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Introduction

1

Why Schindler’s List will not save us

The term ‘Holocaust piety’ has become firmly established in the 
 lexicon of Holocaust studies and is generally used to describe particu-
larly  sentimental or sanctimonious approaches to the genocide. Coined 
by the philosopher Gillian Rose in Mourning Becomes the Law (1996) 
to characterise Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993) and ‘the whole 
range of responses’ to it, the term issues from a critique of the reli-
gious schemata that underpin the film’s redemptive tagline ‘whoever 
saves the life of one man saves the world entire’ (the transformation 
of ‘talmudic irony’ into ‘brutal sincerity’), its virtual deification of the 
industrialist Oskar Schindler (‘a ludicrous saviour on a charger’), and 
its elevation of a morally ambivalent and historically anomalous epi-
sode into a Holocaust master narrative, with Spielberg’s mass market 
appeal almost inevitably transforming a story about the Holocaust into 
the story of the Holocaust.1 The film doggedly resists the basic facts of 
community and family separation, mass murder and good failing to tri-
umph over evil. The scene in which water, rather than gas, sprays from 
the Auschwitz showerheads, for example, is typical of Hollywood but 
not the Holocaust, and its suspense hangs rather tawdrily on our knowl-
edge (apparently shared by the fearful, naked, screaming female prison-
ers) that the showers were part of a hoax that was designed to expedite 
mass murder. As such, the relief brought by the eventual emergence of 
water is identified as the moment when ‘the film degenerates into myth 
and sentimentality’.2

With connotations of solemnity and even self-righteousness, the 
 concept of Holocaust piety, as defined by Rose, identifies the human 
and metaphysical optimism that lies behind certain redemptory forms 
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of Holocaust representation. But the term relates as much to absent 
content as to actual content, describing a critical discourse that tends 
towards the total suppression of representation itself. Rose draws atten-
tion to a review in which Bryan Cheyette argues that the only time 
Schindler’s List fails is when it ‘becomes a seductive and self- confident 
narrative at the cost of any real understanding of the  difficulties 
 inherent in representing the ineffable’.3 Taking issue with such termi-
nology, Rose points to a ‘wide-spread tradition of reflection on the 
Holocaust’ running from Adorno and Holocaust  theologians through 
to Habermas and Lyotard that runs significant risks.4 She writes:

To argue for silence, prayer, the banishment equally of poetry 
and knowledge, in short, the witness of ‘ineffability’, that is, non-
 representability, is to mystify something we dare not understand, because 
we fear that it may be all too understandable, all too continuous with 
what we are – human, all too human.5

Rose holds that this claim of ‘ineffability’ only serves to obscure the 
all too real relationship between the Holocaust and our own human-
ity, casting the genocide into a pervasive, impenetrable silence that is 
treated as gospel, rather than positioning us, more properly, within a 
cycle of historical victimhood and predation in a manner that would 
allow us to discover our own fascistic violence: the violence of the 
‘ ultimate predator’.6 She describes how Thomas Keneally’s novel on 

Figure 1 Schindler’s List
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which the film is based, Schindler’s Ark (1982), draws to the fore a kind 
of ‘indecent’ violence that derives from a basic human ambiguity that is 
nowhere present in Spielberg’s caricatures of heroism and villainy.7 She 
argues, for example, that the novel far more readily recognises the social 
and psychological proximity of Oskar Schindler and the sadistic Nazi 
Commandant Amon Goeth, who was also an Austrian Catholic from 
an undistinguished family and whom Keneally describes as Schindler’s 
‘dark brother’.8 She writes: ‘Such plasticity of history, such pragmatics 
of good and evil, such continuity between the banality of Schindler’s 
benevolence and the gratuity of Goeth’s violence, should mean that the 
reader, and, pari passu, the audience, experience the crisis of identity in 
their own breasts’.9

Rose’s woebegone phrase ‘human all too human’ comes from a 
 collection of aphorisms of the same name by Friedrich Nietzsche, 
which he described as ‘the monument of a crisis’.10 Works that reject 
redemptory interpretations of genocide and the claims of historical 
 ineffability – those that are here termed works of ‘Holocaust impiety’ – 
can be similarly defined as those that deliberately engineer a sense of 
crisis in readers, viewers or listeners by attacking the cognitive and 
cultural mechanisms that keep our understanding of the Holocaust 
at a safe distance from our understanding of ourselves. Rose holds up 
the Merchant Ivory adaptation of Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the 
Day (1989) as an example of the kind of film that counters Holocaust 
piety in this way. Eschewing the emotional safety of sentimentality, 
it ‘induces a crisis of identification in the viewer’ who emerges shed-
ding ‘the dry tears of deep grief’ which belong ‘to the recognition of 
our ineluctable grounding in the norms of the emotional and political 
 culture represented.’11

The Remains of the Day is nonetheless ‘a film about violence in which 
not one blow is struck, a deeply erotic film in which not even a wrist 
is visible.’12 That is, an exercise in representational restraint. And 
while  theorists, critics and philosophers such as Rose have challenged 
Holocaust films, literature, reviews and studies that are overly pious, 
they have also tended to distrust artworks that are characterised by 
opposing qualities such as representational excess, anti- sentimentalism, 
avant-garde experimentalism or overt historical irreverence. This book 
aims to challenge such conservatism and argues that some of the more 
provocative instances of Holocaust fiction can also make important 
contributions to our self-understanding and to the overcoming of 
knowledge-resistance in respect of the Holocaust, striking out against 
ineffability and silence through vividly realistic  representations of 
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the killing and degradation that took place and also through imagi-
natively reworking historical material – which is to say through a set 
of responses that range from hyper-realism to hyper-surrealism. These 
works span a range of media and art forms – from poems, short stories, 
novels and graphic novels to documentaries, Hollywood films, com-
edy, art installations and popular music – with their divergent aes-
thetic strategies bound together by a common willingness to speak the 
unspeakable and their uniform rejection of the idea, dominant within 
post-Holocaust intellectual discourse, that fictional and experimental 
forms of Holocaust representation constitute basic violations of the his-
torical record and moral law.

This book argues that the force that drives these diverse, inventive, 
provocative forms of representation is not the desire to transmit direct 
knowledge of the event itself or to illuminate history as experienced 
by the victims. Rather, following Rose, it is knowledge and  revelation 
in respect of our own lives and societies, and this frequently involves 
orientating a response to the Holocaust around the dynamics of 
 perpetration and the moral passivity of bystanders. These representa-
tions are often irreverent and profane, characterised by the use of the 
swastika, Nazi kitsch and elements that Sue Vice links to Holocaust 
 fiction: ‘crude  narration, irony, black humour, appropriation, sensa-
tionalism, even characters who mouth anti-semitic slogans.’13 However, 
such impieties are rarely directed at the dead; they are more usually 
meant as an affront to the living, attacking those who see no connec-
tion between historical atrocity and their own values, political systems 
and day-to-day lives. The following chapters draw together a number 
of controversial figures, including Sylvia Plath, Johnny Rotten and 
Quentin Tarantino, whose work has earned widespread notoriety on 
the basis of its shock value; as such, it has been variously dismissed as 
offensive, gimmicky or politically questionable. But given the transfor-
mational objectives of Holocaust impiety, the value of shock should not 
be so lightly dismissed. Indeed, it should be regarded as a central and 
instructive aspect of the consumption of works of art behind which lie 
the most shocking of human facts: facts which encompass us all.

Touching the ‘circle of flame’

In the opening sentence of Holocaust Fiction (2000), Sue Vice writes: 
‘Holocaust fictions are scandalous: that is, they invariably provoke 
 controversy by inspiring repulsion and acclaim in equal measure.’14 Vice 
argues that ‘this polarity is due to the uncertain status of  imaginative 
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texts which take the Holocaust as their subject’, relating their divided 
reception to such issues as their uses of intertextuality, the biogra-
phies of their authors and their treatment of time.15 Vice notes that 
one might assume that the irreparable human tragedy of the Holocaust 
would ‘entail the loss of such novelistic staples as suspense, choosing 
one’s ending, constructing characters with the power to alter their fate, 
allowing good to triumph over evil, or even the clear identification of 
such categories’.16 However, Vice draws on the formalist separation of 
the ‘story’ of the Holocaust and the artificial ‘plots’ of novels to demon-
strate how ‘the fictional rearrangement of that chronology’ can imagi-
natively reconfigure it, frequently with the aim of offering some form 
of consolation that the bare facts of genocide would not themselves 
seem to allow.17

The culture industry feeds mass audiences who, on the whole, pre-
fer positive messages (even Schindler’s List was a relative flop at the box 
office, by Spielberg’s standards), and this shapes a tendency for artists, 
writers and directors to focus on stories of escape, survival and heroism 
rather than the more common experiences of slavery, disease, suffering, 
moral compromise and mass death.18 The subsequent calcification of 
a series of aesthetic norms around contemporary Holocaust represen-
tation, especially in relation to Holocaust cinema (stereotypical cast-
ing, schmaltzy soundtracks, unlikely plotlines), has meant that critical 
acclaim has tended to gravitate towards some of the more saccharine 
and insipid examples of Holocaust fiction of recent times. These include 
the Italian comedy Life Is Beautiful (1997), which won three Academy 
Awards, the Grand Jury Prize at Cannes, and Best Film at the European 
Film Awards, and the multiple award-winning The Boy in the Striped 
Pyjamas (2008).

It seems that it is only when the fictiveness of the artwork is not 
indexed to the religious schemata of salvation (for victims),  punishment 
or  penitence (for Nazis) that the critical temper noticeably starts to cool, 
and issues of authorial biography are brought to the fore, with writers and 
filmmakers finding themselves subject to a whole set of authoritarian 
assumptions about who has the very right to represent the Holocaust. It 
is also at this point that the inherent value of fiction itself is called into 
question. In an interview with the author Yann Martel following the 
publication of his Holocaust novel Beatrice and Virgil (2010), the book 
critic Stephen Moss of The Guardian demonstrated the  continued pop-
ular aversion to what James E. Young terms ‘antiredemptory’ forms of 
Holocaust representation (writing that refuses  affirmative  explanations 
of art’s purpose after atrocity, and of atrocity itself) when he stated 
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that ‘the general view is that pretty well all  fictional  treatments of the 
Holocaust are doomed’ and that ‘many critics recoil from the very idea 
of a Holocaust novel written by an author who is  neither Jewish nor 
basing his work, as with Schindler’s Ark, on some sanctified piece of 
history’.19

Authorial biography and vague notions of sanctity are thus the loose 
principles on which rejections of works of Holocaust impiety tend to 
be founded. In 2010, European critics threatened to boycott the film 
Auschwitz by controversial German filmmaker Uwe Boll before it had 
even been released, on the basis of a short trailer that included shots 
of Boll playing the part of a nonchalant German guard with screaming 
victims dying in a gas chamber behind him; as such it was deemed taste-
less, ‘too gruesome’.20 With a reputation for making extremist cinema, 
Boll’s role as a Nazi inspired particular hostility. This pre emptive rejec-
tion of Auschwitz illustrates how a conflation of aesthetic and ethical 
elements can inspire a peculiar logic that is common to many critical 
responses to Holocaust fiction, whereby any direct display of the deep 
unpleasantness that one might expect to encounter in a representation 
of genocide leads to the artwork being branded as morally wrong.

While this slippage might seem like an occupational hazard for 
 anyone producing Holocaust fiction, it is in many senses a category 
error that is deliberately exploited by works of Holocaust impiety, which 
attempt to use aesthetic shock as a formal mechanism to induce a 
deeper ethical engagement with their subject matter. Often this ethical 
engagement widens beyond the actual events of the Holocaust itself: 
the aesthetic pyrotechnics of punk, for example, sought to address the 
looming nuclear threat and the potentially disastrous outfall of the 
Cold War. This deliberate translation of aesthetic judgement into eth-
ical awareness can be seen in its most basic form in Prada Deathcamp 
(1998), an artwork that was displayed at the controversial ‘Mirroring 
Evil: Nazi Imagery/Recent Art’ exhibition held at the Jewish Museum 
in New York in 2002, which drew protests from members of the Jewish 
community, academics and Holocaust survivors. A model of Birkenau 
built on a cross-shaped template created from a Prada hatbox, with the 
fashion house logo displayed prominently in the centre, the piece har-
nesses shock and aesthetic provocation to challenge what the artist 
would appear to construe as the fascistic logic of consumer capitalism 
and possibly the consumerist impulses that might underpin visits to 
Holocaust art exhibitions or museums.

The response to ‘Mirroring Evil’ from Holocaust victims, many of 
whom stood outside the museum and pulled up their sleeves to show 
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 visitors their tattoos, shows that challenging artistic gestures are not 
always appreciated by those who were most directly affected by the 
events that works of Holocaust impiety reference. Indeed the oppo-
sitional tenets of Holocaust piety emerge from survivors’ distrust of 
artworks produced by those with no personal experience of the pain-
ful events that they themselves had lived through. The survivor and 
writer Elie Wiesel has been the pre eminent defender of this  viewpoint, 
claiming that ‘any survivor has more to say than all the historians 
combined about what happened’.21 As Vice notes, such statements are 
wholly understandable when they derive from the perspective of a sur-
vivor, and the clear truth-value of testimony can often cause readers to 
question the relative value of fictional and factual treatments of the 
Holocaust by those who were not there and perhaps not even born 
when it happened.22 The gravitas of Wiesel’s rhetoric also goes some 
way to explaining its enduring hold over critical consciousness. Wiesel 
has God on his side:

Ask any survivor and he will tell you, and his children will tell you. 
He or she who did not live through the event will never know it. 
And he or she who did live through the event will never reveal it. 
Not entirely. Not really. Between our memory and its reflection 
there stands a wall that cannot be pierced. The past belongs to 
the dead and the survivor does not recognize himself in the words 
 linking him to them. We speak in code, we survivors, and this code 
cannot be broken, cannot be deciphered, not by you no matter 
how much you try. A novel about Treblinka is either not a novel or 
not about Treblinka. A novel about Majdanek is about blasphemy. 
Is  blasphemy.23

Wiesel here positions the Holocaust as a kind of sacred text that is 
 illegible and indecipherable to the uninitiated. An influential  generation 
of cultural critics, theorists and artists concurred with this metaphysic, 
arguing that those who attempted to overwrite this legitimate silence 
committed an unholy act of desecration. The documentary filmmaker 
and director of Shoah (1985) Claude Lanzmann famously put it in terms 
that echoed Wiesel:

The Holocaust is unique because it created a circle of flame around 
itself, a boundary not to be crossed, since horror in the absolute 
degree cannot be communicated. To pretend that one has done so is 
to commit the gravest of transgressions.24
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In setting such proscriptions, Wiesel and Lanzmann helped to shape 
a popular construction of the Holocaust as a unique tragedy whose 
dimensions exceeded all other episodes in human history, and which 
could not, therefore, be assimilated by culture in quite the same way 
as any other event – quite a claim, given that the Western cultural tra-
dition takes historical fiction as one of its most valued cornerstones. 
To even pretend to understand it was branded ‘obscene’ by Lanzmann 
in a typically impassioned statement that overlooked the value of fic-
tions such as his own film to the contemporary understanding of the 
Holocaust and to the investigation of the individual psychologies of 
those involved, as well as the fact that many survivors (including Primo 
Levi, Tadeusz Borowski and Wiesel himself) wrote traditional forms of 
fiction about the Holocaust as well as testimony.25 As Ruth Franklin 
writes, ‘The problem with a criticism based in religion is that it is forced 
to take a tone that is more ecstatic than rational’.26

Holocaust impiety is a second, third and ‘blank generation’ (to quote 
the post-punk musician Richard Hell) form of representation that is 
emphatically guided by the viewpoints, questions, political systems, 
cultures and values of those who were not there, rather than the quite dif-
ferent human needs that first motivated the literature of witness. Some 
of its authors have family connections to the Holocaust, but many do 
not. This book argues that despite its professed affinity to testimony, 
the perpetuation of the discourse of ineffability by non-victims, such 
as Lanzmann and contemporary cultural critics, rests on metaphysical 
constructions of memory and meaning that the events of the Holocaust 
do much to destabilise; as such, this discourse represents an avoidance 
of, rather than an engagement with, our ethical responsibility in respect 
of the Holocaust. Its prohibitive tenets also constitute a basic misread-
ing of human psychology: enigma, mystery and the inexplicable tend 
to feed human curiosity, inspiring artistic and scientific exploration 
rather than leaden indifference. It is questionable whether it is ever the 
role of cultural criticism to police the creative imagination through a 
moralistic discourse of sanctity and transgression; what is inarguable is 
that the creative imagination has carried on regardless. However, crit-
ics have tried to regulate its representation, the wide-ranging artistic 
activity that has taken place since the early 1960s demonstrates that the 
darkness of the Holocaust has always acted as a fertile source of artistic 
inspiration.

The artworks examined in this book also tend to adhere to an inter-
pretation of the Holocaust’s place in history that is the diametrical 
opposite of that proposed by Wiesel, Lanzmann and other defendants 
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of Holocaust piety. These writers, musicians and filmmakers generally 
do not position the genocide as an aberration distinct from the normal 
order of things; instead, they set it within the context of the estimated 
14 million murders that took place in the territory between Berlin and 
Moscow between 1933 and 1945 as a result of the totalitarian regimes 
of Stalin and Hitler, and an even wider modern history of violence, 
bloodshed and ethnic cleansing.27 The Holocaust is unique inasmuch as 
all historical events are unique, but not as a solitary instance of ‘man’s 
inhumanity to man’; indeed given the number of instances of mass 
murder in the twentieth century, the exceptional condition implied by 
the term ‘inhumanity’ seems misleading. As Jonathan Littell writes in 
The Kindly Ones (2006): ‘There was a lot of talk, after the war, in try-
ing to explain what had happened, about inhumanity. But I am sorry, 
there is no such thing as inhumanity. There is only humanity and more 
humanity’.28

Rose puts the case for the rejection of Holocaust piety most forcefully 
when she argues that in seeking to legislate against Holocaust fiction, 
‘the argument for the overcoming of representation, in its aesthetic, 
philosophical and political versions, converges with the inner tendency 
of Fascism itself’.29 The prohibitions of Holocaust piety – the way it 
seeks to censor and erase undesirable elements – do not allow for any 
 interrogation of the emergence of genocide in a developed society that 
in political, cultural and economic terms contained multiple traces 
of the modern Western world. As Rose writes: ‘Only the  persistence 
of always fallible and contestable representations opens the possibil-
ity for our acknowledgement of mutual implication in the fascism of 
our  cultural rites and rituals’.30 The general trend of seeking to silence 
the dissenting voices of those who were either not personally victim-
ised or not Jewish on the basis that they lack the necessary biographi-
cal  credentials – thereby making legitimate representation a matter of 
birthright, or rather deathright – only shuts down debate, difference 
and creative expression in respect of a tragedy which, as Martel points 
out, ‘wasn’t exclusively Jewish’, both in terms of its  perpetrators and 
victims.31

The disquieting parallelism between Holocaust piety and the censo-
riousness of Fascism might suggest that they somehow share the same 
DNA; that they are bound by the polymers of congenital prejudice. 
Yet, if we historicise the anti-representation argument, it is perhaps 
more proper to view the convergence of Holocaust piety and Fascism 
as being causally linked; that is, Holocaust piety is not simply an unwit-
ting, less virulent parody of Nazi negationism but, more profoundly, 
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a  product of it. Persecution has a vast capacity for self-perpetuation; a 
sense of history repeating itself and sowing the ‘seed of future harm’ 
has, after all, long inflected our understanding of the frequent ambi-
guity of Holocaust survival.32 As Primo Levi writes, ‘it is naive, absurd, 
and historically false to believe that an infernal system such as National 
Socialism was, sanctifies its victims: on the contrary, it degrades them, 
it makes them similar to itself’.33 This is a recurrent motif in works of 
literary testimony; examples include the multiple layers of collabora-
tion that constitute the moral ‘grey zone’ that is dissected in Levi’s own 
prose and poetry; the professions of Nazi admiration and disgust at 
the state of victimhood that colour Imre Kertész’s account of his child-
hood in Auschwitz in Fateless (1975); and Jean Améry’s account of the 
effects of torture in At the Mind’s Limits (1980) and his assertion that ‘it 
goes without saying [...] that in Auschwitz we did not become better, 
more human, more humane, and more mature ethically’.34 By exten-
sion, the replication of the totalitarian impulse towards the suppression 
of undesirable attitudes and practices that is evidenced in Holocaust 
piety might be viewed as an after-effect of an event that left vulnerable 
national and cultural communities taking a combative attitude towards 
the preservation of Holocaust memory, often for distinct political ends. 
And whether or not one chooses to believe that National Socialist 
crimes relate directly to fascist tendencies that have since been played 
out in the territorial policies of the state of Israel and in the territorial 
discourse of Holocaust piety, the continuation of fascist tendencies in 
the aftermath of genocide preoccupies the works of Holocaust impiety 
that are discussed in this book – fascist tendencies that they variously 
explore, challenge and display.

Identification: what would I have done?

One of the keys ways that works of Holocaust impiety examine their own 
fascist tendencies and figure the Nazi genocide as an event that is ‘con-
tinuous with what we are – human, all too human’ is through dynamics 
of identification. Identification forms the basis for Rose’s reading of The 
Remains of the Day and for her response to the brutal realism of Tadeusz 
Borowski’s stories in This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen (1959) 
from which you emerge, as she puts it, ‘shaking in horror at yourself, 
with yourself in question’.35 The concept has received increased theo-
retical attention in recent years through the work of Robert Eaglestone 
and others, offering a new vocabulary and interpretative framework 
with which to approach imaginative works about the Holocaust which 
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 consider our relation to history’s victims and perpetrators.36 This dis-
course circumvents the dry objectivity that would be implied if we were 
to see these texts simply as works of historical analysis, while at the 
same time avoiding the misnomer of ‘memory’ that is often applied to 
any contemporary work – be it critical or imaginative – that takes an 
event such as the Holocaust as its subject. Such terminology is poten-
tially misleading when applied to authors who have no personal rec-
ollection of events, as Eva Hoffman warns: ‘It has become routine to 
speak of the “memory” of the Holocaust, and to adduce to this faculty a 
moral, even a spiritual value. But it is important to be precise: We who 
come after do not have memories of the Holocaust.’37 While critics such 
as Susan Gubar couch their critiques of non-victim memory in delib-
erately paradoxical terms, one can’t actually remember what one never 
knew, but one might try to grasp it in other ways.38

The two key modes of identification that emerge in works of 
Holocaust impiety are perpetrator identification (with perpetration 
here understood in its widest sense, encompassing Nazis and those who 
were forcibly coerced into participation) and satires or critiques of mis-
identification with the victims. In this, Holocaust impiety breaks with 
what Jenni Adams calls ‘the conventional pattern of identification in 
Holocaust discourse, in which the reader identifies with the victim’.39 
In Mourning Becomes the Law Rose focuses on the former: works which 
compel us ‘to discover and confront our own fascism’.40 She even ima-
gines what an exemplary work of perpetrator identification might 
look like:

Let us make a film [...] 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, disappointments 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. We do this in all innocent enthusiasm in films 
where the vicarious enjoyment of violence may presuppose that the 
border between fantasy and reality is secure. Put starkly like this, 
this fantasy of a Nazi Bildungsfilm seems all too resistible, for the 
identity of the protagonist has been revealed in advance. If his future 
allegiances were not known, why should it not be possible to produce 
a dialectical lyric about such a character? 41

A skewed version of such a film has arguably since been made, with 
Tarantino concealing the perpetrator identity of the protagonist of 
Inglourious Basterds (2009), Lieutenant Aldo Raine, by inverting the 
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 historical schema of Nazi aggression and Jewish victimhood and 
 making him a Jewish militant bent on vengeance. The point of the film, 
which opens with a harrowing scene in a French farmhouse in which 
a Jewish family in hiding are massacred, is that we precisely empathise 
with Raine’s rage and ‘put our hands on the trigger with him’ as he sets 
out on a campaign to slaughter the Nazi occupiers. But by the end of 
the film the roles have been reversed and we find ourselves positioned 
beneath Raine’s knife, about to have a swastika inscribed on our own 
foreheads. The Jewish victim has turned executioner, and the viewer 
looks out onto the world through the eyes of a petrified Nazi: a pointed 
position from which to re-evaluate our earlier exultancy and ‘vicarious 
enjoyment of violence’. A number of the works discussed in this book 
also explore our psychological, cultural and emotional links with the 
perpetrators of atrocity through narratives and forms that avoid the 
obvious resistance we might have to a Nazi Bildungsfilm but which shock-
ingly draw us into unwitting complicity with killers. Examples include 
the Nazi monologues that make up W. D. Snodgrass’s The Fuehrer Bunker 
(1995) and Tim Blake Nelson’s The Grey Zone (2001) – a work of bleak 
Holocaust realism that tells the story of the twelfth Sonderkommando 
who operated the gas chambers and crematoria of Auschwitz. This film 
draws out the way that the choices that led to murder were often choices 
(or, in the case of the Sonderkommando, complete non-choices) that we 
ourselves might have made.

Figure 2 Inglourious Basterds

If the core tenets of Holocaust piety originate in Wiesel’s claim that 
‘one cannot write about the Holocaust’, meaning that rather than 
 making an effort to understand we should ‘lower our eyes and not 
understand’ out of reverence for the dead, then it is also true that the 
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opposing tenets of Holocaust impiety stem from the philosophy and 
writing of survivors.42 Here Primo Levi provides a distinct set of coun-
terpoints to those offered by Wiesel, as is often the case. For Levi, the 
camps were not an impenetrable abyss but rather ‘an excellent “labo-
ratory” ’ that allowed him to study how humans acted when subjected 
to the most challenging external conditions.43 A chemist by trade, his 
impious defence of empirical understanding is most emphatically stated 
in his memoir of his imprisonment in Auschwitz, If This Is a Man (1963), 
in which he wonders about the value of retaining any memory of ‘this 
exceptional human state’:

To this question we feel that we have to reply in the affirmative. We 
are in fact convinced that no human experience is without meaning 
or unworthy of analysis and that fundamental values, even if they 
are not positive, can be produced from this particular world which 
we are describing. We would also like to consider that the Lager was 
pre-eminently a gigantic biological and social experiment.44

This passage, with its humbling faith in intellectual analysis, can 
be read as a kind of founding statement for the conceptualisation 
of Holocaust impiety. Levi’s assertion that the Holocaust was not an 
aberration or a rupture in the fabric of the world but rather a human 
phenomenon like any other – indeed a particularly instructive phe-
nomenon that can be studied through literary, philosophical, his-
torical and scientific methodologies that lead directly to forms of 
knowledge – received increasing attention in the 1960s following the 
trial of Adolf Eichmann, where the Israeli court encountered a desk-
bound bureaucrat rather than an anti-Semitic thug. In her report 
on the trial, Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963), Hannah Arendt famously 
coined the phrase the ‘banality of evil’ to focus attention on the way 
that everyday human mindsets, rather than malevolent individual 
psychologies, paved the way for genocide: ‘The trouble with Eichmann 
was precisely that so many were like him, and that the many were nei-
ther perverted nor sadistic, that they were, and still are, terribly and 
terrifyingly normal.’45 In a literal refashioning of Levi’s laboratory 
metaphor, Arendt’s conclusions were reinforced by a series of social 
psychology experiments devised by the Yale University psychologist 
Stanley Milgram shortly after the start of the trial. These ‘obedience 
to authority’ experiments measured the willingness of participants to 
inflict fake electric shocks on ‘learners’ who gave incorrect answers 
to a word game that was supposed to lead to the improvement of 
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their memory. It demonstrated the willingness of participants to obey 
a perceived authority figure (in this case, the ‘teacher’), even when 
their actions seemed to be causing intense physical pain and con-
flicted with their own conscience and deepest moral convictions. 
In the standard experiments, two-thirds of participants were obedi-
ent to the point of inflicting shocks that they were told would cause 
‘extreme pain’.46

The philosophical and psychological insights of Arendt’s reportage 
and Milgram’s coterminous experiments influenced the texts, films, 
songs, historical studies and philosophical meditations that are here 
drawn together under the umbrella term ‘Holocaust impiety’, character-
ising it as a multidimensional praxis that is influenced by diverse forms 
of enquiry in the arts, humanities and social sciences. Such elasticity 
and intellectual cross-fertilisation allows thinkers to reflect critically on 
their own thinking in ways that might not always be expected. Take, for 
example, Christopher Browning’s Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 
101 and the Final Solution in Poland (1992) in which the historian follows 
Rose in conceding that if we are to understand these events fully then 
they should link to ourselves and shake our sense of who we are and 
what it means to be human. In his preface, Browning reflects in highly 
personal terms on his own relationship to the ‘ordinary men’ who were 
the subjects of his study and on the risks inherent in his project of try-
ing to understand how middle-aged police reservists came to actively 
participate in mass murder:

The policemen in the battalion who carried out the massacres and 
deportations, like the much smaller number who refused or evaded, 
were human beings. I must recognize that in the same situation, 
I could have been either a killer or an evader – both were human – if 
I want to understand and explain the behaviour of both as best I 
can. This recognition does indeed mean an attempt to empathize. 
What I do not accept, however, are the old clichés that to explain 
is to excuse, to understand is to forgive. Explaining is not excusing; 
understanding is not forgiving. Not trying to understand the perpe-
trators in human terms would make impossible not only this study 
but any history of Holocaust perpetrators that sought to go beyond 
one-dimensional caricature.47

Browning here poses the singular question that animates Holocaust 
impiety, a rather hypothetical question that could only ever be asked 
by those whose lives were not directly affected by the Nazi terror, 
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which is to say by those belonging to later generations who can look the 
Holocaust in the eye, despite its supposed ‘ineffability’, as detail after 
detail emerges in testimony, archival footage and historical studies, and 
take the imaginative leap of putting themselves not in the position of 
victims but rather killers, asking, ‘What would I have done?’

Perpetrator identification: Jonathan Littell, 
The Kindly Ones

This brand of intense self-questioning was the start point for Jonathan 
Littell’s novel The Kindly Ones, a 900-page bestseller in France that won 
the prestigious Grand Prix du Roman de l’Académie Française and the 
Prix Goncourt. The book takes the form of the fictional  autobiography 
of a cultured, multilingual SS Obersturmbannfuehrer, Dr Maximilien 
Aue, and is a kind of Frankenstein’s monster of contemporary litera-
ture, combining the grand narrative tradition of nineteenth century 
epics such as War and Peace (1869) with the deranged violence, and 
also the banality, of Brett Easton Ellis’s American Psycho (1991) – the 
whole then stitched together with the thought structures of Holocaust 
 impiety. The Kindly Ones is often marked by passages of unforgiving 
realism, as Aue experiences firsthand many of the most notorious 
events of the Nazi period, including the massacre at Babi Yar near 
Kiev; the killing sprees carried out by the Einsatzgruppen behind the 
advancing front line of the German army on the Eastern Front; the 
battle of Stalingrad; and the Allied bombing of Berlin. Aue is also taken 
on tours of the Auschwitz-Birkenau and Belzec death camps. However, 
the realism of each episode is steadily undermined by the unlikeli-
hood of them ever happening to one individual, and any putative 
historical specificity is offset by a narrative that becomes increasingly 
surreal and implausible in the latter part of the novel. The memoir 
form is thrown by the way that the reader is immersed in Aue’s vio-
lent dream life and bizarre sexual fantasies and the overarching plot is 
structured in  mythological rather than historical terms, being loosely 
based on Aeschylus’s Oresteia. As the errant autobiography develops, 
and the novel becomes far more American Psycho than War and Peace, 
it transpires that The Kindly Ones is not the work of historical realism 
that we thought it was, but rather a weird metaphysical thriller set in 
the Third Reich.

When preparing to write the novel, Littell read around 200 books on 
the Nazi genocide during an intensive 18-month period of research.48 
Traces of this effort abound in the text: The Kindly Ones includes 
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 meetings between Aue and Adolf Eichmann that address the latter’s 
role in the transportation of Jews across Europe in terms that are 
indebted to Arendt, and descriptions of the early experiences of the 
German shooting squads draw on passages from Ordinary Men.49 The 
literary theory of Maurice Blanchot, a key thinker of the post-Holocaust 
period, is directly referenced (Aue is a keen reader of his essays), as is 
Hugh Trevor-Roper’s account of the events in the Fuehrer Bunker at the 
end of the war, The Last Days of Hitler (1947).50 When Aue is person-
ally summoned to Hitler’s underground chamber, where a number of 
the few surviving Nazi officers remaining in Berlin are to be awarded 
medals for distinguishing themselves during the war, he impulsively 
bites the dictator’s ‘bulbous nose, drawing blood’.51 This passage typi-
fies the way that Littell weaves between fictional and factual worlds, 
with Aue conceding that Trevor-Roper ‘never breathed a word about 
this episode’ but wondering whether ‘some trace remains in the Soviet 
archives?’52 Other historical studies are also referenced: Aue reflects on 
the total number of Jewish victims of the Holocaust in light of Raul 
Hilberg’s calculations and uses Ian Kershaw’s phraseology of the Nazi 
cadre ‘working towards the Führer’.53 Zygmunt Bauman’s recognition 
of the quasi- Darwinist botanical tropes that underpinned Nazi ideol-
ogy also feature, with a Ukrainian Commissar describing the NKVD 
and the Gestapo as ‘gardeners of the social body, who tear out the 
weeds and force the good plants to follow their stakes’.54 The novel is 
thereby more of a self- conscious tour of the literature and theory of the 
Third Reich than a plausible account of what might have happened to 
a real SS man or even the kind of Nazi Bildungsroman proposed by Rose. 
Aue is not simply a fictional participant in these events but a meta-
fictional construct, what Jenni Adams terms a ‘critical interpreter’ or 
‘reader’ of these events.55 As Adams notes, ‘this combination of reader 
and perpetrator presents a provocative challenge to the actual reader 
of the text’: an imaginative challenge that sits at the heart of the taboo 
thought-work demanded by Holocaust impiety.56

Both sides of Littell’s Jewish family emigrated from Russia to America 
in the late nineteenth century, and the novelist was born in New York 
in 1967. He grew up in France and later returned to America to study 
at Yale – a family history that illustrates how a distinct set of questions 
came to be asked of the Holocaust by later generations. In an interview 
he explained:

I am from a generation that was very marked by Vietnam. I was 
a very small boy but it was in the living room every goddamned 
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day – much more than the Holocaust and Israel or anything else. 
We saw it on TV every day for my entire childhood. My childhood 
terror was that I would be drafted and sent to Vietnam and made 
to kill women and children who hadn’t done anything to me. As a 
child there was always the possibility of being a potential perpetra-
tor. Whereas my dad spent World War II trying to find something 
to eat in Brooklyn and thinking, ‘if I was in Europe now, the Nazis 
would kill me’. So he looks at things from the point of view of the 
victim. It’s a generational thing.57

The Kindly Ones contains a number of references to the dead of Vietnam 
and to the ethical guilt of the Allied nations, turning the table on 
readers who might otherwise take a detached or morally superior per-
spective on the crimes committed by Germany and other Axis nations 
during World War II. Littell’s prose is characterised by its author’s clear 
didactic intent: ‘By means of the attempt to give a voice to the perpetra-
tor, lessons can be learned that will affect the way we look at the world 
today.’58 Underlining these sentiments, the opening ‘Toccata’ section 
of The Kindly Ones begins with a direct address to readers, whom Aue 
calls his ‘human brothers’, with the former Nazi entreating them to see 
his ‘bleak story’ as one that concerns them, and hence to start sharing 
something of Littell’s own childhood terrors about being forced into 
the role of perpetrator, and to consider their human kinship with a man 
they would rather dismiss as a monster.59

Throughout the novel, Aue returns to the theme of the interchange-
ability of victims and perpetrators, emphasising how each were not 
 distinct, in terms of their social or economic backgrounds; rather, they 
both comprised the same ‘ordinary men that make up the State’:60

Once again, let us be clear: I am not trying to say I am not guilty 
of this or that. I am guilty, you’re not, fine. But you should be able 
to admit to yourselves that you might also have done what I did. 
With less zeal, perhaps, but perhaps also with less despair, in any 
case one way or another. I think I am allowed to conclude, as a fact 
established by modern history, that everyone, or nearly everyone, in 
a given set of circumstances, does what he is told to do; and  pardon 
me, but there’s not much chance that you’re the exception, any more 
than I was. If you were born in a country or at a time not only when 
nobody comes to kill your wife and your children, but also nobody 
comes to ask you to kill the wives and children of others, then  render 
thanks to God and go in peace. But always keep this thought in 
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mind: you might be luckier than I, but you’re not a better person. 
Because if you have the arrogance to think you are, that’s just where 
the danger begins.61

For Aue, political circumstances change but people do not. However, the 
rationalism of this clear-minded (if obviously self-exculpating) elucida-
tion of some of the key tenets of Holocaust impiety is challenged by the 
form of the novel itself as it spirals into abjection and anti-realism and 
the threads of logical thought that bind it together begin to unravel. 
Following Albert Camus, The Kindly Ones explores both the ‘logic of 
crime’ and the ‘crime of logic’ and as Aue becomes unmasked as a mass-
murdering, mother-slaughtering, sister-loving, Fuehrer -biting maniac 
who sodomises himself on tree branches and discusses Kant’s categori-
cal imperative with Eichmann, it becomes clear that his story is one of 
utter singularity and that he is about as far removed from an Everyman 
as it is possible to be.62

This increasingly fantastic story might be construed, on one level, as a 
fictional representation of what Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub term, 
in Testimony (1991), a ‘crisis of witnessing’, in the sense that trauma 
(and also, in Aue’s case, a head injury) does not permit the eyewitness to 
remain properly in touch with the reality that they have experienced. 
Aue repeatedly makes references to eyes and vision and expresses a kind 
of ontological commitment to seeing the very worst, to bearing witness. 
His surname is a homophone for the French word for the eye, oeil, and 
this is also Aue’s function: Liran Razinsky notes how ‘he is more often a 
conduit of information than [an] active participant’.63 As Aue prepares 
to attend a mass execution by firing squad at a cemetery in the Ukraine, 
he reflects on the fact that he had always wished to be radical, and now 
that such radicalism has become embodied in the state, he cannot turn 
his back on it:

And if this radicalism was the radicalism of the abyss, and if the 
 absolute turned out to be absolute evil, one still had to follow 
them to the end, with eyes wide open – of that at least I was utterly 
 convinced.64

But if The Kindly Ones can be read as an engagement with the body of 
Holocaust literature and theory that informs later generations’ under-
standing of an event that is always mediated, never the thing itself, then 
the novel’s failure to keep its ‘eyes wide open’ to history and to remain 
in any sense, in literary terms, sane, could equally be understood not so 
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much as a representation of a first generation crisis of witnessing, as a 
crisis of reading belonging to a generation of non-victims.

Robert Eaglestone has characterised the narrative deviation of The 
Kindly Ones as a ‘swerve’ that relates both to the plot and to the forms 
of knowledge proposed by the narrator – which is to say the model of 
human behaviour grounded in Browning and Arendt that is elucidated 
in the opening ‘Toccata’.65 Such a swerve might be quite specifically 
interpreted as a critical reflection on the ways that we engage with the 
works of testimony and historical studies that are embedded within 
The Kindly Ones and, in particular, on the possibilities and limitations 
offered by the forms of empathy, identification and self-reflection that 
are obsessively returned to by Aue. As such, this swerve registers a 
breach between our willingness to encounter the facts of genocidal vio-
lence from the point of view of a perpetrator and our ability to assimi-
late their full meaning. During the Ukrainian executions, Aue describes 
a ‘horrifying’ moment when the shooters from the Waffen-SS aimed 
at the heads of the victims, rather than their chests, and ‘the tops of 
their skulls flew into the air, the shooters got pieces of brain splashed 
in their faces. One of the volunteer shooters was vomiting and his com-
rades were making fun of him.’66 This description seems to derive from 
similar accounts of early firing squad executions that were taken from 
the archive by Browning for Ordinary Men, and for all our willingness 
to close the distance between ourselves and the human stories of the 
Holocaust, there remains, in the evocation of such scenes, a sense of 
what Aue terms ‘the yawning gap, the absolute contradiction between 
the ease with which one can kill’, and here we might say read about 
killing, ‘and the huge difficulty there must be in dying. For us, it was 
another dirty day’s work; for them, the end of everything.’67 From ask-
ing us to recognise our potential complicity with murderers, the struc-
ture of The Kindly Ones implodes around an inability to fully relate to, 
or identify with, the dead, which is to say to the condition of those for 
whom the Holocaust meant ‘the end of everything’. And this, in turn, 
reflects another characteristic of Holocaust impiety, which is that when 
we look mass death in the eye, even from the perspective of the killers, 
there is often sight but no insight – simply nothingness, a diffuse sense 
that ‘the world will kill and eat’, as Sylvia Plath writes in her Holocaust 
poem ‘Mary’s Song’.68 In the opening section, Aue reflects on the total 
number of victims of the Final Solution and asks the reader to carry 
out ‘concrete exercises of imagination’ such as contemplating a new 
dead body every 4.6 seconds, which is the frequency with which lives 
were lost during the wartime period, based on Hilberg’s calculations.69 
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Knowingly setting an impossible task, he asks the reader to continue 
on their own ‘until the ground opens up beneath [their] feet’ and it 
is at this point of abyss that the novel falters, and our thought-work is 
emphatically stymied.70

The point, then, is that our comprehension of the perpetrators can-
not be divorced from the nature and meaning of the acts of violent 
murder for which they were responsible; and in this the experiments 
in perpetrator identification required by Holocaust impiety cannot take 
place outside the frames of reference created by the testimony, and the 
silences, of the victims. In The Holocaust and the Postmodern (2004), 
Eaglestone highlights how the process of identification forms ‘a cen-
tral and major – but not always necessary – part of our experience of 
reading’.71 Eyewitness accounts, however, open a problem:

We who come after the Holocaust and know about it only through 
representations are frequently and with authority told that it is 
incomprehensible. However, the representations seem to demand 
us to do exactly that, to comprehend it, to grasp the experiences, 
to imagine the suffering, through identifying with those who 
 suffered.72

Drawing on Wiesel’s claim that the Holocaust ‘invented a new literature, 
that of testimony’, Eaglestone argues that while all reading is grounded 
in the ‘day-to-day process of identification’, testimony contains individ-
uating traits that mean that its texts ‘eschew easy identification and so 
comprehension by readers’.73 Holocaust testimony is thereby unique, in 
as much as it disrupts the normative ways in which we consume liter-
ature. It does this through its imagery and style, and through devices 
such as interruptions and narrative frames, ensuring that incompre-
hensible events do not appear to be too readily comprehensible. As a 
response to the testimony and historical studies that are suffused with 
such alienation effects, The Kindly Ones plays out the demand to ‘grasp 
the experiences’ of the victims while acknowledging the impossibil-
ity of ever doing so in a complete, totalised or authentic fashion; and 
this helps to explain its slow slide into strangeness. In this respect, the 
defining aspect of The Kindly Ones is not so much the fact that Aue 
loses the plot (this happens to characters in literature all the time) as 
the fact that the novel itself does. Significantly, this erosion of histori-
cal and literal sense is accompanied by an incremental development of 
moral sense as Aue is pursued by two detectives, who loosely represent 
the Eumenides (or Kindly Ones) from The Oresteia, who are seeking to 
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bring him to  justice. The fact that the novel does not take its name after 
the vengeful Furies who track down those who have killed a parent, 
but rather their more merciful incarnation as the Kindly Ones – the 
name they assume following Athena’s acquittal of Orestes at his trial 
for matricide – suggests a sparing judgement, perhaps less on Aue than 
on ourselves, for this fictional SS officer’s failure to comprehend what 
has happened or what he has done does not enact the tragedy of a good 
Nazi, but that of the modern reader.

Victim (mis)identification: Emily Prager, Eve’s Tattoo

Artworks such as The Kindly Ones that ask us to identify with perpetra-
tors show one of the two main ways that works of Holocaust impiety 
explore the subject positions of those involved in the Nazi genocide. 
The other is equally contentious and relates to texts that explore acts of 
identification with victims – but usually as satirical dramas of misiden-
tification, rather than clear-sighted expressions of ‘empathetic under-
standing’. In the first part of this book, close readings of some of Sylvia 
Plath’s best-known monologues focus on her manipulation and con-
trol of poetic form to demonstrate that the narrators of poems such 
as ‘Daddy’ and ‘Lady Lazarus’ do not evidence Plath’s own metaphor-
ical self-identification as a ‘Holocaust Jew’, as is often claimed; rather, 
they offer more nuanced explorations of the contemporary cultures 
and individual psychologies that might foster such misidentifications.74 
These are cultures, and perhaps even states of mind, that Plath herself 
experienced, but poetry provides a structure for the interrogation of 
such cultures and experiences rather than an uncritical celebration of 
their appropriative dynamics.

A similar critique of a narrator’s misidentification with Holocaust 
 victimhood can be found in Emily Prager’s novel Eve’s Tattoo (1992), 
which tells the story of a 40-year-old New York writer and socialite 
called Eve, who finds a photograph of a woman that was taken in 
Auschwitz. Eve calls this woman Eva, as she looks like her exact double, 
and in a gesture of frustration at a ‘country suffering from compassion-
fatigue’ gets her arm tattooed with the prisoner number that is visible 
in the photograph.75 While Eve wishes to make a statement ‘about the 
fate of women’ and to encourage her friends to identify with the vic-
tims and experience ‘an empathy they would never have acknowledged 
that they could feel’, many of the characters in the novel hold this to 
be a silly, attention-seeking act that symbolically testifies to nothing 
more significant than a midlife crisis.76 It also seems partly designed to 
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provoke a response from her partner, who she guesses might be Jewish. 
At a party, Eve is introduced by the unnaturally eloquent four-year-
old daughter of a friend as a spectacle for them all to enjoy, ‘Eve has 
a  tattoo, like in the circus’, and she is clearly suffering from a ‘bizarre 
overidentification’, as one of her other friends puts it, with the prisoner 
in the photograph.77

The irony of the novel is that Eve’s tattoo is clearly not Eve’s  tattoo – it 
concretely identified someone she didn’t even know. In addition, Eve is 
not the first woman, as her name suggests, with an open future in front 
of her, but rather a middle-aged woman whose identity has become 
enmeshed with the fate of a woman who is now presumably dead. The 
full extent of the irony is only confirmed when Eve receives a phone 
call from a student in Krakow whom she has hired to go through the 
archives at Auschwitz to discover the true story of prisoner  number 
500123. Here the novel dramatically veers away from the formulaic 
lightness of the ‘chick lit’ genre to which it might most readily be 
aligned, as it transpires that Eve’s emotional energies have been entirely 
misplaced. Rather than a helpless Jewish victim, Eva was, in fact, a 
working-class German housewife called Leni Essen, whose house was 
furnished with wooden chairs carved with swastikas and drawers with 
little brass heads of Hitler on the knobs.78 During the war, Leni dated 
an SS man and considered herself a Nazi.79 However, when her two sons 
from an earlier marriage were about to be hung for being implicated in 
the assassination of the chief of the Gestapo in Cologne, Leni grabbed 
a knife and stabbed the first SS man she saw. She was arrested and sent 
to a number of camps, including Auschwitz, where she was tattooed 
by mistake.80 The ‘true story’ of Leni suggests that the blonde Eve, the 
most unlikely of Nazi victims with her ‘open Germanic features’, might 
have done better to perform a volte-face away from victim identification 
and towards perpetrator or bystander identification – which is to say 
towards Holocaust impiety.81

Holocaust laughter

While many literary texts, such as The Kindly Ones, use the tropes of 
tragedy and explore impious approaches to the Holocaust with an 
 unforgiving seriousness that seems entirely suited to the subject matter, 
the lighter touch of Eve’s Tattoo demonstrates how Holocaust comedy is 
not without serious purpose, taking a breezy and irreverent attitude to 
the Nazi genocide that is the polar opposite of the silence and respect-
fully ‘lowered eyes’ demanded by Wiesel. Not all Holocaust comedy is 
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strictly impious in tone. It takes a number of different forms and cuts 
across many different media – including literature, film, television, 
modern art and music – and ranges from relatively benign and tra-
ditional humour that is not radically altered by the use of the Holocaust 
as subject matter, and which tends to be redemptive in purpose, to more 
challenging forms of black comedy that are characterised by a waspish 
readiness to offend and embittered world views that seem to be wholly 
shaped by the genocide they so readily reference.

The more traditional, redemptive forms of Holocaust comedy use 
laughter as a way of coping with tragedy – this is the first principle of 
the romanticism of Life is Beautiful, for example. This use of comedy 
aspires to shed light on darkness, even to alleviate suffering, and origi-
nates in the gallows humour of the Polish ghettos that was recorded by 
Emmanuel Ringelblum in Notes from the Warsaw Ghetto. In his essay 
‘Holocaust Laughter’ Terrence Des Pres observes that here ‘the comic 
spirit proceeds in an anti-mimetic mode that often mocks what is’ and, 
as such, this kind of humour has a positive ‘survival value’, offering 
an ‘affirmation of life against death’.82 Through the self-deprecating 
jokes that circulated the ghetto, where Jews remembered ‘the good old 
days’ when they were persecuted by Poles not Germans and poked fun 
at their own helpless self-aid organisations, ‘the community laughs 
at itself’ and through what Bakhtin termed a ‘carnivalesque humour’ 
that pulls everything down to earth through vulgarity and exagger-
ation, the ‘disaster is absorbed by the community at large’.83 A simi-
lar tone of triumphant irony marked Jewish responses to a Holocaust 
cartoons contest held by an Iranian newspaper in 2006, following 
the publication of cartoons that mocked the prophet Mohammed in 
a Danish newspaper. The Israeli writer Eyal Zusman and illustrator 
Amitai Sandy retorted by announcing their own anti-Semitic cartoons 
contest on the website of Sandy’s Tel Aviv-based graphic arts company, 
which stated: ‘We’ll show the world we can do the best, sharpest, most 
offensive Jew hating cartoons ever published! No Iranian will beat us 
on our home turf!’84

In the same satirical fashion, and with echoes of the misconstrued 
historical identities of Eve’s Tattoo, the American television series Curb 
Your Enthusiasm frequently finds humour in the lack of  authentic 
 identification between a younger, more privileged generation of 
American Jews and an older generation of European Jewish immi-
grants who experienced the Holocaust directly. The lead character, 
Larry David, is played by a Jewish comedian of the same name who 
also writes and often directs the shows. In one episode, an argument 
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breaks out at a dinner party between a Holocaust survivor and an ath-
letic young friend of a rabbi who has appeared on a television show 
called Survivor.85 The younger man does not recognise the qualitative 
distinction between Holocaust survival and the 42 days he has spent 
in the Australian outback with deadly snakes, back-stabbing contest-
ants and ‘no snacks’ in order to try and win $1 million. In another 
episode, ‘The Grand Opening’ (2002), David resolves not to fire a chef 
with Tourette’s Syndrome whose outbursts are jeopardising the open-
ing night of his new restaurant because the chef has a concentration 
camp tattoo on his arm – only the ‘tattoo’ turns out to be a line of 
lottery numbers written in biro. In both episodes, the humour is set 
within the context of a strong, self-supporting Jewish community that 
seems able to resist the darkness of the Holocaust primarily through 
the buffer of comedy.

Another key strand of ghetto comedy was laughter at the enemy, 
often through Hitler mockery.86 This has since become a fecund source 
of anti-Fascist comedy that notably begins with Charlie Chaplin in The 
Great Dictator (1940), a film that ends on a point of optimism that is 
only engendered by the transformative catalyst of a double misidentifi-
cation involving Hynkel (the Hitler character played by Chaplin) and a 
barber who has escaped from a concentration camp. This thread of car-
toonish Hitler humour runs through Mel Brooks’s The Producers (1968), 
with its Fuehrer -baiting musical ‘Springtime for Hitler’, and continues 
to influence contemporary stand-up, with Richard Herring asking in 
his show Hitler Moustache (2009) whether the toothbrush moustache 
could be reclaimed for comedy, largely in deference to Chaplin’s own-
ership of this style of moustache before ‘Hitler ruined it’.87 This form 
of Holocaust comedy is always politicised to a greater or lesser degree, 
and Herring’s show toured at a time when the far-right British National 
Party was gaining increased media exposure and political representa-
tion in the UK. In such a context, Herring holds that comedy has a 
serious purpose: ‘If you laugh at fascism you go a long way towards 
destroying it. It needs you to take it seriously, and it is preposterous.’88 
But just as The Great Dictator ends with Chaplin dropping out of char-
acter and making an impassioned anti-Fascist speech that beseeches 
human beings ‘to live by each other’s happiness, not by each other’s 
misery’, Hitler Moustache also ends with a serious point being articulated 
in a serious fashion, with Herring earnestly impressing on his audience 
that the best way to defeat fascism is to vote.

Alongside its broad defence of political correctness and the 
 correctness of its politics, Hitler Moustache contains numerous 
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instances of  politically incorrect or potentially offensive Holocaust 
material, highlighting the darker, more savage dimension to Holocaust 
 comedy – a form of laughter that Des Pres identifies in the ‘ferocious 
irony’ of the short stories of Tadeusz Borowski.89 Writing fiction rather 
than testimony, and thereby pre empting the imaginative dynamics 
of Holocaust impiety, in these stories Borowski relates his experiences 
as a prisoner orderly in Auschwitz through an alter ego named Tadek: 
a deputy Kapo for whom the camp has come to represent the nor-
mal order of things. In these stories, laughter is often an outlet for 
the bitterness and spite of older inmates amused by the misfortune of 
new prisoners who have yet to understand the inverted moral order of 
Auschwitz or the full extent of its horrors.

Occasionally, laughter indicates an utter derangement of normal 
human emotions and a state of complete despair. In ‘Auschwitz, Our 
Home (a Letter)’ one member of the Sonderkommando laughs at the 
memory of sending his own father to the gas chambers; another bursts 
out laughing at the discovery of a better way to burn people, using the 
hair of dead children.90 With a ‘strange expression’ he says to the nar-
rator: ‘ “Listen, doctor, here in Auschwitz we must entertain ourselves 
in every way we can. Otherwise, who could stand it?” ’91 Des Pres writes 
of the collection:

Nothing so genteel as humour can be said to exist within its pages. 
The kind of laughter that confers charity and saving grace is alto-
gether absent. Borowski sets his comic energies against the world 
of Auschwitz but also against the world that allowed Auschwitz to 
happen, and then against the self’s impotent decency as well, and 
thus, in the end, his laughter is set against life altogether. Back home, 
having survived the camp and the war, Tadek feels ‘full of irrever-
ence, bordering almost on contempt.’ That is one kind of Holocaust 
laughter. Almost wholly negative, it can be called demonic, a kind of 
ridicule without redemptive power except for the vigour of mockery 
itself.92

This eschatological laughter typifies later forms of black Holocaust 
 comedy and emerges from the state of victimhood as a form of  existential 
aggression rather than comic consolation. In the film Landscape after 
Battle (1970), Andrzej Wajda’s adaptation of Borowski’s short story ‘The 
Battle of Grunwald’, an early shot of the character Tadeusz shows him 
looking through a barbed wire gate from the courtyard of a  displaced 
persons’ refugee camp in a former SS barracks. A voice behind him 
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shouts an order to raise his hands, which he automatically obeys; but it 
is only a fellow Polish inmate playing a prank. The camera then moves 
to an extreme close up of them laughing sarcastically in each other’s 
faces, becoming increasingly confrontational until the joker raises his 
arm to hit Tadeusz. Throughout the film, laughter is never far away from 
violence or devoid of bitterness. The Polish survivors of Auschwitz are 
often shown grinning or laughing, but in a manner that seems symp-
tomatic of a deeper hysteria. Frequently their laughter transforms into 
the barking of caged animals.

Figure 3 Landscape after Battle

Anguished, almost mirthless Holocaust laughter is not unique to 
Borowski. Working at the interface between survivor testimony and 
the unknowing of later generations, Lanzmann’s Shoah contains many 
instances of laughter that is laced with pain. And this is not the only 
 feature that links the film with Holocaust impiety. Despite its director fre-
quently citing the ineffability of the Holocaust in essays and  interviews, 
in Shoah firsthand testimony is elicited through staged interviews that 
are constructed in terms that owe much to the  questions of  identification 
and imaginative resurrection that are associated with Holocaust impi-
ety. By filming in evocative locations and asking survivors to perform 
actions that are loaded with meaning (for example, the Chelmno sur-
vivor Simon Srebnik rowing a boat up the same river he used to travel 
along as a boy prisoner or Abraham Bomba, a  barber at Treblinka, cut-
ting hair in a Tel Aviv salon), the director  deliberately works on the 
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memories of his interviewees; but the way that he  continually inter-
rupts them to probe for specific details and to examine states of feeling 
suggests that he, too, is driven by the need to put himself in their sub-
ject positions. Given the significance of moments of mimesis for both 
the interviewer and his interviewees, the film constitutes an important 
link between the negative or ironic tone of some survivors and a later 
generation of artists. Des Pres remarks on how often ‘Lanzmann, and 
some of his witnesses, take up a sardonic tone, a kind of mocking irony 
that on occasion comes close to laughter’.93

In Shoah this tone has multiple sources and functions. Lanzmann 
sometimes launches into conspiratorial banter with Polish peasants and 
villagers that seems designed to earn their trust and create an artificial 
community of feeling – giving them enough rope on which to hang 
themselves. When the former SS officer Franz Suchomel stops singing 
a song that the Germans used to sing in Treblinka and insincerely says, 
‘We’re laughing about it but it’s so sad’, Lanzmann responds, ‘No-one’s 
laughing’; but despite this rebuff, Suchomel clearly believes them to be 
interacting in a spirit of bonhomie. If there is a kind of laughter in Shoah 
that serves a very particular structural purpose in eliciting perpetrator 
and bystander testimony, the film also captures the hopelessly painful 
laughter of the victims that exists in and of itself as testimony. Examples 
include the nervous, uncomprehending giggle of Simon Srebnik as a 
large group of villagers surround him in front of the church at Chelmno, 
recalling how ‘he walked with chains on his ankles’, that he seemed 
‘ready for the coffin’, and that the church was where the Jews were locked 
up before being taken away and gassed. There is also the heartbreaking 
laughter of the only other Chelmno survivor, Michaël Podchlebnik, who 
claims to have forgotten an event he can hardly bear to talk about and 
that he smiles all the time because ‘if you’re alive, it’s better to smile’.94 
Through smiling, Podchlebnik seems to seek the consolations of the 
more traditional forms of humour found in the ghettos, where jokes 
affirmed human existence in the face of so much death and allowed the 
community to absorb the disaster, and life to go on. But for Podchlebnik, 
whose eyes exude pain and whose community was completely erased, 
the realities of the disaster seem simply overwhelming.

If the tragic, burnt-out laughter of survivors such as Podchlebnik 
betrays an utter desolation that might never be fully understood by 
those who have not known loss on this scale, the more caustic,  energised 
‘demonic’ laughter of Borowski’s short stories has numerous points of 
continuation in contemporary culture, not least in the ‘sick humour’ 
of stand-up comedy, where Holocaust jokes have become a standard 
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for anyone wishing to test the boundaries of good taste and the  liberal 
sensibilities of their audiences – Ricky Gervais’s Politics (2004) tour pro-
viding some notable examples. This laughter also animates the sardonic 
visual aesthetics of modern works of art such as Piotr Uklanski’s kitsch 
photo montage The Nazis (1998), made up of stills of the crooked and 
cartoonish cinematic Nazis of the twentieth century, and the infer-
nal landscapes of the Chapman brothers’ installations Hell (2000) and 
Fucking Hell (2008), populated by miniature model Nazis lost in orgies 
of gothic violence.

In the second part of this book, there is a discussion of Johnny 
Rotten’s horrific cackling at the end of the Sex Pistols’ performance 
of ‘Belsen Was a Gas’ during their final concert in San Francisco in 
1978. This laughter is forced and cynical, just as the punning song title 
‘Belsen Was a Gas’ is several steps removed from any conventional idea 
of a joke; but this anti-laughter does not simply betray anti-Semitism or 
idiocy, but rather anger at ‘the world that allowed Auschwitz to happen’ 
and perhaps also a conviction that the political structures of the Cold 
War period would allow this genocidal history to repeat itself. In ‘God 
Save the Queen’, the Sex Pistols infamously hold up the British monar-
chy as an emblem of a fascist state that would only herald more atomic 
bombs and which offered no positive prospects for the younger gener-
ation. The punks honed in on the destruction wreaked  during World 
War II and, in the face of a pervasive amnesia, sought to thrust its taboo 

Figure 4 Shoah, Michaël Podchlebnik



Introduction 29

signs and symbols in everyone’s faces, with aesthetic shock  acting as a 
 political wake-up call – Rotten’s snarling and sarcastic  delivery form-
ing an equivalent to Borowski’s lacerating prose and typifying the 
 emotional tenor of Holocaust impiety, which tends to take the shape of 
brutal sincerity masquerading as its exact opposite.

The death of memory: Art Spiegelman, Maus

This book describes a steady shift in artistic responses to the Holocaust: 
this can broadly be read as the transition from Holocaust piety to 
Holocaust impiety. This is at once a generational and a conceptual shift 
and has involved increased interest in imaginative forms of engagement 
with perpetrators, rather than a single focus on survivor testimony and 
the experiential accounts of victims. While the chronology of Holocaust 
impiety spans from the wartime period to the present day, the landmark 
event of the Eichmann trial in 1961 transformed critical and creative 
approaches to the Holocaust. Plath’s most infamous Holocaust poems 
were written in 1962 and 1963, and once the hippy movements of the 
mid- to late 1960s fizzled out, the period between 1973 and 1991, dur-
ing which Art Spiegelman worked on the material that became his two 
part graphic novel Maus (1986 and 1991), saw an upsurge in works of 
Holocaust impiety across popular music, literary fiction and cinema. 
Alongside Maus, art movements such as punk and post-punk, and films 
such as Shoah that are discussed in this book, other notable examples 
that inspired ‘repulsion and acclaim in equal measure’, to quote Vice, 
include Martin Amis’s temporally-reversed perpetrator novel Time’s 
Arrow (1991), D. M. Thomas’s Freudian case history The White Hotel 
(1981), and sado-masochistic Nazi-referencing art house films such as 
Liliana Cavani’s The Night Porter (1974) and Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Salò, or 
the 120 Days of Sodom (1975). However much we might take issue with 
some of their more salacious readings of history and Nazi psychology, 
in all of these works a serious intellectual purpose and an engagement 
with issues of identification and the perpetration of violence underpins 
forms of representation that are not ‘so proper, so respectful’, as Art’s 
father Vladek describes his son’s graphic novel in Maus.95

Set against a backdrop of Vietnam, the politically charged atmosphere 
of the Cold War and the postmodern culture of advanced consumer 
capitalism, the representative poetics of works of Holocaust impiety are 
inevitably informed by the broader political, social and cultural con-
texts in which they are produced. They do not read history in a vac-
uum. But equally, in the short period that has passed between the Nazi 
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 genocide and the present day (less than a human lifetime), the dominant 
 political, emotional and intellectual structures of Western society have 
been indelibly marked by this event, suggesting that the irreverence and 
embittered laughter of Holocaust impiety is not so much an affront to 
the memory of the Holocaust as a product of it. Eaglestone has specifi-
cally characterised the postmodern tradition of post-phenomenological 
philosophy as a response to the Holocaust.96 And being so marked by 
postmodernism and its tendency towards self-questioning and interpre-
tative openness, the most compelling works of Holocaust impiety do 
not simply disregard the claims of Holocaust piety and its emphasis on 
issues of commemoration and memory. Rather, they enshrine it within 
their representational logic, as seen in the ‘swerve’ in The Kindly Ones, 
for example, and in Maus, which also operates at the porous interface 
between tragic facts and outrageous fiction.

As is common in works of Holocaust impiety, Maus draws to the 
fore a generational conflict between a parent who has been directly 
affected by the Third Reich and a child who has not personally lived 
through the period – a human rift that also ultimately relates to the 
meaning and purpose of post-Holocaust art. Variations on this defin-
itive second- and third-generation narrative can be found in more 
recent fiction, such as Bernhard Schlink’s The Reader (1995), Rachel 
Seiffert’s The Dark Room (2001) and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything 
Is Illuminated (2002). There is a specific sequence in Maus II that illus-
trates the distinct sets of questions that are asked of the Holocaust by 
these later generations and how irreverent gestures made by those who 
were not there –  gestures such as creating a Holocaust allegory in which 
Germans are cats, and Jews are mice – can incorporate a reverence for 
the dead that they might be presumed to lack. In this sequence, the 
mouse Art – the alter ego of the cartoonist – goes to see his ‘shrink’, 
Pavel, who is a survivor of Terezin and Auschwitz.97 As they talk into 
the night about Art’s (and art’s) inability to tell the story of his father’s 
experiences, Pavel grows disillusioned, doubting that anyone can ever 
make sense of the genocide, and questioning whether any lessons can 
be learned from it. He warns Art that ‘the victims who died can never 
tell THEIR side of the story, so maybe it’s better not to have any more 
stories’. Art replies: ‘Uh-huh. Samuel Beckett once said: “Every word 
is like an unnecessary stain on silence and nothingness.” ’ There is 
then a frame in which there is neither dialogue nor narrative as Art 
and his  therapist sit facing each other, smoking, each of them deep 
in contemplation. In one sense, this frame seems to embody Beckett’s 
maxim, but as Young writes, ‘this is not silence as an absence of words 
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Figure 5 Maus II
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but silence as something that passes actively between two people’.98 
Their silence is only given shape and meaning by the previous conver-
sation that has taken place between patient and therapist and by the 
panel provided by Spiegelman’s cartoon strip format. The therapeutic 
and artistic framing of this silence is drawn out in the following panel 
when, with reference to the Beckett quotation, Art dryly points out: 
‘On the other hand he SAID it’. Pavel’s reply exemplifies Spiegelman’s 
self-referential aesthetic: ‘He was right. Maybe you can include it in 
your book.’

This metafictional exchange typifies the way that works of Holocaust 
impiety tend to be marked by a kind of stilted dialogism, with non-
victims interacting with a range of silent, half-heard or half-understood 
interlocutors including survivors, inner voices, foreigners and the dead. 
From the ‘voices’ that can’t ‘worm through’ in Plath’s ‘Daddy’ to the 
mistranslations of Everything Is Illuminated, works of irreverent fiction 
frequently foreground Holocaust representation as a process of incom-
plete interaction – a clash between discourses, cultures, languages and 
their antinomy, genocide. While the silences of history have been 
rightly venerated and repeatedly theorised, this is not the only element 
of this intergenerational and inter-experiential (non-) conversation that 
by its very nature also yields symbols and gestures that fly in the face 
of received notions of ineffability and reverence. Literary and popu-
lar culture is replete with angry, shouty statements about Nazis and 
the Holocaust that are founded in existential and artistic frustration, 
recalling the poet Patrick Jones’s assertion that ‘there is eloquence in 
screaming’.99 Some of the most challenging examples include Plath 
writing, ‘Every woman adores a Fascist’; Herring growing a Hitler mous-
tache for his comedy show; and Sid Vicious wearing a red swastika 
T-shirt in a Jewish district of Paris for the filming of The Great Rock ‘n’ 
Roll Swindle (1980). These provocative statements show how Holocaust 
impiety negotiates the relationship between historical atrocity and con-
temporary experience and culture as a terrible, harrowing exchange of 
not-fully-grasped meaning – one that must be made graphic, visible and 
audible, everywhere displayed.

This unruliness seems to be born from an awareness that the 
 inescapable imperative to remember the Holocaust has not translated 
into a cultural norm because most people are broadly unwilling to 
face the horrific content of what happened and the implications that 
knowledge of these events might have for our own self- understanding – 
our sense of who we are and what we might be capable of. If they 
press their charges through fiction, this does not mean that works 
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of Holocaust impiety ipso facto fictionalise the Holocaust; rather, 
Holocaust impiety can be defined as the flagrant articulation of the 
friction that is produced by the coming together of fact and fiction, 
experience and the imagination, history and culture, all within the 
context of fading social memory. Whether these films, songs, poems 
and novels aspire towards unflinching realism or give way to overt 
anti-realism as technical and structural innovations intervene, chal-
lenging aesthetic gestures are used to engineer a response from those 
who might increasingly feel  disengaged from the events that are being 
depicted as chronological, genealogical and emotional ties loosen and 
‘compassion-fatigue’ sets in.

In this way, Holocaust impiety refuses to let go of millions of mur-
ders, railing against silence, loss and the death of memory. Grounded 
in disgust at the voids that underpin its very existence, Holocaust 
impiety is an art of protest: a noisy demonstration against its own 
condition of being. One central event in Maus is Art’s discovery of 
his father’s role in the destruction of his dead mother’s notebooks, 
and with them his only chance of reading her own firsthand account 
of her imprisonment in Auschwitz. The story he most wants to read 
can never be accessed in an authentic, direct way – or at least not in a 
way that conforms to the traditional forms of testimony, such as the 
diary, or accounts that derive from the nineteenth century ‘realist’ 
novel. As a result of this non-transference of memory, her story gives 
rise to a highly inventive allegory that is about as far removed from 

Figure 6 Sid Vicious
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the aesthetics of written testimony as it is possible to imagine. Above 
all, it is not her story; but there is no subterfuge here, and Spiegelman is 
at pains to lay bare the device and to reflect on what Maus is and what 
it is not. In the sequence where Art talks with Pavel, the backs of the 
human heads that lie behind the mouse masks are clearly visible. This is 
also the case in an earlier section where Art sits at his drawing desk and 
contrasts his own good fortune to the horrors experienced by his par-
ents and the Jewish victims of the Holocaust. Flies buzz round a pile of 
mouse corpses at the bottom of the page, but none of these mice wears a 
mask. These sequences clearly make a statement about the status of this 
allegory and Art’s relationship to mice (read human) realities, his mask 
being an artificial construct that links him to the experiences that lie 
beneath (literally), even as it shows his separateness from them.

These frames remind us that no matter how surreal, inventive or abstract 
the art form, there is only ever human content. And the art of Holocaust 
impiety stems from emotions and questions that could only arise from 
a generation that had been deeply affected by the atrocities that are fig-
ured within their often unsettling artworks. Actively courting the risk 
of shock or offence in a manner that can often seem brutal or uncom-
fortably personal – the first volume of Maus ends with Art calling his 
own father a ‘murderer’ because of the burned notebooks – works of 
Holocaust impiety recognise themselves as intrusions on the ‘silence 
and nothingness’ that is venerated by those who defend the claims 
of Holocaust piety; as such, they exist precisely as stain.100 This study 
argues, pace Beckett, that such intrusions are culturally necessary, show-
ing how works of Holocaust impiety draw out the hidden contours of 
the lost words and lives that lie beneath them like angry black scrawls 
on tracing paper, punkish and artful.
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The broad centring of authority in personal experience that charac-
terises approaches to testimonial literature has frequently come to 
extend, as Sue Vice notes, to all areas of Holocaust writing: ‘ “Authority” 
appears to be conferred on a writer if they can be shown to have a 
connection with the events they are describing’.1 In a sphere where 
readers are ‘ suspicious of the motives of outsiders, who might have 
improper reasons for choosing this subject’, authority has often been 
withheld from writers with no demonstrable biographical connec-
tion to events – as noted, this trend is especially pronounced when 
the approach to Holocaust representation does not conform to a meta-
physic of  redemption, which is presumably the ‘proper reason’ for 
choosing the subject.2

The two American poets whose work forms the focus of the follow-
ing two chapters, Sylvia Plath and W. D. Snodgrass, wrote provocative 
dramatic monologues from the point of view of putative victims and 
 perpetrators, respectively, exciting much critical agitation on their 
 original publication.

Vice observes that the tendency to source authority in the 
Holocaust writer’s biography has had the knock-on effect of turning 
the  relationship between author and narrator into ‘a central literary 
 category’ of Holocaust writing, even in works that are self-evidently 
fictional.3 In the case of poets such as Plath and Snodgrass and their 
contemporaries – notably, John Berryman and Anne Sexton – the criti-
cal  over- determination of this relationship has been heightened by the 
theories of ‘extremist poetry’ and ‘confessionalism’ that were linked to 
their Holocaust poetry when it was first published, which sought to 
elide the gap between author and narrator.
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Responding to new forms of Anglo-American poetry that rose to 
 prominence through the late 1950s and 1960s, which enacted a  dramatic 
stylistic and emotional break with the dominant ‘impersonal’ style of 
modernists such as Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, critics were initially quick 
to praise these authors for transmitting what they saw as the ‘pathos of 
absolute sincerity in extremis’, to borrow Christina Britzolakis’s phrase.4 
Snodgrass’s Heart’s Needle (1959) and Plath’s Ariel (1965) were consid-
ered definitive works in this new era of poetic emotionalism. In his pro-
logue to The Savage God (1971), an account of the events leading up to 
Plath’s suicide following her separation from her husband, the poet Ted 
Hughes, Al Alvarez argued that Plath was able to tap into her psychic 
life to such an extent that in her verse ‘she felt she was simply describ-
ing the facts as they happened’.5 As the ‘extremist’ poem followed from 
the bringing together of the writer’s self with the imminent possibility 
of its own annihilation, Alvarez further suggested that Plath’s poetry 
and suicide had their origins in the same elemental self-destructiveness 
that had turned writing itself into a life-threatening risk. In a memorial 
address, he famously opined that ‘the achievement of her final style is to 
make poetry and death inseparable. The one could not exist without the 
other [ ... ] Poetry of this order is a murderous art.’6 For M. L. Rosenthal, 
this newly conceived poetic ‘I’ was also a cultural seismograph that could 
register the aftershocks of the destructive events of the modern era. He 
argued that the genuinely ‘confessional’ poet placed him or herself ‘in 
the centre of the poem in such a way as to make his [sic] psychological 
vulnerability and shame an embodiment of his civilization’.7

Such theories, where subjective, psychological truths were postulated 
as the ultimate indicators of historical breakdown, understandably exac-
erbated the worries of those who were wary of the use of the Holocaust 
as subject matter by those who had not personally lived through the 
events they were referencing. If the relation between the author of a 
dramatic monologue and its narrator was thought to be real, as Alvarez 
and Rosenthal claimed, but the connection between the author- narrator 
and events manifestly was not, then critics were clearly going to ask 
whether these poets were simply equating their own suffering with that 
of Holocaust victims. The backlash came down hardest on Plath. Writing 
to the editor of Commentary in 1974, Irving Howe tartly asked:

Is it possible that the condition of the Jews in the camps can be 
 duplicated? Yes ... . But it is decidedly unlikely that it was duplicated 
in a middle-class family living in Wellesley, Massachusetts, even if it 
had a very bad daddy indeed.
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To condone such a confusion is to delude ourselves as to the 
nature of our personal miseries and their relationship to – or relative 
 magnitude when placed against – the most dreadful event in the 
 history of mankind.8

Even a fellow poet, Seamus Heaney, noted as late as 1986 that ‘a 
poem like “Daddy” [ ... ], however its violence and vindictiveness can 
be understood or excused in light of the poet’s parental and marital 
relations, remains, nevertheless, so entangled in biographical circum-
stances and rampages so permissively in the history of other people’s 
sorrows that it simply overdraws its rights to our sympathy’.9 For these 
critics, there was an absence of any ‘objective correlative’ – to continue 
the Eliotoan thread of Heaney’s thought – between the ‘personal mis-
eries’ of a girl from Massachusetts and ‘the most dreadful event in the 
history of mankind’. As a result, Plath was widely accused of indulging 
in a form of emotional plagiarism that revealed much about her own 
pathology but very little about the condition of those who actually 
experienced the camps.

The presupposition that Plath’s speakers are transparent representa-
tions of herself designed to win her the kind of sympathy one might feel 
for a Holocaust victim has since been challenged by a number of critics 
who have argued that straightforward biographical readings tend to iron 
out the complexity of Plath’s representation of, among other things, 
psychology, history, fantasy and femininity. As Antony Rowland points 
out, since the early 1990s, it has become widely accepted that many of 
Plath’s famous Ariel poems from October 1962 are not diary entries but 
rather ‘dramatic monologues primarily concerned with the proclivities 
of different speakers’.10 The work of Rowland and others has shown that 
reading Plath’s eccentric and complex dramatic  monologues as thinly 
disguised representations of Plath’s own self is a reductive, presumptu-
ous approach that does not do justice to their serious engagement with 
the Holocaust. As Britzolakis notes, ‘the elements of caricature, parody, 
and hyperbole in “Daddy” are so blatant that only a very determined 
misreading could identify the speaker with the biographical Sylvia 
Plath’.11 Similarly, to borrow a refrain from the poem, there is nothing 
particularly ‘real’ about the speaker of ‘Lady Lazarus’, Plath’s other key 
post-Holocaust poem, which is about a suicidal striptease artist who 
performs a kind of Holocaust-themed cabaret.

Britzolakis’s references to Plath’s literary technique suggest that tak-
ing Plath, Snodgrass and other non-victims seriously as Holocaust poets 
(and indeed as poets per se) involves, following Peter McDonald, ‘taking 
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poetry seriously as an authority’.12 In conceptual terms, this does not 
simply involve the rejection of confessional poetics; it involves detach-
ing fictional forms of Holocaust writing, such as poetry by non-victims, 
from factual forms of writing such as testimony, from which, as Vice 
points out, ‘one might more reasonably demand an authentic connec-
tion between the author-narrator and the events described’.13 Robert 
Eaglestone has described how the sense of authorial authority that we 
find in testimony is a product of its specific genre, with genre here act-
ing not simply as a pigeon-hole for texts but more broadly as a way of 
‘connecting texts with contexts, ideas, expectations, rules of argument’ 
and thus ‘a way of describing how reading actually takes place’.14 This 
sense of authority pertaining to the laws of genre can be extended to 
Holocaust verse by non-victims; only this genre is wholly distinct from 
testimony, for as fiction the life of the person who produced the work 
is an irrelevance, and as poetry it demands that we ask specific ques-
tions about its uses of history, its connections with documentary texts 
and, above all, its form, which is, in McDonald’s resonant phrase, ‘the 
serious heart of a poem’ where ‘such “authority” as poetry bears must 
reside’.15

This focus on poetic form is something that the so-called ‘ confessional’ 
poets were themselves always keen to encourage. Eliot’s influential essay 
‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ and its concept of a poem’s ‘signif-
icant emotion’ that ‘has its life in the poem and not in the history of the 
poet’ can be detected behind Robert Lowell’s contention that ‘a poem 
is an event, not the record of an event’ and Plath’s exasperation with 
critics who did not treat ‘the poem as poem’.16 Berryman also addressed 
the question in his own inimitable manner. Asked by an interviewer 
how he reacted to the ‘confessional’ tag, he replied: ‘With rage and con-
tempt! Next question.’17 So, engaging with what these poems have to say 
about history and the Holocaust centrally involves refuting Rosenthal’s 
idea that they ‘seem to call for biographical rather than poetic explana-
tions’.18 Through close readings, this chapter will instead analyse how 
works by Plath and Snodgrass function as Holocaust poetry, considering 
how, following Eaglestone, ‘works define genres, bodies of  knowledge, 
and their rules’ and, likewise, how ‘genres, bodies of knowledge, and 
their rules define works’.19

These poems rarely attempt to reproduce events themselves or to 
offer detailed documentary accounts. Just as they should not be judged 
by biographical criteria, neither should they be judged by the crite-
ria which we set for purely historical forms of writing. They actually 
assume, rightly or wrongly, that their readers know, in the broadest 
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terms, what took place during the Holocaust; rather than trying to relay 
facts or elucidate causes, what they offer instead is a critical reflection 
on our reception of these facts, asking how we might construe meaning 
from them and what kind of place they should have in art. By taking 
poetry seriously as an authority we see how these works have an innate 
capacity to generate commentaries on their own praxis. Combining 
narrative with visual and sonic forms of making and breaking mean-
ing, poems which are thought to abuse the Holocaust more commonly 
offer critiques of the forms of identification and victimisation that 
their narrators indulge in. Even themes such as commercialisation and 
the exploitation of suffering are preoccupations of artworks that seem 
prone to intense self-scrutiny in large part due to the unique proper-
ties of their form, which allows a single statement to be simultaneously 
cast in many different lights. Before postmodernism and the rise of 
self-reflexive narration, poetry after and about Auschwitz had already 
addressed the need for writing to become meta fictional, as though talk-
ing about the Holocaust necessarily meant that poetry also had to talk 
about itself. This is not a testament to the self-absorbed sensibilities of 
poets but rather to poetry’s double vision: its way of looking outwards 
onto history through the internality of genre, which is to say its own 
specific mode of writing and reading, even of thinking.
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No succès de scandale ever stays truly scandalous for long. Works that 
ignite critical and public outrage soon lose their power to shock, not 
least because they tend to exert a powerful influence over the future 
direction of their medium, resulting in the mass reproduction of diluted 
replicas. The same can be said of whole cultural movements – one obvi-
ous example being punk, which emerged from the underground with 
the riotous rise to fame of the Sex Pistols in late 1976 and early 1977, 
thereafter influencing mainstream fashion, youth culture and music 
in a range of ways. Writing over a decade earlier, Plath might even be 
regarded as the first bona fide punk poet. Not only did she become a 
posthumous cultural icon who spawned a host of imitators, but her 
most scandalous poems, such as ‘Daddy’, contain a number of the 
hallmarks of British punk and its offshoots, including pervasive Nazi 
references combined with an irreverent antitheism (‘Not God but a swas-
tika’); an aggressive, violent aesthetic (‘The boot in the face’); a gothic 
fascination with blood, vampirism and the occult (‘There’s a stake in 
your fat black heart’); and stylised gestures of provocation deliberately 
designed to antagonise middle-class sensibilities (‘Every woman adores 
a Fascist’). ‘Daddy’ also anticipates the bizarre, cartoonish monologues 
of a song such as ‘Holidays in the Sun’, in which Johnny Rotten finds 
himself having to climb under and over the Berlin Wall as he faces off 
an abstract invading army.

As noted, there is clearly nothing directly autobiographical about 
‘Daddy’; eschewing the straightforward representation of real-life 
events, it is a heady blend of surrealism, fantasy, psychoanalysis, his-
tory and postmodern self-reflexivity. A rough synopsis of its narrative 
would begin with the female narrator, who has lived in a black shoe 
for thirty years, killing her father, even though he is already dead. She 
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has  previously searched for him in Germany and Poland and not found 
him, but the German language transported her to the Nazi concentra-
tion camps, where she began to identify herself with the murdered Jews. 
Her father is variously described as a statue, a Fascist, a schoolteacher 
and a devil. She recalls that she was ten when he died and that when 
she was 20 she tried, but failed, to commit suicide in order to become 
reunited with him. Sometime after that, she made a voodoo model of 
him, married it and killed a vampire who was pretending to be him. 
Finally, some jubilant villagers dance on his grave.

Plath’s father, Otto, was a German-born University Professor who 
died when Plath was eight, which is why the poem has often been read 
as a personal psychodrama. But to equate the author straightforwardly 
with the narrator presupposes a literalism and unified symbolic schema 
(of the Otto Plath = Nazi, Ted Hughes = vampire variety) that the poem 
itself does much to destabilise. As Plath explained in an interview with 
Peter Orr:

I think my poems immediately come out of the sensuous and  emotional 
experiences I have, but I must say I cannot sympathize with these 
cries from the heart that are informed by nothing except a needle or a 
knife, or whatever it is. I believe that one should be able to control and 
manipulate experiences, even the most terrifying, like madness, being 
tortured, this sort of experience, and one should be able to manipulate 
these experiences with an informed and an intelligent mind. I think 
that personal experience is very important, but certainly it shouldn’t 
be a kind of shut-box and mirror-looking, narcissistic  experience. 
I believe it should be relevant, and relevant to the larger things, the 
bigger things such as Hiroshima and Dachau and so on.1

This suggests that ‘Daddy’ is not so much about personal experience 
as about the relationship between the personal experience of those who 
were not there and the historical experiences of those who were.

Probing interconnections between memory, history, psychology and 
identity, the poem’s narrative takes place across a complex, disorient-
ating, non-linear time-scheme:

You do not do, you do not do
Any more, black shoe
In which I have lived like a foot
For thirty years, pure and white,
Barely daring to breathe or Achoo.2
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If the speaker has lived in the shoe for 30 years, the use of the present 
perfect tense indicates that she is middle-aged and also that the time of 
narration coincides with a moment of long-awaited liberation; yet the 
defiant voice of the mature versifier is undercut by the poem’s nursery 
rhyme aesthetic, with its repeated ‘oo’ sound, baby talk and ‘gobble-
dygoo’. At the same time, the nursery rhyme to which the poem most 
readily alludes is ‘There was an Old Woman who Lived in a Shoe’, which 
is about a woman who, as Judith Kroll observes, ‘didn’t know what to 
do’.3 The speaker of ‘Daddy’ is therefore characterised by aspects of 
childhood, middle age and old age simultaneously, suggesting that sev-
eral different orders of time coexist in the same ‘I’. Later references to 
the Jews of ‘Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen’ will set this temporal fragmen-
tation within a Holocaust context, and the first stanza can be read as 
part of a wider trauma narrative – one that seems to evoke a childhood 
spent in hiding from the Nazis, with the ‘black shoe’ that has forced 
the narrator into silence being that of an approaching soldier com-
ing up the stairs. The tapping of footsteps finds an analogue in the 
poem’s opening iambic tetrameter but then stamps to a halt with the 
spondee that coincides with the naming of the very object that creates 
the sound, the ‘black shoe’: a spondee which is therefore, as Antony 
Rowland observes, both a black ‘foot’ of the poem’s rhythmic scheme 
and its imagined (or remembered) historical landscape.4 The connec-
tion with Anne Frank (whose father was also named Otto) is unavoid-
able, making the narrator a sort of fictionalised survivor-sister. While 
the suggestion that she has lived ‘like a foot’ might suggest a journey – 
a chronologically structured passage through time – the black shoe is 
essentially an image of stasis, representing threat and imprisonment 
within time.

It is equally significant that ‘There was an Old Woman who Lived in 
a Shoe’ is a nursery rhyme about parental brutality. The old woman’s 
solution to the dilemma of too many children is to not feed them, 
‘whip them all soundly’ and send them to bed! In ‘Daddy’ a preoccu-
pation with the need to gain mastery over time is directly related to 
the fantasised murder of the bullying parent: ‘Daddy, I have had to 
kill you. / You died before I had time—’. The poem thus plays out a 
Freudian family drama that has already been alluded to in the poem’s 
title and the ‘black shoe’ of the first stanza: Oedipus translates as 
‘swell foot’.5 Jacqueline Rose observes that Plath here evokes Freud’s 
concept of the ‘Nachtraglichkeit’, or after-effect, in which patricide is 
accomplished imaginatively, after the fact of the father’s death, with 
the child’s inner recovery of the father forming the precondition for 
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his second,  symbolic death.6 The narrator says that her father died 
before she ‘had time’, suggesting that he cheated her of the chance to 
be the agent of his death by dying too soon and that his recovery and 
symbolic death are dependent on her now ‘having time’ in a second, 
existential, sense – as in possessing time rather than being mastered 
by it.

The speaker’s original search for her father had taken place within 
the recognisable geography (Poland) and language (German) that we 
associate with the Nazi genocide; but his identity within the past is not 
clear. For a start, the names given to the physical sites of memory, such 
as the foreign towns where she might hope to find him, are not unique 
or individualised, but rather common:

So I never could tell where you
Put your foot, your root,
I never could talk to you.

Her inability to find his ‘foot’ suggests a symbolic search for missing 
footprints and also a journey that takes place within language, indeed 
poetry itself, through the metrical ‘foot’ of verse, suggesting the impos-
sibility of a human form, such as poetry, finding an adequate ‘root’ (or 
route) through which to tap his and Europe’s horrific history. The ‘feet’ 
and ‘toes’ of the first five stanzas represent failed attempts to revisit this 
past through recognisably human metaphors, but when a connection 
to the past eventually does take place, through the German language, it 
is figured as inhuman and barbaric and ensnares the narrator in a sym-
bolic order that is profoundly alien to her. She describes how her tongue 
had become stuck in ‘a barb wire snare’: a metaphor that suggests lin-
guistic entrapment by evoking an animal trap that shuts the trap of the 
narrator, it also obliquely intimates the capturing of the Jews (who were 
treated like animals) by the Nazis, and perhaps also the electric-wire 
fences which enclosed the concentration camps.

While the narrator subsequently declares that she is ‘like’ or ‘may 
be’ a Jew, the lapse into direct metaphor, and with it direct identifica-
tion, is avoided. The dropping of the connection at the end of a stanza 
and the change of subject matter in each new stanza suggest that the 
narrator cannot sustain, or even examine, the comparisons she makes 
between herself and the Jews. ‘Daddy’ thus falls short of making the 
direct symbolic identification with Holocaust victims that we find 
in Yevgeny Yevtushenko’s ‘Babii Yar’, first published in English in 
1962, the same year that ‘Daddy’ was written. In this poem the nar-
rator  visits the ravine on the outskirts of Kiev where 33,771 Russian 
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Jews were massacred in two days in September 1941.7 The narrator 
proclaims:

I am
  each old man
       here shot dead.
I am
  every child
       here shot dead.8

The poem opens with the line: ‘No monument stands over Babii Yar’. 
By giving belated witness to crimes that would otherwise fade into 
oblivion, the poem itself becomes that missing monument. No such 
historical responsibility is assumed in ‘Daddy’: the very possibility of a 
non-victim identifying with the dead is undermined by the narrator’s 
evident lack of knowledge of the historical experiences, traditions and 
religion of the Jews to whom she compares herself by way of a ‘gipsy 
ancestress’ and a ‘Taroc pack’. An internal commentary on the narra-
tor’s tenuous relation to the Jews is elaborated through the way that 
the word ‘Jew’ is used four times in two stanzas in which it forms end-
rhymes only with itself and with the word ‘true’. John Lennard coins 
the term ‘autorhyme’ to describe the former technique, and its use here 
implies that the word cannot be rhymed or compared with anything 
other than itself, and that there are therefore no ‘true’ equivalents for 
the Jewish Holocaust victims.9 In this way, the poem provides a struc-
tural counterpoint to the more ambiguous representation of the Jew in 
its lyric. Such an affirmation of the self-determination and stability of 
the term is enforced by the way that even the rhyming of ‘Jew’ with 
‘true’ comes in a line in which the latter word is used in a negative 
sense: ‘not very pure or true’. Alluding to the Nazi myth of Jewish racial 
inferiority, this line suggests that the narrator’s connection with the 
Jews is also tainted by patent falsehoods.

If the narrator’s connection to the Jews is tenuous, then so is her 
relationship with her parody-Nazi father, who is a fantasised amalgam 
of every available Nazi stereotype: at once a Hitler (with a ‘neat mous-
tache’), the epitome of German volk (‘your Aryan eye, bright blue’), a 
Luftwaffe member and a ‘Panzer-man’. When she addresses him directly 
she figures their past dialogue as a telephone conversation:

So daddy, I’m finally through.
The black telephone’s off at the root,
The voices just can’t worm through.
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Simultaneously suggesting connection (she is ‘through’) and discon-
nection (‘being through’ can also suggest that one is finished with 
something), these lines will be returned to in the dramatic final line 
of the poem, ‘Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through’, and reflect the 
ambiguity that characterises her identity, psychological state and rela-
tion to her father. Here the fact that she describes more than one voice 
might suggest that she has been hearing voices in her head, in which 
case the absence of voices might signify something like an overcom-
ing of mental illness. Yet these ‘voices’ could relate more directly to 
the polymorphous father figure, who might be expected to have as 
many voices as he has forms (shoe, statue, Nazi, devil, schoolteacher), 
opening up the possibility that their absence is being registered both 
as a liberation and a painful loss: the voices from the past ‘just can’t 
worm through’, although in some ways she wishes that they could. 
These lines refer the reader back to the fifth stanza, where the elu-
siveness of the daddy’s ‘root’ suggested a self-reflexive critique on the 
representational logic of the poem as a whole, describing the unavail-
ability of ‘routes’ to the past through the metrical ‘foot’ of verse. The 
black phone that is now ‘off at the root’ continues this conceit by rep-
resenting the impossibility of full communion with the dead (those 
whose voices can’t ‘worm through’) through the medium of poetry. 
The phone’s failure to harmonise past and present, the hearer and the 
heard, is given added emphasis by the way that the word ‘root’ forms 
an incomplete half-rhyme with ‘through’. It is as though the bad con-
nection is not only overheard but also produced by the workings of 
a poetic phone which is black in colour and also, ‘Daddy’ suggests, 
in its usage.

‘Lady Lazarus’ is, as Judith Kroll has noted, a companion piece to ‘Daddy’. 
Both poems were written in October 1962 and, along with their pro-
vocative use of Nazi imagery and their evocations of the Holocaust, 
they share similarities of form (the dramatic monologue), voice (the 
adolescent voice of ‘Daddy’ maturing into the twisted braggadocio of 
‘Lady Lazarus’) and narrative structure, each moving from an obscure 
birth scene or initiatory scenario towards a final, if ambiguous, point 
of transcendence.10 The acceleration towards a final crescendo, achieved 
through rhythm and autorhyme in ‘Daddy’, is brought about in ‘Lady 
Lazarus’ through the gradual paring down of line length, until we are left 
with just single-word dimeter in the final two lines of the penultimate 
stanza. Despite its many similarities to ‘Daddy’, ‘Lady Lazarus’ stands 
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apart from this and other German-themed poems of Plath’s late period, 
namely ‘Little Fugue’ and ‘The Munich Mannequins’, in which a kind of 
scaffolding for the reconstruction of poetry after Auschwitz is tentatively 
set in place. With its razzmatazz and big top setting, ‘Lady Lazarus’ offers 
a more straightforwardly savage critique of the artistic commodification 
of genocide and of the amoral representative practices of the ‘Holocaust 
industry’. In this poem, the conceptual scaffolding carefully erected in 
the other German poems is kicked straight back down.11

Like the hero of Kafka’s story ‘A Fasting-artist’, on which, as Kroll 
observes, ‘Lady Lazarus’ seems to have been loosely based, the poem’s 
narrator prides herself on a self-destructive theatrical act that she 
believes she has elevated to an art form:12

Dying
Is an art, like everything else.
I do it exceptionally well.

I do it so it feels like hell.
I do it so it feels real.
I guess you could say I’ve a call.13

If, for Lady Lazarus, dying is an ‘art’, then it is at once a cultured form of 
expression and also a task that requires a particular knack. Her suicide-
show is thus a slightly tricksy activity, and when claiming that it ‘feels 
like hell’ and that it ‘feels real’ she is implicitly conceding that in reality 
it is neither of these things – as is also the case when the narrator of 
‘Daddy’ states that she ‘may well be a Jew’. Lady Lazarus seems wryly to 
accept the fact that her performance, which involves draping herself in 
the material traces and mutilated body parts of the murdered European 
Jews, is an art form for which she has a ‘call’ and also a commercial enter-
prise, with the ‘theatrical// Comeback in broad day’ suggesting both a 
return from the dead and also the revival of her career. Later the ‘charge’ 
for her show – and presumably also the sexual ‘charge’ generated by 
it – is mentioned four times, suggesting that she and her audience each 
profit from a performance that is figured as a kind of prostitution. A ‘big 
strip tease’ that the ‘peanut-crunching crowd/ Shoves in to see’, Lady 
Lazarus’s act is far from being an illicit peep-show: here the Holocaust is 
a licensed (if not respectable) public spectacle.

Despite the brash rhetoric and overt theatricality, the climax of the 
performance is not self display but self-erasure. As the poem draws to a 
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close and Lady Lazarus ‘melts to a shriek’, she vanishes as a woman of 
substance:

Ash, ash—
You poke and stir.
Flesh, bone, there is nothing there—

A cake of soap,
A wedding ring,
A gold filling.

Kroll suggests that here Plath is parodying a poem called ‘Inventory’ by 
Günter Eich, which she would have very likely known in translation.14 
Written in 1948, ‘Inventory’ tabulates the few possessions owned by a 
prisoner of war:

This is my cap,
this is my coat,
here is my shaving kit
in a linen bag
    . . . 
This is my notebook,
this is my groundsheet,
this is my towel,
this is my thread.

Hans Magnus Enzensberger has described how, in Eich’s poem, 
‘ paralysis has itself become language’, arguing that ‘the poet is staking 
a claim to the absolute minimum that remains; to a material, spiritual 
and  linguistic remnant’.15 While the list in ‘Lady Lazarus’ has a cer-
tain structural and syllabic unity, lending it a superficial coherence and 
creating a sense of the materiality of the articles described, the harmo-
nising aesthetic effect is undermined by the actual artefacts named: 
the ‘wedding ring’ and ‘gold filling’ intimate that Lady Lazarus is some 
sort of jackdaw of history, attracted to bright, shiny objects rather than 
a Benjaminian angel, possessing genuine historical insight. Moreover, 
the last line of the preceding stanza suggests that these are items, like 
‘flesh and bone’ (of Lady Lazarus, of the dead), that are not there, or that 
they are merely the ‘nothing’ that is there. The reference to ‘a cake of 
soap’, in particular, highlights the ambiguous physicality of these mate-
rial remains; having come to symbolise the lunatic excesses of Nazism 
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in the years immediately after the war, it was discovered that no docu-
mentary evidence exists to prove that the Nazis ever turned their Jewish 
victims into soap.16

‘Lady Lazarus’ concludes with an allusive stanza in which the  speaker’s 
acquisitiveness extends not only to the suffering of others but also to 
the way that she expresses it:

Out of the ash
I rise with my red hair
And I eat men like air.

Susan Gubar and others have noted the ‘ironic echo’ of Coleridge’s 
‘Kubla Khan’: ‘Beware! Beware! / His flashing eyes, his floating hair!’17 
Given that Britzolakis sees ‘Lady Lazarus’ as a parody of ‘The Love Song 
of J. Alfred Prufrock’, whilst also detecting allusions to The Waste Land, 
it is unsurprising that these final lines also reference another favourite 
work by Eliot: Four Quartets.18 In Plath’s poem, as in Eliot’s, the death 
or consumption of ‘air’ comes about when the dialectical framework 
of a Christian moral universe collapses; in ‘Lady Lazarus’, this air-
less anti-world is sketched in three swift, almost breathless, lines. The 
stanza also seems to allude to Paul Celan’s ‘Todesfuge’, in which the 
‘golden hair’ of Margarete – namesake of Goethe’s apotheosised repre-
sentative of the ‘eternal feminine’ in Faust – contrasts with the ‘ashen 
hair’ of Shulamith, who is named after the princess in ‘The Song of 
Songs’ who traditionally symbolises the tribe of Israel.19 Nelly Sachs’s 
‘O the Chimneys’, which considers the impact of the death camps on 
traditional forms of religious belief, concludes with a tercet that might 
also have left an imprint on Plath’s final stanza:

O you chimneys,
O you fingers
And Israel’s body as smoke through the air!20

These references add a specifically Holocaust-related dimension to 
Britzolakis’s perception that ‘Lady Lazarus is an allegorical figure, con-
structed from past and present images of femininity [ ... ] She is a pastiche 
of the numerous deathly or demonic women of poetic tradition’.21

While Celan famously wrote that ‘No one/ witnesses for the/ witness’, 
Lady Lazarus’s hubris is precisely that she leaves the ‘grave cave’ once 
a decade to bear witness for the witnesses, graphically displaying what 
is left of them on her own body.22 In addition, as if this wasn’t already 
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sufficiently egregious, she literally takes the words from out of their 
mouths. Harold Bloom has described how ‘every poet is a being caught 
up in a dialectical relationship (transference, repetition, error, commu-
nication) with other poets’, with the ‘strong, authentic poets’ creating 
an imaginative space for themselves through,

a misreading of the prior poet, an act of creative correction that is 
actually and necessarily a misinterpretation. The history of fruit-
ful poetic influence, which is to say the main tradition of Western 
poetry since the Renaissance, is a history of anxiety and self-saving 
caricature, of distortion, of perverse, wilful revisionism without 
which modern poetry as such could not exist.23

‘Lady Lazarus’ makes a ‘perverse, wilful revisionism’ its working mode. 
However, the poem challenges Bloom’s positive assessment of the devel-
opment of poetic tradition through misreading by way of its speaker’s 
cynical belief that art is simply a form of prostitution – a way of making 
money out of personal debasement – and by the fatuousness of her turn 
in attention away from the Jewish victims of the Holocaust (the subject 
of the poems she ‘misinterprets’) and towards the many men who have 
wronged her.

In some senses, the aggressive feminist position that Lady Lazarus 
assumes in the final stanzas is not a total distortion of the concerns 
of Holocaust verse and could be justified by the insight that Susan 
Sontag draws from Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas, which is ‘that war 
is a man’s game – that the killing machine has a gender, and it is 
male’.24 Here the poem arguably develops a refrain from ‘Todesfuge’, 
where ‘death is a master from Germany’. However, a pointed critique 
of the narrator’s hypothesised identity as historical victim and a 
self-conscious undermining of her rhetoric occurs in the conclud-
ing stanza, through the double entendre of the last line. For, as Gubar 
points out, to ‘eat men like air’ is an ambiguous simile, which could 
mean that Lady Lazarus eats men as easily as if they were air (per-
haps the German Herren or ‘masters from Germany’ who ordered 
the deaths of Jewish women such as Shulamith) or that she eats men 
who are themselves already like air: namely the murdered men who, 
in ‘Todesfuge’, dug their ‘graves in the air’, and whose deaths Sachs 
laments when describing ‘Israel’s body as smoke through the air’.25 
Here wordplay and allusion unmask the speaker: as the prostitute-
poet rises from the ashes in the guise of what Kroll calls a ‘triumphant 
resurrecting goddess’, we are actually left with a far less palatable 
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taste of what her opportunistic imagination really feeds off.26 Just as 
her assault on God and Lucifer parodies Nazi hubris (‘Herr God, Herr 
Lucifer/ Beware’), in her overreaching Lady Lazarus is positioned as 
the  victimiser, not the victimised. Indeed, in the final line she is 
Holocaust, consuming the bodies that are required to fuel an infernal 
combustion that leaves behind only ash and nothingness. Through 
the suggestion that her strip show is an act of historical cannibal-
ism – both at the level of its performance and its language – Plath 
offers a critique of her speaker that recalls Jean Baudrillard’s claim, 
made with reference to the American TV mini-series Holocaust (1978), 
that turning the Holocaust into a spectacle for mass entertainment 
produces a forgetting that ‘is part of the extermination’.27

In Plath’s Holocaust poetry, a certain reading of modern human  history 
emerges: history as process, as machine, whose meaning is understood 
retrospectively, after Auschwitz, as Holocaust.28 This is drawn to the fore 
in ‘Daddy’ and also ‘Getting There’, written just over a week after the 
completion of ‘Lady Lazarus’ in late 1962. The latter monologue owes 
much to Marx’s definition of war as the ‘locomotive of history’, with a 
train that traverses Russia and entraps the narrator functioning as an 
allegory for the broad teleology of modernity as a whole. Despite the 
speaker’s evident disorientation, a reference to the German  industrialist 
and armaments manufacturer Krupp suggests that the backdrop to the 
action is quite specifically the Second World War, as does the boxcar full 
of misplaced persons, which brings to mind the geographically dizzy-
ing journey that many survivors were forced to undertake after their 
liberation, as Levi described in The Truce (1963). But it is this  specific 
periodisation that gives history as a whole a final meaning which, up to 
that point, it did not have, becoming an end point that casts its shadow 
over the whole spectrum of the past, darkening all  previous eras with 
its suggestion that human progress was only ever getting there: to dehu-
manisation, to bodies packed into boxcars, to Krupp, to industrialised 
mass-murder, to Auschwitz.

Drawing on Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment 
(1944), Britzolakis reads the poem as Plath’s ambiguous negotia-
tion with Enlightenment rationality, with the train representing the 
divided feelings of a poet who is at once critical of, and enthralled by, 
the drive towards mastery that, according to Horkheimer and Adorno, 
made the advance of the Enlightenment ‘a narrative of violence which 
tends to annihilate otherness in the name of an implacable principle of 
identity’.29 She notes how poems such as ‘Getting There’ and ‘Daddy’ 
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use the figure of the engine to show language brutally dominating its 
users, acting as ‘a metaphorical machine which conveys the “I” into 
a historical and ideological “other” space not of its own choosing’.30 
These monologues use sound and rhythm to draw on a ‘daemonic [ ... ] 
or nihilistic side of the auditory imagination’ where language, just like 
the Enlightenment rationality it would purport to critique, acts as a 
‘technology which violently, if exhilaratingly, wrests the body to its own 
ends’.31 In ‘Daddy’ it is ‘the metrical parallelism of rhyme’ that produces 
the persecutor-victim metaphor that runs through the poem, with ‘you’ 
finding a natural corollary in ‘Jew’, and the poem’s engine-like language 
yoking together ‘historical and subjective crisis in manifestly unstable 
metaphorical conjunctions’.32 As a result, ‘Daddy’ and ‘Getting There’ 
could be judged to share ‘a deep complicity with the drive towards mas-
tery that Adorno sees as central to Enlightenment’, staging a ‘ “dialectic 
of enlightenment” in the arena of metaphor, rhythm, and sound’ by 
‘drawing upon the ambiguously incantatory and oral powers of poetic 
language itself’: the very irrational ‘powers’ of anti-reason that, accord-
ing to Adorno and Horkheimer, made Auschwitz possible.33

This engagement with the history of the Enlightenment also 
 characterises ‘Mary’s Song’, written less than a fortnight after ‘Getting 
There’ in November 1962, which Tim Kendall describes as the end 
point for many of the thematic preoccupations of Plath’s late work. 
He notes that the ‘conflict between maternal love and Christianity is 
most startlingly portrayed’ in this poem.34 However, ‘Mary’s Song’ dis-
tinctly diverges from the voice and style of Plath’s earlier Holocaust 
monologues. As Rowland notes in a comparison of ‘Mary’s Song’ with 
‘Lady Lazarus’, ‘a restrained tone indicates the suffering of the narra-
tor, as opposed to the camp railing of the earlier piece’.35 The identity 
of the speaker is unclear: she seems to be partly a modern-day woman 
in a suburban kitchen, partly the Virgin Mary in Paradise. From this 
obscure vantage point, a window opens onto a historical continuum lit-
tered with the burnt victims of various types of fanaticism: a description 
of one and the same fire attacking heretics and Jews links the  victims 
of the Nazi genocide with those of the Spanish Inquisition, who were 
burnt at the stake. But despite the murderous pyres, the Jews retain a 
kind of  substantiality, even after their deaths:

Their thick palls float

Over the cicatrix of Poland, burnt-out
Germany.
They do not die.
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Their ‘thick palls’ evoke the smoke that came from the crematoria of 
the death camps, in which the dead were shrouded instead of in their 
rightful funeral palls. Through this pun, the dead are conceived of as 
an absence – those not even accorded the dignity of a proper burial – 
and also a kind of presence, with their smoke still clogging the sky. 
The nothingness at the heart of the poem is thus counteracted by its 
metaphysical schemata and the knowledge that the dead ‘do not die’. In 
a final typescript, Plath changed the line ‘Over the cicatrix of Poland’ 
to ‘Over scoured Poland’; the latter version, with its play on the word 
‘scoured’, suggests the ineradicable contradiction of a country that has 
been artificially ‘cleansed’ but which is still being keenly ‘watched-over’ 
from elsewhere.36

These biblical reference points do not mean, however, that the poem 
affirms religious value systems. The concluding stanzas describe a cru-
cifixion scene that has been revised and transported to an apocalyptic 
nuclear age:

[ ... ] On the high

Precipice
That emptied one man into space
The ovens glowed like heavens, incandescent.

The basic narrative of the Passion is debased by a series of terminolog-
ical replacements that derive from the secular language of Hollywood, 
NASA and nuclear technology: Golgotha becomes a ‘precipice’, the 
Ascension becomes an ‘emptying’, Christ becomes ‘one man’, and 
Heaven is merely ‘space’, and then a sinister simile for ‘the ovens’ – Plath 
may have known that the Nazis referred to the ‘funnel’ at Treblinka 
as ‘the road to heaven’ and that one common euphemism for the gas 
chambers and crematoria was ‘heaven blocks’.37 The human ashes that 
settle on the mouth and eye of the speaker also settle ‘On the high/ 
precipice’ where the human body of God incarnate was immortalised. 
A ‘precipice’ can mean both a steep rock-face and a dangerous situa-
tion, and a sense of impending disaster rings through ‘Mary’s Song’, 
recalling Walter Benjamin’s contention that ‘to articulate the past his-
torically does not mean to recognise it “the way it really was” (Ranke). 
It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of 
danger.’38

For Benjamin, these authentic acts of historical representation were 
linked to a metaphysical ideal: ‘The past carries with it a temporal 
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index by which it is referred to redemption.’39 However, in its pervasive 
 scepticism and its avoidance of consolatory narratives, ‘Mary’s Song’ 
displays many of the characteristics of ‘antiredemptory literature’.40 This 
genre is not in any way an anti-memory literature – the dead ‘do not 
die’ – but antiredemptory literature refutes the idea that positive value 
or meaning can be salvaged from such memories. Rather than closing 
with the negation of the past, the poem therefore ends by extending 
the consequences of the past far into the future, and into what becomes 
a kind of eternity of horror:

It is a heart,
This holocaust I walk in,
O golden child the world will kill and eat.

The fact that the speaker walks in ‘this holocaust’ and not ‘the Holocaust’ 
encourages the reader to interpret the word in its original etymological 
sense, as do the early references to purgative fires and cooking animals. 
Kendall notes that ‘Plath underlined “holocaust” in her Webster’s dic-
tionary, along with its two definitions: “A sacrificial offering the whole 
of which is consumed by fire” and “Hence, a complete or thorough 
sacrifice or destruction, esp. by fire, as of large numbers of human 
beings.” ’41 However, ‘Mary’s Song’ evokes a sense of ‘holocaust’ that 
sets the word adrift from its original redemptive meaning. Here ‘this 
holocaust’ is not limited to a single event that occurred in a specific 
place and time: rather, it is an ongoing and everlasting global condi-
tion, and one specifically rooted in the human heart. In the last line, 
the syntax is ambiguous: the ‘golden child’ could be either a bystander 
being warned of the world’s murderousness or else a doomed infant 
touted as a future victim (the child that the world will kill and eat). 
The line begins with an exclamatory ‘O’ and ends with the word ‘eat’, 
creating a circular narrative which refers us back to the Sunday lamb 
of the first line of the poem, which now becomes suggestively overlaid 
with the original sense of ‘holocaust’ as a ‘burnt offering’. However, the 
symbolic logic of animal sacrifice and the sacramental consumption of 
food are roundly debased and replaced with the more brutal animus of 
the slaughterhouse.

In Robert Lowell’s earlier poem ‘The Holy Innocents’, the nativity 
scene is transferred to Nazi-occupied Europe, where the ‘Lamb of the 
shepherds’ finds himself in a time when ‘The world out-Herods Herod’.42 
Similarly, the Christian title and imagery of ‘Mary’s Song’  suggest that 
the ‘golden child’ is Jesus, Mary’s son, transported to an age of atrocity. 
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The Christ-child is a common figure in Plath’s late poems,  especially 
those about her children. In ‘Mary’s Song’, however, this ‘golden child’ is 
just another victim who, like the infant of Lowell’s poem – described by 
Jonathan Raban as a ‘Buchenwald Jesus, without dignity or divinity’ – is 
divested of rank and purpose by the occurrence of the Holocaust.43 The 
failure of the biblical analogy is a central feature of Plath’s antiredemp-
tory approach to Holocaust representation. As Gubar notes: ‘Given their 
implicit promise of a redemptive salvation or wisdom born of painful 
sacrifices [ ... ] biblical analogues fail to capture the horror of child-sur-
vivors [and] of children of survivors.’44

Refusing to harbour any hope of salvation, ‘Mary’s Song’ operates 
through a logic of systematic inversion wherein meaning is created neg-
atively and impiously by depriving Christian figures and icons of their 
metaphysical and literary significance. In The Divine Comedy, for exam-
ple, Mary is the Queen of Heaven, a supreme matriarch who intercedes 
with God for Dante, so that in the final Canto of the Paradiso he is able 
to look into the Eternal Light and see the vision of Infinite Goodness. 
In this vision, three circles explain the mystery of the Incarnation 
and grant Dante salvation; but the purity of the vision is such that he 
cannot remember it fully or find an adequate language with which to 
describe it:

 From that point on, what I could see was greater
than speech can show: at such a sight, it fails—
and memory fails when faced with such excess.45

‘Mary’s Song’, on the other hand, is only able to mediate a vision 
of  personal and universal collapse about the centre of ‘burnt-out/ 
Germany’, where events remain shrouded in darkness, placed beyond 
representation and memory in a manner diametrically opposed to the 
illuminative excess that we find in the religious writing of Dante.

A further poetic influence on ‘Mary’s Song’ appears to be another 
work by Nelly Sachs called ‘O the Night of the Weeping Children’, with 
the last line of ‘Mary’s Song’ echoing Sachs’s formal lament: ‘O the 
night of the weeping children!/ O the night of the children branded for 
death!’.46 Rather than being a work of retrospective mourning, Sachs’s 
work is imaginatively situated within an historical time and place from 
where its narrator bemoans the future fate of the children. Its time-
frame is a present laden with a terrible foreknowledge of future pain. 
There is a similarly clairvoyant chronology in ‘Mary’s Song’, which, 
while not redeeming the child’s death, does at least manage to delay it 
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by inhabiting the moment that comes before the murder of the infant 
who, like Sachs’s ‘weeping children’, seems ‘branded for death’. Here 
Plath creates an impossible temporality, that of always being about to be 
bereaved, suggesting that the only authentically antiredemptory time-
frame within which to locate our contemporary relation to the child 
victims of the Holocaust is that of an eternity in which we are beset by 
the certainty of loss.
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W. D. Snodgrass’s cycle of poems The Fuehrer Bunker focuses on the 
apocalyptic early months of 1945, when Hitler returned to Berlin from 
his western command centre in Ziegenberg and transferred his living 
quarters to an underground lair beneath the Reich Chancellery. With 
the territorial boundaries of the new Nazi Empire rapidly contracting, 
and the Russians closing in on the capital, the dictator sought an escape 
from the constant Allied air raids that were disrupting his sleep, dis-
tracting him from his work and laying the city to ruins.1 The bunker 
to which he withdrew had been created by the extensive reconstruc-
tion of an old bomb shelter: a lengthy project which had been com-
pleted in the summer of 1944. The original shelter had been deepened, 
with a whole second tier added, and encased by a 16.5-foot thick shell 
of reinforced concrete.2 Hitler occupied the lower, and slightly larger, 
of the two storeys, which subsequently became known as the Fuehrer 
Bunker. It consisted of eighteen small, dimly lit rooms built on either 
side of a central passage. By April, as the German military position 
deteriorated even further, he was also holding his twice-daily staff con-
ferences in the bunker. Immured in this tenebrous complex, he now 
emerged into daylight only to walk his dog, Blondi, in the crater-filled 
Chancellery gardens, or to have lunch with his secretaries.3 For those 
members of Hitler’s inner circle who had joined him underground, life 
was strained. As Alan Bullock puts it in his biography Hitler: A Study in 
Tyranny (1952):

The physical atmosphere of the bunker was oppressive, but this 
was nothing compared to the pressure of the psychological atmo-
sphere. [...] Nervous exhaustion, fear, and despair  produced a ten-
sion  bordering on hysteria, which was heightened by  propinquity 
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to a man whose changes of mood were not only unpredictable but 
affected the lives of all those in the shelter.4

Hitler continued to live an increasingly bizarre subterranean existence 
throughout April, deploying battalions of non-existent troops, clinging 
to a long-held belief that a split among the Allies was inevitable and 
ordering extempore dismissals, executions and promotions, until he 
shot himself on April 30.

In The Fuehrer Bunker, a series of dramatic monologues spoken by 
prominent Nazis during the last days of the Reich, the oppressive atmo-
sphere of the bunker becomes the backdrop for a poetic exploration of 
the genocidal mentality, with the underground chamber standing as 
a central symbol for buried personal histories and psychological ener-
gies. While Oliver Hirschbiegel’s film Downfall (2005) employs a realist 
aesthetic to portray the same events and, in particular, Hitler’s relation-
ship with his secretary, Traudl Junge, in The Fuehrer Bunker the besieged 
hideout is, in the words of the fictional Goebbels, less a representation 
of a real historical space than a kind of ‘confession booth/ Where liars 
face up to blank truth’.5

Snodgrass had long aspired to dramatise events in the bunker and 
to explore the personalities of the higher Nazi command. He com-
mented:

As soon as the war was over, I began reading the Nazi books and 
memoirs. I really wanted to know what the hell could somebody 
think, or feel, that would make them feel those acts were necessary. 
How could they even think they were possible?6

In the late 1940s, he tried to write a play based on Hugh Trevor-Roper’s 
investigative report into the death of Hitler, The Last Days of Hitler 
(1947). The play was never completed (by Snodgrass’s own admission, 
at the time he ‘wasn’t very good’), but its grounding in Trevor-Roper’s 
study and its overt theatricality were to become central elements 
of the ambitious poetic cycle on which he began work in the early 
1970s.7 Trevor-Roper described the events leading up to Hitler’s death 
as ‘a carefully produced theatrical piece’ consistent with the dicta-
tor’s whole previous history, which had been ‘consciously theatrical, 
perhaps even operatic’ and this was reflected in Snodgrass’s cho-
sen poetic form – what he has termed an ‘oratorio or speech cantata’.8 
Like Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood (1954), the cycle is a kind of 
‘play for voices’, though Snodgrass does not make use of Thomas’s 
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dialogic technique. In the selection of this mode of representation, 
Snodgrass has described his indebtedness to Henri Coulette’s The War 
of the Secret Agents (1966): a series of dramatic monologues set dur-
ing World War II and based on real-life events. Coulette’s poly-voiced 
poem focuses on the betrayal of a group of secret agents by the British 
government. Sent to Paris, where many of them were eventually mur-
dered by the Gestapo, the agents were unaware that they were being 
used to distract the German intelligence forces so that the real secret 
agents – the ‘underground beneath the underground’ – would not get 
caught.9

The Fuehrer Bunker was influenced by the form of The War of the 
Secret Agents and also by its themes of political intrigue and subter-
fuge. Drawing attention to Snodgrass’s elaborate plot, his focus on 
court intrigues and rivalries, and his depiction of flawed over-reach-
ers, Paul Gaston has termed The Fuehrer Bunker ‘a tragedy of evil’ and 
Snodgrass himself compared his technique of juxtaposing highly styl-
ised passages with more realistic scenes to King Lear.10 There are also 
elements of Greek tragedy in the poet’s use of a formal chorus and in 
his concerted exploration of the relationship between political events 
and family life; he draws extensively on twentieth century readings of 
these plays, above all, Freud’s theory of the ‘family drama’ played out 
in Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex, to explore the unconscious motivations of 
his characters. In an interview with Gaston, he explained this eager-
ness to give military events a domestic context: ‘We create our polit-
ical systems and our armies in the terms that the family has set out 
for us. The same drives that make us make families make us make 
nations.’11

While The Fuehrer Bunker has been performed on stage on several 
occasions, it remains very much a verse cycle, and its drama is most 
elaborately performed on the page.12 For the volume, Snodgrass created 
what he termed ‘a compendium of verse forms’ whereby ‘each speaker 
has a kind of verse form that is typical of his or her personality’.13 
The result is one of the most elaborately stylised and inventive aes-
thetic representations of Nazism, with the form, mise-en-page and even 
the typography of the poems embodying the differing psychological 
states of the main characters. The monologues of Heinrich Himmler, 
for example, appear on a square grid, with each capitalised letter occu-
pying one box, every word separated by a dot, and each line compris-
ing exactly thirty characters. This layout suggests wartime forms of 
communication such as the telegram and also concentration camp 
blueprints, with their symmetrical rows of identical oblong barracks. 
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Figure 7 The Fuehrer Bunker, Himmler
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As such, the layout is fairly inhuman; but at the same time, there is 
something rather childish about the squared page, which mimics the 
notebooks in which schoolchildren practise their handwriting and 
spelling. The impression is that of a psychology that combines infan-
tile simplicity with heinous criminality, and the ominous nature of 
this genocidal concoction is reinforced by the fact that every Himmler 
poem is an acrostic of the alphabet, the first letter of each line pro-
gressing from A to Z in unfaltering succession. These formal analogues 
abound: the stanzas in the monologues of the architect Albert Speer, 
for example, are shaped into a series of right-angled triangles; as she 
prepares to commit infanticide, the rigid resolve of Magda Goebbels 
is figured through the compulsive repetitions of the villanelle. This 
is not to say that all the forms are characterised by structural tight-
ness: the Hitler poems are incredibly varied in layout – including one 
which alternates lines of an interior monologue with passages copied 
from a masochist’s sex manual – and the Goering poems employ an 
expansive, flatulent style that matches the corpulence of the real-life 
Reichsmarschall.

S nodgrass regarded the complete cycle of The Fuehrer Bunker, which 
was over two decades in the making, as his most accomplished piece 
of work.14 However, it met with a largely hostile response from critics 
and readers at each stage of its long publication history. One com-
mon charge was that the volume humanised the senior Nazis, trans-
forming moral monsters into people with feelings and personalities (a 
charge also levelled at Hirschbiegel’s film).15 Many have argued that 
by attempting to understand these murderers, one makes the first 
step towards forgiveness.16 Yet, these criticisms originate in precisely 
the sorts of biases that The Fuehrer Bunker and, indeed, all works of 
Holocaust impiety purposively set out to counteract. As Snodgrass 
commented, the Nazis were human: ‘If you desire to believe that they 
were not human, then you are guilty of exactly their worst crime, 
which is what they tried to do to the Jews, to believe that they were not 
human.’17 For Snodgrass, those who believe Nazi crimes to be wholly 
foreign to themselves, their country and culture, miss the most impor-
tant lessons of the genocide: ‘one of the real, basic, terrible paradoxes 
of being alive [is] that your enemy is human and not so different from 
you’.18 In the poems, this observation is concretised by the fact that 
Snodgrass’s Nazis speak in a slangy American vernacular. If readers 
of The Fuehrer Bunker were to appreciate the basic similarity between 
themselves and the perpetrators of genocide, as well as sharing the 
same language and speech patterns, Snodgrass felt they also would 
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have to be brought into a hazardous, even unwelcome, psychological 
contact with evil:

The aim of a work of art surely is to stretch the reader’s psyche, to 
help him [sic] to identify with more people, with more life than he 
normally does. He is only going to be able to do that if you get him 
past his beliefs about right and wrong which keep him from seeing 
what ways in which he is like certain other people. And, of course, he 
is going to object to that when you do it.19

His attempt to understand the Nazis would equally involve decon-
structing the elaborate mythology that the murderers concocted about 
themselves and their party; by ‘exposing these people for what they 
really were, not allowing them to be seen as they wanted to be seen’, 
the cycle would reveal the human characteristics that permitted the 
conception and execution of so-called inhuman acts.20

The overarching explanatory purpose of The Fuehrer Bunker was thus 
embodied in its structure, with the form of the dramatic monologue 
reflecting Snodgrass’s conviction that individual psychology can be a 
determining force in history. The volume’s framework meant that the 
speakers were ‘not talking to anyone outside themselves’, allowing 
Snodgrass to describe past actions and to portray dimensions of char-
acter unknown to anyone but the speaker.21 Indeed, Snodgrass believed 
that the monologue form could be used to create added levels of self-
awareness: his Hitler, for example, was made ‘much more conscious 
of his own destructiveness than he ever appeared to be’.22 Poetic form 
is thus the enabling principle for the cycle’s interrogatory technique, 
allowing the reader to overhear an unshackled form of introspection in 
which ‘the speakers say things they never would have said to anyone, 
perhaps not even to themselves’.23

There is, then, nothing particularly real in an historical sense about 
this representation of Nazi psychology, and indeed Snodgrass’s approach 
to factuality was highly selective. While many of the events described, 
and even individual lines, were lifted from historical documents, he also, 
in his own words, ‘made up some episodes’. In particular, he doubted the 
legitimacy of his portrayal of Magda Goebbels’s promiscuity: ‘I have put 
things in that I don’t believe happened. Or in some cases I have accepted 
an interpretation of a character which I do not believe to be historical 
fact.’24 His justifications for such alterations are poetic, not historical: ‘A 
true fact which doesn’t feel true in the poem is no good at all. The poem 
has to feel authentic. That is much more  important than anything so 
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shallow as documentary evidence.’25 In a discussion of the classic works 
of Homer and Aeschylus, Snodgrass  further observed: ‘People want to 
separate history and poetry. Or  history and drama. I think that the 
art doesn’t demand that separation.’26 Regretting poetry’s dissociation 
from song – and with it the way that ‘epic’ poetry formed a collective 
memory bank for significant episodes in history – he hoped that in his 
volume the two would be partially reconnected.27

In the terms set out by Snodgrass, the relationship between his-
tory and poetry becomes a vexed one, not least because the sequence 
aimed to explore real historical experiences and attitudes while wilfully 
 distorting them. If art does not demand the separation of poetry and 
history, then history most certainly does, and the value of the volume 
would be diminished if we were to judge it by the purely epistemo-
logical criterion of the degree to which it helps us to understand how 
these specific Nazis came to be responsible for the murder of more than 
6  million Jews. But it is a truism that artists do not always make for the 
best critics of their own work; and in its selective approach to historical 
fact, its Americanised first-person voices and its innovative manipula-
tion of form, The Fuehrer Bunker actually tends to exaggerate the gulf 
between historical reality and aesthetic experience, drawing to the 
fore its separation from the ‘shallow’ works of documentary evidence 
on which it depends for its primary material. This begs the questions: 
What can poetry tell us about the Nazis that history cannot? What is 
the explanatory function of such obvious fictions? Can a compelling 
aesthetic experience ever have a serious historical purpose? Focussing 
on close readings of the central monologues of the sequence – those of 
Speer, Hitler, Goebbels and Goering – this chapter will suggest that The 
Fuehrer Bunker is a work of formal and linguistic experimentation whose 
most important theme is not the interpolation of individual psychol-
ogy into history (which essentially buys Hitler’s idea that Germany bent 
to the will of the Fuehrer), but rather the postwar survival of poetry, 
even of language itself. In the volume, poetry becomes the principle 
by which language is salvaged from political and ideological processes 
that had threatened to overwhelm it: a recovery that is portrayed as the 
necessary precondition for cultural, political and personal regeneration. 
And it is this, rather than any putative mimetic function, that makes 
The Fuehrer Bunker one of the most significant explorations of aesthetic 
 possibility and purpose in the wake of the Nazi period.

Albert Speer, Hitler’s architect protégé and Minister of Armaments 
and War Production, is commonly portrayed as an anomalous figure 
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within the upper echelons of the Nazi hierarchy. An urbane  intellectual 
who stood apart from opportunists such as Bormann and Goering, 
Trevor-Roper described him as an ‘extraordinary’ man, ‘perhaps the 
ablest and most interesting of all the Nazi government’.28 When writ-
ing The Last Days of Hitler, Trevor-Roper drew extensively on statements 
that Speer made while imprisoned by the Allies after the war and in his 
defence at Nuremberg:

His conclusions are never naïve, never parochial; they seem always 
honest; they are often profound. If he seems sometimes to have 
fallen too deeply under the spell of the tyrant whom he served, at 
least he is the only servant whose judgement was not corrupted by 
attendance on that dreadful master; at least he retained the capacity 
to examine himself, and the honesty to declare both his errors and 
his convictions.29

At Nuremberg, the articulate and smartly dressed Speer was the only 
defendant to accept some degree of responsibility for orders from Hitler 
that he had personally carried out. He also repeatedly emphasised his 
belief – to the consternation of Goering and the ‘loyalist’ members of 
the party – that all senior members of the Nazi leadership shared a 
‘collective responsibility’ for the atrocities committed by the regime.30 
During the course of the trial, Speer even claimed that he had planned 
to assassinate Hitler and his closest confidantes and disclosed how, when 
this plot became unworkable, he systematically disobeyed the Fuehrer’s 
‘Scorched Earth’ policy, which had directed retreating German forces to 
destroy the industry and infrastructure of Reich territory before it came 
under the control of the Allies.

During the twenty years of imprisonment in Spandau to which he 
was eventually sentenced, Speer read voraciously and worked on his 
memoirs, Inside the Third Reich (1970), in which he detailed his inti-
mate and markedly ambiguous relationship with Hitler, famously stat-
ing that ‘if Hitler had had any friends, I would certainly have been one 
of his close friends’.31 He also reaffirmed his penitential stance: ‘it is not 
only specific faults that burden my conscience, great as these may have 
been. My moral failure is not a matter of this item and that; it resides in 
my active participation with the whole course of events.’32 Following his 
release, Inside the Third Reich became an international best-seller, and 
Speer became a much sought-after media figure. Throughout the 1970s, 
he made frequent television appearances and gave newspaper and mag-
azine interviews in an attempt to play out the public role he had forged 
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for himself as, in the words of Gitta Sereny, ‘the one apparently sane 
and repentant voice from the Third Reich’.33

Here I quote from Sereny’s probing study of Speer’s character and 
political career, Albert Speer: His Battle with Truth (1995); but it is precisely 
Speer’s self-characterisation as the exemplary penitent that Sereny ques-
tions in her book, insisting that his media profile and his outwardly 
laudable acceptance of culpability at Nuremberg were, in fact, evasions 
of his personal responsibility for Nazism’s worst crimes. For Sereny, nei-
ther his testimony nor his written depositions sufficiently account for 
the specific faults that led to his own particular moral failures. Above all, 
they did not reflect Speer’s guilt over what the psychologist Alexander 
Mitscherlich has 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 proba-
bly attended in person – he undoubtedly knew that Hitler was executing 
his long-planned genocide of the European Jews and other victims.34

In The Fuehrer Bunker, Snodgrass uses poetic form as a diagrammatic 
representation of Speer’s turbulent psychological state during the final 
months of the war – as Gaston puts it, ‘form becomes almost hiero-
glyphic, a kind of picture of the poem’s content’ – and Snodgrass, like 
Sereny, is centrally concerned with the place of the Jews in Speer’s con-
science.35 The basic building block of the Speer poems is a twelve-line 
stanza that has the shape of a right-angled triangle (what Snodgrass 
calls ‘pyramids’).36 The repetition of this geometric form highlights 
the rigidity of Speer’s technocratic mindset. In his Gaston interview, 
Snodgrass, who had visited Speer in 1972, pointed out that each line 
was made slightly longer than the previous one so as to resemble an 
arrangement of steps – ‘like the steps [of the bunker] Speer is going 
down and coming up in the poem’ – while also forming an ‘imitation 
of his compulsion for growth, for size’: a compulsion that Speer had 
channelled into his Pharaonic architectural designs.37 The fact that the 
triangles are mirrored, so that an inverted triangle sits beneath each 
upright one, gives the fictional Speer a touch more humanity: the lower 
triangles, often set in a lighter typeface, tend to contain his worries and 
doubts and show a more ambiguous, perhaps even unconscious, under-
side to his personality. These reflected triangles also make visible his 
emphatically divided relationship with Hitler.

There is a sudden change, however, in the fourth Speer poem, 
when the triangular form is unexpectedly disrupted. In the previous 
monologues, Speer has described his subversion of Hitler’s ‘Scorched 
Earth’ policy; now, climbing the bunker steps into the Chancellery 
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garden after Hitler’s birthday ceremony and growing increasingly 
 disenchanted with his leader, he falls into a disturbed reverie, ask-
ing: ‘What was it/ Hanke saw there in the East?/ And warned me not/ 
to find out, not to see?’38 The reference here is to a conversation that 
Speer recounts in Inside the Third Reich, which took place when his 
friend Karl Hanke, the Gauleiter of Lower Silesia, came to visit him in 
the summer of 1944:

Sitting in the green leather easy chair in my office, he seemed 
 confused and spoke falteringly, with many breaks. He advised me 
never to accept an invitation to inspect a concentration camp in 
Upper Silesia. Never, under any circumstances. He had seen some-
thing there which he was not permitted to describe and moreover 
could not describe.39

Figure 8 The Fuehrer Bunker, Speer
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In the retrospective narrative of Inside the Third Reich, Speer goes on 
to make the connection between Hanke’s oblique reference to a camp 
in Upper Silesia and Auschwitz; in Snodgrass’s monologue, however, 
Speer’s memory of the haunting conversation is enveloped in the silence 
of the place his friend was neither permitted nor able to describe, and 
he does not appear to pursue his enquiry to its logical conclusion. The 
stanza tails off: ‘What/ are the Russians digging up? the sort of things 
I saw in the camps –/ forced labour, wretched conditions ...’ While the 
content of these lines suggests that Speer is unwilling to answer his own 
question, the syntax and layout actually imply that he has an unac-
knowledged or unconscious understanding of his friend’s full meaning. 
The non-capitalisation of the definite article that follows his question 
‘What/ are the Russians digging up?’ suggests that not only is he recall-
ing what he had seen elsewhere – the emaciated ‘forced labourers’ who 
were kept in ‘wretched conditions’ – but also that he is in effect answer-
ing his own question: what the Russians were digging up were precisely 
these ‘things’ he ‘saw in the camps’. In this unwitting depersonalisation 
of the slave labourers, Snodgrass’s Speer betrays the inhuman attitude 
that Speer himself admitted characterised his approach to the workers 
who fell under his administration:

the desperate race with time, my obsessional fixation on produc-
tion and output statistics, blurred all considerations and feelings 
of humanity. An American historian has said of me that I loved 
machines more than people. He is not wrong. I realize that the sight 
of suffering people influenced only my emotions, but not my con-
duct. On the plane of feelings only sentimentality emerged; in the 
realm of decisions, on the other hand, I continued to be ruled by the 
principles of utility.40

Following this disruption of thought and form, the layout of the poem 
transforms briefly into an irregular quatrain as Speer describes how 
his sleep has become troubled by an etching by Käthe Kollwitz called 
The Guillotine. (A copy hung in a hotel room Speer had stayed in dur-
ing January 1945.) It then disintegrates altogether as he recalls Hanke’s 
warnings, imploding into a swimming form with no coherent struc-
ture.41 The shape of the stanza resembles a cloud of smoke (recalling 
William Heyen’s Holocaust poem ‘Blue’), and thus poetic form here lit-
erally draws out a truth – that of the gassing of the Jews – to which 
the speaker of the monologue remains blind.42 In the following stanza, 
the triangular structure is reinstated, but now there is a confusing 
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 alternation between a bold and a regular typeface as the actuality of the 
camp crematoria becomes horrifically implicated in Speer’s  everyday 
life: ‘Time for a cigarette./ He forbids us all to smoke/ then sends us 
all up the chimney./ (What chimney? Where?).’ Through its form, the 
poem provides the reader with moments of insight and clarity that are 
withheld from Speer himself, who is unable to obey his own injunc-
tion – ‘Idiot, use your/ eyes’ – and instead, as he reverts to worrying 
about whether or not Hitler knows of his betrayal, consciously chooses 
to ‘neglect his knowing’.

For Snodgrass, as for Sereny, Speer’s ultimate inability to recognise his 
direct complicity in Hitler’s plan to murder the Jews was not simply a 
question of lapsed memory: it was a moral struggle, and one in which 
he failed. This is most strikingly demonstrated in the penultimate Speer 
monologue, where, with the Russians descending on Berlin and being 
concerned for his own safety in a newly conquered Reich, Speer flatly 
denies his knowledge of the genocide: the killing of Jews by gas now 
becomes ‘our/ Enemies’ propaganda’ and the shootings, mass graves 
and medical experiments are dismissed as ‘too absurd/ To think of’.43 In 
this stanza, a huge bold-faced triangular form is redeployed, as though 
to represent the clumsy triumph of willed self-delusion over those more 
nebulous forms of unsought and unwanted knowledge that had already 
seemed psychologically and structurally precarious earlier in the poem: 
‘(What Chimney? Where?)’.

This representation of a deep rift in Speer’s psyche, of a man who 
has actively to fend off his innate capacity for moral self-questioning 
(‘I  evade my better self’, he concedes), very much accords with the pic-
ture of Speer that emerges in Sereny’s Albert Speer. It is even possible to 
see the whole of Sereny’s investigative labour in that work as an attempt 
to help Speer break down these inflexible, pyramidic structures of cog-
nition and memory in which his genuine knowledge of the murder 
of the Jews had become entombed.44 For Sereny, this was a necessary 
precondition for Speer’s personal moral regeneration: a journey that 
she hoped and believed he would one day undertake. The possibility 
that Speer, despite his shortcomings, might be the one Nazi who was 
capable of genuine remorse, even rebirth (the first line of Speer’s first 
monologue reads, ‘So/ I am/ Reborn?’), is raised in his final two mono-
logues.45 Above all, the sudden amorphousness of these poems suggests 
that at least Speer – unlike, say, Himmler – can change, although one 
might equally say ‘adapt’, which would suggest that a sort of ingenious 
capacity for survival, rather than genuine self-questioning, led to the 
metamorphosis.
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Speer’s final monologue concludes with the minister reflecting, for 
the first time, on the impact that the war has had on his family and 
on the postwar life they might face, possibly in his absence: ‘How will 
my wife, my unshaken/ wife, survive? I have seen too little/ of my 
children ...’.46 Up to this point, Speer’s hopes of survival have tended to 
be scuppered by his belief that an individual’s fate, and history itself, 
are governed by a biological paradigm whereby the internal maladies 
of the present predetermine the future. The last four of his six mono-
logues are saturated with the fatalistic language of cancerous growth, 
contam ination and physical contagion. In one poem, just before 
he goes down into the bunker, Speer pauses in the Chancellery and 
remarks of an ‘old schoolmate’ called Paul who, as a doctor, is able to 
diagnose every disease apart from his own cancer: ‘he may/ Escape the 
guns, escape acknowledging/ What it is his cells have been preparing, / 
Step, by step, in darkness, beyond all control’.47 The implication is that 
Speer is himself, by deliberately ‘neglecting his knowing’, trying to 
‘escape acknowledging’ a future in which his past acts (and omissions) 
and inner corruption will steadily infect and consume him; but this 
attempted evasion cannot offset the fact that, at least on some level, 
he knows it.48

The Hitler monologues are a series of abrasive philippics yelled at the 
reader by the archetypal crazed dictator. Snodgrass’s Hitler is at once a 
psychopathic and illiterate megalomaniac (‘More than fifty  millions. 
More. / Who killed as much; who ever?’), a sexual deviant (he recalls 
an unnamed woman’s plea: ‘ “I just can’t do those ... acts/ You want 
me to ... I get no pleasure ... .” ’) and a Dr Strangelove-esque physical 
freak (‘This left arm shaking, pinned down/ By the right’).49 Again, 
the predominant characteristics of the monologist’s thought and tem-
perament are given pictorial reflection through poetic form; but the 
raucous Hitler poems lack the cool coherence of the Speer monologues. 
Indeed, they lack shape even at the level of the sentence. Snodgrass has 
 commented:

It seems to me that, above everything, he [Hitler] had a mind that 
was exceedingly brutal and powerful, but crude, really crude. One 
of the ways I was trying to catch that was by letting him be much 
more elliptical – using chunks of language like a hammer, with less 
worry about the civilized side of language, grammar and syntax and 
so forth – letting him have the kind of simple, brutal language which 
a child might have.50
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As Jack Gladney, Don DeLillo’s fictional professor of Hitler studies, 
observes in White Noise (1984): 

Wasn’t Hitler’s own struggle to express himself in German the  crucial 
subtext of his massive  ranting  autobiography, dictated in a fortress 
prison in the Bavarian hills? Grammar and syntax. The man may 
have felt himself imprisoned in more ways than one.51 

Snodgrass’s Hitler is also a man who is imprisoned by his past. The 
monologues repeatedly make reference to a turbulent childhood, sug-
gesting that his infantile relationships with his parents and siblings 
formed the template for his later development. To repeat Snodgrass’s 
view (which can be regarded as a central credo of the cycle): ‘We cre-
ate our political systems and our armies in the terms that the family 
has set out for us.’ The psychodynamics of this philosophy are given 
direct expression in an early monologue in which Hitler’s biological 
and  political families interfuse:

       [ ... ] Let them,
       My own half-brother, Alois, let them

 ... my brother-in-arms, Ernst Roehm, who
stood against me, slip away.52

Alois was the son of Hitler’s father by an earlier marriage and had his 
father’s forename and good favour; intensely jealous, the young Hitler 
schemed with his mother, Klara (who preferred Adolf, her own child), 
and conspired against Alois, until he eventually managed to get his 
sibling rival thrown out of the house. Snodgrass has argued that ‘being 
able to manipulate her [his mother] to get what he wanted with regard 
to the step-brother may have set the pattern that goes right through 
his life’.53 In the stanza quoted above, the young Hitler’s malevolent 
treatment of Alois forms a precise precedent for his adulthood and his 
handling of political insecurity. As with Alois, he recalls how he let his 
‘brother-in-arms’, his Nazi party comrade Ernst Roehm who led the SA 
in its early days and whom Hitler had suspected of plotting against him, 
‘slip away’: Roehm was shot, on Hitler’s orders, in 1934.

Hitler’s unusual relationship with his mother is also given sexual 
undertones. In the same monologue in which he refers to the ousting 
of his step-brother, Hitler calls himself a ‘brat fed sick on sugartits’ and 
his ‘mother’s cake-and-candy boy’. In The Fuehrer Bunker,  deviant sexu-
ality becomes, like the elimination of brothers, a characteristic feature of 
Hitler’s later life. In the most striking and bizarre of the Hitler  monologues, 
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which comes in the section dated ‘20 April 1945: HITLER’S BIRTHDAY’, 
his ruminations on his past successes and his present  predicament alter-
nate with lines attributed to the legendary knight Lohengrin (‘The Grail 
already calls its wanderer!’) and passages from a sex manual that out-
line how to perform masochistic acts involving the ingestion of faeces. 
Snodgrass claimed, in an afterword to an early, incomplete edition of 
The Fuehrer Bunker, that Hitler really did have coprophiliac fantasies; but 
contemporaneous historical sources, such as Trevor-Roper and Bullock, 
tend to suggest that Hitler’s sex life was either an enigma or else non-
existent.54 Historical factuality is again a little stretched in this mono-
logue; the explanatory strands of Snodgrass’s psychological portrait of 
Hitler, on the other hand, are deftly woven together.

Hitler compares his bleak situation in the bunker to that of his 
 victims; with only ‘bare concrete’ surrounding him, he laments that 
he is the ‘Same as any/ Jew degenerate in Auschwitz.’55 His direct liken-
ing of the suffering he brings on himself to that which he has inflicted 
on others suggests a link between executioner and victims that figures 
the actual concentration camps as outward projections of Hitler’s inner 
desire for self-abasement. In this way, Snodgrass conceives of the geno-
cide of the Jews as an extreme act of transference. The poet expanded 
on this  viewpoint in his interview with Gaston:

Here’s a quote I once used: ‘A hurtful act is the transference to others 
of the degradation which we bear in ourselves.’ In doing what he did 
to the Jews, he must really have thought he was deflecting to them 
the punishment he thought he needed. But he also made sure that he  
got punished. He ended up living on nothing but chocolate cake and 
injections, living an utterly insane life in the bunker, where he had 
absolutely no freedom, no spare hours. He finally made the bunker a 
kind of concentration camp for himself.56

Following the tenets of the Freudian theory in which Snodgrass’s por-
trait of Hitler is deeply grounded, the dictator’s sexual perversion and 
impulse towards self-destruction (both directly and by proxy) are, in 
this poem, again linked back to traumatic events in his childhood. 
Firstly, Hitler recalls the death of his biological brother, Edmund, when 
he was 11, and refers to the fact that only he, out of his mother’s four 
children, survived infancy. This early experience of loss lies behind his 
determined exhortation, ‘Live on; only live’. Throughout The Fuehrer 
Bunker, Snodgrass suggests that the memory of this tragedy animated 
the dictator’s ruthless drive towards personal and political mastery. The 
chorus, for example, introduces him in the first part of the cycle as a 
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tyrant whose murderousness was an attempt to counteract the preoccu-
pation with mortality that came about after his brother’s death:

  He soon made a profound
Discovery what his life was worth:
  One hole, deep in the ground.
Still if enough men, for his sake,
Passed into cold clay first, he’d make
  His name live on, renowned.57

Snodgrass has referred to Hitler as a man who hated being born and 
has argued that this desire to attain omnipotence through annihilation 
pointed back to a ‘shocking misview of the birth trauma’.58 In the mon-
ologues, Hitler’s relationship with his mother is made openly erotic; 
but his sexual fascination is mingled with biological repulsion, as he 
blames her parturition for the fact that he will one day have to die. In 
the first Hitler poem, written in the ‘simple, brutal’ language to which 
Snodgrass referred, this conflict is resolved through the extermination 
of the depersonalised Other:

    With my mother, my own way. She
    Rammed it down the old man’s throat.
    Her open grave’s mouth, speaking:
    Did I choose I should die?

 Then, then, we hacked them down like trash rats.
 All who’d learned too little. Or too much.
 In sewers, ditches, let them lay. Let them be seen.

    And this ground would devour me.
    So shall I swallow all this ground
    Till we two shall be one flesh.59

An obsession with incest, orality and with ‘gifts’ in the Freudian, 
 excremental sense of the word, forms the thematic glue for the diverse 
fragments of the fetishistic birthday monologue: ‘She made a special 
cake for me’, recalls Adolf fondly. The idea of a birth trauma and of 
Hitler’s conflicted loving-resentment of his mother provides the psy-
chological foundation for the symbolic descent into the Fuehrer  Bunker 
itself, where his perception that birth marks the  introjection of death 
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is finally resolved through a regression, whereby the  tomb-like cell 
becomes both a ‘concentration camp’ and ‘a kind of womb’.60 The birth-
day poem ends with Hitler deciding to ‘Crawl back/ Into the cave’.

Snodgrass’s portrait of Joseph Goebbels is written in the same slangy, 
American vernacular used for the Hitler monologues and is similarly 
grounded in events in the propagandist’s childhood, and in particu-
lar his Freudian relationship with his mother. Crippled since the age 
of seven (‘something sucks the marrow/ From your left shin’), in one 
monologue the Nazi Minister brands himself ‘Swellfoot the Tyrant’: an 
epithet which registers both his lameness and the Oedipal origins of his 
will to power.61 He initially seeks compensation for his physical defor-
mity through licentiousness: ‘Joe the Gimp’ transforms into ‘Runty Joe, 
the cunt collector’ and, as a result, he unconsciously propagates the 
psychodynamics of the Freudian family drama, which forbids endur-
ing sexual attachment to the desired partner (in the first instance, the 
mother).62 Goebbels’s only other outlet is the Nazi party, which invit-
ingly preaches the racial and biological supremacy of all Aryans, even 
‘Clubfoot Joe’.63 While he never finds the answer to the psychological 
Sphinx of his unresolved Oedipus complex, he realises that he can ‘rid-
dle/ Men’s minds away’ and becomes the Machiavellian spokesperson 
for a regime that he increasingly masterminds.64 As such, Goebbels is 
a kind of arch-enemy for the writer of The Fuehrer Bunker, with his wil-
ful distortion of language through propaganda presenting a paragon of 
misuse for the poet who seeks to reactivate language morally, in order 
that it might provide a wellspring for individual and cultural regener-
ation. Goebbels is the central figure in the cycle: his poems begin and 
end the sequence (aside from the choral introduction and epilogue), and 
only Himmler, who has ten monologues, comes close to Goebbels’s 11. 
(Hitler has only five poems.)

Trevor-Roper has described Goebbels as ‘the intellectual of the Nazi 
Party – perhaps its only intellectual’, with the ‘Latin lucidity of his mind’ 
and the ‘suppleness of his argument’ making him an ideal preacher for 
the Nazi cause.65 The historian notes that for Goebbels, however, the 
life of the mind was not the gateway to any kind of higher truth; he 
believed that ideas were expendable – units of ‘currency, never objects 
of value’ – and he would manipulate them in such a way as to ensure 
that he could ‘always prove what he wanted’.66 In The Fuehrer Bunker, 
Goebbels is portrayed as having a calculating, eristic streak from an 
early age. In one monologue, he recalls how, as a young man studying 
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for the priesthood, he would capriciously vacillate in debates with his 
peers:

When we talked politics, I’d chose
Whichever side seemed sure to lose;
I’d win. Then I’d switch sides to oust
Every credo I’d just espoused.67

Lacking any genuine values to hold fast to and finding that ‘no church’s 
doctoring did the least good/ Against this mind’s sulfuric’, Goebbels 
recounts how he eventually abandoned his theological training and 
changed university eight times as he ‘tried out the full diversity/ Of 
heroes, lovers, fields of study,/ Beliefs.’ Finally, having written ‘fifty 
Socialist essays’ that ‘got turned down by the Jews’, his feverish search 
for meaning gave way to an amoral pursuit of political power, and he 
turned to ‘the one force left to chose:/ The far Right.’

Ironically, his subsequent political career took the outward form of a 
religious mission, as the new ‘minister’ self-consciously set about shap-
ing the Nazi party into a sectarian version of a Christian cult, with the 
messianic Fuehrer serving as its public figurehead. But as he assumed 
yet another of his myriad public identities, Goebbels became not only 
a ‘High Priest of Laymen’ but also a ‘Prince of Lies’ who discerned the 
ideological vacuity of his own rhetoric:68

I, who can’t help but see how hollow
That Fuehrer is I can’t help follow,
Create in him the eucharist they’ll all swallow.69

A series of predictable end-rhymes here replicate sonically what 
Goebbels regards as the German people’s fundamental gullibility and 
their willingness to be drawn into the ‘hollow’ patterns of thought that 
he prescribes for them. This repetition also reflects what Snodgrass has 
described as the ‘waspish’ humour and style of the Goebbels mono-
logues – a style which was aptly intended to parody the speech of a 
controversial religious figure of the period: ‘In a way he [Goebbels] was 
much like the Pope [Pius XII], although, of course, much more vicious. 
But, basically, both of them were crippled, so that perfection of form 
becomes terribly important in a poem or statement.’70

For Goebbels, the entire Nazi philosophy is an embittered parody 
of Christian salvationist narratives. As the Allies advance, Goebbels 
sends his ‘poor old mother’ away from his villa on the Wannsee and, 
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as is his habit in the monologues, imagines a newspaper headline: 
‘FAREWELL TO THE PEASANT MOTHER/ WHOSE SIMPLE FAITH 
INSPIRED HIM’.71 He then quotes Christ’s injunction: ‘Leave both 
father and/ mother and follow after me’. An orthodox Christian such 
as Goebbels’s mother would interpret Jesus’s call for believers to aban-
don their parents as a necessary precondition for enlightenment; not 
a rejection of the family but the means of entry into the wider broth-
erhood of Man. For Goebbels, on the other hand, the leave-taking 
of the one person for whom he seems to feel any genuine affection 
has no positive meaning, and his reference to the Gospels is entirely 
ironic. He says to a picture of his mother, before throwing it into a fire 
of the book-burning, rather than the purgative, type: ‘Go. Take the 
time that’s left you. It is right: you can believe. I doubt. I doubt.’ This 
sacrificial scene encapsulates the way that Goebbels makes negation a 
supreme value in itself.72

Expulsion and rejection thus become second nature to Goebbels, but 
they have no higher significance or redemptive purpose. He prays to a 
God whose only meaning is meaninglessness – ‘Our Father who art in 
Nihil’ – and becomes a regent figure disseminating his own brand of 
caustic disbelief: a ‘no one/ Who’s true to Nothing’, a self-proclaimed 
‘Emperor Zero’.73 Trevor-Roper has described how an ‘essential nihil-
ism [ ... ] had inspired the Nazi movement in its early days’, adding that 
when, in the last days of the Reich, the party ‘had nothing positive to 
offer any more, it was to this nihilism that it returned as its ultimate 
philosophy and valediction’.74 Snodgrass’s Goebbels recognises this 
relapse into philosophic nihilism as he moves into the private lower 
level of Hitler’s bunker:

I come back to my first Ideal –
The vacancy that’s always real.
I sniffed out all life’s openings.
I loved only the holes in things.75

Annihilation and nothingness form a ‘first Ideal’ to which Goebbels 
returns: an anti-value that lies behind his contempt for the German 
people as a whole, whom he has manipulated with apparent ease (in 
one monologue he compares propaganda to ‘Reading preposterous folk 
tales/ To children’) and also his casual misogyny and brutish sexuality. 
He claims that ‘all abstractions smell’ and describes his love only for ‘the 
holes in things’, wordplay here rendering his female lovers as bloodless 
ciphers.76 For Goebbels, the personal and the political conform to the 
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selfsame negative principle, which he expresses through another pun: 
‘In politics, in bed, / We learn the cant that can be said’.77

The cynical orator’s lust for conquest and political and sexual dom-
ination is portrayed as an abiding and congenital character trait and 
in an extension of his central perception that ‘We pant for, but we’re 
scornful of,/ What we can screw’ Goebbels even likens one of his ‘god-
less, hellfire sermon[s]’ to an act of sexual mastery:

Just last year at the Sportpalast,
I diddled thousands to one vast
Insane, delirious orgasm;
Stone cold, my mind controlled each spasm,
Teased them so high, so hot and mad
That they’d take everything I had
To give them. They could only roar
‘Ja!’ and ‘Ja!’ and ‘Ja!’ once more,
Begging me: let them have it – total war.78

For Goebbels, the public speech conforms to a sado-masochistic 
dynamic: in a protracted and typically chauvinistic analogy, he likens 
himself to a domineering male lover who ‘teases’ his submissive female 
partner, contrasting his ‘stone cold’ mind and icy control with the ‘hot 
and mad’ passions of the crowd. For the master rhetorician, the ‘surly, 
bastard/ Idiom’ of the German language enables him to clinch his ‘pos-
session on these vermin’ as meaning is offered then deferred in a tan-
talising play on the frenzied crowd’s expectations until he ‘let[s] them 
have it’ in a final orgasmic triplet that climaxes with the words that he 
believes they have all been longing for: ‘total war’.

As military defeat becomes inevitable, and the tide of public opinion 
turns against Hitler, Goebbels considers the public memory of Nazism. 
But rather than seeking to create a suitable rhetoric – what he has identi-
fied as an art of linguistic possession – he adeptly switches, in typically 
protean fashion, to a praxis grounded in an alternative communica-
tive model, one of dispossession, wherein events are whitewashed, and 
language is systematically divested of its referential function in order 
to create the silences which will form the precondition for an elaborate 
future mythology. The propagandist knows that above and beyond any-
thing else, the timing and manner of the death of Hitler will determine 
the extent to which he will be able to erase the regime’s atrocities, errors 
and defeats from history, and so he sets out to stage-manage a theatri-
cal finale, which is to say a drama of manifest unreality. He is content 
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to claim only a minor role for himself, allowing Hitler the centre stage. 
Trevor-Roper has observed of the bunker hierarchy: ‘As a tribal chief, 
Hitler might enjoy a spectacular, symbolic funeral; but Goebbels, as a 
secondary figure, would follow him, at a decent interval, unobtrusively 
to the shades.’79 In a central section of the cycle, ‘IDENTITIES’, mem-
bers of Hitler’s inner circle who have not comprehended the irrevers-
ibility of the military situation grow frantic and urge Hitler ‘to escape, 
fly/ South’.80 Conversely, Goebbels understands that the Fuehrer would 
better serve the Nazis by dying a glorious death. He sings a trite folk 
song, ‘Brave king, wait yet a little while ...’ (his monologues are replete 
with such revelatory verses, nursery rhymes and quotations) and judges 
that ‘Berlin’s the place to die’. His only concern is that ‘the Chief’ does 
not ‘give up hope/ Too soon’ and that he holds out ‘Until the Russian 
tanks arrive’:

Here we can say he perished with
His front-line fighters. Then our myth
Takes root [ ... ]

By dying the right death, Goebbels believes that Hitler will ensure that 
he is later reborn in a new, mythic form, rising like Christ ‘to reign in 
glory’ in a time when the early Nazi conquests will inspire future fas-
cists and ‘become their fairy story’.

In the final, mass-suicidal section of the volume, ‘WAYS OUT’, which 
takes place in the aftermath of Hitler’s death, Goebbels and his wife 
Magda, who has poisoned their children the previous evening, prepare 
to kill themselves. As they slowly, but deliberately, climb the bunker 
steps to the Chancellery garden, Goebbels reflects on his legacy:

The rest is silence. Left like sperm
In a stranger’s gut, waiting its term,
Each thought, each step lies; the roots spread.
They’ll believe in us when we’re dead.
When we took ‘Red Berlin’ we found
We always worked best underground.
So; the vile body turns to spirit
That speaks soundlessly. They’ll hear it.

This stanza is self-consciously literary: the reference to Hamlet empha-
sises the overt theatricality of this final act of the Nazi era and suggests 
that Goebbels saw his own fate as that of a tragic hero. Alternatively, 
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he may just be enjoying one last characteristically sardonic laugh at 
both himself and the millions of credulous Germans whom he had 
so easily gulled and who may even one day be prepared to think of 
these last events in the bunker as tragic. Whichever interpretation one 
chooses, Hamlet’s dying words are an apt appropriation for a Nazi who 
is, throughout the cycle, ‘getting closer to silence’.81 The minister’s final 
thoughts also contain traces of the bio-philosophy of Speer; hoping 
that his exit will ‘infect history’, he intimates that Nazism has raped 
the German nation and simultaneously destroyed the memory of the 
crime, with a pregnant silence ‘Left like sperm/ In a stranger’s gut’.

In philosophical terms, Goebbels is a kind of extreme postmodern-
ist, for whom the past exists in a radically unverifiable state of flux. 
He does not believe that language has any inherent relation to events 
and sees history as a wholly political concept that can be appropri-
ated and recast in whatever manner proves expedient to the rulers 
of the present, who simply ‘use’ the past ‘when they need some lie 
or excuse/ To do exactly what they choose’.82 For Snodgrass, on the 
other hand, one basic objective of writing about Nazism was to expose 
the ideologies and individual mindsets that shaped a genocidal real-
ity. The Goebbels poems are thus sites of competing historiographies, 
with the Nazi’s revisionist proclamations, and Snodgrass’s mode of 
representation of those proclamations, becoming dramatically coun-
terpointed within each individual poem. In one crucial monologue, 
Goebbels argues:

We whose lives, whose writings came
To nothing – we’ll script their lives’ aim.
We failures are the texts they’ll read.
Nay-sayers who’ll become their creed.83

By outlining Goebbels’s plans for the survival of his ideas after his 
bodily death in straightforward couplets, Snodgrass undercuts the min-
ister’s prediction by showing his utter lack of nuance or intellectual 
sophistication. To represent Goebbels’s historical aspirations is, the 
monologues suggest, the only possible way of refuting them; only a 
failure to represent these prophecies could allow for their historical ful-
filment. The Fuehrer Bunker thus offers its own internal rejoinders to the 
questions raised by the insidious theories of communication outlined 
in the Goebbels poems. The monologue form, whose primary orien-
tation is towards the disclosure of personality and hidden intention, 
combines with a straightforward language and form and the strategic, 
often ironic, use of intertexts (such as the Bible, propaganda headlines 
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and folk songs) to fill the silences that Goebbels had hoped would trans-
form the Nazi terror into myth.

As the cycle draws to a close, the actions of the leading monologists start 
to complicate Goebbels’s claim that the Fuehrer Bunker acts as a ‘con-
fession booth/ Where liars face up to blank truth’. In their final hours, 
the majority of the senior Nazis manifestly do not confront the errors 
of their ways; rather, they cling ever more steadfastly to the standard 
Reich mindset of counter-rationality and wilful self-delusion. Hitler 
poisons himself but declares he is ‘winning’; Speer makes a deliberate 
effort to ‘neglect his knowing’; Himmler, who has been expelled from 
the party for negotiating for surrender with Count Bernadotte of the 
Swedish Red Cross, considers either falling in with the refugees heading 
west or joining Admiral Doenitz’s successor government in Flensburg as 
head of police; and Martin Bormann flees the bunker while planning 
an incognito escape to Denmark or South America.84 Even Goebbels 
himself, who habitually arrives at a far more realistic assessment of his 
predicament than the others, faces only a relative truth in this confes-
sion booth: one that remains resolutely blank, as it can always be poten-
tially rewritten after his death. In fact, it is only the Reichsmarschall 
Hermann Goering – who, significantly, never actually enters the bun-
ker in Snodgrass’s cycle – who seems capable of facing up to the reality 
of the military situation, the ineradicable nature of his past actions, and 
the just retribution that is coming to him.

In his final monologue, dated 1 May, Goering is at his castle in 
Mautendorf, where he has been under house arrest and guarded by 
the SS ever since Bormann and Goebbels, wanting him sidelined as a 
potential successor to the party leadership, had accused him of trying 
to usurp Hitler on 26 April. He ‘stands naked before a full-length bedroom 
mirror’ and addresses himself with typical bluntness: ‘You’d featherbed 
your life out on some pension?/ Fat chance of that, Fat Man! You’re here 
to die.’85 Dismissing the likes of Speer and Funk, who at the end would 
‘whimper and whine repentance’, Goering resolves to ‘Keep some hon-
our’ by standing by his actions. He decides not to feign ignorance to 
the Allies and commands himself: ‘Own your own/ Decisions’. At the 
very least, Goering has a belated dignity at the end, even some claim 
to the reader’s admiration; he does not attempt to escape the repercus-
sions of his wrongdoing and in many ways, by not ‘trying to fink out 
on his own past’, as he puts it, he shows more rectitude than any of 
his cohorts. That is not to say that this final Goering monologue is an 
errant slip into a potentially redemptive portrayal of that Hollywood 
staple: the good Nazi. On the contrary, the volume routinely calls into 
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question the partially sympathetic conclusions to which it deliberately 
guides its readers.

The Fuehrer Bunker is an overtly narrative work, both at the level of 
its individual monologues and in terms of the cycle as a whole; but if 
the subject of this master-narrative is the last days of the Nazi regime, 
it is also, at the same time, the reader, who is subtly cajoled into self-
scrutiny by a text that requires him or her to become a monitor of his 
or her own responses. By the time we come to read this final Goering 
monologue, our appraisal of the Reichsmarschall is influenced by what 
we now recognise as Snodgrass’s didactic method, whereby our sus-
ceptibility to rhetoric, charisma and other forms of persuasion is stra-
tegically harnessed and then devastatingly exposed in order to probe 
the specious concept of the ‘cult of personality’ and to illustrate how 
the process of narration involves a psychological engagement between 
reader and text that can obscure the kinds of meanings that are being 
produced. In this way, the work draws out a moral message that is not 
simply an historical condemnation – or not only an historical condem-
nation – but, more importantly, a warning shot which highlights the 
reader’s own potential culpability.

In his seminal work of reception theory, Surprised by Sin (1967), Stanley 
Fish describes the reader of Paradise Lost as being ‘simultaneously a par-
ticipant in the action and a critic of his [sic] own performance’.86 He or 
she is given cause to admire Satan’s rhetoric but is then rebuked for that 
very admiration in a ‘programme of reader harassment’ that leads him 
or her through a series of interpretative crises which have as their object 
‘the reader’s humiliation and his education [sic]’.87 In this way, argues 
Fish, Milton’s subject – the fall of Adam and Eve and the redemption 
promised to humankind through Christ – becomes integrated into the 
actual experience of reading the poem. Snodgrass’s exploration of the 
rise and fall of Nazism is posited on the identical idea that a genocidal 
mentality can best be understood by drawing readers into an awareness 
of their own moral shortcomings. As key players in the drama, readers 
do not simply have their own capacity for moral cowardice, even evil 
(which Snodgrass, much like Milton, regards as ‘innate and universal’) 
explained to them: more radically, they get to experience it firsthand.88 
The poet has noted, with regard to his use of the villanelle form in the 
Magda Goebbels monologues, that ‘to be told that somebody is tense 
and repetitive is not the same thing as experiencing somebody’s tense-
ness and repetitiveness’.89 Equally, to be told that other ordinary people 
acted imprudently is not the same as being coerced into a series of (mis)
judgements that reveal one’s own capacity for moral error.
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The central role that the reader will play in construing moral mean-
ing in the cycle, and the Christian origins of the poet’s concept of the 
enduring coexistence of inner good and evil, are hinted at in Snodgrass’s 
epigraph: ‘Mother Teresa, asked when it was she started her work for aban-
doned children, replied, “On the day I discovered I had a Hitler inside me.” ’90 
This reference to the self-acknowledged capacity for evildoing of Mother 
Theresa ushers the reader away from an attitude of moral complacency. 
The epigraph also attacks postwar triumphalism and the self-righteous-
ness of America’s demonisation of the German nation; for much as one 
might wish to condemn the popular support the German public gave to 
the Nazis before they came to power and the subsequent lack of organ-
ised opposition to a bellicose regime, one does so with the benefit of 
hindsight. As Snodgrass argued in his interview with Gaston:

One of the things that is part of the process of maturing is admitting 
that at least some of the intelligent people (and some of the moral 
people) were on the other side. And that you might have made a 
choice similar to theirs, if you had been in that place at that time. To 
appreciate the work of art, you have to give up the judgmental sense, 
at least partly [ ... ] It is easy to say now that you would have voted 
against Hitler. But you really don’t know.91

In a similar vein, Snodgrass has observed, with reference to Randall 
Jarrell’s poem ‘Protocols’, in which dead children describe their journey 
to Birkenau, where they were murdered in gas chambers:

To write this poem, you must first be willing to imagine yourself as 
a child in the situation – a real child, who might even enjoy parts of 
the trip. Then, you must be willing to imagine yourself a guard – this 
is the real test – and see how you would act. You must admit that 
moral weakness could lead you into such a position, could at least 
strongly tempt you. Until you are willing to admit that you share 
some part of humanity’s baseness and degradation, you cannot write 
about humanity’s dignity and gentleness. Of all the ulterior motives, 
none is more common, none more debilitating, none more damn-
ing, than the pretense to moral superiority.92

These passages convey the poet’s belief that genuine historical under-
standing and its figuration in a work of art demand both a concerted 
effort of the imagination and a withholding of retrospective moral 
judgements: a conviction that lies behind the more performative aspects 
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of The Fuehrer Bunker, in which readers are encouraged to sympathise 
with a leading Nazi figure for an instructive purpose.

Snodgrass’s Goering is, at first, presented as a charismatic, irreverent 
figure; this accurately reflects the Reichsmarschall’s broad popularity in 
Nazi Germany before his decline into drug addiction and profligacy dur-
ing the war. In his first monologue, which takes the form of an internal 
dialogue, he is characterised as a lovable buffoon, dubbing himself an 
‘April Fool’, mocking his own failures as head of the Luftwaffe and cut-
ting a tragi-comic figure. Goering’s tone sets him apart from Hitler and 
Goebbels and their more hysterical language. The rhyme scheme also 
differs; whereas Hitler and Goebbels tend to speak in a series of clang-
ing couplets, the abccba rhyme scheme in the standard Goering sestet 
revolves around one central couplet, after which the rhymes move fur-
ther apart – the fifth line referring back to the line that preceded the 
couplet, and the sixth line offering a distant echo of the first – in a 
sonic expansion that reflects the ebullience of the Reichsmarschall’s 
character and the rotundity of his physique. This bloated form is com-
plemented by linguistic grotesquerie:

Herr President, can we tell apart
An artful statesman from an ass?
Fat chance! One spouts out high ideals;
One makes low rumblings after meals.
But that’s the threat of leaking gas
That all men fear! Right – that’s a fart!93

Potentially disturbing references to the reality of the Nazi terror and the 
‘threat of leaking gas’ are lost in a breezy flow of anarchic put-downs, 
italicised exclamations and word games. Goering’s coarse language 
and his fixation on the excreta of the lower body recall Rabelais’s flat-
ulent giants Gargantua and Pantagruel and Mikhail Bakhtin’s reading 
of Rabelais through the concept of degradation, which he outlined in 
Rabelais and His World (1965). For Bakhtin, degradation involved ‘the 
lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to 
the material level, to the sphere of earth and body’.94 The desire to 
mock authoritarian figures and to debunk governing ideals permeates 
the Reichsmarschall’s monologues, as does a preoccupation with ‘the 
lower stratum of the body, the life of the belly and the reproductive 
organs’.95 Yet, while Goering brings the abstract edifice of Nazi ideology 
clattering down to earth with his derisive jokes and parodic riddles in 
true Rabelaisian fashion, his monologues lack the essential connection 
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to rebirth that was, for Bakhtin, the essential counter-principle to deg-
radation, which ‘has not only a destructive, negative aspect, but also a 
regenerating one’.96 Rabelais’s crudely humorous style of writing – what 
Bakhtin termed ‘grotesque realism’ – focused on the lower body as the 
figurative site for the suspension of existing hierarchies, the overthrow-
ing of ruling classes and official culture, and also the arrival of a second 
order of social being grounded in the ‘laughing chorus of the market 
place’.97 In contrast, Snodgrass’s adoption of the Rabelaisian style offers 
little by way of remedy for the stink it unearths.

While the anarchic humour and playfulness of the early Goering 
monologues appeal to the reader, offering a stark juxtaposition to the 
hysterical self-justifications of the other monologists, we gradually 
learn that the man whom Goebbels calls ‘Fat Hermann’ disseminates 
little more than hot air.98 Having fallen out of favour with Hitler, he 
has lived the life of a voluptuary, becoming an ‘effete aristocrat’ who 
spends his days carousing and gourmandising in his gothic castle and 
his formidable bodily bulk and ‘glittering gear/ And costumes’ cannot 
mask his inner vacuity, even to himself.99 In one monologue, he looks 
through his vast wardrobe, recalling his splendid parties and the many 
outfits he wore; yet, when he searches for the human being beneath the 
outlandish public personas, he finds only emptiness. The poem ends:

Who wears this thick flesh, layer on layer –
Loose outposts of a weakening heart?
Who seems a one-man population
Explosion, or expanding nation;
But at showdown gives you a start:
He lifts his mask and no one’s there.100

Throughout the cycle the chameleonic minister is constantly con-
templating interrogation by the Allies, and in another monologue he 
even imagines a prisoner questionnaire that he fills in four times – but 
in four entirely different ways. Even the name that he gives ranges 
from ‘Hermann von Epenstein’ to ‘Herr Reaktion’. His fate is initially 
‘Successor to the Chief’, but by the end it has become ‘The lime pit and 
the rope.’101 These four questionnaires chart the gradual deflation of 
the ego and expectations of ‘the Last Renaissance Man’. The segregation 
of Goering’s self into a multiplicity of incongruous written forms also 
suggests a radical relativity of truth and a jarring discontinuity between 
who the man is and the written representation of that man: he could be 
all of these Hermann Goerings, or he could be none.
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Goering’s ideological corruption and spiritual bankruptcy thus shape 
a vacuous conception of representation, much as in the Goebbels mon-
ologues. His poems are full of puns, riddles and word games whose 
effects are to collapse conceptual opposites and to undermine stable lin-
guistic meanings. In one poem, he makes a typically crude observation: 
‘Enemies; enemas – much the same?/ Both rid you of collected matter.’102 
This analogy finds a point of comparison in the theoretical and phys-
ical ways in which a body – be it politic or human – can be drained of 
inner substance. The next riddle shows how voids can be filled, but the 
principle is identical: ‘Are soccerballs like an ideal?/ You pump them full 
of emptiness’.103 By the end of these metaphor-mangling monologues, in 
which the masks of his multi-faceted personality are gradually peeled 
away to reveal the absence of any stable sense of selfhood and a lan-
guage stripped of its capacity for meaningful reference, the only reality 
Goering can conceive of is death. In a heavily ironic monologue, he 
takes a single bullet from his pocket and inserts it into his revolver; but 
then, in a pragmatic swipe at his own cod philosophy, he hurls the gun 
at the door, observing: ‘Logic doesn’t go that far.’104

The minister’s philosophising here hints at a hermeneutic drama 
unfolding in The Fuehrer Bunker as a whole – a drama in which, as I 
noted, the reader plays a lead role. To quote Fish on Paradise Lost, the 
reader of the cycle ‘is drawn into the poem, not as an observer who 
coolly notes the interaction of patterns [ ... ], but as a participant whose 
mind is the locus of that interaction’.105 While Snodgrass does not sug-
gest that his readers are as morally and spiritually vacant as Goering, 
he does involve us in a Miltonic struggle with temptation and error 
that exposes our susceptibility to the so-called cult of personality and 
to narrative structures which override our ability to make sound ethi-
cal judgements. As in Paradise Lost, the structural and rhetorical game-
play of The Fuehrer Bunker compels us to re-evaluate our entire relation 
to the meaning-making process, both as readers who become aware of 
the perils of first-person narratives in which ‘the mere presence of the 
speaker’s voice may win him more sympathy than his actions deserve’ 
and as subjects for whom narrative is, following Fredric Jameson, an 
‘all-informing process’ that constitutes ‘the central function or instance 
of the human mind’.106 This latter, very broad definition of narrative 
gives the textual operations of The Fuehrer Bunker real ethical signifi-
cance, suggesting that narrative is not only a literary experience: it is 
the definitive human experience. As the key structural link between 
historical and psychological material, narrative is manipulated by the 
poet to dupe the reader in a way that replicates the Nazis’ duping of a 
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whole nation. The literary work becomes a kind of simulating machine 
that offers a textual reproduction of the narratives that were operative 
within the historical processes that it describes, placing the reader in a 
position of unique responsibility. As Snodgrass has observed, the form 
of the volume gives the reader an important interpretative freedom 
(even as the poet seeks to guide that free choice), which is ‘the freedom 
to make a mistake. If that isn’t included in it, it isn’t free. The work of 
art [ ... ] ought to be free and freeing. At the same time it involves the 
possibility that, for instance, you might choose Nazism.’107

The ‘free and freeing’ aspect of a work such as The Fuehrer Bunker 
derives from the author’s perception that a reader’s response to literary 
narrative is not governed by political precepts or predetermined moral 
positions: deep-rooted psychological material also orders a reader’s pur-
suit of textual meaning. As Peter Brooks observes in his study of narra-
tive dynamics, Reading for the Plot (1984):

Narratives portray the motors of desire that drive and consume their 
plots, and they also lay bare the nature of narration as a form of 
human desire: the need to tell as a primary human drive that seeks 
to seduce and to subjugate the listener, to implicate him [sic] in the 
thrust of a desire that never can quite speak its name – never can 
quite come to the point – but that insists on speaking over and over 
again its movement toward that name.108

In his study, Brooks combines traditional narratology with Freudian 
psychoanalytic theory in order to ask not simply what narrative cat-
egories exist (the focus of a formalist approach to narrative) but also 
how narratives work on the reader to generate particular models of 
understanding.109 A detailed exploration of the process of psychological 
exchange that, according to Brooks, drives narration, lies beyond the 
scope of this chapter; but his conceptualisation of narration as a ‘form 
of human desire’ clearly tallies with a reading of the heuristic method 
of The Fuehrer Bunker: a work that shows how psychological energies 
produce meaning in literary texts independently of moral governance 
in order to draw out probing historical parallels. Brooks’s definition of 
narration as a force that ‘seeks to seduce and to subjugate the listener’ 
also fits well with Goebbels’s gleeful dissection of the erotics of the 
party rally, where the speaker teases an audience through a controlled 
exploitation of their psycho-sexual investment in his narrative.

The importance of the Goering monologues, and indeed the key 
insight of The Fuehrer Bunker as a whole, therefore lies not so much in 



86 Holocaust Impiety

what the poems tell us about the Nazis (with all their absent fathers 
and amorous mothers) as in what the reader’s response to these 
lengthy monologues tells us about the all-involving process of narra-
tion. In the Goering poems, Snodgrass does not, despite his protesta-
tions to the contrary, hold up a mirror to history; if these poems hold 
up any kind of mirror, it is more likely to be one in which the reader 
sees his or her own face (much as in Denise Levertov’s ‘During the 
Eichmann Trial’, where the ‘witness-stand of glass’ is described as ‘a 
cage, where we may view/ ourselves’).110 These stanzas formally impli-
cate the reader in their caustic self-assessments: they frequently take 
the form of dialogues and pose riddles and questions in an incessant 
play of call and response. In the final Goering monologue, when the 
minister stands naked before a full-length bedroom mirror, the reader 
is not simply presented with a Nazi who is staring at himself but with 
a text which is examining our own deficiencies as readers, actively 
indicting our subservient relation to narrative pathways and forms 
of understanding which it dictates. The suggestion is, perhaps, that 
if we are not vigilant, then narrative can achieve a dominance that 
borders on the totalitarian, making the volume both a representation 
of fascism and, to borrow Gillian Rose’s phrase, an exploration of the 
‘fascism of representation’.111

For Brooks, ‘the need to tell’ is ‘a primary human drive that seeks 
to seduce and to subjugate the listener’; in the final Goering poem, 
Snodgrass reverses this logic and starts to question the need to listen. 
The monologue begins: ‘When I speak to you, you stand to attention. / 
Straighten that back up. Lift up your damn head.’112 Here, Goering is 
manifestly talking to himself, but these lines also seem to inculpate the 
reader who responds to the text as a soldier might to military orders. 
His admissions of historical guilt then fuse with the language of literary 
exegesis as he laments the loss of his father’s ‘good name’ and makes the 
observation that ‘You signed on for your sentence/ You’re in so deep, 
there’s no out left but in’. Again, the Reichsmarschall describes the tex-
tual experience of the reader; his self-chastisement is, uncannily, our 
own. As he stares into his mirror, the Nazi thus becomes a kind of dop-
pelgänger for the troubled conscience of a reader who is also the implied 
addressee:

[ ... ] you let yourself be mastered
By someone you sucked up to – who used your blind
Faith, used your worst impulses, then the bastard
Defiled your name.
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In this light, the opening injunction to ‘lift up your damn head’ can 
be thought of as a statement of moral instruction for the reader of the 
poem: at some point, we must stop reading and relate this humiliat-
ing demonstration of our internal susceptibility to narrative control to 
those textual configurations that subjugate us in the real world.

In some senses, the didactic objectives of The Fuehrer Bunker depend 
on its readers having an innate capacity for moral self-correction: first 
to perceive, and then to counteract, the way that we have been drawn 
from the straight path. Snodgrass does not simply point out his read-
ers’ folly: he provides us with the means to discover it for ourselves, 
hoping to awaken the Mother Theresa who, as the epigraph describes, 
cohabits every human heart with a Hitler. Nonetheless, the poet was 
clearly aware of the risks involved in this strategy – particularly that of 
giving the reader so much freedom to misread the cycle as a partially 
favourable representation of Nazism. In an interview with Philip Hoy, 
he admitted: ‘I knew perfectly well that people were going to hate me 
for doing these poems. I didn’t know how long they’d hate me, or how 
intensely’.113 The incomplete version of The Fuehrer Bunker, published in 
1977, included an afterword that outlined the degree to which the cycle 
rested on fact, while also offering justifications for any deviations from 
the historical record. When the full version was published in 1995, how-
ever, Snodgrass had removed the afterword, conceding that it was used 
to ‘bludgeon’ him.114 In particular, the Dictionary of Literary Biography 
suggested that in this afterword Snodgrass had admitted to making the 
Nazis more attractive than they actually were, leading Jon Silkin to 
remark of this DLB entry: ‘If I read that about someone, I’d never read 
another word the son-of-a-bitch wrote.’115

Snodgrass believed that the afterword was unnecessary as ‘it wasn’t 
possible to write anything that didn’t seem like a defence’.116 He also 
had made significant attempts to offset the possibility of such misread-
ings in the poem itself: by withdrawing the afterword, he ensured that 
form remained the poem’s ultimate authority. Above all, the tone of 
the final chorus is unmistakably accusatory, its subject matter more 
overtly the reader. These two short stanzas are spoken by a mock-
folk character called Old Lady Barkeep, who is a kind of Zeitgeist for 
Germany under National Socialism, a cynical Mother Courage figure 
for the Herrenvolk:

Old Lady Barkeep squealed with laughter
When told she’d be forsaken after
  Her people’s sorry loss.
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She said, ‘They’re always mobs to swallow
Lies that flatter them and follow
  Some saviour to the cross.

‘Don’t kid yourself – I don’t play modest;
As Greed and Cowardice’s goddess,
  I thrive on just such ruin.
While humans prowl this globe of yours
I’ll never lack for customers.
  By the way, how you doin’?’117

These stanzas draw attention to the ubiquity of the Christian salva-
tionist narratives that Goebbels, for one, had self-consciously exploited, 
suggesting that rather than carrying any deeper metaphysical  meanings 
they merely satisfy basic human needs (indeed, the Goering mono-
logues suggest this is the case with all narratives). Old Lady Barkeep 
concludes The Fuehrer Bunker by expressing her fervent hope that the 
reader might succumb – indeed she intimates that they have already 
succumbed – to modes of understanding that brought about the moral 
paralysis of a nation and which effectively sanctioned genocide. The 
ironic, combative addressivity of the final line indicates that readers, 
rather than directing their outrage at The Fuehrer Bunker or its author, 
would do  better to direct it at themselves. To read the cycle is thus to 
suffer opprobrium: a suitable note on which to end a didactic drama 
whose subject matter is not simply historical calamity but, more fun-
damentally, the reader’s wayward moral instinct. The chastening 
admonitions of Old Lady Barkeep, along with various critics’ failures 
to heed them, or to register their own implication in a volume which 
can be understood as a drama of identification, also highlight what is 
a vexed issue for any heuristic text: that of control, of how the poem 
asserts its authority through its form. If the cycle deploys narrative 
both as a means to forward the plot and as a kind of textual snare, 
then it is vital that the poet place a series of checks on his own charis-
matic first-person narrations. In The Fuehrer Bunker, these include the 
dialogic framework of the Goering monologues; reflective imagery and 
the language of textual exegesis also prompt readers to consider their 
responses in a critical fashion. And above all, the dynamic, experimen-
tal forms of the monologues provide an ongoing critique of the cycle’s 
narrative content. Through dissolving the regular pyramid form of the 
Speer stanzas into a billowing, smoky column and making subtle alter-
ations in the rhythm and layout of the Hitler poems, Snodgrass offers 
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a  commentary on utterances that we are encouraged not to take at face 
value. The lineation in the last stanza of the final Hitler poem shows 
how form can undermine a sentiment that the poet might otherwise 
have risked affirming:

I pick my time, my place. I take
This capsule tight between my teeth ... 
Set this steel cold against my jaw ... 
Clench, clench ... and once more I am
Winning,
    winning,
        winning ... 118

The splintering of the last three words across three lines makes them 
fall away into nothingness, showing that rather than ‘winning’ the dic-
tator is doing the exact opposite.

It is not Hitler, however, but rather Goebbels, who must be defeated 
by and through The Fuehrer Bunker. The ideological dogma and anti-
historical principles articulated in the Goebbels monologues – above 
all, those which concern the transformation of the Nazi party into a 
mythic order, and its atrocities into silence – are the very principles 
against which the volume is written, making these poems the sites of 
competing theories of representation. A typical Goebbels monologue is 
saturated with the antagonistic tensions of a verse form in which the 
poet is the theoretical nemesis of his own protagonist. Snodgrass can 
only deconstruct Goebbels’s rhetoric without disrupting the coherence 
of his first-person narrations by deploying formal poetic devices that 
offer critical counterpoints to the doctor’s statements. In a poem in 
which Goebbels reflects on a birthday message that he had recorded 
for Hitler the previous evening, an antiphonal structure allows rhyme 
to sound out chimes of truth that counteract Goebbels’s distortions of 
political reality. Even though Goebbels believes himself to be conscious 
of what he ‘dared not say’, it is in fact poetic language that provides 
the corrective, producing a series of clarifications that emerge from the 
silences of the unsaid in the form of ghostly italics, dismantling propa-
ganda through concordances of sound:

[ ... ] Last night I made
My final radio tirade:
A tribute for the Chief’s birthday –
Just think how much I dared not say:
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Never before did matters stand on
   Never before did a master abandon
A razor’s edge so cruel as this;
   A nation’s crazed fools to the abyss
Still, the majesty of these dark times
   Till pride, false strategy and stark crimes
Finds its true essence in our Fuehrer.
   Makes senseless ruin each hour surer.

We owe our thanks to Him alone
   If Russian tanks break stone from stone
Our own dear homeland still stands fast
   Blown down by shellburst or bomb blast
And the radiant culture of the West
   While raping, killing, laying waste,
Is not yet swallowed by the pit.
   Benighted hordes swarm over it.

If our Folk still believe in Him
   Who’d choke their lives off from mere whim
And He still stands by His deep vow,
   To strangle, starve or hang them now,
That means we’ve won true victory
   We’ve mined new depths of idiocy
Which may inspire an age unborn;
   With mad desires, blind rage and scorn

Our spirit must come to birth again
   That spurs blood lust in earthly men
A phoenix rising from its own ashes
   To finish things as this world crashes
From the rubble of temporary loss;
   Tumbling them in their burial foss.
Over the ruins that vandals burned
Our people’s noble aims will have returned.
   These stunted cripples who have learned
   Nothing except how vile a death they’ve earned.119

Despite having been travestied by the lies and propaganda that were 
spread through the Reich, poetic language retains a capacity to critique 
and expose, creating subversive meanings and distinct  counter- narratives 
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through rhythm and rhyme. In this sense, what Snodgrass frequently 
terms ‘the music’ of poetry – ‘the way the words rub against one another, 
the way the levels of diction rub against each other’ – is not an aesthetic 
affectation that traduces history; rather, it is the only way of exploding 
the silences which, as the Goebbels monologues make clear, the Nazis 
had hoped to plant within postwar discourse.120 As such, the regener-
ative aspect of The Fuehrer Bunker is both moralistic, hoping to draw 
the reader into a greater awareness of the thin dividing line between 
good and evil, and linguistic. And by restoring to language its criti-
cal capacity for negation, and thus offsetting the possibility of reifica-
tion, Snodgrass’s volume as a whole does come to share the animating 
connection to cultural and social rebirth that Bakhtin discerned in the 
comic novels of Rabelais.
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Punk’s notoriety rests on transgressions that, on the surface, often 
seem to have been made pretty much for the sake of transgression 
alone. The ripped clothes, piercings, safety pins, spiked haircuts and 
foul mouths that we associate with the movement’s inception in the 
mid-1970s were all designed to challenge the prevailing social and 
moral conservatism of older generations, and the songs reflected this 
endemic irreverence and anti-authoritarianism – a compulsive need 
to shock and, wherever possible, cause offence. Bands such as the 
Sex Pistols sought out targets who represented the existing order of 
things, from TV chat show hosts to the Queen, and set out to shake 
them up and profit from the commotion. The young group’s infamous 
live interview on Bill Grundy’s Today programme in December 1976, 
littered with quaint obscenities, typified this highly juvenile and 
self-consciously provocative mindset. Unsurprisingly, then, when it 
came to the Holocaust, which at the time remained very much on the 
periphery of public consciousness – acknowledged but rarely spoken 
about, and not even accorded its now widely accepted name until the 
American TV mini-series Holocaust was aired in 1978 – the word ‘inef-
fable’ was one of the few that wasn’t in the punk vocabulary. A num-
ber of leading punk and post-punk bands referenced the Nazi genocide 
from the mid-1970s onwards through song lyrics, record cover artwork 
and the routine use of the swastika – in the Bill Grundy interview, a 
smirking member of the Sex Pistols’ entourage stands behind the band 
sporting a red Nazi armband. This defiantly impious approach to the 
Holocaust should not be confused with Holocaust denial. These bands 
did not doubt that the Holocaust had happened, and the use of the 
Holocaust as a form of provocation presupposes that it did. Only, to 
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paraphrase one of Johnny Rotten’s most iconic statements, they didn’t 
care. Or at least they didn’t appear to.

The absence of a voluble response to the noisy rise to prominence 
of the punk movement by those with an interest in Holocaust repre-
sentation is surprising, not least because punk was an underground 
movement that rapidly took a hold on mainstream culture and, to 
some degree foreshadowed the increased cultural engagement with 
the Holocaust that took place throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Indeed 
even by the mid-1970s, World War II and Nazism were staple subjects 
for popular cultural forms such as Hollywood films and crime fiction. 
At the time, Danny Fields, a former manager of the Stooges and the 
Ramones, remarked that ‘you can’t put out a paperback book without 
a swastika on the cover’.1 It was just that the Holocaust, which now 
stands as one of the most salient features of that period, was hardly 
mentioned. The narrative paradigms of war films and crime fiction 
tend to demand that good triumphs over evil, that the brains and bra-
vado of, specifically, England and America ultimately win out over 
the nefarious German threat. The Holocaust has no place in such an 
overwhelmingly affirmative, redemptive and nationalistic discourse. 
But punk changed that. In one of the few academic studies on the 
subject, an essay focussed on the extensive Jewish involvement in the 
American punk and glam scenes by Jon Stratton, entitled ‘Jews, punk 
and the Holocaust: from the Velvet Underground to the Ramones – the 
Jewish-American story’, the author goes so far as to assert that ‘punk 
marks the confrontation with the Judeocide in popular culture, and 
popular consciousness’.2

In this article, Stratton observes that ‘punk is usually thought of as 
a radical reaction to local circumstances’.3 In the UK, these tend to be 
traced to the build-up to the great ‘winter of discontent’ of 1978–79, 
when recession, high levels of unemployment and strikes by trade 
unions and workers – including, infamously, grave diggers and ref-
use collectors – blighted James Callaghan’s Labour government and 
paved the way for Margaret Thatcher’s first general election victory. 
However, at the same time, the politics of punk were never parochial, 
and the fact that it became commonplace for bands on both sides of 
the Atlantic to appropriate Nazi symbols and make Holocaust refer-
ences in their songs from the very beginning, in the mid-1970s, sug-
gests that the movement as a whole should be situated in a broader 
historical context: one in which the Holocaust looms large. As Steven 
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Lee Beeber puts it in The Heebie-Jeebies at CBGB’s: A Secret History of 
Jewish Punk (2006):

While the various punk responses to the Holocaust range from the 
mocking to the shocking to the world-rocking, as in the impulse to 
identify with the oppressors, each is in its own way an attempt to 
deal with this tragedy that affected the punks’ lives whether they 
liked to admit it or not. No Holocaust, no punk.4

This chapter will examine some of the key references to the Nazi 
 genocide in punk and post-punk to argue that these bands offer a cen-
tral, but often overlooked, cultural response to the Holocaust, and 
that the Holocaust was a central, but often overlooked, determinant of 
punk. In its aesthetics and politics (which were never uniform, mean-
ing that, over time, punk rock became associated with the far-left, 
various anarchist movements and the Fascist revivalism of the British 
far-right), punk constituted a mass engagement with historical atroc-
ity that Stratton identifies as a ‘a pre-cursive expression of the cultural 
trauma of the Holocaust as this trauma began to enter what might be 
described as the cultural consciousness of the West’.5 While remaining 
cautious of a discourse of ‘cultural trauma’ that applies psychological 
concepts and insights to society as a whole, this chapter will argue that 
the anger, irreverence and philosophic nihilism of iconic punk bands 
such as the Sex Pistols and the Ramones must be regarded as part of a 
wider cultural response to a genocide that the swastikas, lyrics and sar-
castic song titles, such as ‘Belsen Was a Gas’ and ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’, seem 
openly to mock.
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With their long hair, black leather jackets, tight jeans and shades, 
the Ramones were perhaps the definitive American punk rock band, 
forming an integral part of a scene that grew up around two key 
nightclubs, Max’s Kansas City and CBGBs, in New York in the mid-
1970s. They also formed a key link to the Nazi locations and artefacts 
that obsessed the bands that became involved in this scene. While 
earlier British musicians had flirted with swastikas and Nazi uniforms 
in the late 1960s (these included Brian Jones and Keith Richards of 
The Rolling Stones, Keith Moon of The Who and Ozzy Osbourne of 
Black Sabbath), in punk the use of the swastika was so pervasive that 
it was almost akin to an unofficial membership badge.1 In the case 
of the Ramones, the repeated visual and lyrical references to Nazi 
Germany can be linked in part to the Jewishness of lead singer Joey 
Ramone, born Jeffry Ross Hyman in New York in 1951, and drummer 
Tommy Erdelyi, who was born Erdélyi Tamás in Budapest in 1949; 
but more significant was the upbringing of songwriter, bass player 
and general provocateur Dee Dee, whose mother was German and 
who spent most of his childhood and early teens in Germany, where 
his father was stationed with the American army and where, in Dee 
Dee’s words, they would move ‘from one shit town to the next’.2 The 
‘shit towns’ that his family lived in included several places that were 
closely associated with the Third Reich, such as Bad Tölz in Bavaria 
(the site of Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest), Munich (Hitler famously began his 
oratory career in the city’s beer cellars) and Pirmasens, a small town 
on the French border situated on the so-called Siegfried line that 
had been heavily fortified during both world wars. Here Dee Dee 
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became intrigued by the battlefield paraphernalia that littered the 
local  countryside:

I would hike to the outskirts of town, wander through the old  bunkers 
and find rusty, fireable machine guns, German steel helmets, gas 
masks, bayonets, and machine gun belts. All the kids in my housing 
complex collected and traded in war relics. I got so many of them I 
started dealing them. I was fascinated by Nazi symbols. I loved find-
ing them in the rubble of Germany. They were so glamorous. They 
were just so pretty.3

A few years later, as a member of the original Ramones line-up in New 
York, Dee Dee would again find himself hanging out with groups of 
boys who liked nothing better than to trade in Nazi relics. These relics 
took on a symbolic value. In Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History 
of Punk (1996), Legs McNeil and his co-author Gillian McCain record 
the story of how, on arriving in the city from Cleveland hoping to link 
up with the Ramones and other bands involved in punk scene, the lead 
singer of the Dead Boys, Stiv Bators, presented his hosts, Joey Ramone 
and McNeil himself, with Nazi Mother’s Crosses. Dee Dee responded by 
throwing a flick knife to Bators during one of the Dead Boys’ early gigs 
at CBGBs. According to the Dead Boys’ guitarist, Cheetah Chrome, this 
‘meant a lot to Stiv’.4

Extreme behaviour characterised the New York scene – violence, 
self-mutilation, hard drugs – and the Holocaust served as a high water 
mark in the punks’ determination to push the boundaries of good 
taste. For example, McNeil and McCain also record the story of how 
Bators shaved a swastika into a fan’s pubic hair with a razor, then led 
the way as they ran round the Chelsea Hotel naked, draped in a Nazi 
flag and carrying a whip while singing ‘Springtime for Hitler’ from 
Mel Brooks’s musical The Producers.5 In a similar vein, Ron Asheton, 
lead guitarist in The Stooges, presented himself at his lead singer Iggy 
Pop’s wedding ceremony dressed in a Luftwaffe fighter pilot’s jacket 
with two Nazi Iron Crosses pinned onto it (one first class, one Russian 
front second class, apparently). The outfit came complete with riding 
boots and jodhpurs. Iggy Pop himself recalls, it was ‘a full SS colonel’s 
uniform’.6 Asheton was the best man. As the party kicked in, the police 
arrived, but they were mainly concerned about a department store flag 
that had been raised – a drunken gesture perhaps aimed at the bride’s 
family, who owned a large chain of discount stores and who refused 
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to acknowledge the marriage or attend the wedding.7 Asheton takes 
up the story:

They said it was unlawful to fly any flag on the flagpole except the 
American flag. So I put up a Swiss flag. They told me I couldn’t fly 
that one, so I said, ‘Okay, if you’re gonna bust me, it’s gonna be big 
time,’ and I ran up the old swastika.8

A number of Jews were present on the day, including the minister 
at the wedding (The Stooges’ then manager, Jimmy Silver) and Iggy 
Pop’s Jewish bride, Wendy Weisberg. However, another Jew who 
was also at the wedding, Danny Fields, has described how Asheton’s 
actions were not seen as having any association with the violent anti-
Semitism with which the swastika and Nazi uniform had become 
linked  historically:

I know some people have trouble making the distinction nowa-
days, but it wasn’t a racial threat. I mean, there is no one more 
conscious of the fact that my relatives, even though I never knew 
them, were wiped out by the Nazis for being Jewish. No one takes 
the extermination of the European Jews more seriously than I do. I 
mean, I don’t play around with that, I don’t think it’s amusing. [...] 
But I don’t blame people or condemn them for being fascinated. 
But if there was the remotest hint of them embracing what the 
Nazis advocated, I would have severed my relationship instantly 
with them.9

These kinds of gestures can clearly be explained, at least in part, as a 
form of rebellion against the hippy culture of the 1960s and the older, 
more conservative generation that dominated the record industry, the 
media and other public institutions: ‘a little of the old epater gob at 
authority’, as the music journalist Lester Bangs put it, ‘swastikas in punk 
are basically another way for kids to get a rise out of their parents and 
maybe the press, both of whom deserve the irritation’.10 Fields’s com-
ments suggest that the many Jewish members of the American punk 
movement appreciated that the appropriation of the swastika signified 
something to do with being a punk but nothing to do with being an 
anti-Semite. This helps to explain the reaction of Genya Ravan, the pro-
ducer of the Dead Boys’ first album, on entering the studio for the first 
day of recording with the band to find ‘swastikas all over everything’.11 
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A Pole whose parents had been interred in concentration camps and 
whose family had died in the war, Ravan ordered the band’s drum-
mer, Johnny Blitz, to remove the swastikas. He immediately did so, 
 protesting ‘I don’t really know what they even stand for’.12 But Ravan 
was not perturbed in the slightest: ‘I mean, I knew they weren’t Nazis. 
I knew that they were young punks. Anything that’s “baaaddd” they 
wanted to do. I was there once.’13 Similarly, the likes of Dee Dee Ramone 
and Stiv Bators never seem to have been regarded as particularly offen-
sive or threatening by their peers – even those who, like Ravans, might 
have had every reason to do be offended. McNeil and McCain record 
that he and the Jewish Joey Ramone accepted Bators’s initiatory gifts of 
Nazi Mother’s Crosses, laughing: ‘like, “Oh great, just what we always 
wanted, Nazi necklaces!” ’14

In personal reflections on the period by those who were there, the 
likes of Dee Dee Ramone, Ron Asheton and Stiv Bators more often than 
not tend to be characterised as slightly unhinged pranksters whose inter-
est in Nazism did not extend beyond a fascination with the aesthetics 
of a regime they did not particularly understand or care to understand. 
The fact that this does not seem to have offended the Jewish members 
of their bands and entourages also enforces what the writer and film-
maker Mary Harron would later identify as the ironic character of the 
punk approach, for which the wider public and earlier generations had 
no reference point:

Now it’s commonplace that people use symbols ironically. But in the 
hippie days, styles of dress or symbols were used unironically. It was, 
This is what you are; you have long hair; you wear this; you are a 
peace person. So if you wear swastikas you are a Nazi.15

Add to this the fact that the self-abusing, anaemic, alcoholic, drug-
pumped punks and their transvestite friends were hardly model Aryans, 
and their use of insignia such as the swastika starts to seem doubly 
ironic, as Beeber sardonically notes: ‘Nazi imagery in punk is anything 
but disrespectful – that is, it’s anything but disrespectful to Jews because 
it is instead disrespectful to the Nazis’.16

The New York punk’s use of the swastika cannot, then, be read as a 
straightforward Fascist gesture, and Beeber, drawing attention to the 
extensive Jewish involvement in the New York punk scene (which, as 
well as half of the Ramones, included many other iconic musicians, such 
as Lou Reed of The Velvet Underground, Chris Stein of Blondie, and the 
half-Jewish Richard Hell) has interestingly described punk’s  adoption 
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of the swastika by way of Susan Sontag’s concept of Camp, that is ‘the 
sensibility of failed seriousness’ that ‘refuses both the  harmonies of 
traditional seriousness, and the risks of fully identifying with extreme 
states of feeling’.17 This suggests that while for some the use of the swas-
tika was, as Johnny Blitz claimed, born of ignorance, for others it was a 
kind of self-protective psychological reflex: a way of creating an emo-
tional distance from an event that had personally affected the punks 
and their families and that could never be overcome or understood in 
its totality. The Jewish intellectual Sontag was herself linked to this 
scene in the 1970s, particularly through her relationship with Richard 
Hell, and describing punk through her terminology also highlights an 
important historical antecedent of the punk movement.

In his essay ‘Camp Exploitation’, the musician and author Ian 
Svenonius takes issue with the prevailing dogma of punk’s radicalism 
and originality, arguing that ‘punk didn’t come from nowhere fully 
formed. Rather, it was lifted directly from another exorcised sector: 
“gay” or “queer” culture.’18 He continues: ‘real gay culture at the time 
was typified by the sexual amorality, black humour, sarcasm, leather 
jackets, shades and plastic wear that would define early punk’, sug-
gesting that punk was indebted to gay culture in terms of fashion and 
also in terms of a prevailing attitude or state of mind.19 Viewing early 
American punk’s Nazi fetish in terms of Sontag’s concept of Camp and 
its ‘sensibility of failed seriousness’ therefore offers one explanation for 
the involvement of second-generation Jews (or rather, in Richard Hell’s 
terms, ‘blank generation’ Jews) with a movement that might otherwise 
be interpreted as an attack on them.

Between the real human tragedy of the camps and the ‘sensibility 
of failed seriousness’ of Camp, there seemed to exist a kind of creative 
tension that drove the artistic output of many punk bands, giving the 
songs a provocative edge. The early punk band The Dictators had a 
song called ‘Master Race Rock’ in which they claimed they were Aryan 
Übermenschen, despite being mostly Jewish. Similarly, the Ramones’ 
eponymous first album opens with the shouty stomp ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’ 
and closes with ‘Today Your Love, Tomorrow the World’, in which 
the Jewish Joey Ramone sings about being an SS man while the child 
of a family of Holocaust victims plays drums. Pounding to the beat 
of falling bombs, the half-Jewish, half-non-Jewish Ramones encap-
sulate the dived nature of American punk’s preoccupation with the 
Holocaust. In an interview, Tommy Ramone once said, ‘most of my 
family was murdered in the Holocaust. I am barely here.’20 On the 
other hand, Dee Dee never grew out of his childhood obsession with 
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the  battlefields of Germany and the remnants of war, continuing to 
embark on  enthusiastic expeditions for Nazi memorabilia in Argentina 
and Brazil with guitarist Johnny during the band’s world tours. Johnny 
would also famously adorn the fireplace of his LA mansion with a large 
autographed photograph of Adolf Hitler.21 Between these extremes, 
the band’s Nazi referencing must somehow be characterised as part 
of a complex and deeply-felt response to historical catastrophe by sec-
ond-generation Jews and an uncritical exploitation of genocide for its 
 aesthetic shock value alone.

The internally conflicted and ambiguous nature of the band’s response 
to the Holocaust extends to the subject positions that are adopted within 
the songs. Stratton writes that ‘the nihilistic malaise of violence and 
death which pervades the lyrics, and which is counterbalanced by the 
power, energy and sheer melody of the music, has its psychological roots 
in what the Ramones present as the Nazi worldview’.22 This interpreta-
tion holds that the Ramones aimed to lay bare certain aspects of Nazi 
psychology – a mind-set with which they shared some apocalyptic affin-
ity; and, whether this was the case or not, their songs certainly highlight 
dominant forms of understanding of Nazi psychology that were gaining 
currency in the period. The linking of Nazism with sexual deviancy, 
for example, reflects the received idea that Hitler’s regime was itself a 
kind of psychosexual aberration that involved Sado-masochistic rela-
tionships between victims and perpetrators, following various popular 
psychological analyses of Nazism and films such as Liliana Cavani’s The 
Night Porter (1974), which was released two years prior to the Ramones’ 
first album. The tone of ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’ is hedonistic and lusty, with the 
song describing the exploits of pleasure-seeking high-school kids. The 
context for this carnal frenzy is Nazi aggression, specifically the Blitz. 
The kids are turned on by atrocity, and the Nazi references are a source 
of cheap thrills. On the surface, the song does not seem to be meant that 
seriously. As Fields observes: ‘I thought the Ramones lyrics were funny. 
I mean Dee Dee wasn’t talking about the extermination of a race, it was 
more of a one-on-one thing, you know, “When the bedroom door closes, 
I’m a Nazi.” [...] He was like a kid saying a dirty word to see if he got his 
mouth washed out with soap.’23 However, this is not simply a straight-
forward celebration of some kind of weird Nazi erotica, as the hedonism 
of ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’ is not so much an end in itself as a by-product of the 
journey to oblivion: in this way, the song is energised by the death drive 
that lies beyond the pleasure principle.

An art of ‘failed seriousness’ is, then, both totally serious and totally 
stupid, and as McNeil and McCain  note, similarly provocative and 
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divided responses to the Holocaust and Nazism soon emerged in the 
work of bands  influenced by New York punk, including those working 
in media and industries other than music:

Arturo Vega, the guy who owned the Ramones’ loft, was a painter 
who made Day-Glo swastikas. The entire Ramones loft was filled 
with Day-Glo swastikas [...] compared to Arturo’s Day-Glo swastikas, 
the Dead Boys’ Mother’s Crosses seemed pretty lame.24

On one level, Day-Glo swastikas seem like an appropriately juvenile 
artistic approximation to the kind of Nazi rhetoric employed by the 
Ramones; but at the same time, they can be understood as a form of 
cultural self-critique by a key member of the punk movement, mark-
ing a serious engagement with the signs and symbols that it had also 
exploited for a cheap frisson. Drawing attention to the fact that fluores-
cent colours exist very rarely in nature, Vega commented, ‘to me the 
colours represented this man-made madness’.25 Figuring Nazism as an 
aberration from the natural order of things, the paintings critique the 
representative practices of those, including Vega’s tenants the Ramones, 
who were involved in forms of entertainment that seemed to get a 
charge out of genocide and can thus be taken as an early comment on 
what would become known as ‘the Holocaust industry’.

As punk crossed the Atlantic and became increasingly sensitised to 
issues of commercial exploitation – especially in terms of how its own 
music and radical politics were marketed and sold by wealthy main-
stream record companies – this brand of self-critique would increas-
ingly apply to punk’s continued use of Nazi references and iconography. 
Day-Glo swastikas are also, of course, very bright. They draw attention 
to themselves in a way that cannot be forgotten, passed over or ignored. 
Glaringly ‘in your face’, they prefigure the quasi-Situationist tactics 
adopted by Malcolm McLaren, the Jewish manager of the Sex Pistols, 
who sold Nazi artefacts and clothes daubed with swastikas in his shop, 
Sex, on the King’s Road in North London.26 McLaren conceptualised 
both fashion and pop music as high art – forms that signified more 
than the fetishism, even as they played on ideas of sexual and mar-
ket fetishes. One former employee remembers that if staff were ever 
taken to task by customers for this use of Nazi imagery, they had been 
instructed by McLaren and clothing designer Vivienne Westwood to 
reply: ‘We’re here to positively confront people with the past.’27
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Before managing the Sex Pistols, McLaren had spent a brief period in 
New York in 1974 managing the New York Dolls, whom he had met 
previously when they were on tour in London. One of McLaren’s stunts 
as manager of the New York Dolls was to dress the band in tight red 
plastic outfits and make them perform with a huge red Soviet flag as 
their stage backdrop – a kind of ironic flip side to the emerging Nazi 
shtick of the period. An obviously provocative statement in post-
 McCarthy America, McLaren described this as a considered response 
to the Andy Warhol–led trend for apolitical art that made a fetish of 
its own commodity status: ‘I thought, Fuck it. I’m gonna try and make 
the Dolls totally the opposite. I’m not going to make them disposable. 
I’m going to give them a serious political point of view.’1 Unfortunately, 
the New York Dolls had major drug habits, little interest in politics, 
and even less enthusiasm for McLaren’s experimental approach to punk 
rock  promotion through manufactured confrontation. This approach 
did, however, provide a kind of template for McLaren’s later involve-
ment with English punk, where politics (this time, anarchy) and radical 
fashion were again overtly used as marketing devices. While McLaren’s 
experience with the New York Dolls did not change his methods, it did 
seem to change his attitude to the commodification of ideology through 
art; because what he now sought to create with the Sex Pistols was pre-
cisely what Warhol embodied in his own paintings and prints and in 
the whole Factory ethos, which is to say high art as a self- consciously 
manufactured product.

Rather than persevering with the failed communist theme, when 
he returned to London in 1975 and began managing the Sex Pistols, 
McLaren helped to craft an image for the band that was more influ-
enced by the ripped clothing of Richard Hell and other New York punks. 

4
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Inevitably, the swastika became a dominant motif. As noted, McLaren 
sold Nazi uniforms, badges and other paraphernalia in his shop, Sex, 
and when the Sex Pistols appeared on the Granada TV programme So It 
Goes, presented by Tony Wilson (who would later play a pivotal role in 
the Manchester post-punk scene, notably through the creation of the 
Factory label and the Hacienda nightclub), a sales assistant called Jordan 
had been primed to introduce the band in a typically confrontational 
manner. In an episode that music writer David Nolan aptly describes as 
‘Carry on Swastika’, a furore broke out in the studio when it transpired 
that Jordan was wearing a swastika armband and that she planned to 
keep it on during the live transmission.2 A three-hour debate ensued, 
prolonged by the fact that the Jewish head of Granada TV, Sydney 
Bernstein, was no big fan of the Germans and wouldn’t even permit the 
use German microphones on the station.3 Wilson recalls acting as an 
intermediary: ‘I had to go and tell her, “Listen, sorry love ...” So if you 
look at the video she has gaffer tape over the swastika armband. It was a 
wild day and unruly. They caused lots of trouble. Thank God.’4 

Another notorious incident involved Sid Vicious walking through 
a Jewish district of Paris wearing a red swastika T-shirt designed by 
McLaren during the filming of the surreal band biopic The Great Rock ‘n’ 
Roll Swindle (1980). Vicious would also wear this bloodstained T-shirt on 
stage during the band’s final tours, and in The Great Rock ‘n’ Roll Swindle 
it is just one element of a pantomime performance that caricatures punk 
offensiveness – one sequence involves him walking the streets of Paris, 
snarling, making offensive gestures at old ladies in a café, procuring a 
gun that he sticks down his trousers, threatening to knife a pedestrian, 
and finally stealing a cream cake and smearing it in a prostitute’s face. 
All the while a Frenchman sings a version of ‘Anarchy in the UK’ to the 
accompaniment of a fiddle and an accordion.

As with the Ramones and the Dead Boys, the band was generally happy 
to use the swastika as an instrument of boorishness and to profess total 
ignorance about the events and political movements referenced by their 
clothing; at the same time, they made direct, impassioned, provocative 
statements about the Holocaust in songs that betrayed the degree to 
which genocide had impacted on its members and, more broadly, on 
the youth culture of the 1970s. The two key songs are the infamous 
‘Belsen Was a Gas’, written by Sid Vicious, and the band’s last single, 
‘Holidays in the Sun’, written by Johnny Rotten.5

Vicious wrote ‘Belsen Was a Gas’ in late 1976 before he joined the Sex 
Pistols, while playing in a band called The Flowers of Romance. Founded 
on a protracted pun, the cultural theorist Greil Marcus has described 
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the song as ‘a crude, cheesy, stupid number, thought up, it is said, by 
Sid Vicious, the crudest, cheesiest, stupidest member of the band’.6 
Compounding the frivolousness of the factually inaccurate title (there 
were no gas chambers at Belsen), a series of sarcastic asides expressing 
feigned regret for the mass deaths of the Jews suggest that the singer 
is not too bothered by the actual events that he’s describing. With its 
brattish tone and near-total disregard for historical specificity, the song 
provides ample ammunition for those who regard it as a straightforward 
abuse of the Holocaust – one where Belsen provides a ready vehicle for a 
customary punk attack on the sensibilities of older generations. In this 
case, the attack would seem particularly barbed, as the Bergen-Belsen 
concentration camp was liberated by British and Canadian troops in 
1945. The British Army Film and Photographic Unit’s newsreel footage 
of skeletal bodies being bulldozed into mass graves at Belsen was shown 
widely in British cinemas at the time, and was, for many, a graphic first 
indication of the true extent of Nazi atrocities. Tony Kushner writes:

Although Nazi camps of a far more murderous nature were liberated 
before Belsen, the scenes recorded at Belsen by the soldiers, journal-
ists, photographers, broadcasters and film crews were perhaps the 
most gruesome of all images relating to Nazi atrocities. The impact 
of those carrying out the liberation of Belsen [...] was traumatic. Yet 
even those in the comfort of the cinemas, front rooms and libraries 
of the Home Front exposed to the newsreels, press and radio reports 
were left in a state of emotional shock by the attempts to communi-
cate the horror of Belsen.7

The obvious insensitivity of the song’s title, its apparent disregard for 
the feelings of the survivors and camp liberators, not to mention the 
‘emotional shock’ felt by those exposed to images of Belsen, are, how-
ever, complicated in the very first verse of the song, which presents an 
immediate problem of attribution. Because the sentiments expressed in 
the title do not belong to its first-person speaker, let alone to the real 
singer or group whom Kushner, in a discussion of the song’s exploita-
tion of Belsen’s memory, all too readily dismisses as xenophobic and 
racist.8 Opening with fiercely impious rhetoric, the point of view of the 
song is dramatically counterpointed around the very first comma, as it 
transpires that this is not what the narrator himself believes, but rather 
it is a statement that he overheard.

Similarly, while the following lines sarcastically refer to life in the 
camps as a bit of a holiday, it transpires that this is the viewpoint of the 
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Jews themselves expressed on postcards that they sent to their  families. 
The gallows humour of the lyrics links to the heavy irony of the title, 
suggesting that the impiety that Kushner takes for racism might actu-
ally, in this song, be an imaginative rendering of the point of view of 
the victims. Giving the lie to the title, the song is in fact historically 
literate, referencing the fact that, for the purposes of Nazi propaganda, 
concentration camp prisoners were compelled to write letters that por-
trayed their conditions in an unfeasibly favourable light. Making equally 
ironic use of the ballad form, traditionally associated with romance, 
the song seems to satirise the acceptance of these falsehoods by friends 
and families through the misunderstandings of the narrator-bystander, 
who clearly does not grasp what went on in the camps or the ironies of 
the postcards. Rather than an egregious error of taste, the pun of the 
title, where two opposed meanings sit hand in hand (Belsen was fun/ 
Belsen was a place of mass murder), might be regarded as a vehicle for 
a song that sets out to address the issue of historical misinformation, 
highlighting the way that words did not and could not ever convey 
the true experiences of the victims. In this sense, the pun might even 
represent attempts by the Jews to convey the truth of the camps to the 
outside world through a form of linguistic subterfuge that would get 
past the Nazi censors. The distanced tone of the narrator-bystander, 
however, who only takes these phrases at face value and cannot see 
what is so wrong with a place like Belsen, suggests that the true mean-
ings were never understood.

Numerous versions of the song exist, but a studio version by the 
definitive line-up (with Rotten and Vicious) was never recorded for 
commercial release. Both the film of The Great Rock ‘n’ Roll Swindle and 
the accompanying soundtrack feature a studio version with escaped 
train-robber Ronnie Biggs on vocals. This was recorded in Brazil dur-
ing the brief, inglorious period when the band remained together fol-
lowing Rotten’s departure. The film also includes slapstick sequences 
that involve a fat actor playing a beach-loving Martin Bormann who 
has his sights set on joining the band. Biggs’s version has been serially 
re-titled on subsequent re-releases of the soundtrack, ‘Einmal Belsen 
War Wirflich Bortrefflich (Belsen Vos a Gassa)’ being fairly represen-
tative of the way that each new title revelled in bad taste and bad 
German and tended to express sentiments along the lines of ‘once 
Belsen was really brilliant’, just in case anyone had failed to under-
stand the original pun. The Biggs version, unfortunately, bears out 
Richard Hell’s idea that the whole thrust of the Sex Pistols and UK 
punk was ‘to be as shocking and obnoxious and moronic as you possi-
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bly could’: an impression that is exaggerated by Biggs’s affected vocals, 
the risible cockney sing-along style of the chorus that’s more football 
chant than punk anthem, and a saxophone solo that is in itself quite 
offensive.9

The title of The Great Rock ‘n’ Roll Swindle spells out the film’s render-
ing of punk as a mercenary, gimmicky enterprise that profits from the 
market forces that drive the rock ‘n’ roll Leviathan, even as it satirises 
them. This double-edged representation of punk allows that the cyn-
ical exploitation of youth culture in order to derive ‘cash from chaos’ 
can be both celebrated and condemned – so, while the film features 
Malcolm McLaren sipping champagne in a bath in his country man-
sion, it also ends with a shot of tabloid headlines announcing the 
death of Sid Vicious, who overdosed on heroin shortly after filming, 
revealing that this racket is not without its real-life victims. In the 
film, the band members themselves are self-consciously caricatured as 
actors – part of a cast, not agents of their own destiny – and their rise 
to fame is figured as a marketing stunt masterminded by McLaren. 
Repeated references are made to the fact that they couldn’t play their 
instruments and, perhaps as a result, The Great Rock ‘n’ Roll Swindle 
expresses nothing but contempt for consumers of the punk prod-
uct. The band’s fans are repeatedly degraded and ridiculed: through 
much of the film, Steve Jones sits in a cinema watching the film itself 
while eating Sex Pistols-branded fast food and fondling a half-naked 
groupie. In the Sid Vicious sequence filmed in Paris, a female auto-
graph hunter gets his name contemptuously scrawled over her chest. 
Finally, the bourgeois audience which gathers to watch Vicious’s snarl-
ing rendition of ‘My Way’ in a Paris auditorium is massacred when 
the singer pulls an ironic fake ‘pistol’ on them. Such scenes, along 
with the Bormann sequences in Brazil and the Biggs version of ‘Belsen 
Was a Gas’, are suggestive of a kind of incredulity, with the Jewish 
Malcolm McLaren testing the limits of the punk audience’s willing-
ness to embrace utter crassness, and alternately attacking and pok-
ing fun at it in the  process. Perhaps unsurprisingly, swastikas feature 
prominently throughout the film.

It is important to emphasise that this well-worn take on the Sex 
Pistols as a phony Situationist prank – with the band members merely 
pawns in a scam-cum-art statement dreamed up by McLaren – is itself 
the brainchild of Malcolm McLaren. A tension between the band’s 
public profile and the band as they saw themselves was always appar-
ent. For example, it was drawn to the fore in McLaren’s attempt to stop 
Rotten appearing on a Capital Radio show where he was able to play his 
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favourite songs on air: rather than the uncultured musical  ignoramus 
that McLaren wanted to portray, Rotten turned out to have a wide and 
eclectic music taste spanning reggae, folk and the avant-garde. The 
tension also perhaps motivated Rotten to name his post-Pistols group 
Public Image Ltd (PiL); the first song on their most celebrated album, 
Metal Box (1979), is a ten-minute dirge called ‘Albatross’. In retrospect, 
an alternative reading of the band begins to emerge: one which is the 
polar opposite of McLaren’s rendering of them.10 As the music writer 
Paul Morley points out, ‘The image now tends to be of the punks on 
the King’s Road with the spiky hair and the chains and the leather 
jackets but it was actually a really intellectual, literate movement.’11 
This  distinction is brought to the fore in the history of ‘Belsen Was 
a Gas’; for the Biggs version on The Great Rock ‘n’ Roll Swindle sound-
track is preceded by a live version performed by the original band at 
their final gig at the Winterland venue in San Francisco in January 
1978; and this live recording suggests emotional complexity and polit-
ical engagement, rather than the artificiality and amorality celebrated 
by the film. 

For a song that is so obviously high-risk, employing deliberate and 
potentially offensive ambiguities in the representation of charged sub-
ject matter, much rests on the tone taken in performance. At Winterland, 
Rotten’s delivery is slightly manic, although the lyrics are articulated 
forcibly and clearly. As the song draws to an end, he stops singing and 
gives a sarcastic, demonic laugh that transforms into a horrific choking 
sound, before imploring someone to commit suicide. Marcus writes of 
the night at Winterland: ‘he seemed near to coming loose from his own 
skin’.12 The song closes abruptly with a final chilling repetition of the 
suicide line that does not feature in the Biggs version. Marcus notes that 
at this point, ‘he seemed not to know what he was saying’; but the power 
of the final line, at least to anyone listening to the recorded version of 
the live performance, lies in the very possibility that he does.13 It is 
unclear exactly whom this death wish is aimed at. The sentiment might 
be directed at the Jews, but it seems to be more of an attack on this casu-
ally self-exculpating, Holocaust-denying Nazi point of view. Seemingly 
stepping outside the song’s narrative and taking issue with the indiffer-
ence to suffering that he has been ventriloquising, Rotten’s sentiment 
seems to be: If killing makes you such a man, then be a real man and 
kill yourself. In this sense, it could even be read as a targeted swipe at 
the songwriter playing bass alongside him; and in a way, this perfor-
mance was a kind of band suicide, instigated by Rotten, who  during 
the encore went on to announce that ‘this is no fun’, stopping at one 
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point when his voice broke down and commenting, ‘Oh bollocks, why 
should I carry on?’ Jon Savage writes:

For the remaining minutes, Lydon doesn’t speak to the audience but 
to himself: ‘There’s no fun in being alone/ This is no fun/ It is no fun 
at all.’ He sits on the stage and looks emptily at the crowd: there is no 
performance, there is no audience, there is no Sex Pistols.14

And after that, there wasn’t. Johnny Rotten left the band shortly after-
wards, they wouldn’t play live again for nearly 20 years, and the 14 
January 1978 San Francisco Winterland concert was the last time the 
Sex Pistols would perform with their iconic bassist and occasional lyri-
cist Sid Vicious.

Kushner notes how the Second World War, and specifically the lib-
eration of Belsen, was central to the formation of the national identity 
of an older generation. ‘Belsen Was a Gas’ suggests that much the same 
can be said of the punk generation – only here, some 30 years after the 
war, this identity did not conform to what Kushner terms the ‘trium-
phalist narrative’ offered by official and media accounts of the British 
liberation of the camp in the immediate postwar period.15 The signif-
icance of the British army’s role in the liberation of Belsen and the 
impact on those involved cannot be underestimated, but it was never 
the guiding motivation for the war effort. As Kushner writes, ‘after 
1945 a popular mythology started to develop that Britain had actually 
fought the war to end Nazi atrocities and even to save the Jews’, but this 
is ‘an utter distortion of British responses to the Jewish plight’.16 The 
first verse of ‘Belsen Was a Gas’ directly addresses the issue of how the 
Jews attempted to alert the outside world to their real conditions, and 
how this fell on deaf ears. As a nuanced, but viscerally,-felt response to 
the images of emaciated naked bodies that were circulated so widely 
after the camp’s liberation – what might be termed the pornography of 
atrocity – and also the failure of the Allied Forces to prevent mass mur-
der, ‘Belsen Was a Gas’ is as much a statement on the dubiousness of 
Belsen serving as a source of national pride – a counter to the ‘single, 
monolithic and heroic narrative’ – as it is a wilful insult to the camp’s 
survivors and liberators.17

Rather than signalling the righteousness of the British war effort, for 
the Sex Pistols, Belsen formed a key reference point within a far darker 
psycho-historical landscape, and Rotten’s impassioned performance at 
Winterland becomes even more compelling when set in the context 
of the band’s previous references to the camp in ‘Holidays in the Sun’, 
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whose lyrics were written by Rotten himself. This was the  opening 
track on the landmark album Never Mind the Bollocks, Here’s the Sex 
Pistols (1977). Another song about the Holocaust that is associated with 
 endings, ‘Holidays in the Sun’ was also the original band’s last proper 
single. It begins with the sound of boots marching, the pounding of 
Paul Cook’s bass drum and Rotten declaiming a Situationist slogan, ‘a 
cheap holiday in other people’s misery’, that forms an apt introduction 
to the song’s self-excoriating critique of forms of historical and political 
engagement that constitute little more than tourism. Belsen is cited as 
a place of recreation for those who can afford it, with the band picking 
up on the very contemporary concern with the exploitation of genocide 
through the Holocaust industry, where renovated camps, museums, 
films and the mass media transform historical atrocity into a spectacle 
served up to affluent westerners as a form of entertainment. The attack 
on the value systems and lifestyles of the British middle classes is also 
captured on the record sleeve for the single. The cover reproduces a 
travel club comic strip depicting tourists on a Mediterranean beach (the 
original Situationist slogan was ‘Club Med, a cheap holiday in other 
people’s misery’), and the back shows a domestic mealtime scene anno-
tated with sarcastic captions that describe how nice it all is, recalling 
Danny Fields’s diagnosis of punk’s core attitude of not being nice as 
a reaction to the post-hippy culture of the 1970s.18 The opening lines 
implicitly insert Belsen into this domestic tableau, reducing history to 
a modern lifestyle choice.

In ‘Holidays in the Sun’, the reference to Belsen is evidently not glib, 
as it appears to be in the title of ‘Belsen Was a Gas’. The whole purpose 
of the reference to the camp is to underline the utter seriousness of the 
song’s anxiety over the Cold War conflict between East and West, which 
is described as a Third World War and is sited specifically in Berlin, 
where the song was written in 1977 at a point when the band were seek-
ing an escape from the tabloid frenzy that had built up around them in 
the UK.19 The city was already becoming a second home for punk and 
glam musicians attracted by the idea of a decadent European capital and 
the kind of lifestyle described by Christopher Isherwood in Berlin Stories: 
‘hanging out with drag queens, drinking champagne for breakfast and 
having ménages à trois, while the Nazis slowly grab power’, as Legs 
McNeil and McCain put it.20 Iggy Pop and David Bowie spent a notori-
ous period living there in 1976 and 1977, shortly after Bowie is alleged 
to have given a Nazi salute from a Mercedes limousine outside Victoria 
Station in London. Bowie’s seminal albums Low (1977) and Heroes (1977) 
were conceived during this prolific period in Berlin, as were Iggy Pop’s 
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similarly successful albums The Idiot (1977) and Lust for Life (1977). The 
German singer and Velvet Underground collaborator Nico also spent 
significant periods of time in the city during this period.21

In ‘Holidays in the Sun’, however, it is the political and historical 
 significance of the city – its wall and its centrality to the major conflicts 
of the twentieth century – that obsess Rotten in a first-person narrative 
that is extremely cartoonish (echoing the single record sleeve artwork), 
with the singer trying to get under and over the Berlin Wall, which is 
at first referenced without any real context in the lyrics. It is presented 
in and of itself: a concrete, self-contained fact, appropriately stretched 
out by Rotten’s vocal. The song begins as a parody of conformity, but 
this ironic affirmation of social reason and purpose is challenged by a 
situation that becomes increasingly threatening. In much the same way 
as the Winterland performance of ‘Belsen Was a Gas’, Rotten’s deliv-
ery becomes frantic and, at times, unintelligible as the song reaches a 
climax, and the conviction that inspired the lyric disintegrates. What 
prompts the slide into uncertainty and paranoia is an obscure commu-
nist demand on the singer; but this does not relate so much to the Cold 
War clash of opposing political ideologies or even the nuclear threat 
as to the prospect of armies directly facing each other off in a major 
European capital, the sound of marching boots and the spectre of con-
centration camps. This paranoia grows out of a vision of the past, not 
the future.

As with the 1960s Holocaust poetry of Sylvia Plath, ‘Holidays in the 
Sun’ can be considered a work of Holocaust metafiction, which is to say 
an artwork that does not represent events directly but instead takes the 
genocide as a subject which causes it to reflect back on the possibility of 
its own utterance, and in this instance even the possibility of rational 
thought. Greil Marcus has written:

There was a black hole at the heart of the Sex Pistols’ music, a  willful 
[sic] lust for the destruction of values that no one could be com-
fortable with, and that was why, from the start, Johnny Rotten was 
perhaps the only truly terrifying singer rock ‘n’ roll has known. But 
the terror had a new cast at the end: certainly no one has yet seen 
all the way to the bottom of ‘Holidays in the Sun,’ and probably no 
one ever will.22

In describing the song’s quasi-Nietzschean attack on all values, Marcus 
deploys a vocabulary often used to describe the Holocaust and its after-
math. Specifically, this is the kind of vocabulary that one would tend to 
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associate with Holocaust piety and perhaps explains why Marcus takes 
exception to the obvious impiety that characterises ‘Belsen Was a Gas’. 
Much as the Holocaust can be viewed ‘piously’ as an abyss whose true 
dimensions are unknown and unknowable, Marcus describes ‘Holidays 
in the Sun’ as possessing unfathomable depths, with the ‘black hole’ 
that sits at the heart of the music recalling Primo Levi’s frequent use of 
the phrase to describe the death camps ‘meant for men, women, and 
children guilty only of being Jewish, where one got off the trains only 
in order to enter the gas chambers, from which no one ever came out 
alive’.23 This parallel phraseology almost implies that to understand the 
depths of ‘Holidays in the Sun’ one must first understand the depths of 
the Holocaust. However, the spiralling negations that bring the song to 
an end, with the singer expressing total incomprehension at the world 
and his place in it, mean that any excavation of positive meaning is 
precisely resisted. As Marcus writes, with reference to Rotten, ‘when he 
looked into the void of the century, he found the void looking back’.24 
The song begins with the spectacle of sites like Belsen being visited 
by eager and affluent consumers who want to consume history as part 
of a package holiday experience; it ends with intellectual uncertainty 
and the suggestion of psychological breakdown: a macro-narrative that 
forms a paradigm for the treatment of the Holocaust in punk music 
as a whole, and for the way that the subject would be handled in 
 increasingly involved ways during the transition from the impious and 
shockingly direct early punk period to the more stylistically mannered 
post-punk period, when bands would begin to adopt highly personal 
and  reflective approaches to Holocaust representation.
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5
Post-Punk: Joy Division, Closer

The term ‘post-punk’ is generally taken to refer to the period from the 
late 1970s to the mid-1980s, when punk helped to shape the direction 
of a wide variety of popular music forms, from electronica to art rock. 
Signalling the enduring musical and cultural significance of punk, the 
term memorialises punk and confers on it the status of a legacy genre; 
but while punk marked a sea change in popular music, drawing in new 
subjects, new fashions, new people, this was a legacy that many of the 
bands of the period self-consciously sought to free themselves from. 
The musical influence of punk, for example, was often negative – with 
bands kicking against the grain of its blues rock roots – rather than 
positive, in the sense of a deliberate continuation of punk rock tradi-
tions. While post-punk classifies the music retrospectively, in terms 
of punk’s influence, the extreme musical and lyrical experimenta-
tion and technical innovation that marked much of the music of this 
period bears all the hallmarks of a forward-looking artistic avant-garde. 
Above all, post-punk broadly restored a respect for musicianship that 
the early DIY three-chord punk bands had derided. Using the term 
‘post-punk’ to refer to a specific time period still usefully historicises 
the concept, allowing for the kind of broad consideration of musical, 
cultural and social factors that marks studies such as Simon Reynolds’s 
influential Rip It Up and Start Again: Post-punk 1978–1984 (2005). But 
while ‘post-punk’ has increasingly come to refer to a very specific gui-
tar sound and a certain lyrical literacy – from around 2004 bands with 
a clean, spiky guitar style, such as Bloc Party, Maximo Park and The 
Rakes, were credited with inspiring a ‘post-punk revival’ – the music 
associated with post-punk from 1978 to 1984 was, in fact, incredibly 
diverse. In his study, Reynolds includes bands such as Public Image 
Ltd and The Fall that clearly evolved directly out of punk, but also ska 
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bands such as The Specials and 1980s synth-pop bands such as the 
Human League.

The US very much led the way in the early development of post-
punk, much as it had done with punk before it. From as early as 1976, 
experimental bands such as Pere Ubu and Devo were reacting against 
the urban and particularly New York-centric universe that had pro-
vided the gritty centre of gravity for punk, instead drawing on the 
postindustrial landscape of their native Ohio to create music that was 
deliberately abrasive and challenging. Brutal chord structures gave 
way to equally tortured, but even more tuneless, soundscapes. While 
the music was characterised by greater experimentation and atonality, 
the spirit of confrontation and the desire to shock remained, and the 
Nazi genocide offered a kind of inherited vocabulary for these bands. 
While their lyrics did not reference the events of the Holocaust in any 
significant or sustained way, an early Pere Ubu single was entitled 
‘Final Solution’. Taking the Nazi references to further extremes, Devo 
 portrayed themselves as a ‘clean up squad’ on a mission to purify main-
stream American culture, with the band assuming the form of a kind 
of sonic and visual art project, performing what Reynolds calls a ‘pan-
tomime of disgust and discipline’.1 With songs possessing titles such 
as ‘Triumph of the Will’ – a reference to Leni Riefenstahl’s infamous 
Nazi documentary – and employing an extensive metaphorical pal-
ette borrowed from avant-garde art movements such as the Viennese 
Actionists, the band’s Nazi imagery sat alongside visual and verbal 
 references to  constipation, excreta and contamination that signified 
cultural degeneration. As Reynolds points out, it is unclear whether 
they were exposing how a ‘quest for purity in a tarnished world’ had 
led modernists such as Wyndham Lewis and Louis-Ferdinand Céline 
to embrace Nazism, or whether they were falling into the same trap.2

Early UK post-punk bands also dispensed with melody and conven-
tional pop structures and rhythms, instead embracing the cerebral 
weirdness of the American industrial scene; and Nazi imagery again 
abounded. Throbbing Gristle, for example, named their studio ‘Death 
Factory’, used a photograph of Auschwitz for their Industrial Records 
logo and employed Holocaust imagery on the covers of various sin-
gles, including a pile of human skulls on ‘Subhuman’ and walking 
frames that had been taken from the elderly before they were sent to 
the gas chambers on ‘Distant Dreams (Part Two)’.3 The band justified 
their Holocaust references by universalising the Holocaust experience, 
with lead singer Genesis P-Orridge on at least one occasion trotting 
out the ‘everybody lives in their own concentration camp’ line.4 Such 
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 over-identifications with the victims of the Holocaust were set against a 
 contrasting tendency to see things from the perpetrators’ point of view 
in a way that intimated fulsome approval: the title ‘Subhuman’ derived 
from the band’s name for a tribe of itinerants who had set up camp near 
their house; the song labelled them diseased and threatened them with 
physical violence.5

In the double A side single ‘Zyklon B Zombie’ – one of the few songs 
from the period that not only makes references to Nazis or the Third 
Reich but is also overtly about the death camps and the actual events of 
the Holocaust – the borderline between what unpleasantness the song 
satirises and what unpleasantness it embodies is similarly unclear. It 
can be read as a parody of some of the more dubious appropriations 
of the Holocaust by mainstream punk, and from the very beginning 
it takes up the theme of exploitation – the speaker is a young, naked 
Jewish girl. Such a reading is tempered, however, by the fact that the 
band also revelled in the portrayal of misogyny and misanthropy and 
would soon after release a single entitled ‘We Hate You (Little Girls)’. 
With a disjointed narrative revolving around bodies piling up in gas 
chambers and random acts of violence inflicted on the speaker and by 
the speaker, the song acts out a revenge fantasy against Nazi murder-
ers while imagining ‘the ultimate punk act as sniffing Zyklon B poison 
gas rather than glue’.6 The satirical intent always seems implicit with 
Throbbing Gristle but in this instance it is belied by the fact that the 
vocals are distorted to the point where the only lyrics that are audible 
are the fuzzy repetitions of the song title, sung in a tone that teeters pre-
cariously between knowing parody and sickly celebration.

The lead singer of Joy Division, Ian Curtis, was a keen fan of Throbbing 
Gristle; and like Throbbing Gristle, Curtis’s band were accused of hav-
ing right-wing tendencies as a result of the references they made to the 
Holocaust on stage and in their name, lyrics and artwork. As their first 
manager and then roadie, Terry Mason, put it, ‘There was a bit of shit 
flying round that [they] were Nazis’.7 To a large extent this reputation 
was attributable to an early gig at The Electric Circus in Manchester in 
1977, when guitarist Bernard Sumner had screamed, ‘Do you all remem-
ber Rudolf Hess?’ at the crowd. Coinciding with a period of high press 
 exposure when Hess’s imprisonment at Spandau in West Berlin was fea-
turing prominently in the news, Sumner has commented: ‘I was  reading 
a book about Hess called The Loneliest Man in the World, it’s very sad. It 
obviously affected me in some way, but fuck knows why I blurted that 
out.’8 At that point, the band were still known as Warsaw; seeking to 



Post-Punk: Joy Division 117

 distance  themselves from a London-based band called Warsaw Pakt, they 
 subsequently decided to rename themselves after a reference that Curtis 
and Sumner had come across in the Holocaust novel House of Dolls (1956), 
which further exacerbated the Nazi link. Written by a camp survivor 
under his prisoner name Ka-Tzetnik 135633, the novel tells the story of a 
young Jewess who was taken to a concentration camp brothel known as 
the ‘joy division’ that was used by the German military. Their artwork also 
contributed to the band’s early notoriety: Sumner’s design for the sleeve 
of their first release, an EP entitled An Ideal for Living (1978), had a drawing 
of a drummer boy inspired by a Hitler Youth poster on the front cover. 
Inside there was a photograph of a German soldier  pointing a gun at a boy 
with his arms raised that Sumner had copied from an original photograph 
taken inside the Warsaw Ghetto. A random umlaut was also added to 
each word in the English-language descriptions of the band members’ 
instruments. To compound matters, the first track on the EP, ‘Warsaw’, 
opened with Curtis replacing punk’s traditional ‘1, 2, 3, 4,’ lead-in with 
Hess’s prisoner number at Spandau, yelling: ‘3, 5, 0, 1, 2, 5, Go!’

While these all seem like straightforward instances of punk shock 
tactics, evoking the Holocaust in a self-conscious attempt to court con-
troversy, they can also be attributed to a more nuanced engagement 
with historical memory. Sumner has commented on how his interest in 
the Second World War had been stoked as a child:

Where I lived there were shelters; there was a bomb shelter in our 
backyard. There were underground shelters at the end of our street 
where we used to play. All the films on TV when we were kids were 
about the war. So when you grew up and understood what had gone 
on, you were naturally pretty interested in it ... It was unfashionable 
to talk about it ... you had to drop the subject ... but I didn’t think it 
should have been dropped and I think that was where our interest 
came from ... It had been a decade before we were born – not that 
long ago.9

Much as Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood professed to hope 
that their swastika-daubed clothes would lead to a kind of positive 
confrontation with the past, Sumner’s recollections suggest that his 
comment about Hess, for example, might be interpreted as a call to 
historical memory: an accusation that implies that he thought that the 
contemporary audience would much rather forget about Hess and his 
Nazi comrades. In describing how his curiosity about recent European 
history had developed out of a childhood spent in a social and  cultural 
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environment that held numerous reminders of the past, Sumner offers a 
salutary rebuff to those who dismiss the band’s interest in these  matters 
as a form of pathology, a ‘morbid fascination [...] often in questionable 
taste’, as Reynolds puts it.10

The Ideal for Living cover was, in part, a reflection of the band’s desire 
to be a bit arty: Mason recalls that the ‘hip film’ at the time was an 
adaptation of Günter Grass’s novel The Tin Drum.11 There is also an ele-
ment of mischief with the umlauts and sombre band photography, and 
this is encapsulated in a note on the back cover that reads, ‘This is not 
a concept E.P. it is an enigma’ and then ‘All complaints – Terry Mason’. 
But more importantly, there is nothing about the sleeve that suggests 
the band wish to side with the perpetrators rather than the victims of 
Nazism. Even if the idea of titling an EP An Ideal for Living and then 
putting an image associated with the Hitler Youth on the front cover 
didn’t strike someone who purchased the record as immediately ironic, 
the image from the Warsaw Ghetto, which starkly highlights what such 
an ideal might lead to, should have ensured that they got the message. 
Mason has stated emphatically, in respect of the band: ‘There was never 
any Nazism. We did have some people around the edges who were quite 
right-wing. One [sold] copies of [right-wing newspaper] Bulldog at gigs. 
But Barney [Bernard Sumner] doesn’t know the difference between 
left-wing and right-wing. He was apolitical in the extreme.’12 Recalling 
Danny Fields’s comments in respect of his management of The Stooges 
(‘if there was the remotest hint of them embracing what the Nazis 
advocated, I would have severed my relationship instantly with them’), 
Sumner has responded: ‘If Rob [Gretton, Joy Division’s manager] had 
known anyone was selling right-wing newspapers at our gigs, he would 
have set the dogs on them.’13

Joy Division clearly were not Nazis – a point that Anton Corbijn 
has the character of Ian Curtis state overtly in his Joy Division  biopic, 
Control (2007) – but they were interested in exploring the links between 
the Nazi period and their own society and lives. This interest has been 
variously misconstrued as a signifier of right-wing political allegiance 
and a form of mental instability; but their broad fascination with Nazi 
clothing, symbolism and psychology reflects an interest in the geno-
cide which knowingly takes place in what Walter Benjamin termed a 
‘moment of danger’ – Peter Hook of Joy Division (and, later, New Order) 
described the allure of ‘a certain physical sensation you get from flirt-
ing with something like that [the Holocaust] ... We thought it was a 
very, very strong feeling.’14 As is always the case with Holocaust impi-
ety, this moment of danger cuts both ways, encompassing both the 
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risk associated with exploring the position of the victimisers and also 
that associated with gestures of identification with the victims. But the 
anti-Fascist position of Joy Division is far more transparent than it ever 
was for earlier Nazi-referencing punk bands such as the Ramones and 
Joy Division’s post-punk contemporaries such as Devo and Throbbing 
Gristle. An early song called ‘Walked in Line’, for example, focuses on 
the perpetrators of military atrocities: the Nazis are not named but 
seem an obvious reference point. The tone of the lyric is accusatory, and 
Curtis’s voice seethes with anger as he virtually shouts the title refrain 
over Stephen Morris’s relentless drumming, punctuated with militaris-
tic drum rolls and inventive percussion that approximates to the sound 
of a marching army and also gunfire.

The band’s empathy with the victims is also figured in their name, 
where the reference to the camp prostitutes can be understood as an 
act of solidarity with the oppressed just as much as an affront to their 
suffering. This is supported by Curtis’s use of a spoken-word passage 
directly lifted from The House of Dolls in the early song ‘No Love Lost’. 
Here a reference to a Jewess’s horrific bodily violation while serving as 
a member of the Joy Division suggests that the band’s name constitutes 
an attempt to bring to the surface what Curtis’s friend Mark Reeder calls 
‘the whole secret history aspect of Nazi Germany, which was hidden 
from school curriculum history’ and which was thus unknown to many 
of Joy Division’s fans and audience members.15 This is not to say that 
such references to the Holocaust were always particularly audible within 
the fuzzy early mixes, and these fans and audience members could be 
forgiven for missing the veiled Holocaust reference in ‘No Love Lost’. 
However, in steering song listeners towards specific textual reference 
points – as also occurs in the titles of songs such as ‘Atrocity Exhibition’ 
(J.G. Ballard), ‘Colony’ (Franz Kafka), ‘Dead Souls’ (Nikolai Gogol) and 
‘Interzone’ (William Burroughs) – the band establish a framework for 
meaning founded in literary modernism and the art of atrocity rather 
than right-wing politics.

The lyrics of Joy Division songs tend to be characterised by Curtis’s 
penchant for generalisation and abstraction over particularity and 
local detail. And it is after this fashion, without explicit references to 
the events, nations or people involved in the Nazi genocide, that the 
Holocaust came to saturate Joy Division’s seminal second album, Closer 
(1980): a record that is laden with doom-laden soundscapes and maca-
bre imagery. In this, Joy Division’s mode of Holocaust representation 
tends more towards the Holocaust piety that Gillian Rose attributes to 
those who treat the event as ‘ineffable’, rather than the more impious 
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approach to Holocaust representation that characterised early punk 
bands. However, if Claude Lanzmann summarises the guiding prin-
ciples of Holocaust piety when he asserts that the Holocaust is like a 
‘circle of flame [ … ], a boundary not to be crossed, since horror in the 
absolute degree cannot be communicated’, then Joy Division do not 
settle for the implied metaphysics of such an approach, which holds 
that the event itself determines its own inherent non-figurability.16 
Instead, they draw out a paradox whereby one can only appreciate 
that such events cannot be conveyed if one somehow confronts the 
extremity that dictates why they cannot be conveyed. The album 
thus blends an anti-representational ethos with references to a nec-
essary  encounter, inciting listeners to follow the singer’s lead and, 
in  imaginative terms, to transgress the border marked by the ‘circle 
of fire’.

The conceit of Closer is that the singer is in possession of some hid-
den or forbidden knowledge that the listener is urged to share. There 
is a hint of mysticism implicit in this schema, and Curtis has often 
been described as a visionary, both in terms of his writing and his stage 
performances. In his introduction to Deborah Curtis’s memoir about 
her life with her husband, Touching from a Distance: Ian Curtis and Joy 
Division (1995), Jon Savage describes Curtis as a ‘singer and lyric writer 
of rare, mediumistic power’.17 Similarly, his crazed dancing during live 
shows gave the impression of a man possessed: a kind of post-punk der-
vish, his wide-eyed stare and look of abstraction suggesting a mind that 
was locked in a place of hidden torment. Often this has been linked to 
Curtis’s epilepsy, which would occasionally be triggered while on stage; 
but the dance might also be interpreted as having an historical referent, 
in the way that it replicates a frenzied kind of marching. While the idea 
of Curtis being an actual visionary or medium forms part of a mythol-
ogy that has grown around the singer since his death, it is true that his 
lyrics and performance style are repeatedly suggestive of a process of 
intense visualisation, giving full expression to the singular approach to 
history that drives Closer.

The album opens with ‘Atrocity Exhibition’, in which the singer 
incites the listener to follow him into lunatic asylums where visitors 
have to pay to gain entry. The song is like a musical equivalent of the 
passages in Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange (1962), where the pro-
tagonist Alex is subjected to Ludovico’s Technique: a negative condi-
tioning experiment where he is strapped to a chair and, with his eyelids 
pinned open, forced to watch a series of graphic film sequences, such as 
excerpts from Luis Buñuel’s Un Chien Andalou (1929), all to the striking 
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soundtrack of the Fifth Symphony of his favourite composer, Beethoven. 
One sequence involves Alex watching chopped-up Holocaust footage, 
including sections from what seem to be Riefenstahl’s propaganda film 
Triumph of the Will (1935) – ‘a very blobby and liny and crackly film you 
could viddy had been made by the Germans’ – and also more harrow-
ing documentaries depicting ‘horrible nagoy plots left lying in gutters, 
all like cages of bare ribs and white thin nogas’.18 To similarly imperious 
music, the singer of ‘Atrocity Exhibition’ compels the listener to accom-
pany him to a threshold space to watch cities in flames, torture and 
mass murder on an unprecedented scale. The references to genocide 
emphasise the visual over the written or spoken and complicate the 
anti-representational approach to Holocaust representation by stating 
that you have never seen mass murder on a scale such as this, but if 
you make an imaginative journey with this singer then perhaps you 
just might.

It is a compelling opening to an album that thereafter has the feel 
of a journey through a modern-day hell, with Curtis playing Virgil 
to the  listener’s Dante. The second song, ‘Isolation’, continues the 
theme of visualisation and again evokes a sublime limit point, with 
Curtis describing blindness as an idealised state – a form of vision 
that  surpasses description or understanding, in the manner of Dante’s 
vision of Infinite Goodness. In the world of Closer, these visions have a 
modernist context and link to things like memory, dreams and cinema, 
even as they draw on religious tropes and iconography. In ‘Passover’, 
the cinematic connection is made explicit, with Curtis watching a film 
reel wind to a close, sombrely foreshadowing the fact that, before his 
suicide, he got drunk and watched Werner Herzog’s art house excoria-
tion of the American dream, Stroszek (1977). If Curtis begins as a kind 
of Virgil, as the album goes on he is increasingly figured as a more 
detached and bewildered onlooker, compelled against his will to watch 
things that he would rather not see. In ‘Heart and Soul’, he sings in his 
characteristically deep and foreboding tone of how he will sorrowfully 
watch on as the world implodes through irrational violence. The tone of 
the album then turns elegiac, with Curtis evoking a funeral procession 
and mourning the dead in ‘The Eternal’.

The final song, ‘Decades’, marks the end of this infernal journey 
through the war-torn minds and landscapes of the twentieth century 
and returns to the Clockwork Orange scenario of ‘Atrocity Exhibition’, 
looking back on how the album has seen the listener enter a place of 
darkness where infernal scenes of suffering have been displayed and 
consumed. Without ever being referenced directly, there is a sense that 
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the Holocaust is a defining aspect of this underworld of the mind, and 
for Curtis it seems to have been instrumental in the formation of a 
world-view that sees the whole of human history as Holocaust.19 Closer 
is a punning title which, as many have pointed out, suggests both an 
approach, drawing closer to something, and also an endpoint, as in 
bringing things to a close. One question that therefore animates the 
album is what the looming endpoint of this genocidal history will be. 
This applies both to humanity as a whole and also, of course, more 
personally to the singer Curtis, whose suicide gives the album added 
poignancy and, for better or worse, a sense of artistic authenticity. The 
album as a whole thus expands on a question posed in ‘Day of the 
Lords’, from the first album Unknown Pleasures (1979), which asked 
where all the murder and mass suffering that had been inflicted in the 
twentieth century would end – a question that feels at once political 
and deeply personal.

In pursuing this question, Closer stays close to the tenets of Holocaust 
piety while not shirking from Rose’s accusation that those who adopt 
such an approach ‘fear that it [the Holocaust] may be all too under-
standable, all too continuous with what we are – human, all too 
human’.20 This fear is wholly present in Closer, but it drives an anti-
representational approach that takes the listener right to the heart of 
darkness rather than forming a protective barrier of silence that shields 
us from it. Shoshana Felman has noted that Lanzmann’s documentary 
Shoah (1985) continually evokes verbally what it cannot represent visu-
ally; in doing so, it occupies an ‘impossible position’ where it is ‘ neither 
simply inside nor simply outside [the Holocaust], but paradoxically, 
both inside and outside’.21 The perfect device for the articulation of the 
similarly ‘impossible position’ occupied by Closer, with its suggestive, 
anti-logical presentiments of historical contact, is the use of repeated 
incitements and references to visualisation in a medium that, with the 
exception of a limited amount of album artwork, contains no visual 
element. The faculty of sight is construed as imaginative, pliable and 
open to suggestion; as such, it is the first principle of insight, and with 
it understanding.

In occupying this position, Closer necessarily addresses the conti-
nuity between Fascism and our own capacity for violence: what Rose 
identifies as the violence of the ‘ultimate predator’.22 As outlined in the 
introduction, one of Rose’s key criticisms of Schindler’s List is that it does 
not draw out the parallels between the family backgrounds of Schindler 
and the Nazi commandant Amon Goeth which, in the original novel, 
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cause Thomas Keneally to describe them as each other’s ‘dark brother’.23 
To repeat, Rose writes:

Such plasticity of history, such pragmatics of good and evil, such 
continuity between the banality of Schindler’s benevolence and the 
gratuity of Goeth’s violence, should mean that the reader, and, pari 
passu, the audience, experience the crisis of identity in their own 
breasts. Instead, we enjoy vicarious revulsion at the handsome sadist, 
Goeth, who appears invincible in the film, but is imprisoned much 
earlier on in the book, and we applaud the bon vivant Schindler in 
his precarious outwitting of him.24

The audience is not implicated in the moral and emotional complexities 
of the events that are portrayed in Schindler’s List; we are not compelled 
‘to discover and confront our own fascism’.25 Conversely, far from skirt-
ing any sense of human continuity between then and now, between the 
inside of history and the position of those who view these events from 
a distance, ‘Decades’ links the trauma of the victims precisely to those 
who were previously on the outside: namely, the singer and listener. 
The album starts out at a position of detachment, in the safety of the 
third person, with the listener of ‘Atrocity Exhibition’ incited to observe 
from a distance as voyeurs enter some kind of ghoulish Victorian peep 
show. But the whole point of the album is that in listening to it we haul 
ourselves into a dark internal space of the mind where the imagination 
is fired by verbal and sonic suggestion; in doing so, we become impli-
cated within the first-person frame of reference of the lyrics and witness 
an atrocity exhibition with an unexpected main exhibit: ourselves, as 
never seen before.
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6
Post-Punk Rock: Manic Street 
Preachers, The Holy Bible

Wearing spray-painted shirts bearing culture-trashing slogans such as 
‘CONDEMNED TO ROCK ‘N’ ROLL’, ‘GENERATION TERRORIST’ and 
‘SPECTATORS OF SUICIDE’ and claiming they would make one classic 
album then split up, the Welsh band Manic Street Preachers were orig-
inally dismissed by many music writers as a kind of punk parody, with 
a 1980s stadium rock sound heavily influenced by Guns N’ Roses doing 
little to add to their credibility. By the time their seminal third album 
The Holy Bible was released in 1994, however, the band had established 
themselves as a critically-revered musical force; now wearing balacla-
vas, army jackets and war medals, the punk parodists had recorded an 
album bearing the influence of key post-punk bands such as Public 
Image Ltd and Joy Division, as well as more gothic bands such as The 
Cure and Cranes. The album took an encyclopaedic approach to the 
major human catastrophes of the twentieth century, with references 
ranging from Hiroshima to the Kennedy assassination and the Moors 
murders. Informed by Richey James’s and Nicky Wire’s extensive read-
ing and the band’s visits to Belsen and Dachau in 1993, the album also 
offered one of the most sustained and challenging treatments of the 
Holocaust in twentieth century popular music.

Unlike earlier punk bands, who had frequently shielded their intel-
ligence behind a mask of total idiocy, Manic Street Preachers were 
never afraid to vaunt their literariness. The album artwork for their 
first three records was littered with quotations from wide and varied 
literary sources, including Confucius, Nietzsche, George Orwell and 
William Burroughs. The chorus alone of the first single from The Holy 
Bible, ‘Faster’, referenced Henry Miller, Norman Mailer, Sylvia Plath 
and Harold Pinter. Lead singer James Dean Bradfield described how 
the record was written with ‘an almost academic discipline. We sat 
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down and gave  ourselves headings and structures, so each song is like 
an essay.’1 Reprinted in the sleeve notes in quadrilateral blocks, the 
visual presentation of the lyrics was appropriately austere. Each song 
was also accompanied by a related image or photograph; and so ‘The 
Intense Humming of Evil’ sat alongside a photograph of the main gates 
at Dachau bearing the ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ slogan, and a reproduction of 
a concentration camp blueprint was placed at the foot of ‘Mausoleum’. 
Rather than being set out in stanzas, each line was separated from the 
next by a dot that distinguished between units of meaning while urging 
readers not to look for rhythmic or syntactic continuity between them. 
A kind of anti-poetry, then, the importance of the lyrics to The Holy 
Bible was reflected in the fact that the advert for the album in the pop-
ular music press consisted of the entire lyric sheet reprinted across a 
two-page centre-spread.

One consequence of a creative process driven as much by the lyr-
ics as by the music was that, as music writer and band biographer, 
Simon Price notes, ‘for the first time, no attempt whatsoever had been 
made to make the lyrics scan or to fit the tune; indeed, many sen-
tences started in one line and end in another [sic].’2 While many of the 
lyrics were underpinned by quite traditional song structures, mean-
ing that that they generally did at least coalesce into fairly coherent 
units of verse and chorus, the slightly out-of-kilter quality or, to bor-
row Antony Rowland’s characterisation of post-Holocaust poetics, the 
deliberate ‘awkwardness’ of the mapping of words onto music served as 
an apt formal equivalent for the personal, social and historical disloca-
tion expressed in the lyrics.3 The combination of these lyrics (written 
largely by rhythm guitarist Richey Edwards, but also with significant 
input from bassist Nicky Wire) with a dense, gothic rock sound (com-
posed predominantly by the other half of the band, guitarist James 
Dean Bradfield and drummer Sean Moore) also meant that, as Price 
observes, ‘in The Holy Bible message and medium are inseparable: the 
music, discordant and irregular, is onomatopoeic for the content’.4 Jon 
Savage has commented that ‘the whole idea of Punk, as coined by [Dave] 
Marsh and [Lester] Bangs, marked a process of deliberate unlearning: a 
new pop aesthetic that delighted “in Rock’s essential barbarism (and 
the worth of its vulgarism)” ’.5 There is a sense in which The Holy Bible 
constituted a deliberate unlearning of punk and precisely this punk 
attitude. While in musical terms, engaging with the experimentalism 
and complexity of post-punk clearly marked a key stage in the band’s 
musical development, the cerebral ‘essay’-style lyrics, which also tack-
led subjects such as anorexia, prostitution, suicide and American gun 



126 Holocaust Impiety

laws, were as far removed from a celebration of ‘rock’s essential barba-
rism’ as it is possible to get.

As with the violent inward turn taken by Rotten at the end of the live 
 performance of ‘Belsen Was a Gas’, where he seemed to enact a kind 
of death rattle, the unlearning of The Holy Bible is grounded in self-
 exploration that teeters precariously on the brink of self-annihilation, 
with historical horrors putting the idea and value of the self at risk. 
Throughout the album, anger is directed at the internal world that con-
tains violence, degradation and genocide as much as the outer world that 
gave rise to these things. As Marcus puts it, ‘the nihilist, no matter how 
many people he or she might kill, is always a solipsist: no one exists but 
the actor, and only the actor’s motives are real.’6 If the reality of the solip-
sist’s inner world maps onto the destructiveness of the outer world, which 
is to say history, then the possibility of resistance is limited – and the lurch 
to out and out complicity is never far away. Lester Bangs wrote that ‘the 
punk stance is riddled with self-hate, which is always reflexive, and any 
time you  conclude that life stinks and the human race mostly amounts to 
a pile of shit, you’ve got the perfect breeding ground for fascism’.7 

Signs of a precarious slide from misery into the misanthropy of the far-
right were noted in earlier post-punk bands such as Devo and Throbbing 
Gristle. While Manic Street Preachers were generally perceived to be a 
working-class left-wing band and have often been affiliated with social-
ist causes, many of the sentiments about discipline and punishment 
expressed in The Holy Bible seem deeply conservative, to put it mildly. 
In interviews, Edwards allegedly professed admiration for the aesthetics 
of fascism and for Dr Hassan El Turabai, who implemented a draconic 
code of Islamic Sharia law in Sudan, where amputation was the sentence 
for theft.8 In songs such as ‘Archives of Pain’, The Holy Bible advocated 
forms of state punishment such as the death penalty, although this was 
always grounded in a principled stance of support for the victims of 
mass murderer. At the same time, the album contained statements that 
seemed to take an unforgiving stance towards the condition of victim-
hood itself. The chorus of the Holocaust-themed dirge ‘Mausoleum’, for 
example, while siding with the victims and pointing a finger of accu-
sation at a culture of moral spectatorship, describes how it is the guilt 
and remorse of the victims, not perpetrators, that destroys the notion of 
meaning in the world.

If The Holy Bible refuses to sanctify historical victimhood, it also 
refuses to sanctify itself or to elevate the significance of cultural repre-
sentations of the genocide: the central irony of the album is that there 
is nothing holy about The Holy Bible. Historical silence is frequently 
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presented as an ethical justification for works of historical fiction; the 
fact that the murdered victims of Nazism were not able to testify to 
these crimes has led many writers to take on the task of representing 
events that would otherwise go unrecorded, legitimating the figure of 
the ‘proxy-witness’ who, as Susan Gubar puts it, ‘does not replace, but 
instead acts or speaks in the place of, another’.9 But in ‘Mausoleum’, the 
very opposite is the case: silence does not vindicate the creative works 
of non-victims, as the human cost of these silences negates any value 
in cultural activity.

The pervasively scathing tone taken towards both the perpetrators 
and victims of genocide – and with them, the self which must contain 
these deaths as a guiding referent – extends to ‘The Intense Humming 
of Evil’, a brooding anti-lament for the Holocaust that draws on the 
band’s visit to Dachau during their 1993 European tour. In an inter-
view with Melody Maker, Wire commented: ‘Dachau is such an evil, 
quiet place. There’s no grass, and you don’t even see a worm, let alone 
any birds. All you can hear is this humming of nothing.’10 In musical 
terms, ‘The Intense Humming of Evil’ has identifiable links with one 
of the band’s key influences, Joy Division, through drum patterns that 
reference the opening track on Closer, ‘Atrocity Exhibition’. A Spartan 
sonic landscape in which silence is a freighted counterpoint to sound, 
the song makes use of looped electronic hissing noises that are a genu-
inely chilling musical rendering of ‘the humming of nothing’. Opening 
with an excerpt from the 1947 Russian documentary The Nuremberg 
Trials playing over a discordant orchestral death march, ‘The Intense 
Humming of Evil’ is punctuated by bursts of industrial noise that recall 
Price’s description of The Holy Bible as ‘compressed metal, the sound of 
tungsten under unendurable torque’.11

The opening sample vocalises the anger of the victims and their claim 
to retribution. It ends: ‘Now the victims will judge the butchers. Today 
the tear of a child is the judge, the grief of a mother the prosecutor.’ 
However, in the opening lines of the first verse, the roaming second-
person pronoun of the album, ever in search of a target for its next 
moralising invective, suddenly settles on these very victims:

You were what you were ∙ clean cut, unbecoming ∙ recreation for the 
masses ∙ you always mistook fists for flowers ∙

If these lines are understood to imply a criticism of the naivety of the 
victims of Nazism, occupying a self-justifying Nazi point of view by 
suggesting that the genocide was an event that not only the oppressors 
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but also the victims should feel remorse about, then the chorus is a 
full-on assault on some of the central pieties of the Holocaust: namely, 
that suffering ennobled the victims and that the historical memory of 
this suffering is inherently meaningful:

6 million screaming souls ∙ maybe misery – maybe nothing at all ∙ 
lives that wouldn’t have changed a thing ∙ never counted – never 
mattered – never be ∙

In this song, as in much of the album, historical understanding is insep-
arable from self-understanding and the bewildering vitriol of these 
lines is to some degree tempered by elements of self-critique, especially 
in relation to the suggestion that Holocaust memory is worthless and 
that the victims might as well never have lived. Through the punning 
use of the phrase ‘never counted’ to describe individual lives that were 
reduced to numbers and counted on a daily basis during camp roll calls, 
and also through the insertion of the phrase ‘arbeit macht frei’ in the 
opening line of the second verse, the song warns against forgetting the 
deaths of six million people, self-consciously drawing attention to its 
own errors of fact and insidious Nazification.

This conflicted view of the value of historical memory finds an ana-
logue in the unfixed focalisation of the song. The narrator’s point of 
view encompasses a more detached, retrospective reflection on history 
(‘drink it away, every tear is false’) and a contemptuous tone that could 
almost be that of a Nazi (‘you always mistook fists for flowers’); but it 
also incorporates the experiences of the victims themselves, through a 
shift to the first person in the second verse. This switch in viewpoint 
and tense directly positions the speaker alongside the victims, in their 
time and place:

arbeit macht frei ∙ transports of invalids ∙ Hartheim Castle breathes us 
in ∙ in block 5 we worship malaria ∙ lagerstrasse, poplar trees ∙ beauty 
lost, dignity gone ∙ Rascher surveys us butcher bacteria ∙  welcome 
welcome soldier smiling ∙ soon infected, nails broken,  hunger’s a 
word ∙

Referencing the Nazi’s early T4 euthanasia campaign and the notorious 
block at Dachau where grotesque medical experiments were conducted 
by Sigmund Rascher and his colleagues, biological death is the sole 
metaphysical referent for prisoners who ‘worship’ disease as the only 
available release from suffering.
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In the chorus of ‘Mausoleum’, religious schemata of reverence and 
worship are inverted in a similar manner, with mass death again being 
posited as the central fact of a godless universe. Forming a direct link 
between the annihilation of human life in the Nazi genocide and a 
world-view that sees in this event something so all-consuming that 
it shakes our idea of the human, the song presents the Holocaust as 
an inescapable fact of the human mind: a central symbol of human-
ity’s tendency towards the self-erasure. As such, the Holocaust is an 
event that implicates us all. This means that the song is, once again, 
an assault on its author and listeners, or at least on culpable implied 
listeners who probably were not actually listening to the album, but 
whose moral complacency the band wished to unsettle.12 But this 
impassioned desire to change the way that people view the world is 
missing from ‘The Intense Humming of Evil’, which finds little value 
in traditional forms of artistic commemoration or even punk aggres-
sion. The ‘maybe misery – maybe nothing at all’ chorus can be read as 
a profession of the song’s own worthlessness and an implicit attack on 
the idea that the Holocaust can provide the foundation for aesthetic 
or artistic innovation, as it had done for punk, which found in the 
signs and  symbols of Nazism a way of antagonising older generations 
and forging an identity which positioned the movement in opposition 
to the liberal niceties of the late 1960s and early 1970s. ‘The Intense 
Humming of Evil’ ends by focusing its spleen on itself, with its own 
stout refusal to sanction the usual Holocaust pieties being critiqued as 
itself a form of piety: ‘drink it away, every tear is false’. This self-abusive 
turn reflects a kind of battle emerging between events which destroyed 
lives and with them the possibility of meaning in life and a creative 
process that is inherently generative of meaning. In this way, the song 
displays what Susan Gubar identifies in Poetry after Auschwitz as the 
‘ironic friction between the lyric’s traditional investment in voicing 
subjectivity and a history that assaulted not only innumerable sover-
eign subjects but indeed the very idea of sovereign selfhoods’.13

Negation was the animating principle of punk, but with Manic Street 
Preachers this became the kind of negation that turns on itself and the 
negative forms of sense that negation creates: which is to say nihilism. 
Marcus defines negation as ‘the act that would make it self-evident to 
everyone that the world is not as it seems’.14 Such an act clears the way 
for the production of new kinds of worldly meanings: for Marcus, the 
Sex Pistols were the archetypal negationists in their early anarchistic 
period. Nihilism, on the other hand, is more starkly ‘the belief in noth-
ing and the wish to become nothing: oblivion is its ruling passion’.15 
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This is the point that the Sex Pistols arrived at with the Holocaust tracks 
that marked the end of the band as both a live act and as recording 
artists, namely, the final live performance of ‘Belsen Was a Gas’ in San 
Francisco and the ‘black hole’ of the final single, ‘Holidays in the Sun’. 
This impulse towards self-destruction was not disembodied or abstract; 
it damaged the personal lives of the songwriters involved. Sid Vicious 
died of a heroin overdose a few months after the Sex Pistols split up, 
having been implicated in the murder of his girlfriend, Nancy Spungen. 
Richey Edwards suffered from alcoholism and anorexia, frequently self-
harmed and went missing shortly after Manic Street Preachers released 
The Holy Bible. He is presumed to have committed suicide. In the 
song ‘Heroin’, from The Velvet Underground’s 1967 album The Velvet 
Underground and Nico, the band’s Jewish singer, Lou Reed, describes the 
drug as a means of escape from visions of piles of dead bodies: the link 
between the Holocaust and punk’s ‘ruling passion’ of oblivion was there 
from the very beginning.

Punk was an historical phenomenon, and the impact of the 
Holocaust on punk was total: it influenced punk clothes, punk lyrics 
and punk band names. It was central to the formation of the abra-
sive, disenchanted punk world-view, in as much as it left these bands 
feeling ‘pretty vacant,’ as the Sex Pistols put it. Delving deeper into 
punk’s heart of darkness, the logical endpoint of this obsession with 
the Nazi genocide was the insurmountable nihilism of a song such as 
‘The Intense Humming of Evil’, in which the Holocaust stands as both 
the foundation and the negation for the kinds of meanings that punk 
had created. Divested of any redemptive or metaphysical significance, 
for highly literate punk and post-punk bands such as the Sex Pistols 
and the Manic Street Preachers, places like Auschwitz, Belsen and 
Dachau laid waste to the very concept of meaning. Universal meaning-
lessness became the immovable foundation of punk existence: ‘maybe 
 misery – maybe nothing at all’. Through a circular logic, the genocide 
that underpinned a nihilistic value system came to destroy their belief 
in the worth of any kind of human value system.

When you reach that point, the rest is silence.
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Critics writing about Holocaust documentary have generally tended to 
gravitate towards the two iconic French films that are also discussed 
at length in this chapter: Alain Resnais’s Night and Fog (1955) and 
Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985). In academic discourse, these films 
have become joined at the hip, largely because of their polar-opposite 
aesthetic strategies, with the 9.5 hours of interview footage in Shoah 
marking a wholesale rejection of the horrific archival images that 
are a defining aspect of the 32-minute Night and Fog. Continuing to 
excite diverse theoretical and creative responses as they are discovered 
by new generations of viewers, critics and filmmakers, the centrality 
of these films to their genre reflects both their formal innovativeness 
and also, more generally, the way that Holocaust documentary has 
tended to be circumscribed more forcibly by chronological factors than 
other more self-evidently fictional forms of Holocaust representation, 
such as the two Hollywood films that are also included in this chap-
ter, Tim Blake Nelson’s The Grey Zone (2001) and Quentin Tarantino’s 
Inglourious Basterds (2009). Holocaust documentaries are, by their very 
nature, highly dependent on access to the geographical sites of memory 
and eyewitness accounts, and, as Susan Gubar puts it, ‘the Holocaust 
is dying’, both in terms of the passing away of survivors and through 
various forms of cultural amnesia.1 The end of the era of Holocaust 
testimony is brought to the fore in Shoah as a kind of motivating anxi-
ety: the film closes with the Warsaw ghetto fighter Simha Rottem (alias 
‘Kajik’) recalling how, having escaped into the occupied area of Warsaw, 
he returned to the ghetto after the inhabitants had been deported and 
thought to himself, ‘I’m the last Jew. I’ll wait for morning, and for the 
Germans.’ In this way, the last Jew has the film’s last word, and the 
film itself becomes something of a full stop in the cinematic history of 
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Holocaust documentary. As we enter a ‘post-testimonial’ era, no future 
documentary filmmaker will ever be able to conduct original interviews 
with such witnesses, just as no writer will produce an investigative doc-
umentary-style account grounded in first-hand testimony in the man-
ner of Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of 
Evil (1963) or Gitta Sereny’s Into that Darkness: From Mercy Killing to Mass 
Murder (1974) and Albert Speer: His Battle with Truth (1995).

Many of the locations used in these films have also changed con-
siderably over the years. The opening colour tracking shots of Night 
and Fog draw attention to the way that, only a decade after the liber-
ation, time had already begun to cover over the traces of Nazi crimes. 
Resnais presents the viewer with footage of a derelict camp that is being 
reclaimed by the natural landscape and the narrator, Michel Bouquet, 
intones, ‘the blood is caked, the cries stilled, the camera now the only 
visitor’. Night and Fog and Shoah are both concerned with sites that were 
becoming disfigured or effaced – what Lanzmann terms the ‘non-sites 
of memory’ (non-lieux de mémoire) – although neither quite foresaw how 
equally significant camp transformations would be effected in future 
years by deliberate state interventions, with the more accessible camps 
such as Auschwitz-Birkenau and Dachau being claimed by a burgeon-
ing Holocaust industry and designated as official museums.2 Whether 
a camp is left to ruin like Sobibor or Belzec or transformed into a sani-
tised tourist destination like Auschwitz, future documentary makers 
will not be able to engage with locations in the immediate aftermath 
of the Nazi genocide in the manner of Resnais, or to interview those 
involved in the manner of Lanzmann or his compatriot Marcel Ophüls. 
This, in turn, means that new documentary filmmakers are likely to 
look elsewhere for more urgent subject matter. While Holocaust novels, 
feature films and other works of the imagination are being produced in 
ever-increasing numbers, there is a sense in which the most historically 
significant Holocaust documentaries have already been made.

Night and Fog and Shoah have thus come to define our sense of what 
a Holocaust documentary is and can be. In their aesthetic and tech-
nical singularity, they have also played a pivotal role in shaping the 
historical development of documentary filmmaking more widely. Both 
films were, of course, also informed by developing conventions in the 
genre to which they belonged – conventions they both exploited and 
challenged. Following the film critic William Rothman, ‘these films 
are thinking; they are thinking about thinking, and they are think-
ing about film, meditating on the powers and limits of the medium.’3 
Night and Fog draws on the more traditional documentary technique 
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of using historical footage with a dubbed narration and an orchestral 
soundtrack, but the film’s extreme subject matter and picaresque imag-
ery warp a form that in previous decades had been mainly limited to 
travelogues, news and political propaganda. In contrast, Shoah marks a 
key moment in the inception of the modern investigative documentary 
and offers a self-conscious response to the more traditional structure 
of Night and Fog and its perceived schematic linearity – its dependence 
on what Lanzmann termed ‘the expedients of history and chronolog-
ical development’.4 Shoah also constitutes a wholesale rejection of the 
earlier film’s impious use of graphic archive footage. In the manner of 
Ophüls, whose documentary about the French resistance, The Sorrow 
and the Pity, was made in 1969 but not shown until 1981 because of 
a ban imposed by the French government, Lanzmann abandoned the 
archive in favour of interviews with those directly involved in the geno-
cide. These were often shot in locations that were directly or indirectly 
linked to the events that were being described. In this move from his-
torical exposition to a more interview-driven style of documentary shot 
within a present day timeframe, the filmmaker became a key partic-
ipant in the film’s action and was often visible on camera – a device 
that continues to be used in the work of influential documentary mak-
ers such as Nick Broomfield and Michael Moore. While Lanzmann can 
rightly be regarded as a defendant of Holocaust piety, this chapter will 
also examine some of the film’s notable strands of Holocaust impiety, 
which include its director’s methodology (whereby interviewees are lied 
to, subjected to aggressive accusations and compelled against their will 
to relive traumatic events), its occasional and often overlooked repre-
sentational elements, and above all, its guiding ethos of imaginative 
recreation, even as it resists direct imagistic reproduction.

More recently, a third category of Holocaust documentary has 
emerged in films such as The Last Days (1998) and television series such 
as The Nazis: A Warning from History (1997) and Auschwitz: The Nazis and 
the Final Solution (2005). A kind of hybrid form conflating aspects of the 
 traditional and the investigative documentary styles, these films and 
programmes make use of archival footage, voiceovers and interviews 
with eyewitnesses, while also using actors to recreate key historical 
events (usually shot in colour) and exploiting new technologies, such as 
computer-generated imagery. The proliferation of Nazi television docu-
mentaries in a period of around a decade, beginning in the mid-1990s, 
can be linked to a number of important anniversaries, such as the 
 fiftieth anniversary of the liberation of camps such as Auschwitz and 
Belsen, and a consciousness of the end of the era of Holocaust  testimony 
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that drew a commitment from the likes of the BBC and Steven Spielberg 
(who produced The Last Days and established the Survivors of the Shoah 
Visual History Foundation) to ensuring that the accounts of first-hand 
witnesses were captured on film. This period also coincided with the 
release of a number of popular and critically acclaimed feature films 
that raised popular awareness of the Holocaust through highly drama-
tised narratives, with Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993), Benigni’s Life Is 
Beautiful (1997) and Polanski’s The Pianist (2002) all collecting numer-
ous Academy Awards and other prizes. To some extent, the documen-
taries can be viewed as an attempt to provide a fuller factual backdrop 
to these dramatic recreations.

Television documentaries are inherently impious in the way that 
they assume that the Holocaust can be represented through traditional 
means (cinematic naturalism) and that it can be explained through his-
torical narrative. However, they have tended to be characterised by for-
mal conservatism; what Resnais and Lanzmann have in common with 
Hollywood directors such as Nelson and Tarantino, on the other hand, 
is their self-conscious artistry – an understanding that a documentary 
must of necessity be what Lanzmann termed ‘a fiction rooted in reality’ 
[fiction du reel].5 Also displaying something of the inwardness of literary 
fiction and poetic monologues that engage directly with the psychol-
ogy of particular subject positions, these two documentaries solicit a 
kind of response to the Holocaust that goes beyond the literal ingestion 
of facts; they seek the kind of understanding that can only be driven 
by dynamics of identification. In these films, our own psychology is 
deliberately brought into play; as Jay Cantor puts it, ‘we project upon 
the screen’s projections’.6

Our psychological investment is complicated by the fact that any cin-
ematic medium is subtly coercive, foreclosing the distinction between 
the eye of the camera and what Rothman terms the ‘I’ of the camera: 
each new shot, camera angle or scene shifts our position in respect of 
the images and events we are being shown. As the point of view of the 
camera is always coincidental with the visual (if not attitudinal) point 
of view of the viewer, these documentaries are able to reflect critically 
on relationships between viewers and images, presenting primary and 
secondary material through complex and often interlinked subject posi-
tions which can be passive or confrontational, involved or voyeuristic. 
In interviews and in footage shot at the geographical locations associ-
ated with the Nazi genocide, the camera may position the viewer as a 
bystander, a victim or even a perpetrator. This means that shooting an 
historical documentary is never a disinterested process, and ‘shooting’ 
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takes place in both senses of the word; as has often been noted in film 
studies, the camera has the power both to record and to inflict violence. 
Discussing the covert filming of the former SS man Franz Suchomel, 
who was stationed at Treblinka, Lanzmann concurred: ‘How could I 
stand not to jump at [him] and kill him? [...] This was not my purpose. 
My purpose was to kill him with a camera.’7 Whether reclaiming for-
gotten histories or engaging in acts of aggression against the perpetra-
tors, the films of Resnais and Lanzmann use the camera as an active 
agent in history-making: an agent that implicates the viewer through 
association.

When it became known that a new film about the Nazis was being 
made by Quentin Tarantino, the enfant terrible of the Hollywood film 
industry best known for violent gangster films such as Reservoir Dogs 
(1992) and Pulp Fiction (1994), few people would have anticipated that 
the final work would have any thematic or philosophical kinship with 
Shoah. The black humour, fast-paced dialogue and blood-soaked set 
pieces that were hallmarks of Tarantino’s earlier films, and which still 
characterised Inglourious Basterds when it was premiered in Cannes in 
2009, were about as far removed from the meditative, slow-paced, anti-
representational ethos of Shoah as possible. Yet, these two films, more 
than any others in the history of Holocaust cinema and perhaps in the 
history of cinema, are bound by the way that they engage seriously 
with the idea that films do not simply document the past as it was, but 
rather they actively produce it. Their bullish auteurs share an expressed 
belief in the unique power of cinema – a belief in the experiential and 
social forcefulness of the medium – and they are drawn together by the 
way that they seek to harness the power of cinema in the Holocaust 
context, which is to say as an instrument of anti-Nazi aggression and 
ultimately of Jewish vengeance. The raison d’être of both films is not 
Holocaust representation but Holocaust retribution. It is in this sense 
that they produce history, as their objective is to complete it, to influ-
ence its  teleology.

If Lanzmann’s interviews with Suchomel were designed ‘to kill him 
with a camera’, then Tarantino’s purpose in Inglourious Basterds was 
much the same, even as the sights of his murderous lens were set much 
wider.8 In an interview following its release, Tarantino reflected on 
the final climactic scene of the film where leading Nazis, including 
Hitler, Goering, Goebbels and Bormann, are blown up in a Paris art 
house cinema, and noted, ‘I like the idea that it’s the power of cinema 
that fights the Nazis. But not even as a metaphor – as a literal reality.’9 
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Both films are totally unconcerned with verisimilitude; instead, they 
explore and exploit the gap between the present and the past through 
eccentric dramatisations of historical material: history relived as pain-
ful memory in Shoah and revisionist fantasy in Inglourious Basterds. 
Both films are ordered by the Old Testament morality of the court-
house too, with Shoah providing a comprehensive body of evidence 
that gives the  victims an ‘everlasting name’ (its epigraph is taken from 
Isaiah 56:5) and punishes the perpetrators. Tarantino’s morality is also 
Old Testament through and through, even as he represents the jus-
tice of the vigilante. A violent revenge fantasy for the crimes of the 
Holocaust – the  audience’s  knowledge of which is assumed a priori by 
the director – the brutal, cold-blooded moral code of Inglourious Basterds 
is ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth’, but in a self-aware manner 
that recalls that this Hebraic phrase is not an incitement to retribution 
but rather a call to mercy that is designed to temper the urge to exact 
punishments that exceed the gravity of the original crime.
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In its depiction of a summertime pastoral idyll, with rolling green 
fields set beneath a wide blue sky, the opening shot of Night and Fog is 
the absolute antithesis of what one might expect from a controversial 
Holocaust documentary. Jean Cayrol’s commentary refers to ‘a quiet 
country scene’, and Resnais holds the shot as flutes play a whimsi-
cal motif on Hans Eisler’s orchestral soundtrack. After a few seconds, 
 however, the camera slowly starts to move downwards, bringing the 
barbed wire fence of a concentration camp into view, and immediately 
the opening glimpse of rural tranquillity is refashioned as a kind of pri-
mal scene: a scene of loss. Through the camera’s descent, the country 
landscape beyond the perimeter fence comes to represent a world of nor-
mality that Resnais will hereafter juxtapose to the gothic, violent and 
industrial world of the camps. Later, Cayrol’s commentary will attribute 
this perception of duality to the victims themselves: ‘First impression: 
the camp is another planet.’ The entire film is in fact structured around 
a series of such binaries that relate the ‘inside’ of the camps, as expe-
rienced by the victims during their imprisonment, to the ‘outside’ of 
the camps, variously understood in terms of those who lived beyond 
the wire during the war; the ante-bellum world (‘a real world, the one 
from before’); and, more broadly, the world of those whose lives were 
untouched by either the camps or the war. While the time of the ‘out-
side’ is chronological and continuous – grass grows, memories fade – 
the time of the inside is static. This binary finds a formal analogue in 
Resnais’s use of long tracking shots for the scenes depicting the camps 
as they are now, in their pastoral settings, and the photographs that 
are frequently used to represent the ‘inside’ of the camps. Even more 
starkly, these photographs showing the ‘inside’ of the camps are all 
black and white, while the ‘outside’ is shot in colour. This binary is 

7
Night and Fog (Alain Resnais)
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 further enforced through Cayrol’s depiction of the ‘inside’ of the camps 
as an historical absence while drawing on an oppositional discourse of 
cinematic presence. The static and absent ‘inside’ is contrasted to the 
fluid and present ‘outside’ as the camera pans through the camp in 
the opening sequence. These spatial and temporal dualities are brought 
to the fore by Cayrol in imagistic terms: ‘The blood is caked, the cries 
stilled, the camera now the only visitor.’

The visual and textual reminders of the delineation between the world 
of the camps and the ‘real world’ beyond the barbed wire might suggest 
that the film presents its viewers with a history that they are permitted 
to encounter at a remove. However, Resnais is at pains to challenge this 
distance through subtle acts of focalisation that are achieved through 
the camera positions deployed in the contemporary sequences and the 
careful editing of historical footage. These camera positions ensure 
that the quasi-experiential process of identification forms an impor-
tant aspect of the film’s dramatic representation of history; while the 
two worlds of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ might not coincide, they do exist 
alongside each other, imaginatively together if structurally apart. In 
the opening shot, for example, when the barbed wire comes into view, 
not only are we clearly now seeing the dilapidated remains of a camp; 
Resnais’s camera angle means that we are also being  positioned inside 

Figure 9 Night and Fog
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that camp. If the immediate rendering of the countryside is that of a 
scene of loss, designed to represent the experience of the incarcerated 
camp inmates, it is also a loss shared from the outset, in imaginative 
terms, by the viewer. As the camera scans the perimeter of the camp, 
obsessively tracking the barbed wire fences, the commentary aligns the 
viewer with the narrator: the camera is the ‘only visitor’ and ‘no step 
is heard but ours’. But we are not simply outsiders visiting the camps 
for the first time, unsure of what took place there; our position is con-
flated with a narrator who is a returnee, possessing knowledge of the 
memories that have been covered over by the long grass – and Cayrol 
was, to a large extent, writing from experience, having been arrested 
as a member of the French Resistance and interred at the Mauthausen-
Gusen concentration camp in Austria in 1943.

While Resnais solicits imaginative acts of identification by align-
ing the camera with a victim’s eye-view, he stops short of suggesting 
a direct equivalence between the film’s viewers and the victims of 
Nazism. By placing us, imaginatively, in the victim’s shoes, we experi-
ence brief and shocking moments of dislocation, not sustained acts of 
‘empathetic identification’ that falsely conflate our own personal expe-
riences of loss or entrapment with those of the victims.1 And indeed, 
the imaginative work required of the viewers is not simply to position 
themselves as victims. The viewer-asked-to-imagine is never allowed to 
assume any single subject position for long, and in a montage sequence 
that immediately follows the opening scanning shots across the camp 
we are shockingly asked to assume the position of a perpetrator. A sud-
den transition from modern-day colour footage to archival black and 
white and an increasingly urgent soundtrack introduce the nascent Nazi 
movement. Using shots taken from sources including Leni Riefenstahl’s 
notorious propaganda film Triumph of Will (1935), we see the glorified 
and re-militarised German army on public parade, with Himmler and 
Hitler looking on approvingly at the marching troops. There is then 
one shot clearly taken from the point of view of a soldier on a military 
vehicle that is taking part in a public parade through the streets of a 
city whose buildings are daubed with swastika drapes. Not only do we 
see the public cheering, waving and saluting the German army; we see 
them cheering, waving and saluting at us.

Resnais depends on the Nazis and the Wehrmacht for much of his 
historical footage, from the stylised propaganda of Triumph of the Will 
to grainy photographs and films of Jews being deported that were taken 
by German military units. Midway through the film, images of laugh-
ing soldiers and a newly-installed Kommandant on his balcony have 
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the feel of snaps from a ghoulish holiday album, taken simply to record 
an amusing departure from the norm, a diverting interruption to day-
to-day life. Such photographs denote intimacy, and seeing the perpe-
trators at ease in the presence of the camera places the viewer and the 
Nazi photographers in queasy proximity. Cantor notes that the film 
itself is named after an order issued by Hitler and draws even broader 
parallels between the construction of the film and the construction of 
an unnamed camp, which Night and Fog portrays as a kind of artwork. 
An early montage highlights a kind of playfulness in the architectural 
designs used for the watchtowers where ‘fancy is free’. They range from 
‘Alpine style’, ‘Garage style’ and ‘Japanese style’ to ‘no style at all’. For 
Cantor, this aesthetic critique betrays a brutal logic:

Poetry – art and craft – made the camp; poetry – art and craft – makes 
Resnais’ response to the camp, its representation. Poetry is complicit 
with death – with the real death of the camp, and with what makes 
the representation of the camp.2

For Cantor, the artistic or poetic representation of the camps is of the 
camps; such a conflation necessarily involves a devaluation of the very 
idea of artistic ‘fancy’ or creativity. Casting a pall over the Romantic 

Figure 10 Night and Fog



Night and Fog 141

notion of the artistic sublime, Night and Fog also makes repeated refer-
ences to the camps as an enterprise dedicated to the mass production of 
death in factory conditions and, following Walter Benjamin, this indus-
trial logic applies equally to the work of art in an age of mechanical 
reproduction. This is acknowledged at the precise moment that the film 
first begins to depict the Nazis through their own archive footage from 
1933, when the commentary deploys a language that refers to histori-
cal events and also to the industrialised, anti-poetic art of cinema: ‘the 
machine gets under way’. Through the opening half of Night and Fog, a 
trope of complicity is thus established between the film and a genocide 
that share a common source of authorship. However, even as the film 
equates itself with the industrial logic of the camps, it repeatedly ques-
tions its viewers’ ability to properly conceive of the materiality of the 
mass death that constituted their end point.

Initially, the conceptualisation of the experiences of the victims takes 
the form of an insurmountable imaginative challenge: the prisoners 
lost in Hitler’s ‘Nacht und Nebel’ deportations seem to be lost in the 
textual and visual night and fog of the film. As the camera pans along 
the train tracks leading to Birkenau, now rusting and overgrown with 
weeds, the commentary takes the form of a philosophical meditation:

Today there is sunlight on the lines. We follow them slowly, seeking 
what? Traces of the bodies that fell out when the cars were opened? 
Of survivors driven by rifle butts through the doors ... dogs barked, 
searchlights played, and the crematorium belched flame ... in one of 
those nocturnal extravaganzas beloved of the Nazis?

Throughout the film, Cayrol’s lyrical script probes the historical inside 
of the experience of life and death in the camps while simultaneously 
reflecting on the scanty material available to those coming after who 
might wish to ‘conjure that night’, here using the iconic image of the 
gates at Birkenau to refute the idea that we will ever be able to fully 
imagine what took place at the end of the lines. A few scenes later, 
Resnais pans along rows of empty bunks inside the long-abandoned 
barracks as Cayrol’s commentary questions the capacity of the image 
to transmit a full sense of the human suffering that took place there, 
noting that ‘the reality of these camps is hard for us to uncover traces 
of now’:

No image, no description can capture their true dimension of 
 constant fear. For that you would need to have ... the blanket you 
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had fought for, the denunciations ... the babel of oaths and orders, 
the sudden irruptions by the SS. Of this brick dormitory, this uneasy 
sleep, only husk and hues remain.

However, in the commentary’s frequent asides, where the physical 
details of camp life are sketched almost impressionistically, Cayrol 
attempts to convey a sense of the experiences he himself has deemed 
non-transmissible. Much as Emma Wilson writes of Shoah, at this point 
in Night and Fog Resnais ‘may withhold such images from us on screen’, 
but Cayrol ‘still goes some way to screening them in our imagination’.3 
Another trademark tracking shot moves across the outer wall and air 
vents of the prison block at the Auschwitz main camp and the commen-
tary states that it is ‘pointless to try to describe what went on in these 
cells’; but as the camera lingers on the outer wall we are nonetheless 
told that inside these cells the inmates were ‘tortured in cages where 
they could neither stand nor lie down’.

If the film’s dialectic approach to history is characterised by the oppo-
sition of inside and outside, with the camps portrayed as ‘another planet’ 
that the ‘real world’ predates and exists alongside but never touches, 
then its dialectic approach to cinema is characterised by the opposition 
of image and text, each working with and against the other through a 
film in which the commentary’s scepticism about the adequacy of visual 
representation sits alongside repeated attempts at literary, even poetic 
description (betraying a complicity with the lyricism of the watchtow-
ers), and ever more graphic visual depictions of the camps. Night and Fog 
never allows its own judgements on the inevitability of representative 
failure to obstruct its attempt to create an adequate representational 
cinema, and the concluding section of the film strives to surpass the 
logic of its self-reflexive argument about the limits of Holocaust rep-
resentation. For the first time, the commentary becomes stunted and 
irregular, conceding that ‘words fail’ and, instead of attempting some 
limited imagistic or impressionistic description, the narrator lapses into 
silence as a sequence of black-and-white photographs and films shows 
horrifically mutilated and emaciated corpses and a row of decapitated 
bodies locked into a long wooden guillotine, with the severed heads 
piled up in a basket by the side. As Wilson notes of a later shot of a 
Muselmann taken at Bergen-Belsen, here Resnais ‘contends with the 
possibility of presenting this image to us as unbearable’.4 We are sud-
denly far removed from the ‘husks and hues’ of memory, with images 
of suffering which had been held to be ‘unimaginable’ now seared onto 
our retinas.



Figure 11 Night and Fog 

Figure 12 Night and Fog



144 Holocaust Impiety

Even as the commentary emphasises that the most graphic images 
might not convey the ‘true dimension’ of the human suffering that 
took place in the camps, the act of bearing witness to suffering is rep-
resented as the essential condition of the victims – those who saw 
and were seen – and the fact that we are now bearing witness to the 
same suffering (albeit at a remove, protected by the literal and sym-
bolic screen of the cinema) expands our sense of what this dimension 
is, making it something to do with time, and with ourselves. Resnais 
makes it clear that seeing did not presuppose understanding for those 
in the camps, portraying the victims as traumatised to the point that 
they are removed from the atrocities they themselves witnessed, mean-
ing that their testimony is presented mutely, through the visible effect 
that atrocity had on them, rather than through what they themselves 
are able to reveal about it directly: in Night and Fog the victims them-
selves never speak (aside from Cayrol). Instead, photographs capture the 
terrified eyes of a victim experiencing his ‘first sight of the camp’; the 
haunted eyes of victims who were ‘indeterminate in age, staring-eyed in 
death’; and the still-open eyes of the dead. The condition of the  witness 
who looks but cannot see, who has sight without insight, is symbol-
ised in the austere metonymy of the piles of glasses in the Auschwitz 
museum. As Shoshana Felman writes:

It is therefore in reality impossible to testify from inside otherness, 
or from inside the keeping of a secret, from inside amnesia or from 
inside deception and the delusion of coercive self-deception, in 
much the same way as it is impossible to testify, precisely, from 
inside death. It is impossible to testify from the inside because the 
inside has no voice [...] From within, the inside is unintelligible, it is 
not present to itself .5

In Night and Fog the survivors cannot even take in their own  liberation. 
Using military footage of the liberation of Belsen, the camera lingers 
on a group huddled behind the barbed wire, and the commentary 
notes how ‘the deportees watch, uncomprehending’. William Rothman 
describes the way that ‘the survivors are viewing scenes like those we 
have just viewed [...]. This sequence casts them as viewers, links them 
with us, as if our fates were joined.’6 While this does not presuppose any 
equivalence between the fates of the viewers and the fate of the victims, 
it does draw attention to the way that Night and Fog functions experien-
tially, assailing us with the most shocking images while giving almost 
nothing in the way of names, dates or historical explications – even 



Night and Fog 145

overlooking the largely Jewish identity of the victims of the genocide. 
This is all the more notable given the fact that the film was made only a 
decade after the war, when the popular knowledge of the history of the 
Holocaust was far sketchier than it is now. The film could have easily 
served as a corrective to the public’s general inability or unwillingness 
to confront the facts of the genocide. Instead, victims and viewers are 
drawn into a universal state of wide-eyed incomprehension that tran-
scends ethnic and racial identities, as each are equally unable to master 
the things they have seen.

In Night and Fog, mastery is the preserve of the Nazis, and it is a 
dynamic that is again established visually – and one that we are ulti-
mately incited to partake in. Murder initially takes place out of sight, 
in an ‘execution ground concealed from view’ or at Schloss Hartheim 
castle, to which ‘guests’ are brought by coach, ‘never to be seen again’. 
Once the Final Solution is underway, however, it is portrayed as the 
creation of an elaborate infrastructure of surveillance, from the kitsch 
watchtowers and the footage of Jews being herded into cattle cars to the 
gas chambers in which the dying were kept ‘under observation’. In this 
way, the observation of Muselmanner and dead bodies is figured as a 
defining aspect of both the Nazis’ crime and the victims’ trauma. Night 
and Fog adds a new dimension to this spectacle by repeatedly inflicting 

Figure 13 Night and Fog
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this sight on those from the outside, those who could not or would not 
see, drawing together the inside and the outside through a language 
that is wholly visual.

At the film’s conclusion, as the camera pans over the crumbling 
ruins of the crematoria and the ‘cold marsh waters’ that have begun 
to  submerge the camp, the commentary describes how ‘war has dozed 
off, one eye still open’. But even as our memories become ‘cold and 
 sluggish’, we are compelled to confront the spectacle of the camps:

From this strange observatory, who watches to warn of new execu-
tioners? Do they really look so different from us? Somewhere among 
us remain undetected Kapos, officers, informers. There are all those 
who didn’t believe, or only sometimes. And those of us who see 
the monster as being buried under these ruins, finding hope in 
being finally rid of this totalitarian disease, pretending to believe it 
 happened but once, in one country, not seeing what goes on around 
us, not heeding the unending cry.

The language of witnessing is here applied directly to ‘us’ in our 
 present-day context. As Rothman writes, this conclusion asks us to 
‘acknowledge this past [the Holocaust] as present’ and to ‘acknowledge 
the world of the film as our world’.7 The conclusion urges vigilance, 
inciting us to be on the lookout, but this is a characteristically para-
doxical position, for the ‘strange observatory’ of the film directly links 
to the Nazi watchtowers that the film constantly harks back to – from 
the comments about their design, to footage looking down on a vic-
tim drinking soup behind the barbed wire, to the wide-angled shots 
of Birkenau taken from the watchtower above the main gate that are 
replicated by Resnais in his own colour footage. We are thus implicated 
in the visual dynamic of the camps as both proxy-witnesses and proxy-
executioners and are encouraged to relate these subject  positions to the 
modern world – for the monster still has ‘one eye still open’. Sight here 
pertains to the weaponry of the executioner, and blindness relates to 
the condition of victimhood: the moral is ‘see or be seen’. If we are to 
avoid being victimised ourselves, we must therefore become complicit 
with an ethic of surveillance that will ironically link us to the victim-
isers. Adopting the harrowing and violent perpetrator perspective of 
Night and Fog is the only way to prevent history repeating itself – and 
this necessarily involves acknowledging that, on some level, we are the 
monster.
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In his film-making practice, critical writing and interviews, Claude 
Lanzmann has inscribed the ideals of Holocaust piety onto tablets of 
stone for the world of Holocaust cinema. The proscriptions are well-
known. At times, they verge on the mystic, as in the quotation already 
cited in the introduction to this book:

The Holocaust is unique because it created a circle of flame around 
itself, a boundary not to be crossed, since horror in the absolute 
degree cannot be communicated. To pretend that one has done so is 
to commit the gravest of transgressions.1

This stern code stems from what Lanzmann regards as our innate 
 incapacity to respond to direct representations of horror in a meaning-
ful fashion:

If there had been – by sheer obscenity or miracle – a film actually 
shot in the past of three thousand people dying together in a gas 
chamber, first of all, I think that no one human being would have 
been able to look at this. Anyhow, I would have never included this 
in the film. I would have preferred to destroy it. It is not visible. You 
cannot look at this.2

In its basic rejection of fictional recreations and archival represen-
tations, Lanzmann’s epic 9.5-hour documentary Shoah has cast a 
 commensurately long shadow over the Holocaust films that have 
 followed it.

The American filmmaker Tim Blake Nelson, director of The Grey Zone 
(2001), has noted how ‘films on the subject of the Holocaust abound, and 
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with the genre comes a host of conventions, many of them  established 
by those films deemed most successful’.3 For Nelson, ‘the astonishing 
documentary Shoah’ heads the list of successful Holocaust films whose 
influence is inescapably brought to bear on all filmmakers who sub-
sequently address the subject; however, Nelson regards Lanzmann as 
providing a Decalogue that is both ‘wobbly and somewhat pernicious’.4 
For while Lanzmann regards any attempt at representing ‘horror in the 
absolute degree’ as intellectually frivolous (‘here, to transgress or to 
trivialize are alike’), Nelson believes the opposite to be the case:5

If we are to be serious about our work, and what we’d prefer is to 
examine the human condition through fictional or quasi-fictional 
narrative, then it seems to me it is precisely toward events such as the 
holocaust we should gravitate.6

Nelson’s and Lanzmann’s objectives precisely concur: they seek to 
avoid trivialisation (of the Holocaust, of culture). But their differences 
centre on the methodology and epistemology that are best suited to 
this end, with Nelson’s positivist conception of historical knowledge 
and its transmission through cinematic narrative contrasting with 
Lanzmann’s more tangential approach to historical explanation. In a 
short essay entitled ‘Hier ist kein Warum’ (‘Here Is No Why’), Lanzmann 
bluntly states: ‘There is indeed an absolute obscenity in the project of 
understanding’.7 The title of this essay comes from Primo Levi’s If This 
Is a Man (1958); specifically, it is the curt response Levi receives from a 
guard in Auschwitz-Birkenau when he asks why he had been prevented 
from eating a broken icicle that he had taken from outside his barracks 
window. For Levi, these words resonated with his condition as a pris-
oner in an extermination camp whose languages were alien to him and 
whose laws and purpose seemed incomprehensible: a quite different 
condition to that of the non-victim trying to understand these events 
in later years, with all the resources of translation, history and testi-
mony that we have at our disposal. Lanzmann’s appropriation of Levi’s 
phrase for this essay is, in fact, totally at odds with Levi’s own attempts, 
following his liberation, to describe the complex machinations of the 
Lagers and to make the study of National Socialism a template for the 
study of human nature more broadly.

Lanzmann’s frequent and occasionally gratuitous hyperbole is, how-
ever, complicated by his tendency to describe his cinematic project in 
terms of philosophical riddles and paradoxes, whereby his absolutist 
statements often tend to denote their opposites. Non-representation thus 
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becomes the only authentic form of representation. Non-understanding 
offers a nuanced form of understanding. In ‘Hier ist kein Warum’, 
Lanzmann renounces any engagement with the ‘why’ in the interests of 
factual transmission, but then comes full circle: ‘Only the act of trans-
mission maters, and no intelligibility, that is, no true knowledge, exists 
prior to the transmission. Transmission is the knowledge in itself.’8 If 
knowledge is therefore a kind of process, it is one that requires an act of 
surrender on behalf of the person responsible for the transmission, with 
a willed blindness becoming ‘the vital condition of creation’: ‘Blindness 
should be understood here as seeing in its purest form, the only way not 
to avert the gaze from a reality that is literally blinding: blindness as 
clear-sightedness itself.’9 Lanzmann seeks to draw out a ‘Medusa-faced 
truth’, to borrow another phrase of Primo Levi’s: one where turning 
away is the only way of seeing what is really there.10 Similarly, in our 
encounters with the Holocaust, Lanzmann holds that ‘one must speak 
out and yet keep silent at the same time, knowing that in this case 
silence is the most authentic form of speech’.11

Lanzmann’s theoretical approach to Holocaust representation is a 
discourse of opposites, seeing conceptual inversion as the authentic 
articulation of an event that constitutes an ‘excess’ that can only be 
known indirectly, by way of its effects. Dominick LaCapra has critiqued 
Shoshana Felman’s influential essay ‘The Return of the Voice: Claude 
Lanzmann’s Shoah’ for its over-reliance on such schemata and their 
 associated terminology:

A symptomatic indication of the routinization of excess and the 
absolutization of trauma is the repeated use by Felman of the phrase 
paradoxically enough (or the word paradoxically) – a use that attests to 
the force of the repetition compulsion but may also flatten paradox, 
evacuate its generative possibilities, and generalize the double bind 
as the well-nigh ubiquitous stumbling block in language and life.12

Lanzmann’s deferment to paradox in his interviews and critical writing 
are arguably susceptible to a similar critique; however, the filmmaker 
does very clearly retain the ‘generative possibilities’ of the double bind 
through the consistent way that logical impossibility is presented as 
the essential precondition for the effective operation of the single most 
important faculty to feature in Lanzmann’s cinematics and in Shoah 
itself: the human imagination.

Lanzmann has described how the film ‘started precisely with the 
impossibility of recounting this history. I placed this impossibility at 
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the very beginning of my work.’13 This can be understood as a direct 
reference to the opening sequence of Shoah where the director visits 
Chelmno, the site of the extermination camp in the north of Poland 
where the Nazis first began to experiment with the use of gas for mass 
killing. On this visit, Lanzmann is accompanied by one of only two sur-
vivors of the camp, the Polish-born Jew Simon Srebnik. The film’s intro-
ductory text notes that at the age of 13, Srebnik was sent to the camp 
and that his mother had been murdered there in one of the vans that 
were used as mobile gas chambers. In the first scene, Srebnik is escorted 
to the site of the exterminations in a rowboat by a man wearing a long 
black coat, figuring his return to the small Polish town as a descent into 
a modern underworld: a paradigm that is only deepened when we meet 
Chelmno’s inhabitants. Lanzmann then walks with Srebnik through 
woodland tracks until they come to a stop at a grassy clearing. The 
foundations of demolished buildings are visible in the undergrowth 
as Srebnik describes how the vans used to transport the bodies there, 
where they were then incinerated in huge ovens. He continues: ‘No one 
can describe it. No one can ... recreate what happened here. Impossible! 
And no one can understand it. Even I, here, now.’ The pivotal position-
ing of this moment in the film’s overall structure suggests that this sen-
timent underpins the film’s eschewal of archive footage and also what 
might be understood as Lanzmann’s decade-long quest to engage with 
the very intellectual projects that he rejects only after the completion of 
the film: imagining the worst of the genocide and understanding why 
and how it had happened.

Lanzmann has described the ‘extreme internal sense of urgency’ he 
felt during the filming of Shoah ‘to understand and imagine it all’.14 
The 9.5 hours of footage in the final cut (edited down from around 350 
hours in total) capture how this ‘sense of urgency’ led him to razed 
camps, where he grilled witnesses on the exact location of train tracks 
and perimeter fences, to interviews with SS officers who provided pre-
cise details of the layout of extermination facilities and descriptions of 
the physical routes taken by the victims to their deaths, and to discus-
sions with eyewitnesses, bystanders and historians who are, first and 
foremost, probed for exact details of the events they had seen or learnt 
about. As a totality, the film constitutes an epic attempt at visualisation 
and conceptualisation on the part of both the filmmaker and, by impli-
cation, the viewer.

By subsequently rejecting totalising historical explanations, 
Lanzmann registers the failure of this original project to some degree. 
On the other hand, the absence of a singular master narrative in Shoah 
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allows him to stimulate more creative, less analytical approaches to his-
tory. When asked by Marc Chevrie and Hervé Le Roux to reflect on the 
extent of his audience’s knowledge of the events depicted in the film, 
he concludes:

What does the audience know? What does it not know? Up to what 
point may one preserve the mystery? Finally I said to myself that I 
did not have to say everything, that people ought to ask questions. 
The film is made so that the people continue to work at it – during 
the screening, but also afterward. The massacre of the family camp 
(why did they keep them for six months before killing them?), even 
if one roughly knows the reasons, remains mysterious. One must 
preserve the mystery and make the imagination work: one does not 
have to explain everything.15

In this interview, Lanzmann derides ‘images without imagination’ and 
instead places value on a process of visualisation that can take on an 
almost haunting character, noting how one correspondent had written 
of his film: ‘It was the first time I heard the cry of an infant in a gas 
chamber.’16 Of course, no such cry is audible in Shoah but, for Lanzmann, 
such imaginative recreations are more powerful than specious explana-
tions or responses to the distressing images that we encounter in a film 
such as Night and Fog. As Stuart Liebman writes:

A firm principle thus anchors Lanzmann’s film: mimesis, the picto-
rial reproduction of the awful circumstances in which the Jews met 
death, is not essential for – indeed, is a hindrance to – anamnesis, the 
calling to mind of the process of their destruction.17

When events are recalled by the eyewitnesses in Shoah, the camera fre-
quently cuts to panoramic shots of the modern-day locations where the 
events that they are recalling actually happened. The landscapes, in 
turn, suggest inner landscapes: they point to another time and another 
condition and thereby tend to excite the viewer’s imagination as the tes-
timony unfolds on the voiceover. Shoah is preoccupied with maps and 
mapping, and Lanzmann is obsessive in his attempts to trace the con-
tours of significant spaces and to delineate borderlines. As the former 
SS man Franz Suchomel describes the ‘funnel’ in Treblinka in pains-
taking detail, pointing to a huge map of the complex that Lanzmann 
had hung on the wall, a natural psychological reflex means that the 
viewer also begins to imagine what it might have looked like even if, as 
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Fred Camper notes, the images are only fleeting and immediately sup-
pressed.18 To coin a phrase, images of the camps are conspicuous by their 
absence in Shoah: ‘conspicuous’ in the sense of being ‘striking to the 
eye’, for Lanzmann’s entire cinematic project rests on a sense of absences 
that can be seen without being shown.19 The creation of such images in 
the mind’s eye is only made possible when they are withheld from the 
screen: nothing of this nature happens when we watch Night and Fog as 
the archive footage stuns and, indeed, exceeds the imaginative faculties. 
But by the same token, if the absence of the past constitutes a kind of 
presence in Shoah, then this is, in some part, due to the very film that 
Shoah defines itself against. The dynamics of anamnesis are such that, 
as Adolphe Nysenholc has argued, it is quite possible that Shoah could 
not function without the images of Night and Fog and the other directly 
representational works that shade our fictive, ghostly recreations, mean-
ing that the two films are, to a large degree, interdependent.20

Anamnesis is also prompted by the significant number of shots that 
are filmed in present-day locations that directly imitate the points 
of view of the victims as they retell their stories. As Cantor writes, 
‘Lanzmann is stupefyingly literal minded. Everything said must be 
shown.’21 Shots tracking along the railway down to the main gates at 
Birkenau are exhaustively repeated, often when witnesses refer to their 
arrival at the camp. Michaël Podchlebnik’s eyewitness account of the 
extermination of Jews in gas vans at the castle in Chelmno ends with 
a reference to the vans driving away, full of dead bodies; at this point, 
Lanzmann’s mobile film van also drives away from the same location, 
following the same route taken by the gas vans, and the camera looks 
out the back of the van, with exhaust fumes fanning up through the 
shot. When the Sonderkommando member Filip Müller describes the 
first time that he was taken to work in a crematorium at Auschwitz, the 
camera moves through the various rooms being described, illustrating 
his narrative. When Müller says, ‘I looked around me’ the camera per-
forms a 180-degree rotation in the same room.

Much later in the film, Müller describes the violence that was inflicted 
on the Jews of the Theresienstadt ghetto when they were sent to the 
gas chambers at Birkenau. This testimony is prefaced by the Auschwitz 
survivor Rudolf Vrba’s account of the suicide of Freddie Hirsch, the 
youth leader who had taken care of the Theresienstadt children in the 
ghetto and the camp. The camera then descends the steps of the ruined 
gas chamber at Auschwitz and pans along the rubble on the floor of 
the ‘undressing room’: in visual terms, Lanzmann puts the viewer in 
the shoes of the very victims whose deaths Müller painfully recounts. 
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In an interview, the director has described how, during the shoot at 
Birkenau,

the cameraman trembled as he executed a handheld tracking shot 
while descending the steps into the crematorium, and he fell and 
smashed his face. I reshot what he had done. I was petrified by the 
truth and the pain.22

Following the interview with Müller, the camera scans along a model 
of the crematorium that depicts every stage of the destruction process 
within the crammed gas chambers: an overtly and oddly figurative 
moment in a film that claims to derive its power from the absence of 
such representative images.

These examples suggest that Lanzmann’s theory does not always tally 
with his practice. While vaunting the importance of the imagination, 
Lanzmann derides the concept of identification, which he regards as ‘con-
science salving’ as it does not admit to the singularity of the Holocaust 
experience and therefore does not in any way involve the workings of 
the imagination.23 However, it is difficult to see how identification is not 
an aspect of the imaginative work required of the viewer of Shoah whose 
understanding of the Holocaust is developed in a quasi-experiential fash-
ion, during a 9.5-hour endurance test in which we are repeatedly incited 
to put ourselves in the place of the victims through camera shots that 
replicate their point of view, even if the result is the realisation of our 
complete incapacity to identify with their actual experiences. Indeed, it 
is through failure (of the imagination, of representation, of historical nar-
rative) that Lanzmann traces the full dimensions of the genocide.

Many of the interviews in Shoah are deliberately forced and staged; 
on the whole, Lanzmann avoids filming naturalistically in a manner 
that would suggest a connection between the lives of those who were 
involved in the Nazi genocide and the lives of those who were not. The 
kind of interview that is (with some exceptions) rejected by Lanzmann 
closes the distance between them and us, then and now; traditional tes-
timonial narratives normalise the stories of the victims while the oppo-
site holds true when Simon Srebnik sings a song on a boat in Chelmno 
that he had sung decades before as a child prisoner, or when Abraham 
Bomba describes how he cut the hair of women in the gas chambers of 
Treblinka before they were sent to their deaths while absently snipping 
at a gentleman’s hair in a barber’s shop in Tel Aviv. As Daniel Talbot 
writes, ‘These are not ordinary interviews. They are more like confron-
tations between an inquisitive, angry artist and damaged souls.’24
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Lanzmann has described the participants in his film as ‘actors’ or 
‘characters’ who ‘have to be put into a certain state of mind but also a 
certain physical disposition. Not in order to make them speak, but so 
that their speech can suddenly communicate, become charged with an 
extra dimension.’25 This ‘extra dimension’ has been characterised by 
Gertrude Koch as the difference between the statement of a memory 
of a thing that happened and playing out what has happened in a way 
that transmits something of the way the individual experienced that sit-
uation.26 The element of performance ensures that authentic memories 
emerge from stories that have been told too seldom or even too often. 
As Primo Levi notes:

It is certain that practice (in this case, frequent re-evocation) keeps 
memories fresh and alive in the same manner in which a muscle 
that is often used remains efficient; but it is also true that a mem-
ory evoked too often, and expressed in the form of a story, tends to 
become fixed in a stereotype, in a form tested by experience, crystal-
lised, perfected, adorned, which installs itself in the place of the raw 
memory and grows at its expense.27

No such crystallisation in permitted in Shoah, with Lanzmann continu-
ally disrupting the stories that his interviewees try to relate, contradict-
ing and cajoling them, pressing for more specific recall, meaning that 
the natural flow of the testimony is stifled and particular details are 
re-elaborated: often details that the interviewee had hoped to gloss over, 
either consciously or unconsciously. This is particularly evident during 
Bomba’s interview, with Lanzmann repeatedly interrupting his matter-
of-fact narrative to hone in on particular events and emotions from 
which the barber, by his tone, at first seems to have detached himself. A 
sense of Bomba being divided from his own experiences, and thus from 
himself, is rendered visually by the way that, for most of the interview, 
the camera does not focus on him directly but rather on his reflection in 
the barber shop mirror, with the joins between the mirrors causing his 
image to fragment into two disconnected halves when he moves round 
the customer whose hair he is cutting. When Bomba describes the room 
where he cut the hair before the victims were sent to the gas chambers, 
Lanzmann presses for more information: ‘Can you describe it precisely?’, 
‘Where did you wait?’, ‘Can you imitate now, how did you do [it]?’ On 
occasions, Bomba is almost chastised: ‘But I have asked you and you 
didn’t answer: What was your impression the first time you saw arriv-
ing these naked women with children? What did you feel?’ Everything 
about the interview is designed to dismantle the emotional barriers that 
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separate the survivor of Treblinka from his past, from the evocative bar-
bershop setting to Lanzmann’s protestations that Bomba must continue 
with his story, even when he breaks down after admitting to knowing 
many of the women and children whose hair he was forced to cut. At 
this point, the memory looks to have overwhelmed Bomba, and he says 
he no longer wishes to go on with the interview. Lanzmann replies: ‘You 
have to do it. I know it’s very hard. I know and I apologize.’ According 
to Lanzmann, he had spent two days talking to Bomba at his home 
in the Catskills before conducting the interview in Tel Aviv; yet, it is 
only at this point during the filmed (and staged) interview that, after a 
long pause during which he seems to recover himself, the tearful Bomba 
relays the full details of meeting his friend’s wife and sister in the gas 
chambers, which marks the emotional climax of his story, and arguably 
the whole film.28 As Lanzmann put it, ‘the truth is incarnated’.29

Figure 14 Shoah, Abraham Bomba

But another uncomfortable truth is ‘incarnated’ by this method-
ology: as the interviewees are compelled to relive their experiences 
 traumatically and encounter ‘the raw memory’, the viewer’s sense of 
the nature and impact of these experiences is enriched. If Lanzmann’s 
objective is, following LaCapra, ‘the incarnation, actual reliving, or 
compulsive acting out of the past – particularly its traumatic suffer-
ing – in the present’ then this is not a form of therapy; it is harrowing 
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and  potentially damaging for those involved.30 Many of Lanzmann’s 
 interviewees are initially reluctant to engage emotionally with events 
that they have clearly tried to repress. Lanzmann has described how 
many of the interviews in Shoah only took place after a relationship 
with the interviewee had been established over a long period of time. 
Some of the director’s attempts to persuade other victims to testify are 
even captured on camera, laying bare the methodology behind the 
film as a key part of its actual content. The first interview with the 
other survivor of Chelmno, Michaël Podchlebnik, for example, marks a 
stark contrast to Srebnik’s dramatically staged return to the camp. His 
face marked by a strange, sad smile throughout and shot in extreme 
close-up, Podchlebnik says that he ‘wants to live’ and so ‘must for-
get’. He refuses to talk about what happened as for him ‘it’s not good’, 
although his expression belies the idea that not talking has helped him 
truly to forget, and in another interview he cries as he describes unload-
ing a gas van and finding the bodies of his wife and children. Here and 
elsewhere, Lanzmann figures his own film-making practice as a form 
of persecution, through techniques such as the close-up, which denotes 
an almost confrontational ‘in your face’ attitude. This is also conveyed 
through the camera’s focalisation. The opening shots of Srebnik sing-
ing, for example, are filmed from within the boat, meaning that the 
camera is aligned with the point of view of the boatman and also, by 
implication, the Nazi who guarded the young Srebnik on the exact 
same boat trip during the war: the filmmaker is thus figured as both 
Srebnik’s guardian and his victimiser. With Lanzmann drawing to the 
fore memories that would otherwise go unspoken and unrecorded, the 
interviews in Shoah often seem to mark a clash between the demands 
of history (‘I will give them an everlasting name’) and the demands of 
sanity. Only in exceptional circumstances, when the act of recollection 
seems particularly pained and precarious, does Lanzmann deviate from 
his normal methodology in order not to lose the testimony altogether. 
This is the case with the interview with Filip Müller, in which he tells 
the story of the destruction of the Czech family camp without inter-
ruption. Lanzmann has conceded that Müller did not want to speak 
about this, and therefore he abandoned his usual techniques: ‘I did not 
stage anything; it was impossible: I placed him on his sofa and began 
to film.’31

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the interviews with perpetrators are more 
akin to interrogations than oral testimonies, with Lanzmann wholly 
embracing the role of victimiser. Elie Wiesel describes Lanzmann in the 
following terms: ‘A scrupulous, pitiless, and indefatigable  investigator, 
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he pursues truth like a detective tracking down a criminal.’32 In Franz 
Suchomel, Lanzmann finds the kind of criminal who is worthy of the 
pursuit. Filming the former Treblinka guard in his personal apart-
ment with a concealed camera in his bag, Lanzmann is merciless in 
his application of the Dantean counter-penalty as a form of retribution, 
knowingly switching roles and becoming himself the aggressor. When 
asking Suchomel to sing the song sung by the prisoners at Treblinka, 
Lanzmann barks out commands – ‘louder’, ‘again’ – in a fashion that 
parodies the orders of the SS. As noted, Lanzmann has stated that his 
purpose was not to injure Suchomel physically but rather ‘to kill him 
with a camera’, and a subtle historical mirroring is offered by the clan-
destine television van that is parked outside Suchomel’s apartment at 
the start of the ‘first era, part two’, receiving the signal from the hidden 
camera. Shots taken inside the van show Suchomel’s flickering image 
and words being captured on film in a way that figures his cinematic 
and reputational death as the ‘eye for an eye’ retribution for the killing 
that took place in the gas vans at Chelmno.33

With reference to this interview, Lanzmann has stated: ‘to lack human 
respect is to promise a Nazi that one will not disclose his name while 
it has already been given. And I did that with an absolute arrogance’.34 
Here he assumes the absolute righteousness of the Nazi hunter, wholly 
committed to exposing and punishing the crimes of the past. His fellow 
filmmaker Marcel Ophüls has commented: ‘I can hardly find the words 
to express how much I approve of this procedure, how much I sympa-
thise with it. This is not a matter of means and ends, this is a matter of 
moral priorities.’35 As human beings outraged by the actions of Suchomel 
and his fellow murderers, there is a certain satisfaction in witnessing him 
being exposed to the ridicule and scorn of a Grand Inquisitor. But this 
is both a strength and weakness of Lanzmann’s film and of Holocaust 
piety more broadly as a mode of historical representation. For while 
Lanzmann’s methodology seems flagrantly provocative and impious, 
there remains a total refusal to see any human continuity between Nazi 
criminals and our lives in the present. Suchomel is almost a caricature of 
the villainous Nazi, the black band that streaks over his eyes on the clan-
destine film marking him out as wholly ‘other’, with no relationship to 
ourselves and no insight into his own actions. As Cantor writes:

Lanzmann, stunned, refuses to enter the Nazis’ psychology, to grant 
them inwardness. But this is, of course, the terrifying double bind 
that Hitlerism, perhaps all racism, confronts us with. He will not be 
like the Nazis; they must be utterly alien to him; they cannot even be 
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imagined, granted insides; they are not human. But the Nazis knew 
better than us that technique of making their opponents not human! 
And so the machine has made him into a machine; he has become 
like them, for not to grant others inwardness means not to have it 
oneself. His outrage, his obsessive defence (‘I decided to have only 
technical conversations’), meant to ensure that he remain uncon-
taminated, instead brings about the very thing that he seemingly 
wants to avoid.36

The challenge that Lanzmann elides is that of making a human link 
with the actions of the Nazi, or indeed with any of the morally compro-
mised inhabitants of what Primo Levi describes as the ‘grey zone’ of the 
camps. Holocaust piety admits only to the clarities of the courthouse: 
to guilt and innocence, to crime and punishment. It does not seek to 
address the human continuities between then and now, meaning that 
for all its value as a document of Nazi crimes and the experiences and 
attitudes that shaped those crimes, you do not watch Shoah and, follow-
ing Gillian Rose’s formulation, ‘emerge shaking in horror at yourself, 
with yourself in question’.37

Figure 15 Shoah, Franz Suchomel
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Tim Blake Nelson’s The Grey Zone is set in the Auschwitz-Birkenau death 
camp and tells the story of the largely Jewish Sonderkommandos, or ‘death 
squads’, that were responsible for running the camp’s crematoria. Taking 
its title from an essay of the same name by Primo Levi in his final book, 
The Drowned and the Saved (1986), the film charts the days leading up to 
a chaotic rising in October 1944 led by the twelfth Sonderkommando: a 
revolt that resulted in the destruction of half the camp’s ovens but which 
was ultimately put down by the SS in ruthless fashion. Portraying the 
day-to-day running of death factories against a backdrop of corpses and 
a rumbling industrial soundtrack, the film opened to mixed reviews 
and performed poorly at the US box office. Despite a stellar Hollywood 
cast that included Harvey Keitel, Steve Buscemi, David Arquette and 
Mira Sorvino, it played for just nine weeks and grossed only around a 
tenth of the $5 million it cost to make.1 The film was not widely distrib-
uted in Europe and was only made available on DVD in Europe seven 
years after its original release, in 2008. Considering the notable critical 
and financial successes of other Holocaust films during the period such 
as Schindler’s List (1993), Life Is Beautiful (1997) and The Pianist (2002), 
The Grey Zone seemed to mark the limits of just how much atrocity the 
movie-going public was prepared to pay for, bringing to mind Stanley 
Kubrick’s assertion that to make an accurate film about the Holocaust it 
would have to be unwatchable.2

The film’s title is obliquely referenced in the closing sequence when 
the remains of the dead are described as grey ‘bits of dust’ that settle 
on the Sonderkommando members in the crematoria. Yet, the title seems 
to refer to something less literal and could, for example, be taken as a 
poetic rendering of place, describing the drabness of the camp build-
ings and the monotony of camp life. For Levi, however, this putatively 

9
The Grey Zone (Tim Blake Nelson)
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 geographic term was coined to describe a moral and human condition as 
much as a physical location: specifically, it relates to the moral ambigu-
ousness of survival in the camps, which often involved complicity with 
the SS and the killing process. In ‘The Grey Zone’, Levi highlights the 
way that survival was frequently dependent on a prisoner occupying 
some position of greater or lesser privilege:

The privileged prisoners were a minority within the Lager  population, 
but they represent a potent majority among survivors; in fact, even 
if one does not take into account the hard labour, beatings, the 
cold, the illnesses, it must be remembered that the food ration was 
 decisively insufficient even for the most frugal prisoner: the physi-
ological reserves of the organism being consumed in two or three 
months, death by hunger, or by diseases induced by hunger, was 
the prisoner’s normal destiny. This could be avoided only with addi-
tional food, and to obtain it a large or small privilege was necessary; 
in other words, a way, granted or conquered, astute or violent, licit or 
illicit, to lift oneself above the norm.3

Levi’s own survival was, in large part, due to the fact that in the  winter 
of 1944 he was able to find work as a laboratory assistant in the Buna 
synthetic rubber plant because of his professional background as a 
chemist. He thus came to occupy a crucial, if lowly, position in what 
he described as the ‘ascent of the privileged’, which ranged from the 
‘sweepers, kettle washers, night-watchmen, bed-smoothers [...] checkers 
of lice and scabies, messengers, interpreters, assistants’ assistants’ to the 
Kapos, barracks chiefs, clerks and other ‘grey, ambiguous persons, ready 
to compromise’ who took on positions of command.4

The ‘ascent of the privileged’ was one aspect of what Levi frequently 
characterises as a Darwinian struggle for survival in the camps. He 
regards the Sonderkommandos as representing ‘an extreme case of collab-
oration’, and in many senses they sat at the top of this infernal hierar-
chy, enjoying the best food, drink, clothes and living conditions of any 
prisoners interned in the camp. For Levi, the Sonderkommandos nonethe-
less remain something of a case apart, so extreme was their implication 
in the genocide. He points out that there was little in the way of ‘priv-
ilege’, in the traditional sense of the word, for those enlisted in these 
squads, who knew that they would be summarily murdered after a few 
months and replaced by a new set of prisoners.5 Describing the concep-
tion and organisation of the Sonderkommandos as ‘National Socialism’s 
most demonic crime,’ he lists their macabre responsibilities:6
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It was their task to maintain order among the new arrivals (often 
completely unaware of the destiny awaiting them) who must be sent 
into the gas chambers; to extract the corpses from the chambers, 
pull gold teeth from jaws, cut the women’s hair, sort and classify 
clothes, shoes, and the contents of the luggage; transport the bodies 
to the crematoria and oversee the operation of the ovens; extract and 
eliminate the ashes.7

The ‘ascent of the privileged’ did not, therefore, naturalise into a 
 teleology of survival, and to continue the Dantean thread that runs 
through If This Is a Man (1958) and The Drowned and the Saved, one might 
equally well talk about a corresponding ‘descent of the privileged’; for 
the fate of the Sonderkommandos illustrates how self-preservation in the 
camps generally went hand in hand with moral debasement and, in the 
case of the Sonderkommandos, almost guaranteed death. Levi uses the 
term ‘the grey zone’ to describe the challenge that these men therefore 
present to what he terms the ‘Manichean tendency’ to view the history 
of the camps simply in terms of good and evil, black and white.8

In borrowing this title, Nelson demonstrated his willingness to 
 follow Levi’s lead in pulling apart historical and ethical binaries. When 
asked in an interview with MovieMaker magazine why he thought it 
was that his film and original play, from which the film was adapted, 
were the first major non-testimonial works to address the story of the 
Sonderkommandos, Nelson replied:

Well, understandably, people are not interested in nuances when it 
comes to the Holocaust. We want to construe history as a contin-
uing struggle between good and evil, victims and perpetrators, us 
and them. We want to be able to interpret history from the extreme 
margins, not from where history really occurs and where the human 
story really occurs, which is in the center of all these poles where 
most of us exist.9

Nelson’s screenplay dramatises the impossible choices faced by the 
Sonderkommando members in an environment in which, as Levi writes, 
‘the room for choices (especially moral choices) was reduced to zero’.10 
As the central Sonderkommando character, Hoffman, puts it in The Grey 
Zone, ‘You can kill yourself. That’s the only choice.’ Nelson’s concern 
with how and from where we ‘construe’ and ‘interpret’ such a history 
also follows Levi: both are interested not only in what happened, but 
also in how to judge the actions of the Sonderkommandos and how, in 
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turn, they might deepen our understanding of what Levi termed ‘the 
incurable nature of the offence’.11 Reflecting on the ethics of survival 
in a world where the normal rules of ethical conduct simply did not 
apply, Nelson’s film can be considered a kind of morality play for an 
era of atrocity.

The film’s opening credits state that it is ‘based in part on the 
 eyewitness account of Dr. Miklos Nyislzi, the Hungarian Jew assigned 
by Dr. Josef Mengele to assist in medical experiments on camp inmates’. 
These experiments included dissections, experiments on twins and 
post-mortems. During his imprisonment Nyislzi, played by Allan 
Corduner, lived and worked in close physical and moral proximity to 
the Sonderkommando. Their cohabitation of the same ‘grey zone’ is 
illustrated in an early scene when the doctor asks the SS officer Eric 
Muhsfeldt, played by Harvey Keitel, for more men to help him with his 
laboratory work just after the Sonderkommando leader, Rosenthal, had 
made a similar request for replacements for squad members who had 
been shot. Nelson drew key narrative strands from Auschwitz (1962), 
Nyiszli’s account of his time in the camp, which the director made 
mandatory reading for the film’s cast, along with The Drowned and the 
Saved, Filip Müller’s Eyewitness Auschwitz (1979), Daniel Bennahmias’s 
Sonderkommando (1993) and diaries that were buried in the camp by 
five other members of the Sonderkommandos and collected in Amidst 
a Nightmare of Crime (1992).12 Nelson also went to great lengths to 
recreate as accurately as possible the physical sites of the extermina-
tion. The main feature of the set was an 80 percent scale replica of 
the number-two crematorium at Auschwitz-Birkenau – the largest in 
the Third Reich – that was based on original architectural plans. The 
production team purchased and then demolished abandoned Bulgarian 
farmhouses in order to manufacture reconstituted bricks that would 
match as closely as possible those used by the Nazis. Such minutiae 
were important, and Nelson has described how they scoured Europe to 
source the correct sprinkler heads for the gas chambers and how argu-
ments would even take place over the best kind of grass seed to use for 
the lawns. The set’s ovens were filled first with burning dummies and 
later with real bodies.13

In order to represent the ‘human story’ of those whom Levi dubbed 
the ‘crematorium ravens’, Nelson drew together two key historical 
events from the eyewitness testimonies: the twelfth Sonderkommando’s 
pyrrhic uprising and their discovery of a young Hungarian girl who had 
survived the gas by being buried under the bodies near a small pocket 
of air.14 As Nelson concedes, a straightforward chronological portrayal 
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of the twelfth Sonderkommando would probably ‘have no audience’, and 
these two events did not, in reality, coincide quite so neatly.15 According 
to Nyiszli’s testimony, the discovery of the girl took place some time 
before the rising, and she was never hidden by the Sonderkommando, as 
the film suggests; rather, she was immediately discovered by Muhsfeldt, 
who gave the order for her to be shot in the back of the neck. By allow-
ing the discovery of the girl to take place immediately before the rising, 
Nelson knowingly conflates ‘two actual but separate events into one 
another for dramatic tension’: notably, some of the prisoners feel that 
her survival jeopardises their plans, while for others it lends meaning 
to their fight.16 In addition, by placing the decision to save the girl’s life 
into the climate of momentary optimism that precedes the rising and 
then charting the simultaneous disintegration of both hopes, Nelson 
emphasises an antiredemptory schema that contrasts with the more 
optimistic readings of history that are presented in the Academy Award-
winning Holocaust films of this period.

While not always faithful to exact chronologies or narrative details, 
The Grey Zone allows the actual killing process to tell its own story, ren-
dering the work of the death squads in graphic detail. Sustained accounts 
of the exterminations are a feature of the testimonies that Nelson draws 
on in his screenplay: at one point Müller, for example, describes the 
entry of the victims into the crematorium complex, the reassurances 
given to them by the SS that they were there to be disinfected (a role 
undertaken by the Sonderkommando in The Grey Zone), the scenes in the 
undressing rooms, the method of gassing in the chambers, how this 
sounded to those on the outside, how the gas tasted and how death 
was brought about physiologically, how the corpses were arranged once 
the murder was completed and what the bodies looked like, and finally 
how the corpses were separated by the Sonderkommando and removed to 
the crematoria for incineration.17 The graphic nature of such accounts 
derives from their authors’ recognition of their unique positions as wit-
nesses to this most heinous aspect of the genocide; recording the rou-
tine horrors that few ever witnessed forms its own rationale for those 
who survived, and Nelson’s film seems almost duty-bound to honour 
this. At one point, Müller recalls how he resolved to commit suicide and 
die in the gas chamber when a group of his Czech compatriots from 
the Family Camp were scheduled to be exterminated. He mingled with 
the crowd as they were ushered into the chamber and hid by a concrete 
pillar; however, he was recognised and approached by a group of girls, 
who persuaded him to leave the chamber so that he could bear witness 
to what had befallen them.18
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Testimonial renditions of the most gruesome aspects of the killing 
 process thus influenced what Nelson termed the film’s ‘aesthetic strat-
egy’ which was, in his words, ‘to show everything’.19 In this, and even in 
the use of a term such as ‘aesthetic strategy’, Nelson self-consciously posi-
tions himself against the work of fiercely ‘pious’ directors such as Claude 
Lanzmann, whom Nelson admires but regards as an example of the kind 
of filmmaker who had ‘used their success as a platform for determining 
the types of films others should make’.20 Accusing Lanzmann of pla-
cing the Holocaust ‘off limits’ for those wishing ‘to examine the human 
 condition through fictional or quasi-fictional narrative’, he writes:

To extend sanctimoniously the place it [the Holocaust] occupies to an 
area so far beyond that of other tragedies that it becomes untouch-
able for certain forms of artistic expression is not only self-righteous, 
but also self-defeating. To borrow from the bromide, if we are never 
to repeat certain chapters in history, they must be explored thor-
oughly, without limit to particular media. To my mind there can be 
no exceptions. No event is sacred.21

The conceptual difference between Lanzmann and Nelson is highlighted 
in their treatment of testimony such as Filip Müller’s, whose account of 
the death of the Czechs from the Family Camp forms one of the most 
moving sequences in Shoah and embodies its director’s anti-representa-
tional ethos: no attempt is made to do anything more than show the 
face of the victim as he tells their tragic story. In contrast, Nelson’s 
reading of Müller and other Sonderkommando eyewitnesses led to the 
inclusion of ‘probably as much on-screen killing as any serious film’ 
the director could think of.22 Unremittingly bleak in its outlook and 
graphic in its depiction of the physical extermination of the victims, as 
Nelson put it, ‘the movie is grim, and it should be, given its topic.’23

It is not only the visual content of the film that is a departure from 
the forms of representation that tend to typify the genre. As mentioned, 
The Grey Zone eschews the redemptory narratives that characterise 
Hollywood films in general, and Hollywood films about the Holocaust 
in particular, with the result that it lacks the eventual spiritual uplift 
of films such as Schindler’s List, Life Is Beautiful and The Pianist. Indeed 
Schindler’s List is a cinematic reference point that The Grey Zone spe-
cifically defines itself against. Both films single out young girls from 
among the crowd of victims to individualise the wider fate of the 
 murdered Jews, and both feature footage from inside what we take to 
be gas chambers – only in The Grey Zone gas comes out of the shower 
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heads, not water. In his essay ‘Changing Narratives and Images of the 
Holocaust: Tim Blake Nelson’s The Grey Zone’, Axel Bangert notes that 
it is seeing the girl with the red coat in Schindler’s List and the girl who 
survives the gas in The Grey Zone that causes the films’ respective pro-
tagonists to reassert their morality. However, the two girls are invested 
with very different symbolic significance within the film’s contrasting 
interpretative schemata:

Schindler’s List presents the girl in the red coat as an embodiment of 
innocence, thereby investing in her figure a considerable degree of 
sentimentality. Seemingly unaware of the atrocities occurring around 
her, the girl wanders through the liquidation of the ghetto, remain-
ing almost miraculously untouched (a hope which is disappointed 
when Schindler recognises her body in a later scene). Simultaneously, 
the red colour of her coat offers the spectator a visual refuge from the 
panorama of violence mediated through the eyes of Schindler. By 
contrast, in The Grey Zone, the girl undergoes an existential loss of 
innocence, on the one hand by experiencing the gassing, and on 
the other by being confronted with the ethical predicament of the 
Sonderkommando. She thus becomes both a victim of and a witness to 
the mass murder of humans and the destruction of humanity in the 
death camps. The effort undertaken by Nelson to provide a different 
image of Jewish victimhood thus entails the radical disenchantment 
of childhood innocence.24

Figure 16 The Grey Zone
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The graphic horrors and antiredemptory schemata of The Grey Zone 
also directly challenge the pious morality of Spielberg’s tagline, ‘who-
ever saves one life, saves the world entire’. Indeed, in The Grey Zone 
the  decision to save the life of the girl who survived the gas is seen 
by some Sonderkommando members as precisely failing to serve a wider 
good by jeopardising the revolt that is planned for that evening. The 
plotter Abramowics warns, ‘Don’t fuck this up for one life. You’ll be 
shot on the spot, and so will she, then there’s an alert, and tonight’s 
 impossible.’

Nelson’s film deals in pragmatics rather than metaphysics; even when 
they do eventually agree to save the girl, the positive meaning that 
Hoffman and other Sonderkommando members attribute to this action is 
revealed to be illusory. As they lie on the ground waiting to be shot fol-
lowing the vanquished rising, Hoffman and Rosenthal speculate about 
the girl’s possible survival, and in a moment of rare sentimentalism 
Rosenthal says, ‘We did something.’ They are then both shot, and the 
camera focuses on the girl, who is standing with the SS guards. But 
rather than surviving to bear witness to what had happened, the girl 
walks away from her captors, then starts running down a road to the 
camp gate. The camera assumes her subjective point of view and then, 
after a short dash, cuts to an SS guard loading his pistol. Next it reverts 
to the girl’s point of view, but as she flees there is a gunshot that causes 
the camera to spin to the floor and point up to a cloudy white sky. 
Finally, the screen dissolves into the next scene.

Figure 17 The Grey Zone
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Noting the resemblance between Anne Frank and the young, gaunt, 
black-haired actress playing the girl whose face featured prominently 
on trailers and posters for the film, in ‘The Grey Zone: the Cinema of 
Choiceless Choices’ Lawrence Baron argues that Nelson’s reading of 
Levi had convinced him that people are not basically ‘good at heart’, as 
Anne Frank had hoped, and that consequently ‘casting an actress who 
looks like Anne Frank may have been motivated by Nelson’s intent to 
challenge the optimism of Anne before she endured incarceration at 
Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen.’25 While Nelson has explained that it was 
important for him to portray the Jews ‘dealing with their situation in 
a strong way’, their circumstances are clearly insurmountable, and the 
final rising is not a display of strength; rather, it is shambolic and ends 
in mass death.26 The Grey Zone closes by informing the audience that 
the revolt led to the destruction of half the camp’s ovens and that these 
were never rebuilt; however, the monologue that draws the film proper 
to a close, told from the point of the view of the dead girl as she rises 
as smoke through a crematorium chimney, suggests that the revolt did 
nothing to stop the cycle of destruction. This lyrical passage ends with 
the camera focussing on the new Sonderkommando members at work in 
the crematorium and the girl saying: ‘At this point, they’re just moving. 
Breathing and moving, like anyone else still alive in that place. And this 
is how the work continues.’ Death is figured as a relentless machine, 
and the old Sonderkommando is immediately replaced by a new group 
of prisoners.

The singular act of resistance of the rising is thus itself another grey 
zone. Even the heroic ideal of revolt is complicated by a subplot that 
involves two women, Dina and Anja, who have been working in a 
munitions plant and who have passed on gunpowder to members of 
the Sonderkommando. Discovered by the SS but refusing to divulge the 
names of their contacts under torture, the two women are eventually 
brought into a yard with all the other women from their barracks and are 
again asked where the gunpowder was heading. The screaming women 
from the barracks are shot, first one by one, and then indiscriminately 
as the conspirators maintain a silence that is only broken when they 
commit suicide. The historical unlikelihood of the SS every  allowing an 
interrogation of this kind to be so easily confounded by electrocution 
against the perimeter fences and the theft of a gun is subsidiary to the 
moral complication that the scene describes: this is an anti-world where 
even something so obviously noble and good as resistance to Nazi tor-
ture and the refusal to betray members of the resistance can lead to the 
mass death of innocent victims.
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In the extensive director’s notes that were distributed to the cast 
and crew a few months before they began filming in a purpose-built 
location near Sofia, Bulgaria, Nelson wrote: ‘While there are those in 
the story that act heroically at given points, this is not a film about 
heroes’.27 Instead, it reflects the normal experience of imprisonment 
in Auschwitz-Birkenau, which for most meant death, and a further 
pointed contrast to Schindler’s List comes in the way that The Grey Zone 
steers clear of representing any kind of heroic struggle that leads to 
survival. The closest the film comes to offering a standard Hollywood 
hero is the Sonderkommando member Hoffman, who is played by David 
Arquette. But while Hoffman is responsible for instigating one of the 
most significant and humane acts of the film when he notices that the 
young girl has survived the gas and tries to save her life by conceal-
ing her in the crematorium complex, he is also responsible for one 
of the most savage murders when he beats an elderly, well-dressed 
Jewish man to death in front of his wife because the man refuses to 
hand him his gold watch. This action is made all the more shocking 
for the decision to cast Arquette, an actor more normally associated 
with goofy comedies and the Scream teen slasher films, in the role of 
Hoffman. In exploiting the incongruousness between Arquette’s cin-
ematic prehistory and the character’s violent and disturbing actions, 
Nelson acknowledged his indebtedness to Quentin Tarantino, whose 
work demonstrates that ‘as a filmmaker, you absolutely must make 
choices with an eye on what an actor has done before’.28 The Grey Zone 
draws on our preconceptions about Arquette in order to complicate our 
response to, and condemnation of, Hoffman: there remains a sense of 
a human character – someone we might, in other circumstances, be 
able to connect or identify with – even as he commits a barbaric act 
that is made to seem out of character as a result of the casting alone. 
The actor’s celluloid history affects our response to modern European 
history; in this instance, the casting means that despite the violence 
of the murder scene, it captures the underlying tone of sympathy that 
marks Levi’s contention that ‘it is naive, absurd, and historically false 
to believe that an infernal system such as National Socialism was, 
sanctifies its victims: on the contrary, it degrades them, it makes them 
similar to itself’.29 In this pivotal scene, Hoffman’s enforced complic-
ity with a system of power that leaves little possibility for virtuous 
action is articulated through the way that the camera alternately 
highlights the perspectives of Hoffman, the deportee’s wife, the girl 
and the  passive SS guards.30
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The casting of familiar faces, rather than unknown actors, generates 
a certain sympathy for these out-of-place prisoners; it also closes the 
gap between then and now, us and them. Closely identified with the 
experience of modernity, the cast of ‘everyman’ actors such as Buscemi 
and Arquette offsets the victims’ ‘otherness’ and emphasises Nelson’s 
portrayal of victims who were Jews but

above all human, never distinguishing themselves as either better or 
worse than the rest of their race – the human race. An exploration 
of this very thesis, and why a vast majority of us will always choose 
life, even if it means taking life, is what the film The Grey Zone is 
all about. Its context is the holocaust, but it’s a film about being 
human.31

This is emphasised in the opening shot: a close up frontal view of 
Hoffman’s downcast, troubled face. Bangert has described this shot as 
an ecce homo that ‘appears to stand for his existence as a human being, 
thus visualising the film’s structure of meaning as taking the predica-
ment of the Sonderkommando as a model for a reflection on the human 
condition.’32

An important instance of Holocaust impiety, the film also helps 
trace the origins of this irreverent mode of representation back to the 
victims themselves, and in particular to Nelson’s ‘guide’, Primo Levi, 
who viewed the camps as ‘an excellent “laboratory” ’ that could help 

Figure 18 The Grey Zone
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us understand wider truths about the relationship between power and 
privilege: truths whose significance stretched beyond the camps.33 In 
‘The Grey Zone’, Levi discusses the story of Chaim Rumkowski, the 
Nazi-appointed, power-crazed Jewish president of the Lodz ghetto, 
and concludes that the ambiguity of Rumkowski and others like him 
is also our ambiguity.34 The essay famously ends with Levi’s descrip-
tion of the way that ‘we are all in the ghetto’ and ‘close by the train 
is waiting’.35 In his Preface to The Grey Zone: Director’s Notes and 
Screenplay (2003), Nelson quotes this passage and offers his own inter-
pretation: ‘Confront the Holocaust for its relevance now, he urges. Do 
so unflinchingly and without sanctifying embellishment. In this way, 
the event will never cease to matter, and it must matter if it isn’t to be 
repeated.’36

In order to matter to the modern audience, Nelson felt that The Grey 
Zone must not have the feel of a period film from which the audience 
might feel distanced. He noted that ‘this movie, while accurate to period 
in every way, must feel for the audience as though it’s  happening now.’37 
Despite its title, The Grey Zone is therefore shot in colour. In addition, 
subjective shots are frequently used, especially for the events from 
which an audience member might most want to distance themselves, 
such as the death of the girl who survived the gas. One scene is even 
shot from inside the gas chamber using a low hand-held camera, again 
representing the point of view of a child. As the naked prisoners are 
ushered into the ‘shower room’ the camera is jostled back and forth and 
spoken to by an anxious woman as the bodies gradually squeeze more 
tightly together. The camera cuts to the door slamming to and then 
to the empty undressing room and zooms in on the slumped figure 
of Hoffman, just after he has beaten the elderly Jewish man to death 
and is holding his victim’s watch in his hand. His expression is blank 
and bewildered. The screams of the victims can be heard in the back-
ground. Through such sequences, Nelson implicates the audience in the 
events they are seeing:

As an audience member you ask yourself, how would I have 
responded? What would I do to save my own life? How far would I 
go in sacrificing my own morality? My own ideal of myself? Would 
I help kill to stay alive?38

Targeting an English-speaking, Hollywood-savvy US audience who 
would be asked to take a look not just at history but also themselves, 
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Nelson was keen to avoid ‘the middle European accents that  pervade 
most holocaust films’ as these too often ‘distance more than they 
engage’.39 The only characters who speak with a pronounced for-
eign accent are Harvey Keitel and other actors playing members of 
the German SS. At times these accents and street talk leave The Grey 
Zone feeling a little bit like what might have happened if the cast 
of Reservoir Dogs (1992) had become embroiled in a Second World 
War escape drama – although the occasional resemblances to patri-
otic Hollywood war films and Holocaust films such as Escape from 
Sobibor (1987) could be a deliberate irony, given the film’s represen-
tation of the prisoners’ pointed failure to pull off a great escape. In 
echoing the plotting and scheming of more traditional war films 
and making a sharp distinction between American accents for the 
Sonderkommando and German accents for the SS, it could be argued 
that Nelson creates stark polarities that risk pulling apart his own 
‘grey zone’, with the layers of moral complication that underpin 
Levi’s thinking not applying to anyone of German origins. However, 
in this Nelson is again very true to Levi, who, while remaining keen 
‘to explore the space which separates [...] the victims from the per-
secutors’, had little time for those who confused the two, or who 
viewed the victim-executioner relationship as a natural bond exist-
ing in a world where we are all victims or murderers who accept our 
roles in life as such:40

I am not an expert of the unconscious and the mind’s depths, but 
I do know that few people are experts in this sphere, and that 
these few are the most cautious; I do not know, and it does not 
much interest me to know, whether in my depths there lurks a 
murderer, but I do know that I was a guiltless victim and I was not 
a  murderer.41

Keitel’s performance and the contrasting accents thus ensure that 
there is no confusion between victims and executioners, and the dia-
logic inconsistency is even cleverly referenced in the latter half of the 
film when Keitel barks, ‘Don’t speak Hungarian’ at the squad members, 
effectively rendering the linguistic differences – and, with them, the 
possibilities for subterfuge – that existed in the camps. Regardless of 
the cinematic merits of the film, those who critique its inauthentic 
accents or historical inaccuracies fail to make the inward turn that it 
implores its audience to make. The modern reference points in The Grey 
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Zone are designed to elaborate the impious, humanist interpretative 
 structure that the film adopts virtually wholesale from Levi, a survivor. 
In this regard, The Grey Zone can be considered an example of a post-
 testimonial work in which an engagement with survivor philosophy 
takes precedence over fidelity to survivor testimony. A kind of benign 
revisionism is its working mode.
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Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds derives its title, French location 
and loose plot elements from Enzo Castellari’s Italian B-movie Inglorious 
Bastards (1978). The earlier film’s basic premise was pithily articulated 
when it was later re-edited and distributed with the title G.I. Bro and the 
tagline ‘If you’re a Kraut he’ll take you out’, with the black actor Fred 
Williamson repositioned as the lead in an attempt to capitalise on the 
success of the blaxploitation movies of the period. While Tarantino’s 
version broadly echoes Castellari’s basic moral justification – and at 
times unapologetic glorification – of the idea of slaughtering Nazis, the 
motives of the two sets of Nazi killers are entirely different. In the orig-
inal film, a motley group of convicted soldiers are heading to military 
prison when their convoy is attacked by an air strike and they are able 
to escape. It is clear that these men are amoral criminals and deserters, 
and their subsequent killing spree is motivated solely by self-interest 
as they seek to blast their way to safety in Switzerland. The Nazis are 
the stereotypical bad guys, although a distinction is made between the 
Wehrmacht and the Nazi party through a ‘good German’ who deserts 
the army and joins the Bastards on the run. The Holocaust is not refer-
enced, following a trend set by many war films of the period, but there 
is a strong anti-racist dimension, with the multi-cultural and multi-
national Bastards representing an ideological rebuff to the racial tenets 
of their Aryan adversaries.

In Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds, on the other hand, the Nazi 
murders are conducted by a ‘special team’ of eight specifically Jewish 
American soldiers who are led by the charismatic thug Lieutenant Aldo 
Raine, played by Brad Pitt. In the second of the film’s five chapters, the 
Basterds are gathered in a military courtyard and told by Raine to pre-
pare for a mission where they are ‘gonna be doin’ one thing, and one 
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thing only – Killin’ Nazis’.1 His speech, marked by the conflation of 
matter-of-fact bluntness and quasi-religious fervour, makes it clear that 
their mission is not part of the military conflict but rather a distinct 
ideological crusade. By characterising Raine as being himself a bit of a 
zealot, Tarantino perhaps knowingly references the specifically Jewish 
associations of the term ‘zealotry’, which derives from a militaristic reli-
gious and political movement that led a bloody uprising against the 
occupying forces of the Roman Empire in the Great Jewish Revolt of AD 
66–70. As the orderly Basterds stand to attention, Raine paces up and 
down their ranks:

Now I don’t know ‘bout y’all? But I sure as hell didn’t come down 
from the goddamn Smoky Mountains, cross five thousand miles 
of water, fight my way through half Sicily, and then jump out of a 
fuckin’ air-o-plane to teach the Nazi lessons in humanity. Nazi ain’t 
got no humanity. They’re the foot soldiers of a Jew-hatin’ mass-
murderin’ maniac, and they need to be destroyed. That’s why any 
and every son-of-a-bitch we find wearin’ a Nazi uniform, they’re 
gonna die.

Now I’m a direct descendant of the mountain man Jim Bridger 
which means I’ve got a little Injun in me, and our battle plan will be 
that of an Apache resistance [author’s note: this line is not included 
in the original screenplay]. We will be cruel to the Germans, and 
through our cruelty, they will know who we are. They will find the 
evidence of our cruelty in the disembowelled, dismembered, and dis-
figured bodies of their brothers we leave behind us. And the Germans 
will not be able to help themselves from imagining the cruelty their 
brothers endured at our hands, and our bootheels, and the edge of 
our knives.
And the Germans will be sickened by us.
And the Germans will talk about us.
And the Germans will fear us.
And when the Germans close their eyes at night and their sub-
conscious tortures them for the evil they’ve done, it will be thoughts 
of us that it tortures them with.
Sound good?2

The film thereafter depicts in graphic detail the brutal murder of scores 
of Nazis with knives, guns, even a baseball bat. The trophy kept by the 
Basterds for their murders is the scalp of each dead German, which 
stands as an analogue for the Jewish skull caps of their victims’ victims 
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and embodies Raine’s ‘eye for an eye’ morality. Some Nazis have their 
lives spared so that they can bear witness to the deeds of the Basterds, 
spreading fear through the Reich – they are dubbed ‘survivors’ by Hitler. 
But before they are released, they are marked by a swastika that Raine 
personally carves into their foreheads with a hunting knife, with the 
ancient Hindu and Buddhist symbol of good luck standing as a gory 
illustration of the lapse from religious signification that has been occa-
sioned by Nazi evil. This act takes the swastika beyond purely Nazi 
stigma: instead it becomes the marker of multiple hatreds, directly link-
ing historical crimes with other murders motivated by revenge for those 
crimes, as if to enact Primo Levi’s fear, expressed in The Truce (1963), of 
how the defeat of Nazi Germany left in its wake what he termed ‘the 
heavy, threatening sensation of an irreparable and definitive evil which 
was present everywhere, nestling like gangrene in the guts of Europe 
and the world, the seed of future harm’.3

Raine’s speech typecasts the Nazi as inhuman, aberrant, monstrous, 
Other. But his conception of the German as an unnatural monster is a 
mentality that the film challenges in a number of ways. Firstly, while 
Nazi leaders such as Hitler and Goebbels are caricatures of their histori-
cal selves and have only bit parts in the actual film, key Nazi characters 
such as the soldier-hero Frederick Zoller and the charismatic, complex 
‘Jew Hunter’ Colonel Hans Landa are humanised, with the latter deriving 
from what Tarantino regards to be ‘a long line of suave, charming Nazis’ 
that have appeared in postwar cinema.4 In the La Louisiane barroom 
shootout scene, a party of drunken German soldiers celebrating a son’s 
first birthday are, again in Tarantino’s words, ‘the closest thing to inno-
cence that the movie offers’.5 They are all massacred by the Basterds. In 
addition, Raine’s recurrent dehumanisation of his victims (‘Nazi ain’t 
got no humanity’) replicates the Nazi worldview that is embodied in 
Landa’s anti-Semitism and his metaphor, in the opening chapter, of 
Jews being like rats: ‘You don’t like them. You don’t really know why 
you don’t like them. All you know is, you find them repulsive.’6 Thus 
the film comes to hinge on a provocative inversion that positions Jews 
bent on vengeance, rather than anti-Semitic Nazis, as the perpetrators 
of barbarity, and the Nazis as the ‘survivors’ or victims.

The first shot of the Basterds in France shows them scalping dead Nazis 
whose bodies are littered round a forest clearing. In the final draft of the 
screenplay, Tarantino included a cut to ‘somebody digging out a gold 
tooth with a knife’ and a voiceover spoken by a German survivor of the 
massacre, Private Butz, ‘The Basterds took their lives, their hair, their 
valuables, their identity, and finally their dignity in death’, although 
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this was not included in the final edit of the film.7 This pointed role 
reversal is continued when the character Donny, also known as ‘the 
Bear Jew’, then executes a captured Nazi, Sergeant Rachtman, with a 
baseball bat, which stands as a particularly neat symbol for the film’s 
openly conflicted moral vision, in terms of the bat’s contrasting asso-
ciations with wholesome US sporting recreation and violent gangster 
crime. In this scene, it is the Nazi who is figured as dignified and hon-
ourable as he kneels down and awaits his death wearing a medal that 
has been awarded to him for bravery. This is not to say that the Bear Jew 
is therefore the inhuman monster: indeed, quite the opposite. And this 
is where the film conforms to the humanist grounding of Holocaust 
impiety and blasts open the binary logic of othering – good and evil, us 
and them, human and monster – that is adhered to by Landa and Raine 
alike. For the Bear Jew turns out to be physically distinguished only by 
his relative conventionality; he is a handsome, well-groomed, recently 
conscripted American college boy wearing casual military dress, and 
neither the brutal thug that his name implies nor the Golem that Hitler 
fears. What is unnerving about the baseball bat scene is the recognis-
able humanity of the murderer.

While the film’s title foregrounds the exploits of the Basterds, the 
main plot centres on a character called Shoshana Dreyfus, the young 
Jewish owner of a Paris art house cinema that forms the setting for 
the film’s denouement. Based in part on a character called Nicole in 
Castellari’s Inglorious Bastards, who is an orphaned nurse working with 
the French Resistance, Shoshana witnesses her parents’ murder in 
the opening scene when Landa discovers their family hiding in the 
basement of Perrier Lapadite’s mountainside farmhouse. Shoshana 

Figure 19 Inglourious Basterds



Inglourious Basterds 177

is the only one to escape. Years later, when Goebbels arrives in Paris 
and decides to host the premiere of his new film, Nation’s Pride, at her 
cinema, she becomes reacquainted with her parents’ executioner, and 
her story converges with that of the Basterds as they each resolve to 
take their revenge on the Nazis by blowing up the cinema on the night 
of the premiere. It is at this point that the film’s central metaphor of 
cinema as weapon reaches its logical culmination.

As a former video store worker and film buff turned filmmaker, 
Tarantino has always to some degree made his films about cinema, and 
they are characterised by the way that they play self-consciously with 
genre, ranging from gangster films to blaxploitation movies and mar-
tial arts films. As David L. Robbins writes:

Time and again he’s picked the past apart, reassembled traditions 
and clichés alike into forms we recognize only in places. His movies 
burn in our eyes strange and familiar, all at once. Tarantino backs 
into the future.8

In this forward-moving, but backward-facing, fashion, Inglourious 
Basterds incorporates a range of cinematic reference points, drawing on, 
amongst others, men-on-a-mission war films such as The Dirty Dozen 
(1967) and more violent and controversial Hollywood representations 
of Nazism such as Sam Peckinpah’s Cross of Iron (1977).9 Tarantino has 
noted how its chapter structure is ‘novelistic’, by which he means it 
draws on specific narrative conventions, moving from a spaghetti west-
ern to ‘a little French movie, with a touch of Lubitsch’ to a ‘mid-1960s 
bunch-of-guys-go-to-war-movie’.10 From the outset, Inglourious Basterds 
deploys quotations to emphasise its cinematic ancestry and the obvi-
ously fictive nature of its narrative. The opening chapter subtitle, ‘Once 
upon a time ... in Nazi-occupied France’, highlights that this is a work 
of fantasy and make-believe while also referencing Sergio Leone’s spa-
ghetti western Once Upon a Time in the West (1968), which was a key 
influence on Tarantino’s revenge narrative and which is also alluded to 
through the soundtrack, which includes a number of songs by Ennio 
Morricone.

This inward-looking cinematic self-referentiality has often attracted 
criticism. Lee Weston Sabo draws on Fredric Jameson’s idea that, 
deprived of historicity, postmodern pastiche has become a ‘dead lan-
guage’ or ‘blank parody’ to argue that a film such as Kill Bill (2003 and 
2004) is at once ‘one of the most flamboyant pieces of cinematic pas-
tiche in recent years’ and a ‘near total failure as social commentary 
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because all of its reference points are in other (mostly terrible) films’.11 
As a typical genre piece with at least one explicit piece of direct pas-
tiche, the content of Inglourious Basterds is again ‘dealt with in terms of 
other films’.12 Specifically, Nation’s Pride is a black-and-white parody of 
the propaganda films that were championed by Goebbels through the 
Universum Film AG (UFA) – the major studio that was nationalised by 
the Nazis and that became the monopoly parent company of the entire 
German film industry. Nation’s Pride was directed by Eli Roth, who also 
plays the Bear Jew, and is shown as a film within a film during the clos-
ing chapter set in Shoshana’s cinema. With characteristic self-reference 
and irreverence, Inglourious Basterds was even promoted through a piece 
of viral marketing that consisted of an online trailer for Nation’s Pride, 
directed by the fictional Alois Von Eichberg. It included a melodramatic 
American voiceover which parodied big-budget Hollywood movie trail-
ers and began with the line, ‘From Reich Minister Dr Joseph Goebbels 
comes the remarkable true story of Frederick Zoller, Germany’s most 
decorated war hero’. And Nation’s Pride does indeed portray the young 
soldier Frederick Zoller as a hero of the Reich and cinematic icon; Zoller 
plays himself in a film that tells the story of how he held out in an 
Italian bell tower for three days during a shootout with 300 American 
soldiers, most of whom he killed. Tarantino has described how this nar-
rative was designed to echo an actual Nazi propaganda film released at 
the very end of the war called Kolberg (1945), which depicted the suc-
cessful defence of a besieged Prussian town against Napoleon’s invad-
ing army in 1807. The film opened in Berlin on 30 January 1945 and 
was screened at a German naval base in La Rochelle and in the Reich 
Chancellery following Hitler’s final radio address. This seems to evi-
dence the crumbling regime’s continued belief in the direct impact of 
cinematic narratives on wartime life. As Tarantino commented, a way 
of saying, ‘ “We’re not gonna win any more battles on the battlefields, 
but we’re gonna win one in the cinemas.” ’13 In these terms, cinema 
becomes the arena for a certain kind of warfare that mirrors actual 
warfare but produces more palatable results for the defeated. Tarantino 
thereby takes the lead for his own revisionist distortions – namely, the 
way he uses cinematic fantasy to enact retribution for the Holocaust – 
from the Nazis, and specifically Goebbels.

From its tongue-in-cheek promotional campaigns through to its cen-
tral focus on the anti-hero Landa, Inglourious Basterds continually refer-
ences its own Nazification and swooning complicity with Nazi ethics 
and aesthetics. The swastika-draped cinema that provides the setting 
for the film’s climax deliberately continues a long cinematic tradition 
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of Nazi kitsch, with Tarantino describing the auditorium as resem-
bling ‘something out of one of Tinto Brass’s Italian B-movie ripoffs 
of Visconti’s “The Damned” ’.14 When Zoller hacks a swastika into the 
wooden floor of the bell tower, he physically etches the close relation-
ship between Nation’s Pride and Inglourious Basterds – both at the level 
of aesthetics and in terms of the moral proximity of their mass-murder-
ing protagonists. If anything, the fact that Zoller carves swastikas into 
wood while Raine carves them into flesh emphasises Raine’s brutality 
over Zoller’s relative humanity, recalling that the ‘eye for an eye’ moral 
code of the former is in fact a stricture against overly severe punish-
ments that exceed the violence of the original offence: you should take 
an eye for an eye, nothing more.

In its gaudy Hollywood adoption of Nazi paradigms, Inglourious 
Basterds reflects critically on the historical uses of cinema and the cine-
matic uses of history, especially inasmuch as these relate to the exploi-
tation or revision of historical events: here, of course, the film reflects 
on its own practice. There is a sense in which Inglourious Basterds consti-
tutes a knowing attempt by Tarantino to beat the cinema-loving Nazis at 
their own game, with the battles being contested in Inglourious Basterds 
taking place both at the level of the wartime plot and also at the level of 
competing misrepresentations of history, with Goebbels’s propaganda 
and what will later be Landa’s attempt to rewrite the past, and specifi-
cally his role in it, forming the ideological counterpoints to Tarantino’s 
revenge fantasy. It is as though the director is saying something like, 
‘Look, my unreality needs to beat theirs’. These historiographical bat-
tles are all staged, fought out and rendered on the big screen. When 
an English secret agent, Lieutenant Archie Hicox, meets with Winston 
Churchill and an army general in order to discuss his involvement in 
‘Operation Kino’ (which translates as ‘Operation Cinema’) alongside 
the Basterds, the conversation does not centre on military strategy or 
politics, as might be expected, but rather on film, and specifically the 
German film industry under the Third Reich. Hicox describes how 
Goebbels had intended to create ‘a new era in German cinema – an 
alternative to what he considers the Jewish German intellectual cinema 
of the 1920s and the Jewish-controlled dogma of Hollywood’.15 When 
asked by Churchill how he’s doing, he replies, ‘Quite well actually’.16 
Prior to the war, Hicox had made his name as a film critic and an 
authority on 1920s German cinema, and this is the world that he must 
understand and operate within when he joins the Basterds, not least 
because a famous German film star, Bridget von Hammersmark, has 
become an Allied informant and has agreed to help them gain entry to 
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the premiere. The film industry is thereby the structural mechanism for 
the entire revenge plot.

‘Operation Kino’ thus represents a classically Manichean military 
conflict and also a struggle between contrasting modes of cinematic 
representation; specifically, through its postmodern self-awareness of 
genre and language games, the film proposes a complex theory of com-
munication and reception that challenges the symbolic literalism of 
the Basterds and their practice of carving swastikas into the foreheads 
of their victims, which can be read as a horrifically naive attempt to 
equate a signifier (swastika) with a signified (Nazi). Raine’s continual 
refrain is that while a Nazi can remove his uniform, a swastika scar will 
remain an indelible sign of who he really is. The irony, however, is that 
‘Operation Kino’ requires the Basterds to enter unfamiliar, postmodern 
worlds of fictions, game playing, masks, reversals, alter egos and linguis-
tic slippage that challenge this model of signification. This is illustrated 
in the drinking game they are forced to play at La Louisiane where the 
lead player has a card with a famous person or fictional character stuck 
to their forehead. The aim of the game is for that person to guess who 
they are by asking questions of the other participants. The assumed 
identity of the lead player tends to make a telling statement; for exam-
ple, Major Hellstrom is given a card with King Kong on it, as though to 
suggest that as a Nazi he is, in fact, an exaggerated, fictional monster. 
Conversely, a private is given the character of Winnetou, Chief of the 
Apaches, emphasising the kinship between Aldo ‘the Apache’ Raine and 
the German perpetrators. The location of the card on the player’s fore-
head is clearly significant, with the sense of shifting, uncertain identi-
ties that pervades the game contrasting to the permanence and physical 
violence of Raine’s swastikas. Challenging the unreflective determin-
ism of the swastikas, the postmodern poetics of Inglourious Basterds per-
form a counter-argument, holding that any signifying practice must 
turn on itself: the actions of the Basterds show what a failure to do so 
might lead to, with their carved swastikas inscribing Nazi identity just 
as Star of David armbands and tattoos were used by the Nazis to mark 
out the Jews as Other, as victim.

The way in which a literal interpretation of language links to the per-
petuation of human harm is underscored in the final scene when Raine 
carves a swastika into Landa’s scalp and stares down into the camera, 
which adopts the point of view of the floored victim. He admires his 
gory craftsmanship, commenting to his partner Utivich: ‘I think this 
just might be my masterpiece’.17 The screenplay gives the direction: 
‘They ghoulishly giggle.’18 As the last line of the film, this immediately 
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precedes the credit ‘Written and Directed by Quentin Tarantino’, giving 
the sense of a wry directorial comment on his own achievement. But 
in using this specific phrase, Raine recalls a moment earlier in the film 
when Zoller tells Shoshana that this is precisely what Goebbels thought 
he had achieved with Nation’s Pride. Validation for this high estimation 
of Nation’s Pride later comes from Hitler, who describes it as ‘extraor-
dinary’, turning to Goebbels at the premiere and saying, ‘This is your 
finest film yet’.19 This parallelism creates an uneasy affinity between 
an unholy trinity of film workers – the impresario Goebbels, the faux-
Italian stuntman Raine and the director Tarantino – and characterises 
them all, to some extent, as conduits for the reception and perpetra-
tion of a self-replicating circle of violence that rests on an über-literal 
interpretation of the relationship between language and identity. It also 
emphatically chastens any viewer whose response to Inglourious Basterds 
contains echoes of the cackling Fuehrer as he watches Nation’s Pride, 
thrown into gleeful spasms by the spectacle of cinematic cruelty and 
military violence. Similarly, in the scene where the Bear Jew murders 
a Nazi with a baseball bat, the German refuses to divulge information 
about the whereabouts of German forces in the area, and Raine glee-
fully replies, ‘Actually, Werner, we’re all tickled ya said that. Frankly, 
watchin’ Donny beat Nazis to death is the closest we ever get to watchin’ 
the movies.’20

In making this link between the violence of cinematic spectacle and 
the violence of history, the film recalls Adorno’s comments on the rela-
tionship between aesthetic pleasure and real historical suffering in his 
essay ‘Commitment’:

The so-called artistic representation of the sheer physical pain of peo-
ple beaten to the ground by rifle-butts contains, however remotely, 
the power to elicit enjoyment out of it. The moral of this art, not 
to forget for a single instant, slithers into the abyss of its opposite. 
The aesthetic principle of stylization [...] make[s] an unthinkable fate 
appear to have some meaning; it is transfigured, something of its 
horror is removed.21

By equating the Nazi elite’s response to the death orgy of Nation’s Pride 
with the Basterds’ view of murder as a form of entertainment, Tarantino 
draws out the ghastliness of certain responses to the aesthetic render-
ing of historical suffering. But this is a response he continually invites 
his own audience to share, and he thereby generates a critique of the 
gratuity of the film’s own violence – and specifically a questioning of 
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what kind of pleasure should be derived from cinematic violence – by 
asking the audience to reflect on the nature of the pleasure they take in 
the film, indeed in all his films. As Sabo writes, ‘the target of Inglourious 
Basterds’ acerbity [is] the postwar film audiences in Europe and America 
whose fondness for action and cheap drama reduced World War II to a 
genre’.22 The fictional nature of the film makes the possibility of elicit-
ing enjoyment slightly less remote than if it were a representation of 
real suffering inflicted on Jewish victims; reality is already transfig-
ured, or rather transgressed, but our capacity to derive pleasure from 
this kind of brutality is challenged at the moment that it is equated 
with the vulgar guffawing of the Fuehrer or the preferred pastime of a 
‘Nazi-scalping, face-mutilating, ignorant hillbilly psychopath’.23

Through a plot where assassins pose as film makers, and propaganda 
films shape the outcome of wars, Inglourious Basterds characterises its 
own medium as a way of projecting into reality rather than a form of 
mimesis that simply offers projections of reality. In a chapter called 
‘Revenge of the Giant Face’ another film within a film interjects into 
the main narrative. The chapter title references the monologue that 
Shoshana records for the Nazis, which, after locking her victims in the 
cinema auditorium, she plays over Nation’s Pride to announce their fate 
and to celebrate her role in it: ‘My name is Shoshana Dreyfus, and this 
is the face of Jewish vengeance! Marcel, BURN IT DOWN!’24 Her sur-
name resonating with a notorious instance of fin de siècle French anti-
Semitism, Shoshana becomes a vengeful spirit for the murdered Jewish 
people, rising like a deranged Lady Lazarus out of pyre-like flames, 
with the flaking nitrate film recalling the tangled bodies of the Nazis’ 
victims and standing as a metaphor for the way that film refashions 
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 history: rather than being used to preserve and document the past as it 
was, the cinematic archive offers combustible material that is directed 
towards changing it. Doubly displayed on celluloid through both her 
film and Tarantino’s film, the face of Jewish vengeance is that of a 
blonde, ultra Aryan-looking Hollywood starlet, again referencing the 
incorporation of Nazi values into the mode of vengeance proposed by 
Inglourious Basterds. The screenplay notes: ‘The way this HUGE IMAGE 
OF SHOSHANA’S GIANT FACE stares down the auditorium of Nazis 
brings to mind Orwells “1984” Big Brother’ [sic].25

Despite this incorporation of totalitarian values and aesthetics, this 
nonetheless remains a film where violence contains the possibility of 
virtue and, on the flip side, compassion is construed as weakness. In 
the scene where Shoshana prepares to set fire to her own cinema, she 
applies red makeup across her face like war paint while David Bowie’s 
‘Cat People (Putting Out Fire)’ plays ironically on the soundtrack. This 
1980s rock song, driven by a trashy electric guitar, includes the lyric 
‘putting out fire with gasoline’ and was used in Paul Schrader’s film 
Cat People (1982), encapsulating the archness of Tarantino’s rather 
glam brand of Hollywood-backed Holocaust retribution. The aesthet-
ics of violent revenge are amplified and romanticised by the narrative 
logic of this sequence which implies that this murderous act is making 
Shoshana beautiful. In contrast, after she shoots Zoller in the projection 
room, the soundtrack becomes schmaltzy and sentimental and it is a 
brief moment of sympathy for the victim that allows Zoller to deceive 
her and shoot her in retaliation.

Tarantino’s idea that the ‘power of cinema’ can be harnessed to fight 
the Nazis not simply in a metaphorical sense but as a ‘literal reality’ 
applies Shoshana’s sense of cinema as weapon to his own film and 
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 dramatically elevates the medium from the order of simple entertain-
ment or escapism. As an audience, however much we suspend our disbe-
lief we intuitively understand that this particular system of signs does 
not directly represent any historical reality and the director repeatedly 
emphasises that it is a film, a fantasy, a fairy tale with a starting point of 
‘once upon a time’. But Tarantino’s comments seem to hold equally that 
the fantasies and fictions of cinema are not unreal: they describe the 
way that we view the world and the way that we exist within it. They 
have vitality. As Terrence Des Pres wrote of works that invoke Holocaust 
laughter, this kind of fiction constitutes a ‘secondary world’ that is ‘in 
full revolt against the world that encircles it. The actual world is rec-
ognised but not accepted as final, even though, of course, it is final. 
But human beings do not live by actuality only.’26 In this sense, the 
opposition of reality and fantasy that tends to dominate discussions 
of Holocaust fiction is perhaps a false dichotomy; or at least there are 
aspects of history and invention that inextricably coexist, as hard to 
separate out in cinema as in life.

An example of what Des Pres termed ‘double-world art’ that blends 
outright truth with outright fiction, the film’s duality is referenced in 
its doubly misspelt title, Inglourious Basterds, which references a real 
piece of cinematic prehistory (Castellari’s film) and a familiar language 
and form of spelling – we know what these words mean.27 But at the 
same time, this title characterises the film as a distinct realm of signi-
fication: one that stands apart from the language and known reality 
of all that came before, in cinema and in history. In this way, the title 
positions the film as a new and distinctive form of representation that 
nonetheless exists in a real relationship to the past and its signs – a kind 
of language written against language.28 A language that we recognise 
but that has been polluted by something else – Levi’s ‘definitive evil’, 
perhaps. Importantly, this impious mode of representation remains 
 differentiated from the legitimate genetic link to the past that is the 
hallmark of testimony. The film does not claim Holocaust representa-
tion as its birthright: its relationship to the past is explicitly bastardised, 
which is to say illegitimate. But it is precisely this position of illegiti-
macy that allows Inglourious Basterds to explore the human evil that lies 
behind its violent, vengeful fantasies: the human evil of a Holocaust 
that it responds to and that is also part of itself.
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