January 1979, the screening of
the American mini-series Holocaust brought the Holocaust into the
living rooms of Germany and triggered a nation-wide open debate and
acknowledgement of the crimes. According to Robert G. Moeller, ‘of
West Germans aged over 14, nearly half saw at least part of the
series’.26 The 1980s saw the Tendenzwende [a change of tides] and the
Historikerstreit [the historians’ debate], characterized by Chancellor
Kohl’s thoughtless and tactless comment about the ‘grace of the late
birth’ and his call for a ‘normalization’ of relations between Germany
and the world, as well as US President Ronald Reagan’s ill-fated visit
to the Bitburg war cemetery with its graves of fallen members of the
Waffen-SS.27 And, finally, the 1990s and early twenty-first century saw
the problematic memorialisation and institutionalisation of the
Holocaust, culminating in the opening of Berlin’s long-awaited and
much-disputed Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in the
spring of 2005.28
From the 1970s onwards there had, on the German cultural scene,
been a proliferation of writing about the Holocaust, or rather the
implications of the Holocaust for the German post-war family. This
writing, broadly summarised under the umbrella term Väterliteratur,
dealt with generational conflict: second-generation Germans berating
their parents, mostly their fathers, for their complicity in the Nazi era.
This literature – a prominent example here is Niklas Frank’s book Der
Vater, first published in 1987, and in a slightly altered English
translation in 1991, In the Shadow of the Reich – is clearly very
important. However, it is, predominantly, an attempt at retribution,
or apportioning of blame by the children, often born during the Nazi
era, against their parents whom they accuse of ruining their lives
through, first, the crimes they had committed under Hitler, or which
they had at least not attempted to prevent, and, second, through the
silence they have preserved about their crimes after the war and
which prevented them from even acknowledging their personal
complicity in them, if only that of being a silent bystander.
Both Seiffert’s story ‘Micha’ in The Dark Room and Timm’s In My
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Brother’s Shadow follow in the tradition of Väterliteratur, although in
Seiffert’s case in admittedly fictional manner. However, both texts,
and in particular Timm’s, develop the genre of Väterliteratur further
as they do not simply accuse the older generation of crimes but first
of all try to find out about details in painstaking, and for themselves
literally painful, detective work, and then try to query their
motivation, not at all in an attempt to exonerate their elders but in an
effort to contextualise their actions.
Questions about the Past
Seiffert’s Micha, a schoolteacher in his early 30s, first starts asking
questions about his grandfather’s possible involvement in Nazi crimes
when his ‘Oma’, his grandmother, reveals that ‘Opa came back New Year
1954. He was Waffen SS, you see … He went away in ‘41, the Russians
got him, and I didn’t see him again for thirteen years’ (TDR, 229). For
Micha, the words ‘Waffen SS’ immediately throw up the possibility that
his beloved ‘Opa’ might have been complicit in atrocities against the
Soviet civilian population. Until then, history, for Micha, had been
strictly compartmentalized into official history and family history. On
the official side, Micha recalls that ‘We learnt about the Holocaust at
school. We were taken to see the camp nearest the city, we watched
documentaries, wrote essays. I remember our teacher crying. That was at
the camp’ (TDR, 228). Micha, born during the 1960s, had been lucky
enough to benefit from a school education where the Nazi past had not
been ‘silenced out’ of the curriculum. He has learnt and imbibed the
official history; the statistics about the murders. As part of his country’s
history, the ‘facts’ of the Holocaust have become part of his historical
consciousness.
But it had never occurred to Micha to link this official history to
his own family, of whom he says, ‘They didn’t talk about the war, the
Holocaust; they didn’t really talk about the past at all. Only in family
milestones; births, marriages, deaths’ (TDR, 228). Micha himself only
has the fondest memories of his Opa Askan: ‘I was his only grandson.
Opa drew pictures for me when I was born; birds and horses and a
squirrel. He drew them in blue biro on hospital stationery, talking to
me in my crib’ (TDR, 233). His Opa seemed to be the rock that Micha
could rely on during his childhood. Querying Opa’s past is turning
Micha’s entire world upside-down. The Holocaust, suddenly, has
come into his own home.
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Ruth Wittlinger refers to a German research study by Harald
Welzer, Sabine Moller and Karoline Tschnuggnall that assesses German
family memories in terms of ‘encyclopedia’ and ‘album’: the one
containing historical facts and statistics about the Third Reich, the
other more affective and personal memories of individual family
members, a father, for example, or a grandfather, that can include
letters, photos or other personal items, such as diaries.29 For
contemporary Germans, the study concludes, reconciling
‘encyclopedia’ and ‘album’ is a virtually impossible task, often resulting
in awarding unjustified ‘victim status’ to a family member, or else in
downright denial: ‘whoever is to blame for the Holocaust, whoever
committed the crimes in the war of extermination, the forced labour
system and in the camps – one thing seems to be clear to nearly all
citizens of the Federal Republic: Granddad was no Nazi’.30
The ‘album’ analogy is particularly pertinent for Seiffert’s and
Timm’s work as both narratives start off with ‘personal’ artefacts: photos
of Opa Askan in Micha’s case, brother Karl-Heinz’s wartime diary in
Timm’s. Both texts thus start on a very personal level with intimate
recollections of a loved one. The character Timm confesses that ‘since I
started writing about him I have had his photograph on my bookshelves.
It shows him in civilian clothing, probably around the time he
volunteered for the Waffen SS’ (IMBS, 5). With this brief statement,
Timm already shows that, eventually, ‘album’ and ‘encyclopedia’ will
have to come together: the young man with the ‘thin, smooth face’ and
the ‘fair hair’ (IMBS, 5) in the photograph will eventually end his life in
the black uniform with the deathhead’s insignia of the SS.
Seiffert’s Micha, by contrast, has a variety of photographs of his
Opa Askan, some of them featuring himself as a small boy, safe and
secure on his grandfather’s lap. As soon as he starts his research into
Askan’s past, Micha’s own childhood memories become confused. In
a discussion with his partner Mina he confides that he is struggling to
reconcile the images of the Opa with those of the Nazi: ‘– What is he
in your head? – My Opa. Mostly. But sometimes he’s a Nazi now. –
And he doesn’t look ugly? – No. – When he’s a Nazi? – No. – Do you
think he should? – Yes.’ (TDR, 245). Micha’s quandary shows that he
is aware of what is expected: a Nazi should not be the figure of trust
his grandfather once was for him. Researching into his grandfather’s
complicity in Nazi crimes means that Micha has to rewrite his own
family history and realise that Nazi criminals were ordinary men from
ordinary homes – such as his own.
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Uwe Timm’s case differs slightly from Micha’s. Seiffert’s fictional
character only starts asking those life-changing questions at the age of
31. Uwe Timm, born in 1940, asked them – at least secretly – from a
very early age onwards, and he chronicles this curiosity in his novella.
Ever since his fallen brother’s front diary, with its mystifying final
entry, had been returned to the family, Timm had been wondering
about its meaning: what, exactly, did his brother mean by ‘those cruel
things’ he referred to? Both Timm’s parents, and his much older
sister, revered Karl-Heinz, the favourite son. While his parents and
sister were alive, Timm knew that he could not give voice to the
pressing questions inside him: ‘I knew what she [the mother] would
say in answer to my questions. Let the dead rest in peace’ (IMBS, 3).
Within the novella, Timm states that ‘only when my sister, the last of
the family to have known him, had died too was I free to write about
him, and by free I mean that I could ask all the questions I liked
without having to consider anyone or anything else’ (IMBS, 3–4).
While Seiffert’s Micha soon affronts his entire family with his
obsessive search for the truth, there is nobody there to criticise
Timm’s questions and actions. Effectively, however, there is also
nobody there to answer his questions. Michael Schneider explains
that this is common for the so-called Väterliteratur where
with few exceptions, the fathers and mothers in question left
behind no biographies in which they could have explained to
their offspring how it was that they happened to ‘go along’ with
or even become actual supporters of National Socialism. Thus,
each author had to assume responsibility for the still unsettled
questions in the political pasts of their parents’ time and, at the
same time, had to make the belated attempt to fill in the gaps in
the life histories of their parents.31
In The Dark Room, Micha’s search for the truth about his
grandfather’s past soon alienates him not only from his parents, the
older generation, born just before the war, but also his own
generation: his older sister Luise, and his partner, Mina. Micha’s
mother, Opa’s daughter, born just before the war, refuses point blank
to engage with the searching questions Micha asks: ‘He didn’t do
anything, Michael’ (TDR, 297). She is desperate to preserve the
family silence about the Nazi past, and even more desperate to keep
the picture she and her much younger brother Bernd have of their
father: ‘He was a very good father’ (TDR, 292). Similarly, Timm’s
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brother Karl-Heinz was always ‘the boy who told no lies, who was
always upright, shed no tears, was brave and obedient. A fine
example’ (IMBS, 12). The past is thus clearly separated into an official
history, removed from the individual, and a family history that has to
be preserved at all cost. In the novella, Timm recounts that ‘my
parents’ set phrase for what had happened to them was a blow dealt
by fate, a fate beyond the reach of personal influence. Our boy and
our home lost: it was the kind of remark that saved you having to
think about the reasons’ (IMBS, 80). This is in line with what the
German artist Renata Stih explains about the older generation in
Germany: ‘People just do not want to get too close … because that
would bring discord into their lives in one way or another’.32
Micha’s mother desperately clings to the myth of having had a
‘normal’ childhood and upbringing. On the side of the younger
generation, however, Seiffert depicts Micha’s sister Luise as having
previously, and secretly, tried to find out about their grandfather’s past
herself; in contrast to Micha, though, she wants to know the truth but
is determined to save their parents from it. For Luise, the search for
the truth is the individual’s decision and she accuses Micha of believing
himself to ‘have a monopoly on honesty’ (TDR, 303) as he wants to
force the others to face a truth they do not want to see. Mina, Micha’s
partner, is soon exasperated by Micha’s obsessive search and the fact
that he brings his results, his fears and his frustration, back into their
home: ‘I can’t deal with this any more. It’s disgusting, Michael. I don’t
want it in my home’ (TDR, 309). Mina, of Turkish background and
with a more detached attitude towards Germany’s past, cannot
comprehend how Micha’s search changes him. For Micha, his
grandfather’s potential guilt has direct personal implications. Although
he tells himself that it is ‘Stupid to feel guilty about things that were
done before I was born’ (TDR, 247), he cannot help but feel guilt by
association. McGlothlin explains in this context that
For the second generation on the side of the perpetrators, guilt
is more directly connected with the parents’ own refusal to
admit responsibility for their complicity in the genocide of the
Jews … The parents’ rejection of guilt, which takes the form of
amnesia, is thus passed down to the children, who inherit it as
their own burden to bear.33
Both Micha’s fictional, as well as Timm’s ‘real’, family thus display
different stages of German post-war engagement with the past: both
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sets of parents, born pre-war, preserve a strict silence on the past.
Timm explains that the
everyday stories told after the war, at work, in bars, at home, in
dialect or in educated High German ... ground down and wore
away what had happened, and with it the guilt. And you could
talk about it perfectly freely – something that seems unimaginable
today. The Russians were still the enemy who had raped women,
driven Germans out of their homes. They were still starving
German prisoners of war, and no one asked questions about guilt,
or the chronology and causes of these cruelties. [IMBS, 118–19]
Both Timm and Seiffert’s Micha are representatives of the younger
generations, the generations of the children and grandchildren who
take it upon themselves finally to combine ‘encyclopedia’ and ‘family
album’ by addressing the painful connections of their relatives to the
war, and who are prepared to accept the very responsibility their
parents or grandparents refused.
Guilt by Association and Fear of Genetic Evil
This attitude is one often found among children or grandchildren of
perpetrators or second- and third-generation Germans in general.
Michael Schneider writes that
Within the context of discussions of ‘collective guilt’, the
question is often raised as to whether or not there also exists a
sort of complicit guilt on the part of the children of those who
actually committed the crimes, of whether they should
themselves assume this guilt. This is certainly not guilt in the
moral or political sense … There is, however, an assumption of
guilt in the psychological sense.34
McGlothlin explains that
the offspring of perpetrators inherit the history of their parents’
unacknowledged crimes, a legacy of violence and violation
whose effects are felt as a stain upon their souls … In its often
obsessive engagement with the Holocaust past, the second
generation seeks to artistically restore some of the holes that
riddle the memory of the catastrophe, to imagine an event of
which one cannot be epistemologically certain.35
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The children and grandchildren thus do not only inherit the guilt, but
they also acquire a sense of suspicion: as far as the parents and
grandparents are concerned, they expect the worst. Schneider
confirms this by saying that ‘with respect to the past lives of their
parents and their relatives, the children relied for the most part on
pure speculation’.36 This can be seen clearly in Micha’s case; even
when he does not yet know anything about his Opa’s involvement, he
suspects that his grandfather was guilty of crimes. His sister Luise has
to remind him that he does not yet know whether or not their Opa
committed crimes: ‘– We don’t know what he did, Michael. If he did
anything. – But you think he did do something? – I don’t know. I don’t
know and you don’t know’ (TDR, 303).
Similarly, Timm tries to fill the gaps in both his brother’s and his
father’s past lives and, inevitably, slips into suspicion or pure conjecture:
‘Then, suddenly, the diary breaks off. Why? What happened on 7
August?’ (IMBS, 8) and ‘Could it be that something happened later, in
action, something terrible that he could not write about in his diary?’
(IMBS, 137). Timm also finds it noteworthy that his brother’s enigmatic
last diary entry was written ‘with a more distinct pressure of the pencil’
(IMBS, 112). He does not attempt to give an explanation for this
statement but it could represent his own speculative wish that his brother
had closed his diary with a sense of firm resolution: the resolution to,
quite literally, draw a firm line underneath the past and turn over a new
leaf. In a different way to Seiffert’s Micha, Timm’s character not only
speculates about his brother’s possible involvement in crimes against the
civilian population, but he also wonders what life, possibly, might have
held in store for his brother après la guerre: ‘If he had survived, what
would my brother have thought of that book, [Browning’s] Ordinary
Men? How would he now see his time in the army? Would he be a
member of one of the SS veterans’ associations? What would he say if he
could read that sentence of his today: 75m away Ivan smoking cigarettes,
fodder for my MG?’ (IMBS, 140). Just as there is nobody there to answer
the specific questions Timm has about his brother’s short life and his
time in the army, so there is nobody there to ask those hypothetical
questions about a life his brother never had. Instead, Timm allows
himself space for wishful thinking that, he knows from the outset, is
futile: ‘It is my wish that they – my brother, my father – had behaved like
the German officer who walked down the street in his home town in
uniform together with a Jewish friend, at a time when Jews were
branded by the Star of David’ (IMBS, 132). In juxtaposition to this, and
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in what seems to be a conscious effort to anchor himself in his painful
search for the truth, Timm also dares formulate the question that his
‘parents never asked … aloud’: ‘Suppose my brother had been posted to
join the concentration camp guards?’ (IMBS, 53).
Timm’s fictionalized character thus comes to represent the
dilemma of the second generation: on the one hand, there is the
confrontation with the parents’ and elder siblings’ guilt, the real guilt
of tolerating and going along with the Nazis, and the potential guilt
of having actively been involved in torture and murder; and on the
other there is the wish for things to have been different, the wish to
have parents and an elder brother to be wholeheartedly proud of. In
an age where countries respectfully, even proudly, commemorate their
war dead, contemporary Germans have to face the fact that their
ancestors did not defend freedom, but were drafted in to assist with
the oppression and ‘racial cleansing’ of Europe.
In addition to that, the children and grandchildren of the
perpetrators fear that they might not only have inherited the guilt for
their ancestors’ crimes, but also, and, at a personal level even more
frightening, the ancestors’ potential for evil. Micha worries that
‘we’re related. It’s still in us’ (TDR, 289), and Uwe Timm writes that
‘my likeness to [my father] can be seen in my likeness to my brother’,
and that ‘when I … have to fill in … permits, I enter my father and
brother too, as part of my name’ (IMBS, 13), indicating that he might
have inherited more than just a physical and nominal family
resemblance. Petra Rau, in an article on Seiffert’s The Dark Room,
explains about ‘the lateborn’s unacknowledged fear that precisely
because the Nazi regime’s ideology violently intruded into ordinary
family life, its ideas may still be percolating down the generations to
the present day’.37 The aforementioned Niklas Frank, son of Hans
Frank, the Nazi governor of occupied Poland, for example, admits
frankly that ‘I fear I may have his character’, while the therapist
Hanni Lewerenz, who brings young Germans and the children of
Jewish Holocaust survivors together in workshops, says that
what [the children and grandchildren of perpetrators] really
want to know is how their grandfather influenced their father,
and how their father has influenced them. Deep down they fear
they may have criminal tendencies … people come here with a
conscious, or subconscious, idea of genetic culpability. It’s pure
fantasy, but it can be powerful and disabling.38
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The second generation is affected by both guilt and fear: guilt for
something they did not do but feel they need to embrace; fear of what
precisely they might unearth and how this might affect them. Micha’s
research into Opa Askan’s past affects him both physically and mentally,
giving him nightmares, leaving him ‘awake, dry mouthed, smoking at
the kitchen table at dawn’ (TDR, 260). Timm finds that reading and
rereading his brother’s diary and researching the past has given him
pain in my eyes, first in the right eye, a torn cornea, then a few
weeks later in the left eye … a burning, unbearable pain … [that]
will not let me sleep, makes reading and writing impossible. It is
a pain that makes not only the injured eye weep but the other
eye too, and I … I weep as if I had to shed all my mother’s, my
father’s, my brother’s suppressed tears, the tears of those who
didn’t know, who didn’t want to know what they could have
known, should have known. [IMBS, 133–4]
The fact that it is Timm’s eyes that are affected is telling, inviting
parallels between his painful efforts to see, to comprehend what
happened in the past, and his parents’ and elder brother’s
generation’s inability to want to see. Hosenfeld’s previously cited
diary entry thus proved to be prophetic: the guilt of the parents is
revisited on the children who, decades later, take it upon themselves
to be punished for their parents’ refusal to acknowledge their guilt.
Micha eventually finds out that his grandfather was, indeed,
complicit in murder and torture in Belarus. His statement that ‘Even
when I cry about it, I’m crying for myself. Not for the people who were
killed’ (TDR, 377) is indicative of German second- and thirdgeneration attitudes and echoes the words of Günter Grass, who said
in a speech on 5 May 1985: ‘Unmastered, not to be mastered, like a
millstone this genocide hangs on us Germans, even on the successors,
planned, executed, tolerated, denied, repressed, and yet openly
visible.’39 While the content of Grass’s speech is – obviously –
important, it, just like Micha’s comment, hints at an inherent selfcentredness: they are angry; they are upset; they suffer with the
weight of their ancestors’ guilt on their shoulders. But it is all about
them; not about the victims of the persecution.
Nevertheless, Micha’s behaviour towards the end of the book
shows that he does move away from merely contemplating his own
misery. The fact that he takes his young daughter to visit his
grandmother for the first time since finding out about his
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grandfather’s crimes shows that he is engaging with the trauma of his
discovery and that he is taking steps to connect his knowledge of
historical facts with his own family history. He knows that his future,
and that of his daughter, is irrevocably built on the past and that he,
and, in the future his daughter, too, will have to continue to face it.
He has not found closure, but is attempting a new way forward by
continuously engaging with the legacy of the past.
Timm, by contrast, does not unveil any conclusive evidence for
either his brother’s guilt or his innocence. Instead, he finds that his
brother was simply indifferent: ‘he doesn’t complain, he only records’
(IMBS, 132). He explains: ‘there is no phrase betraying anything like
sympathy, no hint of any criticism of the conditions of the time,
nothing to make a sudden conversion plausible. His notes show
neither a killer by conviction nor incipient resistance. What they seem
to express – and this I find terrifying – is partial blindness: only what
is ordinary is recorded’ (IMBS, 138). Timm’s novella ends on yet
another repetition of Karl-Heinz’s mystifying last diary entry: ‘I close
my diary here, because I don’t see any point in recording the cruel
things that sometimes happen’ (IMBS, 145). At the end of his novella,
the character Timm is none the wiser as to what exactly this sentence
means. Did his brother close his diary because he could not cope with
the cruel things he saw? What were those cruel things in the first
place? Or did he simply not care about what he saw? Had those ‘cruel
things’ become so ordinary for him that they were no longer worth
chronicling? At the beginning of In My Brother’s Shadow, Timm had
asked ‘what [do] words conceal?’ – a pertinent question when it
comes to assessing relics from the past, such as his brother KarlHeinz’s diary: for all the words on the page, Karl-Heinz does not give
away much, either about himself, what moved or what pained him, or
what precisely was happening around him. His diary, Timm realises,
is not a reliable testimony as it is open to far too many readings and
interpretations. But despite the fact that he has found no answers,
Timm has gained strength from his research and from the mere fact
that he has, finally, broken the silence of the generation before him
that lasted several decades, and has dared ask questions: ‘They did not
know because they would not see, they looked away’, he concludes.
‘Hence the frequent excuse: we didn’t know about it. They did not
want to see, they looked away’ (IMBS, 134). Asking questions and
confronting the past, In My Brother’s Shadow argues, is the way
forward, even if no concrete answers can be found.
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The artist Horst Hoheisel has suggested that ‘the surest
engagement with Holocaust memory in Germany may actually lie in
its perpetual irresolution, that only an unfinished memorial process
can guarantee the life of memory’.40 Seiffert and Timm similarly
illustrate this irresolution in their work; both Seiffert’s character
Micha as well as Timm’s character engage in a memorial process that
remains unfinished. But by doing so they guarantee the further life of
memory.
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Bruce Chatwin, W.G. Sebald and the
Red-Brown Skin
LAURENCE PIERCY

[He] smoked another cigarette in silence, and when he stubbed
it out he repeated, as if in amazement at his entire past life, that
single word ‘Argentine’, which possibly struck him as far too
outlandish.
W.G. Sebald1
Campo Santo, a posthumous collection of W.G. Sebald’s prose fiction
and criticism, includes a review essay inspired by Nicholas
Shakespeare’s 1999 biography of the English writer Bruce Chatwin,
and by Chatwin’s 1977 book, In Patagonia.2 ‘The Mystery of the RedBrown Skin’ brings up a number of points which, as Brad Prager
notes, not only form an approach to Chatwin’s work alone, but are
also fruitful loci of convergence between Chatwin and Sebald.3 This
essay takes one of these comparative points, the centrality of travel in
both writers’ work, to expand a reading that recognises the close
affiliation between travel and violence, and the elements of biography
that Sebald and Chatwin draw on to explore these links. The quasiautobiographical details of the texts are inextricable from their wideranging narratives, which move between disparate anecdotes, literary
paper-trails and cultural pronouncements. The structural play of these
features frequently rests on a traumatic theme or historical detail. For
both writers, narrative drive emerges through the accretion of these
stories and the tacit historical and moral comparison that the text
invites between individuals and events. In this project, the Second
World War features prominently as a site of trauma, a focus of cultural
memory, and as a force of migration. It is the textual negotiations that
Chatwin and Sebald enact between this traumatic specificity and
expansion that makes their comparison vital.
For Chatwin and Sebald, questions of travel are also questions of
perpetration. The close alliance of travel writing with colonialism
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means that contemporary travel writing has to work with the history
of the genre in mind. This demand is structured by the complexities
of socio-political forces and by competing myths of travel and
otherness. As Caren Kaplan suggests, ‘all displacements are not the
same’, and voluntary travel in its many forms ‘participate[s] in the
mythologized narrativizations of displacement’.4 In this complex
scene, the individual European traveller is poised to negotiate not
only the ethics that appear as a consequence of their socio-political
status and the histories of their national identity, but also those that
arise through travel when it is turned towards the end of personal or
familial knowledge. For Chatwin and Sebald, the travel trope is
inextricable from specific experiences of perpetrator postmemory,
and this subject position becomes the site for investigating guilt and
implication. This is not limited to their own family histories, but uses
the domestic trace of perpetration to open up the connections
between disparate experiences and discourses in which travel and
violence are combined, setting the narratorial voice within a matrix of
victim and perpetrator experiences.
The perpetrator element in Sebald’s writing is distinct, and largely
focused around the Second World War. Sebald’s filial connection to
the war is well documented. His father ‘joined the so-called 100,000
men army’ and remained in the army after the ‘Nazi takeover’.5
During the war he served in the Polish campaign,6 and in the mid1950s he ‘joined the new German army, the Bundeswehr’, in which
he served for the following 20 years.7 Sebald explicitly states this
connection in Vertigo, in which the quasi-autobiographical narrator
travels to his remote hometown, W., and notes the ‘photo album’
containing ‘pictures of the Polish campaign’, which include
‘photographs [that] show gypsies who had been rounded up and put
in detention’.8
This filial link is part of a highly complex relation to perpetration
and atrocity, and is inextricable from a number of formal and
thematic features in Sebald’s work. This connection is noted by
Sebald on a number of occasions. Literature, he suggests, has a
malleability that makes it suitable for a specific type of ethical enquiry,
effecting ‘some strange connections [that] cannot be explained by
causal logic’ in ‘an attempt at restitution over and above the mere
recital of facts’.9 The imaginative and physical journey are both
central to this, and the literary document records the connective role
of the narrator, as traveller and scholar. These aspects of Sebald’s
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work have been recognised by other critics; Carsten Strathausen sees
Sebald ‘[following] the vanishing traces of … diverse subjects … in
order to save them from oblivion through the act of writing’,10 and
John Zilcosky characterises him as a ‘textual traveller’ whose
‘journeys follow in the footsteps’ of other writers.11 Sebald’s scholarprotagonist Austerlitz also notes the close relation between telling and
an ethics of restitution: ‘the passing on of knowledge seemed to
become a gradual approach to a kind of historical metaphysic,
bringing remembered events back to life’.12
Unlike Sebald, Chatwin does not explicitly remark on the
narrator’s dual role as traveller and storyteller, nor does he connect
this occupation to any ethical goal. He does, however, create similarly
polyphonic texts which are largely given over to recounting the
stories of others, and the connective role of the travelling narrator is
left implied. This position, as with Sebald, seems to emerge from a
connection to ancestral perpetration. Chatwin has both cultural and
filial ties to colonialism, which are most clearly exhibited in the figure
of Charley Milward in In Patagonia, who plays a prominent role as a
figure of fantasy but, as a Victorian colonial entrepreneur, is also
tacitly related to some of the darker aspects of the book. Chatwin’s
engagement with the travel writing genre includes a clear awareness
of the colonial legacy of travel and documentation. This is evident
when, with Paul Theroux, Chatwin addresses the Royal Geographical
Society in 1978. Here, in an act traditionally associated with the
colonialist ‘ideology of discovery’,13 Chatwin labels himself and
Theroux ‘literary travellers’.14 Moving away from the association
between exploration, collection and domination, he limits himself to
following harmless paper-trails: ‘a literary reference or connection is
likely to excite us as much as a rare animal or plant’.15
This self-aware stance balances the travel writer’s sensitivity
against the known pitfalls of the genre, the most insidious of which
figures the European travel writer as unwittingly perpetuating the
violence of his colonialist forebears. On this point, Graham Huggan
suggests that the travel writing genre ‘manufactures “otherness” even
as it claims to demystify it’.16 ‘Othering’, in other words, is
inescapable, though Chatwin’s confident tone and clipped, anecdotal
approach certainly seems more inclined to be caught in these nets
than Sebald’s evasive reported speech. More obviously, the texts of
Chatwin’s that come closest to the travel writing genre are closely
aligned with British colonial interests; In Patagonia and his 1986 book
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The Songlines respectively focus on the colonial expansions into
South America and Australia. Though the ‘literary traveller’ label was
an attempt to avoid the problems of traditional travel writing,
Chatwin was not entirely successful in escaping denunciation as a
belated colonialist. Nicholas Shakespeare documents some of the
Argentine reactions to In Patagonia, one of which is a claim by Luned
Roberts de Gonzalez that Chatwin ‘wrote in a manera sobradera, an
English way of looking at things when they were the Empire …
Condescending would be the word’. Another critic was Oswaldo
Beyer, for whom ‘In Patagonia … was the key to understanding
Europe’s arrogance’ and persistently ‘colonial attitude’.17
By structuring his text around the immigrants who settled in
Patagonia, Chatwin opens the work to the potentials and risks of
travel writing. His vignettes range between the first British
explorations of Patagonia in the sixteenth century to those who were
displaced there during the Second World War. This largely occurs
through the narration of victim stories, which leave the reader to infer
a sense of the complexity of global trauma and migration. The critical
interest of In Patagonia emerges from the way in which this theme is
deeply interwoven with the writer’s autobiographical fragments and
imaginative digressions. By enfolding actual displacement and fantasy
exile, the text is rendered unstable and closed to consistent
judgement. This ‘promiscuity’, as Sebald terms it, is a style in which
‘reality is constantly entering the realm of the metaphysical and
miraculous’, and the path of the journey ‘is taken from the first with
an eye fixed on the writer’s own end’.18
A positive result of this promiscuity is the possibility for
multidirectionality. The term ‘multidirectional memory’ is a recent
coinage of Michael Rothberg’s that seeks to characterise the
complexities involved when separate points of traumatic cultural
memory intersect.19 Tracking the way in which Holocaust memory
collides with other memorial discourses, Rothberg dwells on the
‘inevitable displacements and contingencies that mark all
remembrance’.20 The multidirectional view of memory is a means of
recognising the way in which different ‘social, political, and psychic
forces’ mediate, and influence the interactions between, different
shared memories.21 This argument is asserted against the notion of
competitive shared memories existing in a ‘zero-sum game’.22 The
travel narrative seems particularly open to the idea of
multidirectionality. Its progression is tied to the peregrinations of the
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author-narrator, and frequently courts and records the contingencies
of travel. This flexibility has the potential to make diverse links and
imply cultural comparison, undergirded by the journey as a structural
device. Despite this potential, travel writing’s comparative structure
also allows writers to gloss the particularities of place and culture, a
quality that has traditionally linked encompassing description with
the control of colonial rule, creating what Mary Louise Pratt calls
‘imperial rhetoric’.23
Chatwin’s method of ‘patching together shreds of vanished tales’
can be extremely effective. His anecdotal approach leaves much of his
stories implied, and this produces allusive threads that bring some of
the episodes into productive connection. This occurs with the
character sketches of the Russian doctor in Chapter 30 and Walter
Rauff in Chapter 96. The Russian doctor, tragically deracinated and
disabled by the Second World War, appears in the book as a cipher for
the common romantic association between exile and intellectualism.
The authors, on whose books the Russian ‘spent every spare peso’, are
largely dissidents associated with aestheticism: ‘Mandelstam,
Tsvetayeva, Pasternak, Gumilev, Akhmatova, Solzhenitsyn’, whose
‘names rolled off her tongue with the reverberation of a litany’.24
Chatwin, the ‘connoisseur of exile’, seeks out these romantic figures,
implicitly counting himself among them, and when they do not
appear, he is prone to embellishment.25 Shakespeare’s biography
attends to deflating the romanticism of the Russian doctor, tracking
her down and finding that she ‘in fact ... reads Conan Doyle and
Agatha Christie. She has not heard of Osip Mandelstam.’26
Despite this debunking, the romantic exile of the Russian becomes
vital for offsetting other anecdotes in the text. The figure of Walter
Rauff appears very late in the text, and provides a number of links
that reflect back, both on the Russian doctor and on the romantic
exile that she represents. Rauff is not only used to provide a more
sinister nostalgic gaze, but is also used more generally to consolidate
the link between travel and potential violence. This critique emerges
through the early drafts of In Patagonia, which differ from the final
manuscript. The draft version is as follows:
There is a man in Punta Arenas, dreams of black forests and
hums lieder, wakes each morning and sees the black Strait. He
drives to a factory that smells of the sea. All about him are scarlet
crabs, crawling and steaming. He hears the shells crack and the
claws breaking, sees the sweet white flesh packed firm in metal
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cans. He is an efficient man, with some previous experience of
the production line. Does he remember that other smell, of
burning? And that other sound, of low voices singing? And the
piles of hair cast away as the claws of crabs?
Herman Rauff is credited with the invention and
administration of the Mobile gas oven.27
The description that appears in the final copy is almost identical, but
the last three sentences are amended:
Does he remember that other smell? And that other sound, of low
voices singing? Walter Rauff is the inventor of the Gas Truck.28
The pared-down final copy removes some signifiers of Rauff ’s Nazi
past, while leaving enough information for readers to be quite clear
about what his previous ‘experience of the production line’ consisted
of. The change in the final twist from ‘Mobile gas oven’ to ‘Gas Truck’
is perhaps more interesting. Although the slightly Americanised term
‘Truck’ clarifies the function of the vehicle, as a mobile gas chamber
rather than an incineration oven, the term ‘gas oven’ has more
immediately recognisable connotations. In this slight obscuration,
Chatwin more effectively balances the quotidian uses of ‘gas truck’
against its sinister appearance in the text. This slight obscuration
delays the link that Chatwin is making. It briefly suspends the
revelation of Rauff ’s war-time actions and his exile to Patagonia, and
defers the connection between Rauff and the particularly mobile type
of violence that he is recognised for. ‘Truck’ focuses on the vehicular
aspect of the machinery, turning the gas truck into a condensed
symbol of travelling violence.
Although the episodes are separated by a hundred pages, Rauff and
the Russian are connected thematically by the displacements of the
Second World War. Chatwin evokes a disturbing confluence between
the situations of these characters. Both Rauff and the Russian are in
Patagonia to escape post-war retribution for their Nazi allegiances,
and the schematic conditions for their displacement seem uncannily
similar. Chatwin actively draws on the language of exile to make these
connections. The Russian’s nostalgia for ‘black pines and an orange
river; light fluttering through birches on the white planks of a dacha’,
is echoed by the German’s black forests and lieder.29 This overlap is
set against the gulf between Rauff ’s active perpetration and the
Russian’s forced complicity, and creates the background for Chatwin’s
distinguishing judgement.
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In his picture of the Doctor, the nostalgic element is emphasised
over the necessity for fidelity. The Russian is unwilling to discuss
anything other than her homeland; she offers very little explanation
for being in Patagonia, and in reply to Chatwin’s questions she simply
‘shrugged and left [him] guessing’.30 Because of this lacuna the
emphasis in the anecdote falls on the present state of the Russian’s
exile rather than the conditions which led to her displacement, and in
this case allows memory to be overwritten with nostalgia. The ethical
conditions for a sympathetic portrait come from outside the interview
scenario, a supporting story that is imaginatively linked to the Russian
by Chatwin. A fortuitous travel memory provides the evidence.
Provoked by the Russian’s assertion that she was ‘captured by the
Nazis’, Chatwin remembers ‘a story once told [to him] by an Italian
friend’. The story recalls the Russian nurses who had been forcibly
employed by the Nazis in Italy ‘screaming’ in knowledge of certain
death because they were being ‘sent back to Stalin’ by the allied forces
after the war.31 Chatwin emphasises the contingency of the facts,
drawing these anecdotes together and implying his connective ability
as the traveller and storyteller. This connective role also maps the
slippage between Rauff and the Russian, using the language and
experience of travel as a way of describing the complex status of
Patagonia as a site where victims and perpetrators are thrown into
proximity.
The travel motif that Chatwin employs is multivalent. It is not only
a way of voicing the stories of others, but is also directed toward the
fantastical. The autobiographical element of In Patagonia both
provides the impetus for the travel motif, and creates a complex
fantasy narrative that interacts with questions of victimhood and
perpetration. In Patagonia appears as both a repetition of a first
journey, and a fulfilment of childhood fantasy. Tying these strands
together is Chatwin’s ‘Piece of Brontosaurus’, the ‘essential
ingredient’ of his ‘modern WONDER VOYAGE’.32 The piece of
brontosaurus in question was a scrap of animal skin, ‘thick and
leathery, with strands of coarse, reddish hair’.33 The skin (which, as it
turns out, is actually from the mylodon, an extinct giant sloth) is the
apocryphal basis for the narrator’s childhood imagination, which
fixates on Patagonia as a place of fantastic animals, adventure and
escape. In his essay on Chatwin, Sebald focuses on the ‘fetishistic
character of the sloth relic’, and posits it as the hub, not only of In
Patagonia, but of Chatwin’s entire life as a traveller.34 In an early draft
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of In Patagonia, though absent from later copies, this ‘fetishistic
obsession’ with the skin is explicit:
Among my first recollections in life is being held up to my
grandmother’s cabinet of curiosities and being allowed to handle
a thick dry piece of animal skin with some reddish hair like
coconut fibre. My mother told me it was a ‘piece of
brontosaurus’ and I developed a fetishistic obsession for it.
Whenever I came to the house I had to make sure the piece of
brontosaurus was still there and screamed until I was shown it.35
As this makes clear, the relic takes on family associations that connect
the ‘cabinet of curiosities’ to the enigmas of travel, and, as Chatwin
suggests elsewhere, the skin comes to symbolise the mythic
associations of its origin in Patagonia and the man who found it,
Captain Charley Milward. Milward was Chatwin’s great-uncle and
appears in In Patagonia as a potent figure: ‘The Charley Milward of
my imagination was a god among men – tall, silent and strong, with
black mutton-chop whiskers and fierce blue eyes.’36 Both Chatwin and
Sebald seem to be probing a quasi-Freudian notion of the fetish that
easily leads from the skin as a token of itinerant masculinity to the
eventual provocation to follow the story of Milward and the mylodon
to Patagonia. The comforting aspect of the fetish (young Chatwin
‘had to make sure the piece of brontosaurus was still there’ each time
he visited his grandmother’s house) is played against the ‘horror of
home’ that he notes as a symptom of a childhood of displacement
during the Second World War.37 This element of the story attempts to
pose the narrator as a type of migrant by constructing for him a
traumatic aetiology. In its protective capacity, the skin works within
Freudian parameters, but as an object of adventurist fascination, it
plays on both a Freudian framework and a type of critical fetishism
championed by James Clifford. For Clifford, fetishistic wonder is able
to replace and undermine the logic of structured knowledge, and
through this process ‘remind us of our lack of self-possession, of the
artifices we employ to gather a world around us’.38 Chatwin implies
that the skin is a trigger and ambiguous signifier; insofar as it leads
him to travel, it removes him from the domestic, static and
acquisitive.
Although Clifford’s fetishism is appealing, Chatwin’s interest in
the skin has a morbid edge. His appropriation of the scrap
complicates but does not efface its colonial origins, and the slight
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perversity of harbouring mortal remains of ambiguous provenance
suggests that Chatwin’s fascination with the skin is compounded by its
unknown history.39 Although Chatwin dissociates his great-uncle from
violence, Charley Milward the colonial entrepreneur was
contemporary with an expansion into Patagonia that involved mass
killing of the indigenous population. Later in the book, Chatwin’s
description of farm expansion in the 1890s reveals a brutal culture of
‘hunting … Indians’ and dismemberment.40 He describes the Red Pig,
a particularly violent example, as ‘not among the farm-managers who
offered £1 sterling for every Indian ear: he preferred to do the killing
himself ’.41 Charley’s proximity to these actions invites the speculation
that the enigmatic scrap of skin is not actually a piece of mylodon, but
the dried remains of a Patagonian Indian, a morbid association that is
courted by the title of Sebald’s essay on Chatwin: ‘The Mystery of the
Red-Brown Skin’. Chatwin’s journey might allow him finally to
escape from the phantasm of wartime Britain, but he escapes into the
life of an Englishman with colonial baggage.
The skin, both alluring and repellent, obliquely signifies both
Chatwin’s urge to travel and his potentially uneasy relationship with
the past. Because Chatwin’s wonder voyage is a repetition of
Milward’s footsteps and a quest to find a replacement scrap of skin,
his travelling impulse takes him unnervingly close to the facts of
colonial perpetration. The autobiographical element of In Patagonia
is paramount, and the scrap of skin appears as a transitional object
which drives Chatwin’s repetitive journey and entails an investigation
of his filial links with violence. W.G. Sebald picks up on this emphasis
on the repeated journey, and points to the ongoing structure of
obsession that also drives Nicholas Shakespeare’s biography of
Chatwin. He asks who, ‘after the early death of such an author’,
would have done the same as Shakespeare: ‘tracking [Chatwin] down
in the suburbs of Birmingham … Mount Athos … in Patagonia,
Afghanistan, Australia, and darkest Africa, to find witnesses who
could speak of the man who passed them by like a comet’.42
Shakespeare obsessively repeats Chatwin’s travels, which, in In
Patagonia, are already repeating Charley Milward’s. Catherine
Bernard follows Michael Serres in taking the idea of repetitive travel
even further, and claims that ‘today’s explorers are [doomed] to
repeat a journey always already inscribed’.43 This image of the
repetitious traveller is echoed in Chatwin’s image of Patagonia. His
Patagonia is laden with deracinated persons offering endless tragic

260 REPRESENTING PERPETRATORS IN HOLOCAUST LITERATURE AND FILM
tales. Taking ‘five names from among the R’s’ of the Buenos Aires
telephone directory, Chatwin documents the outlandish qualities of
Argentina through the ‘exile, disillusion and anxiety’ of its residents:
‘Pompey Romanov, Emilio Rommel, Crespina D.Z. de Rose, Ladislao
Raziwil, and Elizabeta Marta Callman de Rothschild’.44 As a home of
the displaced, the land comes to symbolise a condensed spatial and
temporal view of global trauma, the rise and fall of regimes and
political states, and the concurrent circulation of victims and
perpetrators.
The text emphasises a composite image of personal migrations,
much of which is left unsaid, over the specificity of a single migrant
group. In a typical sequence of chapters, Chatwin records ‘Persians
[who] had come to Patagonia as missionaries for their world
religion’,45 the stories of Milton Evans, a second generation Welsh
immigrant, and ‘a colony of Arabs, Christian Arabs’, who were
gauchos dressed in ‘black bombachas’.46 Taken together, these
examples imply complex cultural interpolations that range from the
relatively simple zero-sum missionary impulse to the Christian Arab
gaucho community, who encapsulate their own problematic history,
and signify Patagonia’s contested nationalism in their chosen
occupation. The combinational structure of the book moves against
simplification. In this respect, it implies a non-hermetic view of
memory and culture, figuring at an individual level the ‘productive
interplay of disparate acts of remembrance’ that underlies Rothberg’s
multidirectionalism.47
These examples are underwritten by colonialism, a theme which is
inextricable from Patagonian history. This is more explicit at other
points in the text, where Chatwin notes the sixteenth-century
charting explorations of Magellan and Thomas Cavendish, as well as
the voyages of the Beagle, and the Victorian utilisation of Patagonia
by foreign sheep companies. These ventures are connected to the
pervasive myth of Patagonia as the ancestor of the west. Apparently,
for Darwin, ‘the mere sight of the Fuegians helped trigger off the
theory that Man had evolved from an ape-like species and that some
men had evolved further than others’.48 Through some loose literary
detective work, Chatwin also connects Caliban, Gulliver’s Travels,
Primaleon of Greece and Magellan’s explorations, to the claim that
the indigenous population are savages and giants, ‘“Patagon”,
meaning “Big Foot”’.49 Perhaps Vico should also be added to the list.
In his New Science he talks of ‘the giants called “Big Feet” reported in
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Patagonia’, and writes these figures and their symbolic homeland into
his paternalistic seed of society. For Vico, these giants resemble
Homer’s Polyphemus, ‘in whom Plato sees the first father of the
modern family state’.50 The ‘Big Feet’ appear at the lowest point of
Vico’s social repetitions, providing the fatherhood that, as Isaiah
Berlin notes, is a ‘reign of simplicity [and] brutality’, where piety takes
the place of the caprice that culminated the preceding cycle.51
Vico’s historical repetitions also provide a structure that is
germane to an understanding of the complexity of Sebald and
Chatwin’s narratives. In Vico’s opinion, the cyclical view is based on
the recognition that human events are subject to the same forces
across time and, because of this, the past is structured by cyclical
patterns. For Vico, and for Sebald and Chatwin, this image is poised
at the juncture of individual, family and state. The New Science
attempts to recognise the influence of individuals in social events, the
role of social structures within those events, and how individual
agency can be reconciled with the apparent phenomenon of repeating
social structures. Edward Said succinctly explains that, in the Vichian
model, the social cycle begins when civilization starts to appear
through the will of the constructive mind. Laws and civil structures
emerge from pre-civil wanton action through the rational ‘system of
brakes that restrains the always accelerating irrationality of human
behaviour’.52 The accretion of legislative structure in society is not
unlimited and the apex point of tyranny eventually gives way to the
dissolution of the state and ‘absolute degeneration in the wilderness’,
from which the cycle begins again.53 These repetitions seem to follow
the generative line and Vico describes the cycles using metaphors of
filiation. Said claims, however, that this is illusory: ‘[This] pattern,
while on the surface appearing to follow a genealogical line of
descent, is in fact guided by inner laws of development and
regression, laws social and historical that contravene the power of
direct generative continuity.’54 This split, Said suggests, is the central
contradiction in Vico’s formulation. It marks not only the distinctive
gap between the feeling of generative continuity and the actuality of
cyclical ‘inner laws’, but the related problem of understanding the
cyclical model imposed on the ‘huge variety of human history’.55
Generation is not simply the source for our sense of continuity, but it
also entails our conception of originality. This originality seems
central to human agency, but entails the loss of pattern, and without
pattern the past is unintelligible in its ‘infinite variety and infinite
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senselessness’.56 The Vichian model balances agency and
disinvestment: ‘it was not fate, for they acted by choice. It was not
chance, for the results of such consistent actions are always the
same.’57 The individual is implicated in the cycles because he acts
freely. However, the patterns of action mean that his choices are not
driven by chance.
Although Said extricates generation from the Vichian model,
Sebald and Chatwin balance similarly cyclical historical views, not
just against personal agency, but against the particular responsibility
that comes through investigating the paternal link. In this project,
the individual is the nexus for historical, cultural and familial forces,
and the journey becomes the investigative model for encountering
the liminal space between the family and society. For Sebald, this
liminality is vital to the development of personal responsibility, and
of responsible writing. In this model, his voice is focused on the
convergence between victimhood and perpetration, attempted
restitution and guilty disinvestment. Richard Sheppard connects this
positioning to the way in which Sebald related to his father, and to
his father’s generation. The paternal link in Sebald’s writing is the
seat of a ‘fundamental and unresolved tension’ which relates the
domestic space to European history at large.58 To understand this,
Sheppard directs us to the importance of the uncanny, and the
uncanny power of the ‘image of the father that is split in two’ which
potentially signifies both goodness and violence.59 Freud’s Totem
and Taboo works further to situate the slippage between paternalism
and society, in which the originary patricide in the primal horde
both brings about the freedom of independent social structures and
marks future generations with repeating patterns of perpetrator
guilt.60 Fatima Naqvi reads both the Oedipus complex and repetitive
melancholia as late manifestations of the originary patricide in
Totem and Taboo.61 In the framework that she suggests, the patricide
echoes through these other conditions in a fraught commixture of
benighted perpetration and debased victimhood.
More overtly, generative continuity seems to provide the basis for
an individual reaction to social flux. Framed in the context of the First
and Second World Wars, Sebald implies how the individual social
consciousness is mediated through the filial line. In his interview with
Christopher Bigsby, Sebald states that his sense of shame is related to
his ‘origins’, which he describes in generative terms, implicating
himself in a line of perpetration: ‘My parents were involved in it and
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my grandparents’ lives led up to it. The mistakes made go a long, long
way back.’62 The inevitable pull of the war structures the lives of the
grandparents, the parents and Sebald himself, and suggests a sense of
futurity which ties social progression in with human generation. The
pull of war, as it appears in retrospect, insidiously marks the actions
which lead up to it. Referring to the First World War in Vertigo,
Sebald’s character Salvatore notes that in 1913, ‘everything was
moving towards a single point, at which something would have to
happen’.63 The apparent inevitability of these events is interwoven
with conscious social motion, and though Salvatore might voice the
inevitability of the First World War, Sebald’s father’s generation is
blamed for not resisting the movement that led up to the Second
World War, and their involvement in it. This position is clarified when
Sebald states that his own actions have explicitly reacted against the
‘conspiracy of silence’ that defined German post-Second World War
culture.64
For Sebald, the reactive attitude is also set within a non-redemptive
schema. The complexities of generative and social slippage are
compounded when the narrator’s view shifts from events of the
immediate past to the long historical view. The movements of history
take Vico-type forms, but these patterns yield very little insight. In
Austerlitz, the outsize building is used to stand for the overreaching
impulse that ultimately causes irreparable damage. ‘[O]utsize buildings
cast the shadow of their own destruction before them’, so creating
cyclical patterns.65 Departing from Vico’s structure, Sebald never links
the fall with a return to innocence, but has his narrator survey the
accumulating debris with alarming incomprehension. In The Rings of
Saturn, he laments that if we ‘view ourselves from a great height, it is
frightening to realize how little we know about our species, our
purpose and our end’.66 Elsewhere in The Rings of Saturn, this vision is
turned toward Thomas Browne’s archaeological treatise, Urne Buriall,
to evidence the ‘continuous process of consuming and being
consumed’ in which ‘nothing endures’, and the ‘shadow of
annihilation’ is present on ‘every new thing’.67 Chatwin also references
Browne in The Songlines. In addition, he frequently has recourse to
portentous commentary and images of ruination, and has a notable
suspicion of building and collecting coupled with a queasy interest in
archaeological remains. Brad Prager also notes this shared ‘absorption
with the study of physical remains’, which he links to the apparently
suicidal desires of Sebald and Chatwin’s narrators.68 Further crossover
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comes in Chatwin’s use of the archaeological trope to investigate the
position of the individual in relation to history.
In section 35 of In Patagonia, the narrator documents his visit to
Casimir Slapelič, an octogenarian pilot whose sister is one of a ‘tight
group of Sarmiento ladies’ with archaeological interests.69 The
uncomfortable fervour of the collectors is most clearly documented in
a draft of the chapter:
These tireless women, turning their broad backs on needle-point
and whist, combed the shore of Colhue-Huapi, the sacred lake
of the Tehuelches, for the exquisite arrow-heads of its former
hunters. They rode into canyons where the first Indian migrants
sheltered in caves and frescoed the walls in red ochre. And they
scaled bleak ramparts of the boleadore stones.70
Chatwin emphasises the constant activity of the collectors to suggest
their voracious greed. After this image in the draft, are the words:
‘The instability of flesh, the pointlessness of life’, and the claim that
‘The men who are attracted to archaeology are searching for their
own tomb. And perhaps the crowning achievement … in archaeology
is to dig one’s own tomb. Never so aware of my own mortality.’71
Chatwin seems to recoil from an unnerving proximity to death that
he notices in the ‘tireless’ activities of the collecting troupe. In the
final copy, this is effaced almost completely. The activities of the
group are pared down: ‘They scoured caves, killing-sites, and lake
shores for the relics of ancient hunters’, and Chatwin’s unease is only
documented in a short exchange with Casimir: ‘“Dead men’s things”,
he said. “I do not like.” “Nor do I”.’72
The emotionally detached style that Chatwin’s stripped edits
produce seems to have been a main focus for critics of the book.
Gonzalez and Beyer, as noted above, point to Chatwin’s style as an
indicator of condescension. Fernanda Peñaloza, in a recent
introduction to a series of essays on Patagonia, levels a similar charge
when she suggests that Chatwin repeats a colonial attitude to
Patagonia. This is manifest in his reiterating the European invention
of the ‘savage’, referring to Argentine and Chilean Patagonians as
‘Latins’ and ‘Indian half-breeds’, and creating a sense that the
indigenous people of Patagonia are not a current and active
population, but ‘massacred populations and therefore extinct’.73 Like
Gonzalez and Beyer, Peñaloza criticises Chatwin for not engaging
with Patagonia except through the limited scope and understanding
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of the aestheticized exile experience. These failings become
particularly apparent when, in episodes like the Sarmiento collectors,
the clipped style seems less indicative of stylistic choice than of an
unwillingness to engage properly with the life and history of the
country. In these instances the anecdotal method serves as an excuse
to escape the constraints of research and explanation, and the fantasy
of the repeated journey is untested by the allusion to perpetrator guilt.
For James Clifford, the rhetoric of extinction creates an image of
the non-Western world that mixes stasis with modernization. In the
collection of ‘tribal’ artefacts, the collector implies that a process of
civilization is at work: ‘[T]he real or genuine life of tribal works
always precedes their collection, an act of salvage that repeats an alltoo-familiar story of death and redemption. In this pervasive allegory
the non-Western world is always vanishing and modernizing.’74 It then
becomes the Westerner’s task to redeem the object by separating it
from the ongoing life of indigenous peoples and fixing its meaning. In
the Sarmiento collectors section, this allegory is present, but it is also
reinforced by the dismissal of the objects simply as ‘dead men’s
things’. This myth is brought into connection with the composite
structure of In Patagonia, in which repetition and multidirectionality
suggest the evolving nature of migrant memory over a pattern of
trauma. What results is an artificial disjunction between a lost world
of indigenous Patagonia, and the migrant influxes that have
superseded it. In the case of the Casimir Slapelič episode, the
opportunity to present the dynamism of Patagonia as a whole is
actively neglected as Chatwin moves to another migrant anecdote.
Chatwin’s mylodon tale is interwoven with these myths. The skin
provides a rationale for the journey, implicitly justifying the
movement from one anecdote to another. In the Slapelič episode, this
can be connected to the movement away from a direct confrontation
with the colonial legacy that poses a threat to the stability of the text.
Chapters 91–3 have a similar structure. These episodes move from a
summary of the mylodon myth and the explorations that it spawned
at the turn of the century, to the narrator’s own exploration of the
mylodon cave. Chatwin’s timeline creates a picture of a time in which
colonial fears and prejudices were inextricable from the Western
collection of primitive objects and the exploratory form of scientific
discovery. The mylodon drifts from being an ‘aboriginal terror myth,
a mere product of their incoherent theology’, to provoking such
Western interest that ‘the British Museum pestered’ for a piece of
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mylodon skin, and ‘the Germans wanted a photo of the dead
animal’.75 Charley Milward appears as a helper on the archaeological
dig that is set up to resolve the scientific status of the mylodon. The
skin is by now ‘a saleable commodity’ and, after dynamiting the site,
Milward ‘came away with yards of skin and piles of bones and
claws’.76 This episode appears as a bizarre allegory of Western greed
and the competitive exploitation of Patagonian resources.
Despite this, these complexities do not intrude on Chatwin’s
personal mylodon quest, which he completes in a confident affirmation
of the wonder voyage: ‘I saw some strands of the coarse reddish hair I
knew so well. I had accomplished the object of this ridiculous journey.’77
Completion dehistoricises Chatwin’s own journey, and even occludes
Milward’s problematic implication in colonial profiteering. When the
journey is open-ended, the prospect of the skin ties the narrator to the
process of uncovering the stories that make up the narrative, both by
motivating his travel and by suggesting a psychological complexity to his
own connection to Patagonia that draws a similarity between him and
his subjects. Contrary to this, the gesture of completion that ends In
Patagonia separates the filial repetition from the larger repetitions of
trauma, and in doing so closes off the autobiographical strand from the
equivocations that characterise the rest of the narrative. The mylodon
tale appears as a protective myth.
The promiscuity of Chatwin’s writing is rightly understood
through the multivalence of the red-brown skin. As Sebald recognises,
the skin is the locus of action and concept. This essay pushes the redbrown skin to stand for further connections, acting as a crossover
point between childhood fantasy and adult travel, family myth and
the world at large, protective fiction and historical trauma. The
autobiographical thread of In Patagonia is a repeat of an original
journey by Charley Milward, and Chatwin’s connection to Patagonia
appears predominantly as a fantasy in which Patagonia and Milward
take on mythic qualities. However, the fantastic power of Patagonia
is also connected to the wartime imaginary of Chatwin’s childhood,
in which it figures as a place of escape from his stifling homeland. In
this way, the skin becomes a conceit for uprooting the narrator and
putting him amongst the disparate political and economic migrants
who have settled in Patagonia. This may be a conceit, but it implies a
connection between Chatwin’s narrator and his subjects which tacitly
validates his focus on the migrant experience. This underpins an
anecdotal style that ranges across a large number of individual
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portraits. The complexity of the book predominantly comes from the
interactions between these episodes and from the allusive style of
figuring the complex dynamics of victim and perpetrator experiences,
as well as multidirectional forms of cultural and memorial change.
Both Chatwin and Sebald use the repetition motif as a way of
configuring the filial link to social trauma. Interlocking cycles provide
a way of using the individual journey to allude to more general cycles
of war and migration. These are configured against the cyclical
structure of generation, implicating the domestic sphere within social
movement and connecting the individual to ancestral acts of
perpetration. In Sebald’s work, these cyclical patterns destabilise the
narrator, and the trace of Second World War perpetration roots the
digressions of the narrator in fallibility. The tentative investigative
trails map the involute connections between a personal construct of
familial and cultural perpetration, an ethics of victim restitution, and
an apocalyptic image of culture. Although similar themes, and the
motif of repetition, can be found in Chatwin’s work, the less
thorough interconnection between them permits the narrator to
remain a stable construction. This stability seems to limit the
integrative aspirations of the text, leaving the passages on the Second
World War and the Holocaust as isolated, rather than dynamic,
instances of thematic connectivity. While Chatwin draws links between
his narrator and his subjects, and obliquely suggests his implication in
ancestral and cultural perpetration, these motifs do not produce a
precarious or questioning self-image, and are largely inconsequential
to the impervious narratorial persona. This attitude is typified in the
reacquisition of the mylodon skin, which completes his journey, but
disconnects him from the dynamism of the country that he attempts to
describe.
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Perpetration, Guilt and Cross-Genre
Representation in Ari Folman’s
Waltz with Bashir
ELEANOR KENT
Waltz with Bashir documents in animated form the attempts of its
director, Ari Folman, to recover some knowledge of his involvement
in Israel’s 1982 war in Lebanon. This takes place largely by means of
interviews with former comrades and commanders and with a
broadcaster. The film’s innovations in the field of filmmaking have
garnered a high level of critical and public success. Waltz with Bashir
was nominated for the Cannes Palme d’Or; it was the first animated
film to be nominated for an Academy Award in the foreign language
category, and the first to win a Golden Globe.
The Sabra and Shatilla massacre is the catastrophe around which
Folman’s mnemonic lacunae circulate and which forms the narrative
crux of the film. Over the course of three days many thousands of
Palestinian refugees were murdered by Lebanese Christian Phalangists
in revenge for the assassination of their favoured presidential
candidate, Bashir Gemayel.1 At that time, the Israeli Defence Force
(IDF) under the command of Ariel Sharon were in official occupation
of the area. They authorised the entry of the Phalange into the camps
and held them surrounded for the three days over which the massacre
was perpetrated. The level of responsibility of the Israeli forces is still
disputed, although international investigation found the IDF ‘directly
responsible’ for allowing the massacre to happen.2 The responsibility
of the individual IDF soldiers and their relationship to perpetration is,
however, a moral grey zone that Waltz with Bashir tentatively
explores. My primary aim here is to discuss the ways in which Waltz
with Bashir approaches the issue of responsibility for the perpetration
of a massacre, one that haunts responses to the film across critical
disciplines. Though this is my central concern, I hope also to elucidate
the associated questions it raises: why is the issue of perpetration such
a pervasive problem in this film, and what relationship does its
position and response bear to the film’s form and genre? I will also
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analyse the way in which Waltz with Bashir positions its
representation of perpetration with an ambivalent relationship to the
Holocaust. Finally, in light of this discussion, I will explore the
implications of the film’s ending, in which there is a dramatic shift
into documentary footage that shares nothing stylistically with the
preceding animations.
Waltz with Bashir uses digital ‘cutout’ animation, a modern
development of one of the oldest animation techniques in film. In its
current manifestation it is not to be confused with rotoscoping, in
which animators trace over filmed images, a technique made well
known by director Richard Linklater in his adult animations Waking
Life (2001) and A Scanner Darkly (2006). Cutout originally employed
paper shapes that were moved and photographed (like a 2D stopmotion), and well-known examples include Terry Gilliam’s
animations for Monty Python and those of Russian artist Yuri
Norstein. Garett Stewart describes the modern digital approach in
Waltz with Bashir as one in which ‘the videotaped movements of real
actors [are] used as rough models for the “animatics” of a
“videoboard”, whose subdivided jigsaw shapes are only then fed into
a computer program that calibrates the sectored rhythms of human
movement’.3 The voices in the film are the original footage of the
interviewees, apart from two, who, according to Folman, got ‘cold
feet’ at the last minute and whose conversations were re-voiced by
actors.4 In order to achieve audio footage of a sufficiently high
standard, the interviews were recorded in a sound studio, then
animated, either woven in to the fictionalised journey narrative (as
when Folman travels to Holland to visit his friend Carmi Canaan, or
Ori Sivan’s settlement home), or more simply drawn as straight
interviews in the studio (for example that with renowned Israeli
reporter Ron Ben-Yishai).
As original recordings, the voices of the interviewees are the most
conventionally documentary elements of the film, although it is
important here to avoid an oppositional understanding of the veracity
of the aural against the fictionalisations of the visual. Though this
distinction is present in Waltz with Bashir, it is also the case that the
documentary sonic elements, the voices, are engaged with and
mediated by the way music and sound work within the film as a
whole. Surrounding the voices throughout the first part of the film is
a delicately layered combination of classical scoring, pop music,
electronic effects and other elements that create an emotionally
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absorbing aural wash in the wake of the animation. The abrupt
cessation of this soundtrack at the end of the film helps to increase its
powerful impact.
Waltz with Bashir’s use of unconventional animated style to convey
non-fiction biographical experiences is unusual, especially in light of
the documentary methodology employed to gather and represent the
film’s material. That methodology might in other circumstances imply
a certain level of objectivity, but by animating Waltz with Bashir,
Folman explicitly highlights the editorial interventions of filmmaking.
His stance on the manipulative perspective of all filmmaking is clear:
‘You can pretend that you do the most objective kind of filming and
your truth is the total truth, but there is nothing objective about
filmmaking whatsoever.’5 Folman’s insistence on the absolute
subjectivity of film resembles a postmodern trend traceable across
genres, but perhaps most notable in relation to Waltz with Bashir in
the field of journalism, which has displayed an increasingly complex
and ambivalent approach to fact and fiction. Although, as Doug
Underwood notes, there has been a relationship between journalism
and the novel since before the ‘novel’ was named as such (Underwood
gives James Boswell’s Life of Johnson and the work of Daniel Defoe
as examples), it is the so-called ‘New Journalism’ of the 1960s that
has particularly influenced Waltz with Bashir.6 Developed in response
to changing social and media pressures, New or Gonzo Journalism,
most famously practised by Hunter S. Thompson, insists on the
veracity of firsthand experience over analysis by elite sources or an
omniscient overview. Replacing this is the insistence that a text
implies ‘only whatever impressions and observations’ the author can
make about his or her own experiences.7 As an expression of the
limitations of stylistic objectivity, Waltz with Bashir has strong
conceptual links with this cultural phenomenon, and this relationship
is traceable through the genealogy of the graphic novel, as Folman
makes clear in this interview:
INTERVIEWER: Why do you think there are more animated films
now that can deal with serious subjects than a few years ago?
FOLMAN: I think that the superheroes turned into graphic novels
and the graphic novels became a modern art way of expressing
journalism.8
This statement identifies the inheritance of journalistic practices
that have broken with reporterly convention in representing
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firsthand experience in fictionalised formats; these have influenced
the production of graphic novels, which have in turn informed
Folman’s project. Art Spiegelman’s Maus is perhaps the most famous
of these works.9 In brief, its powerful impact challenged notions of
serious artistic style, especially in relation to the Holocaust, and
helped to create a platform for work such as that of Joe Sacco,
author of Palestine, Safe Area Goražde, and Footnotes in Gaza.10
Closer to photojournalism than Maus, Sacco’s books feature
frequent use of interviews presented as head-shots interwoven with
drawings of the remembered past to assemble personally
historicised narratives. Elsewhere, the collaborative project The
Photographer blends photography with cartoon graphics to recreate
a photographer’s journey into Russian-occupied Afghanistan in the
1980s.11 These books and others of their kind have expanded the
role of comics as sites of hybridity for the intermarriage of
documentary material and fictional techniques, in a way perfectly
suited to modern non-fiction, and have laid the cultural
groundwork for ratification of the term ‘animated documentary’. It
is also the case that Maus, Palestine, Footnotes in Gaza and Waltz
with Bashir share a generative link in terms of content, and I suggest
that Folman’s decision to animate his film and thus place it in this
context indicates a sympathy with these texts that is more than
stylistic. Most particularly, Folman’s engagement with Maus, which
is implicit in the form of the film and which he invokes in
interview,12 locates Waltz with Bashir in relation to the Holocaust via
one of its canonical texts.
The relationship between Waltz with Bashir, experimental
journalism and the graphic novel is a strong one that informs
Folman’s approach to narrative and objectivity. I have touched upon
the film’s relationship to documentary briefly, but this is also an
important way to approach it and one of the most common ways in
which it is described, including by Folman. Michael Renov argues
that ‘documentary style, structure, and expositional strategy are as
tropic and figurative in their character as their fictional
counterparts’.13 Renov’s recognition of the stylistic aspects that
documentary shares with fiction is one that is widely held, yet
Folman’s imposition of fictional format upon the documentary is
extreme. Alongside the usual narrative devices, Folman subverts the
medium itself, using created, rather than filmed, images.
Documentary film traditionally emphasises its relationship to lived
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events by using interview and archival film footage in some
combination with researched evidence. Its ‘truth-claims’ are
founded on the basic assumption that filmed images constitute
evidence of their content.14 Documentary film may have long been
identified with acceptable levels of strategic invention, but the
outright fictionalisation of animation is relatively new to the genre.
However, Folman abandons the claims to truth suggested by the use
of documentary image, arguing instead that the image has no
inherent representational status: ‘In the end it will be a digital
image. It will be made of pixels. So is it more real if it’s done by
pixels or by beautiful artists who can draw someone for two
months? And both images are using the same voiceovers, so what is
more real?’15
This challenge to the image as a guarantor of fact is not to be
confused with an outright denial of its capacity to represent truthfully,
a distinction which becomes crucial in the film’s latter stages. In its
main body, however, Waltz with Bashir aims to represent material that
it is outside the capacity of film to recapture: dreams, hallucinations,
memories. In doing so, it broaches a move away from a portrayal of
‘reality’ toward a description of the specific truth of the film’s
content. This relationship between the subjective truth and the
created image is adroitly described by Ohad Landesman and Roy
Bendor: ‘[It] moves away from faith – having faith in the image
because it represents reality with photographic indexicality – to trust
– trusting the documentary text to be making truth claims that reflect
the world in sophisticated ways.’16
In animating Waltz, Folman moves beyond ironic subversion of the
documentary genre and attempts to reclaim the integrity of his
medium by explicitly declaring the creative interventions of
filmmaking. Discussing Claude Lanzmann and Jean-Luc Godard,
Libby Saxton notes that ‘new technologies of representation threaten
to destabilise our notion of the historical event and drain the image
of its testimonial power’.17 These technologies are the ones that
Folman seeks to employ and at once evade. In a field which is
inherently open to manipulation, Folman embraces the technological
insecurity of digital film, its subjectivity granting the medium the
capacity for fidelity to an idea or experience.
As an animated documentary of mnemonic experience, Waltz
with Bashir is nevertheless compromised by its historical and
political context. Folman maintains that Waltz is not ‘a history film’
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or ‘a political film’, describing it in interview as a documentary
about the way that memory works.18 To an extent this is upheld by
the internal logic of the film through its limitation of this type of
historical detail; it gives no context for Israel’s invasion of Lebanon,
no account of the consequences of the massacre (which saw one of
Israel’s largest public protests), no mention that then-defence
minister Ariel Sharon was found personally responsible for
negligence, forfeiting his post, but was later elected as Prime
Minister, nor any indication of current relationships between Israel
and Palestine. Yet press and public responses to Waltz with Bashir
have tended to locate it in relation to historical factors: ‘Waltz with
Bashir is animated history, much like Persepolis or Joe Sacco’s
graphic novels.’19 This quotation compromises Folman’s declared
non-historicism as it appears on the back cover of the graphic novel
of the film, whilst in the New York Times, A.O. Scott calls Waltz
with Bashir ‘a history lesson’.20 There is a wealth of references to
Waltz in this vein which indicate its awkward position as a
documentation of the individual against a conflicted political
background, and indeed within the film there is a sufficiently large
preponderance of historical detail to render this element significant
to its interpretation. It is the ethical responsibility arguably
accompanying the historical representation that underlies some of
the severest criticism levelled at Waltz with Bashir. It is here, also,
that Waltz with Bashir hints at a deeply problematic relationship
between Israeli identity and historical narrative.
The work of memory provides the conceptual structure within
Waltz with Bashir and scenes commonly appear to be produced by the
speakers’ recollections. This does not necessarily occur
chronologically. In the film’s opening scene ravaging dogs terrorise a
gloomy urban street before halting, focused, underneath a window.
This scene appears to take place in the present until a voiceover
identifies it as the nightmare of Boaz Rein, who is relating his dream
to Folman in a bar in Tel Aviv. The dogs demand revenge upon him
for their execution, a demand which shows, so the implication goes,
the repetitious resurgence of Rein’s memories of war from his
unconscious. Allowing the audience to briefly experience the
nightmare as present reality creates a sense of menace and anxiety
that mimics the experience of dreaming and is incompletely dispelled
by the ‘awakening’ realisation that this is a story being told in a bar.
Elsewhere the voices occur before the characters appear, or the
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characters introduce the recollections and their voices continue into
the mnemonic scenes. This overlapping of different verbal and visual
narrative episodes develops a narrative structure that reflects the
process of remembering that Waltz with Bashir attempts to represent
throughout. It is this meeting with Rein that alerts Folman to his loss
of memory from his time as a soldier and triggers the narrative
trajectory. Memory acts as both a device for linking the present with
the past and as a central thematic motivation.
Folman’s anamnesis is peppered with references to ‘working
through’, vocalising the film’s engagement with psychoanalytic
frameworks. This is notable in Folman’s first, heavily self-reflexive
conversation with Rein, in which Rein asks Folman the question:
‘can’t films be therapeutic?’ Folman silently declines to respond, but
the film’s trajectory sets out on a conventionally therapeutic narrative
in Folman’s quest to recover these lost memories. To resolve this
aporia exposes Folman to the possibility of personal culpability, a
possibility toward which he expresses considerable apprehension. As
a soldier in the occupying force, Folman understands that his position
is somewhere between that of bystander and perpetrator. It is the
recovery of information, either his lost memories or a second-hand
account of his actions, which might provide the resolution of this
‘therapeutic’ progress, offering Folman the opportunity to work
through his troubled sense of self.
This issue surfaces most explicitly in Folman’s much later
conversations with Sivan, a psychiatrist friend who fulfils a
counselling role within the film:
SIVAN: Your interest in the massacre developed long before it
happened. Your interest in the massacre stems from another
massacre. Your interest in the camps is actually about the ‘other’
camps. Were your parents in camps?
FOLMAN: Yes.
SIVAN: Auschwitz?
FOLMAN: Yes.
SIVAN: So the massacre has been with you since you were six. You
lived through the massacre and those camps.
At worst, Sivan’s comparison of this event to the Holocaust can be
interpreted as a reductive suggestion that the Sabra and Shatilla
massacre is not sufficiently ‘interesting’ or severe to warrant
specificity. Rather than occupying its own position in a historical
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context that links it to other massacres, it is subsumed within a
conceptual hierarchy of suffering that places the Holocaust in
ascendance over any other event. Sivan therefore dismisses this
episode of Palestinian suffering as comparatively inconsequential. He
invokes victim status for Folman to counteract the threat of an
indictment of guilt in the present by collapsing the distinction
between him and his parents, claiming that Folman’s postmemory21 of
Auschwitz grants him victim experience which includes that of Sabra
and Shatilla. By constructing Folman as a victim and transferring that
victimhood to the atrocity at hand, Sivan thus insulates him against
the possibility of perpetration.
Alternatively, it sounds reasonable to assert that the upbringing of
a child of Auschwitz survivors was saturated with their memory of the
Holocaust and its consequent trauma. The connection of the events at
Sabra and Shatilla to the atrocities of the Nazi camps can be seen to
refute discourses in which the Holocaust occupies a position of
unique isolation and any comparison to it is ethically suspect. The
interaction of Folman’s Lebanese experiences with his postmemory of
Auschwitz demonstrates the idea that though individuated, these
events share certain characteristics, and that it may be possible to
position and understand them within a historical narrative. Raz Yosef
argues that Waltz with Bashir presents a simplified explanation for
Folman’s reaction to Sabra and Shatilla in which ‘the
intergenerational trauma of the Holocaust prevented him from
working through the massacre’.22 Yosef connects this to the previous
argument, wherein Folman’s vicarious victimhood negates the
possibility of wrongdoing. However, at this point in the film it is
possible to view this as a more complex response in which the effect
of Sabra and Shatilla upon Folman’s psyche is to create a directly
experienced yet inaccessible traumatic memory that reciprocally
compounds and is compounded by the received trauma of his identity
as a child of camp survivors.
The possibility here is that Folman perceives his participation,
whatever its nature, as somehow ethically worse because of his
relationship to the Holocaust. Postmemory of his parents’ suffering
and knowledge of the historical narrative magnifies Folman’s guilt,
derailing his ability to acknowledge and work through what he
experienced at Sabra and Shatilla. This dynamic might otherwise be
described using Michael Rothberg’s model of multidirectional
memory, in which memory is dialogic and mutable, and memories
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influence one another transnationally.23 Accordingly, the comparison
of the Holocaust to the Sabra and Shatilla massacre provides a way for
Sivan and Folman to understand its seriousness, and for Folman, as a
Jewish Israeli, this underscores a complicated relationship between
the persecutions of the past and Israel’s foreign policies.
More problematic still is the conversation shortly after this, in
which Folman and Sivan discuss Folman’s proximity to the massacre.
Folman expresses ‘amazement’ that the massacre occurred but went
unnoticed by the Israeli forces. ‘Each circle had pieces of
information’, but apparently none of them put the ‘pieces’ together:
SIVAN: Were they flares that you fired?
FOLMAN: What difference does it make whether I fired the flares
or just looked at a brightly coloured sky that helped other people
to kill?
SIVAN: In your perception at the time, when you were nineteen,
there was no difference. The murderers and the circles around
them were one and the same. Maybe that’s why you couldn’t
remember the massacre. You feel guilty. Against your will, you
were cast in the role of Nazi. It’s not that you weren’t there, you
were. You fired the flares. But you didn’t carry out the massacre.
Where the previous scene proffered a comparison of events, this
exchange focuses uncomfortably close attention on the role of the
individual within these events, and makes a direct comparison
between the actions of Israeli soldiers and the actions of the Nazis. In
order to map some of the controversy to which Folman exposes
himself by filming this connection of Nazi and Israeli activity, I shall
polarise readings of Waltz with Bashir with the responses of a pair of
internet commentators, members of an articulate, politically
motivated public. My first quotation is from John Rosenthal, whose
website includes a list of what he criticizes as a series of anti-Israeli
scenes from Waltz that represent ‘a veritable orgy of Israeli violence
and vulgarity’, such as that in which we see Ariel Sharon ‘sitting down
to a breakfast of beef and no less than five eggs’ (not by most
standards an automatic indicator of ‘bad guy’ status – the only
analogously excessive ovum consumer who comes to mind is Gaston
in Walt Disney’s Beauty and the Beast). Yet for Rosenthal, this
constitutes part of the fierce antisemitism of which he accuses Waltz.
His core argument revolves around the following statement:
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By accusing Jews of complicity in ‘Nazi-like’ crimes, Folman’s
film releases Germans and Germany from the heavy burden of
their own past. If Jews can behave like Nazis, then anyone can.
The fact that Folman is himself Israeli and Jewish is, of course,
essential to the act of absolution that his film performs.24
According to the problematic argument Rosenthal sets out, victim
status must be permanently conferred upon the group of people to
which those victims belonged, in this case Jews, and must be passed
down the generations. Any violation of that victim status at whatever
temporal, geographical or political remove from the original injury
retrospectively imperils that victim status at its original historical
moment. By refuting victim status in the present and replacing it with
its opposite of perpetration, the original injury is denied, and the
original perpetrators absolved. The reality of the suffering of Jews in
the Holocaust is therefore threatened by the possibility of Israeli
perpetration. One might also note the slippage between Jew and
Israeli in Rosenthal’s statement, where the compromise of Israeli
morality is expanded to that of all Jews. Rosenthal’s radical
oversimplification of victimhood, moral status and identity suggests
that though victimhood is hermetic and inherited it is yet so insecure
as to be threatened by later events. Although Rosenthal’s argument
suggests a certain degree of dialogism in memory, this is not the
multidirectionalism offered in Rothberg’s model, but a competitive
schema in which only one memory (Holocaust trauma/victimhood or
perpetration) can exist. Rothberg’s project complicates the status of
victim memory by recognising its interactions with other traumatic
events, other victim memories and the actions of other perpetrators.
In Waltz with Bashir, Folman makes the memory of the Holocaust
more complex than Rosenthal allows by introducing postmemory,
which poses the idea of inherited victimhood, blurring
memorialisation and victimhood, but does not assume the exclusivity
of victimhood and perpetration beyond the original event.
There are less exaggerated approaches to this scene that still carry
deeply uncomfortable implications. To compare Folman to a Nazi
potentially creates an excuse in itself, in that Nazism constitutes a
paradigm of perpetration that Folman cannot possibly equal. In this
case, his (non)action is absolved by virtue of not being the ultimate
evil. It is worth noting here that in his suggestions about Folman’s
level of responsibility, the conclusions Sivan voices mirror those of the
Kahan commission with regard to the Israeli command. This Israeli
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internal investigation, prompted by public outcry at the event,
concluded that the State was indirectly responsible for the massacre.25
This contrasts with the findings of the international report which held
them directly responsible, in serious breach of the Geneva
Convention with regard to their responsibilities in Sabra and Shatilla,
and locates their behaviour there in the context of ‘prior massacres
directed against the Palestinian people’, finding that this was ‘only the
culminating instance of this pattern’.26
Sivan’s statement that Folman was ‘cast’ in a ‘role’ implies that he
was the victim of external forces or circumstances. Yosef connects
this to Waltz with Bashir’s approach to Israel’s activity in Lebanon,
arguing that ‘[t]he film ... ignores the circumstances that brought the
IDF into Lebanon; they are seen as “natural”, as “taken for
granted”, or even as “fate”’.27 It is not clear what power is doing the
‘casting’, however, and Sivan’s statement might equally apply to the
machinations of Israeli command. If so, it stands as one of multiple
examples of the division this film seeks between the soldier and the
institution. The failure of the very young men by the paternal figure
of the army is a persuasive theme, as we see in interviewee Ronnie
Dyag’s account of his abandonment by his squad and subsequent
escape into the maternal, wordless body of the sea. Toward the
beginning of this scene, Dyag reflects that ‘in a tank, you always feel
really safe. A tank is a massive, enclosed vehicle. Inside the tank, we
were protected.’ When the commander of the tank, beside Dyag, is
shot by a sniper, the irony of Dyag’s statement becomes apparent.
He and his companions respond blankly, unable to act, until an
explosion sends them ‘hysterically’ running from the tank, ‘without
weapons or anything’. Dyag is the only person from his tank to
survive the run for cover, and from behind a rock he watches the
other tanks in his unit leave: ‘I felt abandoned by our forces’. Dyag
waits until dark and runs to the shore, into the Mediterranean Sea.
When he eventually staggers ashore to find his old regiment, Dyag
castigates himself for his perceived failure to save his comrades and
comments on his unheroic nature. However, it is the failure of the
masculine protectorate violated first in the tank, leaving the
unprepared young men leaderless, and then by the unit’s retreat,
which has the most disastrous effects on himself and his comrades.
The gendered contrast I have drawn is enhanced by contrast with
the feminine nature of the sea shown in this scene.
This is prefigured by the virginal Carmi Canaan’s description of his
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youthfully perceived ‘masculinity problems’, and subsequent attempt
‘to prove to everyone that [he] was the best fighter and some big hero’
through military action. (Carmi also fantasises about being rescued and
taken into the sea by a giant woman.) In the structure of my current
argument, the military represents the father figure; it is the model
against which the young men compare themselves and from whom
they seek to achieve phallic realisation through their soldier status.28 In
these scenes, the perceived failure of masculinity on the part of these
immature soldiers is caused or even imposed by the functional failure
of the paternal establishment in the shape of military leadership. This
failure is demonstrated at a direct level, such as in the scene in which
Folman is instructed to ‘dump’ the dead and wounded, but is also
discernible in the film’s generally damning portrayal of military
leadership, and its overall sense of the futility of war.
A consequence of eliding the political context of Waltz with Bashir
is to highlight the gratuitous nature of the violence it portrays. The war
is not described or located in political terms; there is no question of a
‘cause’ here, and the young men’s reflections on their entry into war are
often shallow or trivial. Nor is there any rhetoric of retaliation or a
threat to the homeland, and when Folman returns on leave, life
continues as normal. If Folman is ‘cast in a role’, Waltz with Bashir is
deeply ambiguous about what agency is at play. Whilst this leaves it
open to accusations of a fatalistic resignation to the inevitability of the
Lebanon war, I have shown there is also a strong argument that the film
depicts the Israeli government as having betrayed its young and
demanded their involvement in war. I would also argue that it is one of
many instances in which Folman attempts to depict a separation
between the individual and authority.
The complicated interrelation of individual, military and national
identity is central to the remarks of another commentator from the
opposite end of the ideological spectrum to the aforementioned
Rosenthal. Naira Antoun writes:
[By] ethically and morally redeeming the filmmaker and his
contemporaries – and by extension the Israeli self, military and
nation, the Israeli collective in other words ... the film is an act
[of] self-justification. It is a striving towards working through
qualms to restabilise the self as it is currently constituted; it does
not ask challenging questions that would destabilize that self.29
Antoun uses Waltz with Bashir to attack the Israeli discourse of the self.
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Her argument that, as soldiers, the men in Waltz with Bashir represent
‘the military’ and therefore the ‘Israeli self ’, depends on to what extent
we wish to view individuals as representative of their nations. Insofar as
a narrative of an individual can be assumed to tell a political, historical
story, then there will be a certain level of slippage between Folman’s
determination to discover his involvement in the massacre, and the
contested responsibility of the Israeli state for its perpetration. I find the
total collapse of distinction between the individual and the
military/state more problematic. Insofar as a soldier is a member of the
military and required to obey its orders, he can be seen as a synecdoche
of the state. However, by emphasising the gap between being a soldier
and remembering soldierhood, Folman recognises a breach not only in
individual continuity, but also in their relation to the state. I have
described some of the ways in which Waltz with Bashir depicts the
failure of its military command, and in direct reference to the massacre
this failure is even more pronounced. Rob White points out that
Folman ‘makes room for the unproven and fiercely disputed allegation
that senior Israeli commanders did not heed warnings that the camp’s
occupants were in danger’.30 In fact, Folman does more than just make
room for it; he clearly depicts members of the chain of command
receiving and ignoring news of the massacre. In one scene, Israeli
journalist Ron Ben-Yishai describes telephoning Ariel Sharon in the
middle of the night to deliver the news from the camps, before Sharon
rings off and returns to bed. Yosef contrasts this knowledge and lack of
guilt on behalf of the leadership with Folman’s haunted, incomplete
recollections.31 Within the film, Folman muses on the lack of
understanding that delayed knowledge of the massacre, although Waltz
with Bashir never explicitly condemns the wilful ignorance it depicts in
its military leadership.
The arguments of Antoun and Rosenthal have little in common, yet
their objections to the film are strangely similar. Though Rosenthal
refers to ‘the Nazis’ and Antoun to ‘the Israeli self ’, both arguments
depend on the perceived acts of absolution or redemption performed
by the film, which in turn depend upon apportioning blame for
perpetration or victim status. In terms of content, Waltz with Bashir
tends to reject the construction of soldier-as-victim. Victim status is
generally not conferred here because of military action, despite the
depiction of the psychological effects of war. Although this is a film
about the memory and experience of war, it is the interviewees’
recollections of it, rather than its ongoing impact upon them, that are
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foregrounded. Yosef discusses Waltz with Bashir in terms of its
traumatic representations, suggesting that as a whole the film can be
seen to function as a ‘“lieu de mémoire” [in Pierre Nora’s sense] that
preserves repressed traumatic events that have been denied entry into
[Israel’s] historical narrative’.32 Describing Folman’s war experience as
‘traumatic’ carries with it an implication of victimhood, and whatever
Folman’s gradation of guilt, implicating him as the victim of the film is
obviously offensive in the presence of the massacre. There is perhaps
insufficient vocabulary for the psychological aftermath of such an event
without recourse to terminology that implies a victim status, but to
counteract the risk of misappropriation, Yosef points to Dominick
LaCapra’s insistent distinction between the traumatised and the victim:
[T]he distinction between victims, perpetrators, and bystanders is
crucial. ‘Victim’ is not a psychological category. It is, in variable
ways, a social, political and ethical category ... but not everyone
traumatized by events is a victim. There is the possibility of
perpetrator trauma which must itself be acknowledged and in
some sense worked through if perpetrators are to distance
themselves from an earlier implication in deadly ideologies and
practices. Such trauma does not, however, entail the equation or
identification of the perpetrator and the victim.33
Yosef argues that this is undermined in Waltz with Bashir by the
conflation of victim and perpetrator in the linking of Sabra and
Shatilla to the Holocaust.34 As I have already discussed, I do not find
enough evidence to support this argument within the film. Whilst it is
an accusation to which Waltz with Bashir is vulnerable, there is
significant material that complicates such a reading.
Conventions of testimony and witnessing described by Carolyn Dean
might provide another framework within which the styling of Waltz with
Bashir can be understood to indicate a victim testimony. Dean develops
a broad category of ‘minimalism’, characterised by ‘aesthetic and
emotive restraint’ to describe the pared-back style popularly understood
to convey authenticity in trauma sufferers.35 Dean convincingly argues
that victims are subject to intense cultural pressure to conform to this
convention. I suggest that by inverting this argument, we might
understand another way in which Waltz with Bashir could be accused of
appropriating victim status for the soldiers. It is minimalistic in the sense
of its restricted colour palette and its imagery, which is not opulent or
intricate but rather flat. Animated two-dimensionally, this fact in itself
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can be viewed as an elision of excessive detail which lends the narrative
the ‘authenticity’ described above. In addition, the emotional content
displayed by the Israeli interviewees is muted; they are softly spoken and
measured when describing their experiences of war. They form a stark
contrast to the Palestinian women who appear abruptly at the end of the
film: as the repetitive mnemonic sequence around which Waltz with
Bashir is structured progresses, we see the young Folman approach the
entrance to the Palestinian camps. As the women walk towards him,
wailing, the film switches to archival footage of the aftermath of the
massacre (Figures 1–4).
FIGURE 1. PALESTINIAN WOMEN APPROACH FOLMAN
(FOLMAN, WALTZ WITH BASHIR, 2009)

The victims’ physical outpouring of grief and horror discomfits the
audience. According to the stylistics of the victim/perpetrator binary,
it also constitutes an inversion of roles, where the emotional
presentation of the victim does not conform to the popular
minimalistic aesthetic that is expected. The logical extension of this
argument, that victims will only be listened to once they have
mastered their suffering rather than remaining in its throes (which
audiences are unwilling or unable to process), is that the Palestinian
women should not express their grief in the immediate aftermath of
the massacre. This reading is not as impossibly unsympathetic as it
might sound, but is detectable in and blurs with complaints against
the ‘othering’ action of the documentary footage, as evident in
Antoun’s response:
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FIGURE 2. PALESTINIAN WOMEN APPROACH FOLMAN
(FOLMAN, WALTZ WITH BASHIR, 2009)

FIGURE 3. FOLMAN CLOSE UP (FOLMAN, WALTZ WITH BASHIR, 2009).

[T]he only people portrayed in the film who are not animated
are Palestinians in this footage. There is a woman screaming and
crying. She shouts ‘my son, my son’ in Arabic [... and] ‘where are
the Arabs, where are the Arabs’. But her words are not subtitled;
she is just a screaming woman and her words are irrelevant and
incomprehensible. So even [... as] we are reminded that the
massacre was no animation ... the victims of that massacre are
presented to us in a way that is deeply dehumanizing and
‘othering’.36
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FIGURE 4. FOOTAGE SWITCH, PALESTINIAN WOMAN
(FOLMAN, WALTZ WITH BASHIR, 2009).

In this we have the crux of Folman’s representational dilemma: how to
show grief that it is not his to express at the moment of crisis. His
decision to use the documentary footage rebels against conventions of
idealised victim representation and, in so doing, attempts to shock the
audience into recognition of the gulf between his inconclusive
mnemonic narrative and the tormented reality of the women. Antoun
goes on to argue that by failing to represent the women within the
logic of animation, Folman excludes them from the mainstream of the
film, repeating the marginalisation of Palestinians by the dominant
cultural hegemony. As I have suggested above, part of the criticism of
this use of documentary footage stems from a cultural aversion to the
communication of unmediated suffering. Antoun’s argument is also
counterbalanced by a reading of this format switch as a careful
statement of non-identification with the victims, wherein the
production team has no right to understand or interpret them, and so
are unable to mediate them in the same style as the rest of the film.
Antoun’s more solid objection to the treatment of the women is
that they are depicted as entirely incoherent; whilst the Hebrew
voices are subtitled, the Arabic cries are not. This is probably the most
difficult representational issue at stake, and it is not easy to defend
this editorial decision. There is a slight argument that subtitles might
have detracted from the impact of the documentary footage, which
attempts to suggest reality by dropping the mediations (animation and
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subtitle) of the rest of the film. However, this seems a small
compromise when the alternative is to render the women alien and
incoherent.
In Waltz with Bashir Folman sets out to recover his lost memories,
or at least an account of his actions. This is posed at the opening part
of the film as a simplistic potential resolution to Folman’s quest – he
has lost memories, they will be returned to him, and films can be
‘therapeutic’. That these memories are not ultimately forthcoming
can be read as an evasion of the questions Waltz with Bashir poses
itself, as without this information it does not have to face fully the
moral issue of the responsibility of Folman and his colleagues. As
Folman’s friend Sivan warns him early in the film, ‘memory doesn’t
take us where we don’t want to go’.
However, one might remember that if this is only a documentary
based on Folman’s memory, perhaps the alternative is for the
filmmaker to manufacture a solution. By refusing the catharsis that
might come of memory recovery, or any other filmic or psychological
strategy that grants closure over the event, Folman refuses the
possibility of completion. The conclusion of Waltz with Bashir
abandons the stylistic assumptions that have been made by the rest of
the film, and this in itself withdraws the possibility of tidy resolution.
There is some symmetry between the film’s opening and the structure
of the closing scene. In the opening there is a split between dream and
reality; it is dramatic and unsettling. The final scene reflects this split
but in doing so retrospectively undermines the perceived reality of the
preceding part of the film. In addition, by reflecting a similar
structure, the closing scene accesses the sense of awakening in the
opening and amplifies it using documentary footage and a storyworld switch.
Ohad Landesman and Roy Bendor perceptively point out that the
binary between the animation and documentary footage is not
entirely simple. They suggest that ‘different colour schemes and filters
indicate different temporal locations’, and argue that in the closing
scene in which Folman rises from the sea and walks into the
Palestinian refugee camps, the main indicator of the shift from
fictional to factual is the colour change: ‘As the scene progresses, the
film shifts from the orange-grey scheme that indicates facticity to a
monochromatic grey that indicates factuality’.37 There is some
movement in the animation, therefore, towards explicitly factual
representation before it halts. Nevertheless Folman’s animated
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present, memories and psychological response occupy a separate
filmic space to the massacre, and cannot interact with it.
Consequently, Waltz with Bashir is unable to bring the footage within
the conceptual guidelines of the animated part of the film. In its
disrupted, hallucinatory and non-conclusive narrative, Waltz with
Bashir avoids the serious ‘ethical risk’ that Saxton suggests occurs
when a ‘coherent story consoles by recuperating unassimilated trauma
into positive meaning’.38
Nevertheless, by avoiding this fictionalised coherence Waltz with
Bashir also avoids answering the questions it poses itself with regard
to individual culpability and state perpetration. There is a difficult
disjunction between Folman’s willingness to depict the Holocaust and
perpetration-related conversations he has with Sivan, and the film’s
later silence on the subject. These moral problems are significantly
constructed earlier in the film and essentially abandoned at its
conclusion. This is inherent to the structure of the film; information
about the reality of Folman’s actions is not available and Waltz with
Bashir cannot conclude in a tidy way according to the rest of its
ethical logic. Discounting the ‘reconstruction’ of lost memories can be
seen as a decision of integrity, as I discussed above, but other routes
to further exposition of the film’s position on the subject are also
ignored. Recovery of information is not the only way to address
responsibility, and the hypothetical situations Folman constructs with
Sivan are not related back to the film’s outcome. Broader comments
about political and personal perpetration and responsibility are not
made, despite the quite deliberate inclusion of questions on the
subject earlier on.
Waltz with Bashir’s use of documentary footage also leaves it open
to certain accusations, as Folman notes in interview: ‘A lot of my
colleagues said that using archival images was too in-your-face, cheap.
But I didn’t want you to leave, saying, “What a beautiful film that
was.” That’s missing the whole point.’39 Certainly, the change is an
aesthetic shock after so much musically accompanied stylisation. This
technique has precedents in comic non-fiction, for example the
sudden appearance of photographs in Art Spiegelman’s Maus.
Folman’s colleagues equate the use of archival footage with ineffective
filmmaking, referring to it as a representational evasion wherein the
filmmaker is unable to find an adequate way to depict the event and
instead depends upon the original images to carry the meaning of the
film. This accusation implies that Folman relies upon the image in an
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insecurity that Saxton describes as the ‘need for vision as proof, as
guarantor of truth’.40 If this is the case, Folman risks undermining the
truth-claims of the rest of Waltz with Bashir as well as reducing the
final footage to evidence.
However, I suggest that Folman’s attempt to emphasise the impact
of the closing footage is born less of an impulse to rest on its final
truth than out of a compulsive need to re-view these images. Earlier I
quoted Saxton’s description of a destabilised notion of the historical
event and subsequent demotion of the image’s testimonial power. By
eschewing conventional documentary footage for the bulk of the film,
Folman counteracts this destabilisation and also redresses the ‘acute
media-induced compassion fatigue’ that Saxton suggests is the result
of news image saturation.41 Waltz with Bashir’s animations construct
a creative context in which the dramatic rupture in image-making in
the film’s latter section throws the documentary footage into stark
relief. Within the initial logic of the film the audience becomes
accustomed to viewing narrative in an aestheticized and highly
coordinated manner. The audience accepts the internal reality of the
film’s structure, so that the archival footage at the end is a shock, even
at a time when this type of footage is common fare. The depth of the
contrast reinforces the irreducible reality that ‘has yet to be mourned,
redeemed and resurrected’.42 It does not constitute an attempt at
introducing ‘proof ’ of the real, but is Folman’s statement on that
which is outside his ability to signify. As such, Waltz renounces
redemption in favour of understanding. Catharsis is withheld along
with the expository memories that the narrative seeks.

NOTES
1. This is one explanation for the presence of ‘Bashir’ in the title. The ‘Waltz’ refers to a later
scene in which a soldier breaks ranks under heavy fire and performs a sort of arabesque
beneath a poster of the deposed Bashir. Ghil’ad Zuckermann offers an additional reading of
the title, in which it also refers to Ariel Sharon’s manipulative relationship with Bashir
Gemayel and the Christian Phalange. See Zuckermann, http://adelaide.academia.edu/
Zuckermann/Papers/92058/Review_of_the_film_Waltz_with_Bashir_2008_
2. International Commission, Israel in Lebanon, 183
3. Stewart, ‘Screen Memory in Waltz With Bashir’, 58.
4. Folman, Waltz with Bashir, DVD extras.
5. Ibid.
6. Underwood, Journalism and the Novel, 3.
7. Hollowell, Fact & Fiction, 15.
8. LoveFilm.com, ‘Waltz with Bashir: Ari Folman Interview’.
9. Spiegelman, Maus. There is some argument over the use of the term ‘graphic novel’ to
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denote book-length comics, as it may be seen as an attempt to gentrify a medium that rejects
high register and genre conventions. This aside, in the case of this piece I find ‘comic’ a
more useful term as it does not connote a fictive work and allows for greater (co)mixture
of elements. See Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art.
Sacco, Palestine; Sacco, Safe Area Goražde; Sacco, Footnotes in Gaza.
Guibert, Lefèvre, Lemercier, The Photographer. Originally published in French, Le
Photographe has become relatively well-known in the French-speaking world since its first
volume was published in 2003.
Folman, Waltz with Bashir, DVD extras.
Renov, Theorizing Documentary, 198.
According to Bill Nichols, the capacity to make ‘truth claims’ about reality is essential to
documentary film. Nichols, ‘The Voice of Documentary’, 20.
Folman, Waltz with Bashir, DVD extras.
Landesman and Bendor, ‘Animated Recollection and Spectatorial Experience’, 2.
Saxton, ‘Anamnesis and Bearing Witness’, 364.
Folman, Waltz with Bashir, DVD extras.
The Boston Globe, quoted on the back cover of Folman and Polonsky, Waltz with Bashir –
A Lebanon War.
Scott, ‘Inside a Veteran’s Nightmare’.
The term is from Hirsch, Family Frames.
Yosef, ‘War Fantasies’, 323.
Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory.
Rosenthal, ‘Waltz with Bashir, Nazi Germany and Israel’.
Israel Commission of Inquiry into the Events at the Refugee Camps in Beirut, The Beirut
Massacre.
International Commission, Israel in Lebanon, 83.
Yosef, ‘War Fantasies’, 323.
In a review of Waltz with Bashir in which he discusses the relationship between phallic
sexualisation and weaponry, Ghil’ad Zuckermann writes, ‘In classical Hebrew, though not
in the Jerusalem vernacular, the word ןיז
 זיןzáyin meant “weapon” as “weapons of mass
destruction”. In Israeli, however, זין
 ןיזzáin acquired a new meaning ... “dick, penis”, as it is
שוו אנ
the first letter of zanáv “tail”, which was a loan translation of the Yiddish word אוושַץ
ַ ץנ
“shvants”, which means both “tail” and “dick”. Thus, Hebrew לזיין
 ןייזלlezayén “to arm,¯ to
provide somebody with weapons” acquired a new meaning in Israeli: “to screw” or simply
“to [fuck].”’ Ghil’ad Zuckermann at http://adelaide.academia.edu/ Zuckermann/Papers.
Antoun, ‘Film Review: “Waltz with Bashir”’ (emphasis mine).
White, ‘Make Believe, Memory Failure’, 5.
Yosef, ‘War Fantasies’, 320.
Ibid., 316.
LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 79.
Yosef, ‘War Fantasies’, 323.
Dean, Aversion and Erasure, 101–42.
Antoun, ‘Film Review: “Waltz with Bashir”’.
Landesman and Bendor, ‘Animated Recollection and Spectatorial Experience’, 5.
Saxton, ‘Anamnesis and Bearing Witness’, 368.
Dupont, ‘Ari Folman’s Journey into a Heart of Darkness’.
Saxton, ‘Anamnesis and Bearing Witness’, 369.
Ibid., 368.
Ibid.
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