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Prom whose hollow  bones death  
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Our bodies continue to  lament 
With th e ir  m utilated  music.
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PROLOGUE
Rachel died and she was buried on the way to Ephrath 
and Jacob set up a p il la r  upon her grave 
i t  is  the p il la r  of Rachel's grave 
which is  there to th is  day.

Genesis  35:19-20

A voice is heard in Ramah, a dirge for the dead, a reflection of absence. Bitterly, 

mother Rachel weeps, for her children are no more. Her maternal mourning resonates 

with a longing for a consummation unaquired; her travail, the birth pangs which 

proceed the coming(s) of the Messiah, signals an immanent termination. Her final act, a 

naming: Ben-oni, she whispers, son of my sorrow. The fatal parturition, the refutation 

of barrenness, completes the aggregate. The twelve stones of Jordan mark the dying 

place, and the youngest pebble is left to subsist by suckling the surrogate breasts of a 

handmaid.

Jacob buried Rachel's body en route to Ephrath, a non-place of fruitful 

abundance. Ephrath is the promise of potent fertility, it is the country of fecundity and 

productiveness. Therein grow the covenantal vineyards of prosperity, the grapes of 

nostalgic origin and expectant destination. The way to Ephrath, the sojourner's 

wilderness, is a caravan trail of longing, but it is also the non-place of exile — the 

displacement of proprietor, from landedness to captivity. Adamantine cairns dot the 

desert as eternal waymarks to and away from inheritance. On-the-way optimistically 

awaits fulfillment, but solemnly anticipates expulsion — always remembering 

Mitzrayim, the narrow place. In the exilic eviction, the apparition of Rachel will arise



from her sepulcher to bemoan her refugee progeny and entreat Yahweh for their 

salvation.

According to Slavic folklore, the corpse of the suspected vampire is interred at 

the crossing-place, the fork in the road, the place of alternatives. The reanimated ghoul, 

arising from its grave, will not be able to decide which path to follow, and will remain 

quiescent at the confluence of choice. Monsters reside at these metaphoric junctions, 

the spots of indecision and uncertainty, the carrefour of Hecate: Goddess of Crossways 

and the Dark of the Moon. The returner, the revenant, is itself a boundary creature, a 

retainment of material corporeality which has re-crossed from death to life, but with a 

forfeiture of spirit. Vampires contest the boundary spaces by haunting the in-between 

zones of discursive thresholds. They live on the territorial edge between same and 

other, between interior and exterior — the place of undecidability where superstitious 

peasants refuse to camp. Gallows are built at the crossroads, the indeterminate lairs of 

malevolent phantoms, because they are, like Golgotha, unclaimed spaces outside the 

city. Vampires are creatures of differance, the Derridean neologism for the actively 

disruptive. They are, as neither/nor epistemological instabilities, a refutation of erudite 

marginalizations. Monsters are alterity made flesh, humanoid beasts who prowl at the 

threshold in malingering defiance of our oppositions.



INTRODUCTION

MOTHERS AND MONSTERS

I begin with two images: the mother and the monster. Rachel, the inconsolable mother, 

weeps; while the monster, the nightmarish creature of night, skulks. It is an odd pairing 

which juxtaposes elegiac lullabies with grotesque inversions of the natural order — it is 

a pairing which reflects my struggle to reincarnate disembodied flesh. The mother 

signifies the desire to acknowledge that which has been lost and to protest the lacuna 

formed by absence. Her weeping represents the importance of connection, of 

maintaining a sustaining line of lament. In the mother's tears we sense the resonance of 

children who can not be seen.

The monster, on the other hand, must be seen. Monstrare, to show, is what 

being a monster is all about, and true to its etymological basis, a monster does not go 

away. It may hide in the shadows, or be discounted as myth, but it abides with us 

always. The monster is a creation, a unique fabrication which lacks a precedent, and 

therefore, a context for understanding or accepting it. Scriptures tell us that adham was 

created in God's likeness, imago Dei, giving all descendants of the imaged-ones a divine 

referent, a model for the natural. The monster, however, is postnatural, because it lacks 

an inviolate connection to the ordained taxonomic schemata which, although sketched 

by the rational mind, was an attempt to the transcribe the vox Dei in nature. As a result, 

the monster is the opposite of apotheosis — the deformed refuting of ontological reality.



They are, by their peculiar nature/appearance, relegations; existing only as an 

incarnation of negative theology.

Once it has been created, however, the monster cannot be eliminated, and 

although it lacks the referentiality required for classificatory allotment, it remains with 

us, ever skulking. To acknowledge the monster, one must use colours and utterances 

that lie at the margins beyond analytical discourses, because the monster, the 

acategorical tertium quid, exceeds the linguistic basis for classification. Somewhere 

within our mad charge to articulate and impose a logical order on the cosmos, strange 

byproducts or leftovers remained to elude definition. These monsters frolic at the 

cartographic extremities of our cognitive maps as a deformed variant of the creature 

who resides at the center — a mutated reflection.

AFTER: THE HERMENEUTIC RUPTURE
We may consider a monster to be something of an outcome, the perverse product of 

inquisitive epistemophilia pushed to the limits. Having said this, my first reaction is to 

think of Oedipus blindly stumbling towards exile, but Oedipus (as I will later argue) is 

no monster. The monster does not poke its own eyes out, and the gods play no role in 

determining its moira. There is nothing tragic about monsters. They simply exist to be 

looked at, to show, and little more. They show us breakage and we must choose how 

we excavate their abyss.

At Jewish weddings, the glass is broken to commemorate the destruction of the 

Jewish temple. It is a mourning amidst festivity which connects the ghosts of history to 

the promise of new generations. This is the task of the mother — to both lament and



suckle. On the ninth of November, 1938, the monster joined this story of broken glass. 

Kristallnacht stands as a symbol of breakage, a severing of relations. The windows can 

be replaced, but the shards, the stiicke, remain.

Breaking or rupture functions as a basic theme in postmodernism. The concept 

of humanity in unruptured movement towards maturity is a modern one. For Hegel, 

rupturous events exist in history, but the breaking quality is subordinate to a larger 

project of reconciliation and harmony. Hegel goes so far as to call history a “slaughter 

bench”, but it is at the abattoir where spiritual consonance is established. Like Christ, 

whose horrific death on Golgotha established a reunification of the Edenic rift, Hegel 

read history as a text of redemption — a whole text which enfolds the vile and the 

sanguine.

There have been many events which have made us doubt this Hegelian concept 

of humanity, but for many there is something distinct about the Holocaust which resists 

diluted generalizations into another unrecognizable manifestation of some class struggle 

or antithetical demon in a spiritual dialectic. For Emil Fackenheim, the Hegelian 

system represents the most sustained and important attempt at a universal Logos outside 

the Christian story, but this movement is a movement of sublation, and the Holocaust, 

as an inexplicable event for Fackenheim, was unsublatable. It does not function as a 

highly efficient heightening of Hegel's slaughter bench, but a terminal point at which 

the entire system falls apart. Mark C. Taylor puts it this way: “in the dark light of those 

flames and the arid dust of those ashes, modernism ends and something other begins.”1 

The line is drawn at Auschwitz, and it is more than a strictly historical break. The other



is an after, with its own rules and commandments; opting for a temporary deferral of 

destruction over final and unequivocal solutions.

For Fackenheim, the Holocaust is not an expression of something which is much 

more general — such as incommensurability or dijferance. It exists as a crucial and 

unique revelation of modernity, a caesuric fulfillment of the Geist in which we are 

made, in the words of Phillipe Lacoue-Labarthe, “caesura-ed heirs.”2 We, in other 

words, are not merely observers obligated to remember and re-tell, but are participants 

in its effects. If modernity's confidence in human potential, its faith in progress, and its 

unyielding dedication to enlightenment have all culminated in an event which was bom 

and executed at the highest stage of human cultural achievement, then this event must 

call into question all of the assumptions which underlie those achievements. Pre- 

modernity, with its transcendent faith and grounding confidence in tradition, was rooted 

in the past, and may be named by the sign Jerusalem. Modernity, which cast off these 

props for a grand and ambitious narrative of increase, breathlessly lived in the present, 

gulping at the fresh air of future possibilities. We will name it with the sign Athens. 

Post-modernity, divided by rupture, is not the resplendent unfolding of capacity, but a 

dissolution of both Athens and Jerusalem — tradition and expectation. The post here is 

an erosion, without foundation or certainty — it is an after-time. We will name it, 

following Fackenheim, with the sign Auschwitz — the ruptural point by which other 

ruptures are made visible.

For Fackenheim, post-modernity must confront the questions of the Holocaust 

without appealing to the pre-caesuric tools, yet it must (as an ethical imperative) 

confront these questions by a resistance, what Fackenheim calls tikkun olam, a mending



of the world.3 Mending involves a redemptive transformation which recognizes the 

Holocaust for what it was, yet altering what it must be. To do this, he says, we must 

avoid two antithetical positions. The first, proposes that the Holocaust is absolutely 

different from all other events, sui generis. This raises the old philosophical conundrum 

about whether, since knowledge proceeds from particular to universal, something 

utterly other can even be conceived. The second views every difference as absolute — 

thus debasing any attempt at communication, and relativizing the suffering of 

Holocaustal victims. The Shoah should not be regarded as an accident, an aberration 

unconnected to the techno-scientific trajectory of Western development, but as a 

moment that both belongs to our history and calls all of its assumptions into question. It 

is for this reason that Maurice Blanchot designated Auschwitz as “the absolute event of 

history... that utter-bum where all history took fire.”4 These thoughts were echoed by 

Georges Battaille, who saw Auschwitz as “the reality, the badge, of man.” The after

image of humanity, he suggested, “is henceforth inseparable from a gas chamber.”5

One example of mending which Fackenheim suggests in his The Jewish Bible 

After the Holocaust is a rereading or recentering of the biblical story around previously 

marginal themes. For example, a pre-Holocaustal reading would take sides with 

Yahweh and his servant Moses who castigates the wandering Jews who mutter against 

God on behalf on their thirsty children. An after-reading might takes sides with the 

mothers of the children, “against Moses and if necessary, against God Himself.”6 

Similarly, the figure of Rachel, weeping for her children, is shifted from the periphery 

to the center, as a nuclear metaphor for uniting Jewish and Christian approaches to 

scripture in what Fackenheim calls a “fraternal reading.” Resistant to Christian



appropriation and suppressionism, the fraternal does not seek consensus, but convenes 

with a penitent humility by which the assumptions of benign righteousness are bound. 

It is with an ear fraternally attuned to suffering that testimony may be tacitly embraced, 

not towards a removal of the gap, but a narrowing and respect of the gap. The Rachel 

figure, read without Matthew, allows us to humbly approach the Bible as a document 

which is new and alien — a rupturous text.

The Holocaust, to use the apostle Paul's term, is an event that scandalizes, it 

forces us to blindly stumble over our haughty expectations by disturbing our 

comfortable prop of resurrection faith. We cannot simply interpret it away without 

trivializing its disturbingly unredeeming features with an oppressive utterance. We 

must wait, as if in the Lenten moment, before Blessed Assurance, to stand in fraternal 

complicity with the victimized other. This does not break the word of redemption, but 

hushes the triumphal declaration. Crucifixion, like the Holocaust, is a severe 

indictment; and in its shadow we are made guilty bystanders. At the impasse, we stand 

at Lent, with salvation postponed. But we cannot remain indolent, like Heidegger, who 

once acquiesced, “only a god can save us now.”7 We do not presume a Messianic role, 

or to speak for God, but to be moral faith-full beings who are willing to recenter our old 

readings as an ethical response to rupture.

The encrustations of pogrom blood and rishus 8 found a corrosive fruition in the 

ideological narcissism of National Socialism — a self-identical egotism which manifest 

itself in the purging of an unmastered matrix of containment. The vainglorious myth 

was a womb of originary presence in which the alterity of the Jewry was named as the 

intrusionary other, the fissure of disruption in the geist-structured continuity. The



hegemonic fantasies of purity and totality allowed for an expulsion of difference, and 

the industrial apparatus of the concentration camps made it possible to exterminate the 

nomad, the pariah and the wandering exile of eternal Diaspora. This refutation of 

disorientation and disavowal of uprootedness justified a reorientation to an identity 

synonymous with non-identity. JJmsiedlung (resettlement), the notoriously 

euphemistic code-word for the final solution, created a différend, a litigation in which 

the accused were divested of the right to critique their prosecutors, and thus became 

victims.9 The displaced other, the first-person plural, found singularity and asylum in 

the smoke as immolation for the sacrificial holocaust.

As a Christian, who seeks to come to terms with Auschwitz from within a 

tradition inside the matrix, I impose a type of alienation upon myself as an attempt to 

critique my tradition — by imaginatively experiencing it through the eyes of those who 

stand outside the matrix. The Holocaust, as a hermeneutic rupture, sends tremors 

through the foundations of Christian self-understanding, forcing me to renegotiate my 

tradition by acknowledging the caesuric hermeneutic criterion. Just as Luther 

experienced his tower-room shift to justification by faith, the Shoah profoundly shifts 

the integrity of faith, and asks one to admit new readings and recenterings.

Irving Greenburg offered a simple hermeneutic principle for guiding such 

rereadings: “No statement, theological or otherwise, should be made which would not 

be credible in the presence of burning children.”10 After the rupture, then, no Christian 

should utter a phrase without spiritually descending into the pyre, with humility and 

sympathy, to offer up those words for approval. If Luther could open a recentered 

reading of the gospel story, then we must also allow the Shoah, with its burning



children, to forge for us a reading no longer subject to the hubris of Christian 

triumphalism.

Forty years after the war, it was estimated that over ninety percent of the 

literature and scholarship written about the Holocaust was composed by either survivors 

or persons who had a sense of belonging to an ethnic or cultural victim group.11 As a 

result, the world of academe has often labeled the event as a “Jewish” discipline — a 

closed debate which exempts those outside the inner clannish circle from trespassing on 

“sacred” ground. Understandably, the Holocaust holds profound spiritual weight for 

those inside this circle of the persecuted and disenfranchised, but the significance of the 

event will only be fully revealed when it transcends its identity as a symbol of Jewish 

fate, unity and the necessity of Jewish survival. It was, of course, a Jewish story, but is 

not a Jewish story alone — the event belongs to a larger narrative, and the implications 

of this particular chapter on the larger story reach far beyond the Jewish world.

I write, as a Christian, not to appropriate the story, but to fraternally 

acknowledge the importance of the caesura. To stand in complicity with the other. In 

the after, involvement is transferred to all the citizens of Planet Auschwitz. In the after, 

all are made conspirators and confederates in the contrite place of eternal compunction. 

Adorno tells a type of Hasidic tale about an occupying German officer who visited 

Picasso's studio in France, and upon examining his magnum opus, Guernica, asked the 

painter if he had created this disturbing work.12 The cubist looked up at the canvas and 

prosaicly answered the young Nazi's question: “No, you did.”



POSTCARDS

I would like to introduce one more image in addition to the mother/monster: the 

postcard. Below are two.13 The first is a “Briefaktion” postcard — a fraud of operation 

letter sent to the friends and relatives of those who were sent to Auschwitz, assuring 

them that their loved one was alive and well. The inmate who wrote this postcard was a 

transport from Theresienstadt. It was mailed from Berlin, and by the time it was read, 

the ashes of the writer had been scattered. The second image was a commemorative 

postcard issued by the U.S. Postal service depicting the liberation of the death camps by 

American army troops.

The first image is an obvious fabrication.

The second is also a type of fabrication, an aesthetic form of deception. As a piece of 

political kitsch, it satisfies patriotic nostalgia by juxtaposing two “pre-digested” 14 

images, the wired lager and the statue of liberty; the symbolic equivalents of 

totalitarianism and democracy. It is a comforting image, assuaging fears that ghosts 

may still walk amongst us. Regardless of how horrific the Holocaustal experience, 

order was eventually restored, and freedom reigned.

The postcard can be critiqued on several levels. As a visual, its formal qualities 

are inappropriate in relation to both its intention and its cultural content — matching a



death factory with a maudlin rendering of the “emancipation beacon”. As a piece of 

propaganda, it is directed towards a manipulative goal mawkishly painting Dachau as a 

decisive Aceldama in the great holy war. Walter Benjamin described this as the 

aesthetization of politics15 — an approach which he associated with fascism. As the 

paradigm for a destructive solution, Benjamin argued, fascism creates a mass auratic 

artwork which presses the technological apparatus into a perverse production of ritual 

values, which then mobilizes the technical resources for the war-machine. Writing in 

the shadow of the swastika, he saw the culmination of art-for-art raised to the grotesque 

and grandiose level of Nazi regalia — a colourful pageant of cultic ostentation wrapping 

jingoistic goals in ceremonial symbol. In many ways, this anti-fascist postcard does 

exactly the same thing.

T.W. Adorno, a leading member of the Frankfurt School of social and cultural 

criticism, defined kitsch as the “parody of catharsis”16 -  an aesthetic illusion which 

upholds a myth of progress. Based on the notion of irreversible and linear time, the 

myth postulates that change follows an order, a pattern, which develops gradually and 

continually from the inferior to the superior. When the myth is invalidated by moments 

of instability and discontinuity, kitsch is employed as a diversion — and its success is 

facilitated by a readiness for self-deception. Like antiquers rummaging through the old 

piles of Coke bottles and broken cart wheels to rind a hallowed relic from the unsullied 

world of their grandparents, the myth is upheld by identifiable heirlooms which mimic 

genuine historical interaction. My project, in short, is to wrestle with these illusions — 

to understand that the precious treasures of our culture can not be contemplated without
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the horror which recognizes their origin — there is no sacred document which is not, at 

the same time, a postcarded document.

WRESTLING WITH THE MONSTER

Jacob, upon reentering Canaan-land, experienced an inexplicable christophany on the 

west bank of the ford of the Jabbok. There, in the Cimmerian blackness, he silently 

wrestled with a pre-incamate El until dawn broke — until, like sprites, wood nymphs 

and pixies (as well as dark elves and vampires) the Lord implores Jacob to release him 

to the place of origininary presence. Like Rumpelstiltskin, Jacob holds his adversary 

and demands that he reveal his name, for in the ancient Hebraic world, the name was 

the key to a person's power — the name-taboo by which one may control a deity. An 

appellation limited an identity, and as a result, imbued a fragility into the unknown. 

Yahweh, the untamable lion, refuses Jacob's charge, but provides him with an 

alternative cognomen: Israel, fighter of God. The “supplanter” is no longer bounded 

by the negative connotations of his characterizing epithet, yet he does not bear his new 

title to the exclusion of the other. His name is an interchangeable indeterminate.

Jacob, in this story wins, but God is not defeated. Through the story, we learn 

that wrestling with the Other does not lead to victory — and it does not lead to naming: 

the concrete qualification of the Sinaic I am. Demarcation is a circumscription of the 

unknown, an attempt to make manageable the moments of extreme incertitude 

uncalculatable by determined mathematical formulae. It is a refutation of all that is 

inconceivable, and a diminution of the Holy Enigma — a glyph in search of a 

hierophant. In the naming, the relationship between res and verba is solidified, and any



improvisational contingencies are neatly incorporated into a foreordained design of 

order and mandate. Naming affirms that we are creatures of correlation, idiomatic 

beings successively contextualizing our experience by seeking refuge in the comfortable 

sanctuary of accepted language.

Nevertheless, wrestling is what matters. When we wrestle to an end, a naming, 

we miss the importance of the contest, of struggle. In our haste, we push for 

denomination, but the stranger refuses. In our haste, we may fabricate names as an act 

of analogical arrangement, a distortional cataloguing which neatly references a common 

tribal story to provide a reassurance of continuance. Solace is sought in archaic 

scriptures and venerable texts, rhetorical allusions to a prior archetypal occurrence — a 

holokaustos of charred Septuagint sacrifice. But the stranger resists easy answers.

When raising issues of representation and the Holocaust, Adorno's well-known 

warning about barbarism and poetry is invoked as a clear-cut formulation that all 

Holocaustal fictionalizations are inherently harmful because they cannot help introduce 

an element of aesthetic gratification alongside their presentation of the Shoah. 

Ironically, this dictum has been unreflectively appropriated by the very culture industry 

which he assailed so violently during his lifetime as an easily digestible answer to a 

very difficult problem: a postcard. In truth, Adorno wrestled with Auschwitz, returning 

there over and over again in his writings, continuously re-stating and re-qualifying his 

unease about the linking of art and atrocity. At the ford of the Jabbok, Adorno probed, 

but never resolved, the contradiction that, “the abundance of real suffering tolerates no 

forgetting ... that this suffering demands the continued existence of art even as it 

prohibits it.”17
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While not suggesting that one appropriate the dislocated shards of the exilic 

tongue by domesticating the fragments, Adorno pushed for a de-familiarizing but 

redemptive possibility in art. The only philosophy, he argued, which could be 

responsibly practiced after Auschwitz, is the genuflectory attempt to contemplate the 

broken flesh of the lagers from the “standpoint of redemption.” We must seek to 

fashion perspectives, he petitioned, that, “displace and estrange the world, reveal it to 

be, with its rifts and crevices, as indigent and distorted as it will one day appear in the 

messianic light.”18 This displacement highlights the post-Enlightenment separation 

between aesthetics and morality, and seeks after those forms which recenter our 

readings as an act of ethical import.

Adorno held to the axiomatic belief that we must hold a constant vigil of 

rethinking accepted notions, of discovering by mutation, forms which resist totalizing 

philosophies. The Holy, he believed, will manifest itself in the broken antithesis to 

rigidity and wholeness: the chimerical aggregate of aesthetic conventions. The 

Messianic hides under the broken ruins of a new law which emerges out the modern 

rubble. An art which bears witness to this law of transformation will reflect the 

brokenness and establish a shifting covenant. With the tearing of the postcard, 

fragments of colour may be assembled as a montage; not as bold blocks of primary 

tincture and imbued intensity, but as subtle nuances which shine through cinders. 

Shattered fragments which shine because of their lacking; which subvert the coherent 

completeness of easily digestible kitsch.

In his musings on the Angelus Novus of Paul Klee's painting, Walter Benjamin 

repaints the image as a seraph looking back upon the dilapidation of history past. 19 A
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storm (progress) propels him forward and the farther he is displaced from his place of 

origin (Paradise) the pile of destruction and garbage accumulates as ruin upon ruin, 

corpses upon corpse. Hegel's slaughter-bench is re-read, not as a necessary means to a 

paradisiacal telos, but the apocalyptic pangs which will signal the advent of a new age. 

As an almost parodic subversion of the Hegelian owl of Minerva which spreads its 

wings and takes to flight at dusk, Benjamin's angel seems to agree with the night-bird 

that a philosopher cannot transcend the contemporary world, but moves beyond this to 

argue that contemplation draws its energy from the hope in what has not yet been — 

from a future incommensurate with the ruins of history. The angel exists to bear 

witness to the horror of what has gone before, to add stories of death to the womb of a 

new covenant.

The womb exists, not in the glorious teleology of the historical narrative, but in 

its decay, in the darkened and spiritually bankrupt corridors of its hubristicly decrepit 

ivory tower. Messianic time can only be measured as an inverse which can be detected 

in the rubble. Only those heterodox shards which repudiate the wholeness and totality 

of historicistic progress may enter into the kingdom. The Lenten moment, then, waits- 

with, not as a rejection of the cross, but as attempt to return it to an authentic ground. 

Amid the creation which groans, new utterances must be exhumed which will estrange 

and displace the haughty aesthetics of after-Easter triumphalism. We need to view our 

Planet Auschwitz as the distorted and insolvent place which it is — which will only be 

fully apparent in a Messianic light.
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"WRITING” THE HOLOCAUST

The mother-monster connection can be articulated as that very tenuous reciprocity 

between those who have been condemned and those who have not yet been selected. 

The mother not only laments for her babies, but she consumes the very cinders into 

which they were converted so that the ashes will be tasted in her milk by babies yet to 

be bom. The task of the mother is to steadfastly remember, to bear witness. Her 

audible cry reminds us that we must never forget, and that we must continue to seek 

new phylacteries for our foreheads. The monster exists to show us the futility of 

remembrance.

This thesis will wrestle with the ideal of artistic representation as a boundless 

phenomenon — not bounded primarily by what can be imagined (although this is a 

factor) but whether there are ethical (and by extension semiotic) limitations that apply 

to the forms imagined representations take. Boundlessness, a thoroughly Romantic 

notion, upholds genius and originality as the uncircumscribed wings of an inviolable 

and deified individuality. So for instance, Salmon Rusdie, when confronted by 

extraordinarily severe limits of representation, defended literature as “the one place in 

society where we can hear the voices talk about everything in any possible way.” 20

This thesis is not about the Holocaust; nor is about the literature, art or drama 

which have been created as a response to the Holocaust. What I hope to do, rather, is 

explore the issues raised by “writing” the Holocaust. I use writing here to signify, à la 

Roland Barthes, an écriture: the inscribing of memory as visual, lettered or 

performative text. I am directly blurring the distinctions between art genres as a means 

of probing the limit points by which the Holocaust can be aesthetically-approached ~ to
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establish a boundary position, not to engage in literary criticism. The subject, which 

has lost its coherence through a cataclysmic disruption, bucks at the general critical 

discourses on literature and art, because the subject tests the limits of those discourses. 

On this side of the abyss, the fictive is divided from the historical matter which it 

addresses so that even autobiography can be challenged as a myth of the self.21

The tension between “writing” and a testimonial imperative informs the 

aesthetic endeavor — an imaginative flight grounded by the ballast of historical 

accuracy. In the face of the horror of Auschwitz, the most sincere efforts are stunted, 

intimidated, by the moral obligations to which they remain captive. In Force and 

Signification, Jacques Derrida says: “speaking frightens me because, by never saying 

enough, I also say too much.”22 What can and may be written about the Holocaust 

when one word breaks tacit anguish and no multiple of six-million words could begin to 

say enough? The paradox is rearticulated numerous times in Elie Weisel's oeuvre as a 

terse maxim: “Se taire est interdit, parler est impossible.” Forbidden to keep silent, 

impossible to speak.23

The artist who probes in the after of an historical event which skulks at the 

extreme limits of what can be known (because it is the most wrong thing imaginable) 

faces a unique mimetic problem. Because the event cannot be fully known, even by 

those who were there, it will always remain an anathema to aesthetic modes — an object 

to be appropriated. This is not to say that it cannot be written; it is simply to say that 

the conventional tricks for re-presenting are inadequate. To write after is to recognize 

the rupture — that something vital has disappeared, and that art, like all of Western 

culture, must humbly repent. As George Steiner puts it: “We come after. We know
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that a man can read Goethe or Rilke in the evening, that he can play Bach and Schubert, 

and go to his day's work at Auschwitz. We come after, and that is the nerve of our 

condition.” 24 It is this sense of writing after which qualifies my attachment to a 

Holocaust which occurred behind the guise of aesthetic pleasure. As a student of the 

aesthetic, it is a postcarding which I must acknowledge and confess. Not to ask how we 

read and write after Auschwitz, is to pretend, like Heidegger, that nothing consequential 

happened. To assume language and literature can be the same, trivializes the caesura as 

a “Jewish problem”. I write to concede to the break.

I begin, in Chapter One, with Adorno's famous injunction against art after 

Auschwitz; a postulate which warns against the distortion or banalization of the 

Holocaust through deficient or frivolous representations — an imperative which suggests 

there are limits to “writing” which must not, but can be, easily transgressed. The 

transgression here is not gross, such as an outright denial of the historical record, but the 

violation of a nearly-intracable criterion. The intangible, but nonetheless existent 

boundaries, arouse a kind of uneasiness, an uncanny feeling that we have been taken 

from our home, without the familiar waymarks to find our way back. We have an 

obligation to represent, but no vade-mecum for ready reference or master prompt-book 

by which to block the action.

If Auschwitz questions the validity of totalizing and definable metadiscourses 

(the very basis of the fascist enterprise) then it must also call into question the 

impossibility of an integrated aesthetic discourse — an indeterminacy which leads us to 

Jean-Frangois Lyotard and his concept of different, a conflict between two parties that 

cannot be resolved because there is no settling rule of judgment which would be
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applicable to both arguments.25 “Every wrong ought to be put into phrases,”26 Lyotard 

argues, allowing ought to testify to an ethical imperative; but by what authority and by 

what laws? We are called to respond, by an endless summons, to an unfulfillable debt -

- yet it is a liability we cannot renounce. Auschwitz serves as a sign for Lyotard, that 

“something which should be able to be put into phrases cannot be phrased in the 

acceptable idioms.”27 On one hand, our traditional categories of representation, and our 

language itself, are problematic; on the other, we are called to bear witness to the 

differend. To bear a deficit that we cannot hope to pay.

In Chapter Two, I attempt to recenter the discourse from what the Nazi's called 

the Volkskorper, or body of a people, to the body, as Foucalt terms it, of the “leper”.28 

The leper, the monster, is ruthlesslessly excluded from the “pure community” and left to 

their doom en masse. Representing the excluded body, by taking as its reference point 

the Volkskorper, refamiliarizes horrific flesh so that it conforms to known story types 

which are easily assimilated. The distorted skeletal vision of humanity does not 

invalidate the aesthetic project, although it does force us to view the world through a 

tissue lens of blood and shit.

The concept of limits moves beyond the ethical into a biological impulse for 

discerning taboo and boundary. As Mary Douglas puts it, in her accounting for the 

cultural phenomenon of pollution: “where there is dirt, there is system.” From this she 

concludes that both primitives and modems “are all subject to the same rules.”29 For 

Bakhtin, the Russian literary critic, this dirt is the essence of the grotesque because it 

thoroughly refutes the idealist tradition in the West (excrement is the singularly non- 

representable in the Kantian aesthetic), but as I will argue, Bakhtin’s gay carnival is ill
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prepared to accommodate the horrific “excremental assault” which the Jewish 

philosopher Terrence des Pres argued was the essence of the Holocaust experience.

Reflection, I suggest, may originate from two directions: above and below. By 

wallowing in the corporeal, I ground the claim that an after-Auschwitz aesthetic must 

proceed from the standpoint of mutilated human experience — from below. In the final 

chapter, I will argue against tragedy as an acceptable form for representing the 

Holocaust. Tragedy, which evolved as a response to universal human questions about 

suffering, has always been chiefly concerned with subjects which are manageable in 

scope. It begins from above, from a metaphysical schemata, into which human 

experience is fitted. Using Aristotle’s Poetics as the ironic architectonic upon which I 

suspend my arguments, I will investigate areas of incongruence between interpretive 

(aesthetic) stragies which superimpose a sense of coherence on an event, and the 

Holocaustal subject which is hostile to full understanding. Tragic forms have attempted 

to provide a shape to situations and ideas which threaten to destroy accepted social 

formulas. Tragedy reveals a moral universe in which chaos is contained. By calling 

tragedy into question, I am using tragedy as a synecdoche for the argument that the 

Holocaust cannot be contained in an aesthetic form inherited from a “before” culture.

The after-Auschwitz aesthetic, I argue, must work in an artistic territory which is 

ravished and monstrous, one in which the familiar waymarks for the interpretative 

journey of the reader or audience have been destroyed. The interpretive frameworks, 

such as tragedy, are unable to impose or offer a sense of form on the Holocaustal. The 

artist is forced to do justice to a disorder of experience, to articulate an anguished 

silence, without violating the deaths of millions with easy rationales. Lawrence Langer



in his important study, The Holocaust and the Literary Imagination, asks from the 

outset, “How should art, how can art, represent the inexpressibly inhuman suffering of 

the victims, without doing an injustice to that suffering?”30 Two issues are enjoined in 

this question, the ethical and the semiotic: the mother and the monster. Langer's main 

concern is that art both demands and provides a structure, a unified coherence, which 

orders the work for the reader, viewer or audience. This, argues Langer, does not do 

justice to, nor adequately reflect, the chaotic nature of the historic realities of the event. 

Structure is an artificial device used to “sell” the Holocaust, and any type of aesthetic 

contentment received is a complacent perversion of the truth — a deliberate 

manipulation of the genocidal snarl to produce a coherent and engaging work. But 

there can never be a feeling of true “tragic” satisfaction when speaking of Auschwitz. 

Oedipus is blinded, along with his entire village, by the kapos, and nothing is right with 

the cosmos at the end of the story. In the final chapter, I will bring together the mother 

and the monster, not to define the nature of representations after, but to highlight ways 

of aesthetically dis-honoring the caesura.

Jean Paul Sartre recognized the difficulties which a post-Holocaust fiction 

presents, and in his postwar treatise, What is Literature?, he introduced several key 

ideas to which Adorno responded with his so-called “polemic” of barbarity. Sartre 

astutely noted that, “we are now forced by circumstances... to create a literature of 

extreme situations.”31 Albert Camus followed with a similar apology for Holocaust 

literature when he wrote that even if, “the novel describes only despair and frustration, 

it still creates a form of salvation. To talk of despair is to conquer it.”32 This extreme 

literature is what Langer refers to throughout his work as the aesthetics o f atrocity, a
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new way of speaking about the Holocaust which does not exploit or debauch the 

experience. The mother/monster paradox, as we will see, needs to be maintained. We 

must allow the monster to be seen, but there is as great a danger in obscuring the event 

from cognitive perceptibility. When anything is placed on a pedestal beyond the limits 

of human comprehension, we tend to mystify it. Unless we want the words “Never 

Again” to be nullified, we must not regard the caesura as an unknowable mystery, but 

as something highly problematic for all branches of philosophical inquest, including the 

special science of Aesthetics.

In the end, I would suggest that the possibilities reside not in tragedy but in 

comedy, a humour of defiance. The Christian Divine Comedy begins in immanence, of 

God entering into the paradox and suffering of human existence. An after-aesthetic 

may also be comic. It begins in mutilation and rejects tragic inevitability. The comic is 

the unforseeable resistance to silence. Throughout my research, the naked imagery of 

the Holocaust event often brought me to utter silence. At these points, words would 

only cheapen the horror of the image. Yet words continue. Against every incongruity, 

words are spoken and the underdogs and fools keep on dancing.

I would like to offer a story told by Elie Weisel in The Gates o f the Forest in 

which a dancing Hasid conveys his resolution to God. “You don’t want me to dance; 

too bad. I’ll dance anyhow. You’ve taken away every reason for singing, but I shall 

sing. I shall sing of the deceit that walks by day and the truth that walks by night, yes, 

of the silence of dusk as well. You didn’t expect my joy, but here it is; my joy will rise 

up and submerge you.”33 In the ironic joy, the tragic moment is transcended, and new 

form-less possibilities emerge. What follows in this thesis is a descent. I would like to
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preface this descent with words of hope and reconciliation. Political theorist, Graham 

McCann, in his biography of Woody Allen, makes the point that, “after the death camps 

there are at least six million reasons not to laugh anymore, and at least six million 

reasons to try and laugh again.” 34 Laughter, like tears, is marked by fragility — and it’s 

a gift from God.

This thesis is a beginning. I argue that a chasm exists, and that easy crossings 

are problematic. What remains, which is beyond the scope of my work here, is a fuller 

reflection on legitimate crossings, which are only possible upon the foundation of the 

love of God. It is in the pained and “barbaric” crossings, marked by tenuous utterances 

and laughter, that the love of God is revealed. Irving Greenburg once asked how one 

can morally be a Christian after Auschwitz. 35 This question haunts me. I am 

confronted by an event that demands interrogation and calls all of my aquired values, 

the traditional ideas and philosophical systems which have shaped my thought, into 

question. What follows is a wrestling — it is my response to the question.

CMC
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The Barbaric Mother
Proving the Ethical Limitations of Art After Auschwitz

A voice i s  heard in  Ramah 
lamentataion and l i t t e r  weeping 
Rachel i s  weeping for her children

Jeremiah 31:15

Jeremiah’s appropriation of the Rachel figure is a rich analogy; a complex typology 

which re-writes the mother as a personification of the land, barren and distressed at the 

Diaspora dislocation of her babies. Within the mater-metaphor, the prophet finds a 

narrative pattern rooted in both canon and experience. It is an appropriation which 

allows the figurative weeping Rachel to provide analogy for contextualizing the ordeal 

of the sixth century Babylonian exile, and later in Matthew, infanticide at the hands of 

Herod. In both cases, the image of inconsolability in used to set-up the prospect of 

radical inbreaking comfort. The weeping mother protests injustice, and her tears of 

intercession plead Israel's case and stir the Messiah to action.

Acknowledging this precedent, I would like to re-visit the imagery evoked in the 

prologue — my own appropriation of the type. Scripture tells us that Rachel was buried 

in an on-the-way middle place. The origin of the journey, Bethel, was the dreaming 

place where Jacob saw the ziggurat stairway. It was a place of establishment — the
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promise of a savior, a mediator between God and humanity. The objective was 

Ephrath/Bethlehem, the place where the Messiah would be born. At the between-place, 

a standing stone marks the place of death. It is believed, according to Jewish folklore, 

that the ghost of Rachel haunts that obelisked space, the crossing point where her 

children must pass on-the-way to slavery in Babylon.

In the discussion we will be exploring, the Messianic hope is the vinculum, a 

bond or tie between vision and fulfillment. The mancipated crossing is the caesura, the 

cutting off of redemptive possibilities. Together, 

they mark impossibility and necessity; a 

continuity and a break. In classical mythology, 

the monster is thought to dwell on the edge, the 

semantic border-place which symbolically stands 

for the border between society and nature. As 

creatures which are not-fully human yet not-fully 

animal, they cannot be precisely defined. As a 

something-in-between which exists as a both/and, they dissolve the conformable 

dichotomy of either/or. The revenant Rachel is a monster who is also mother.

As mother, we approach her with our own stories and images which assist us in 

the task of identification. Mothers are reminded of bonds to their children; and children 

are reminded of bonds to their mother. The metaphor is a double resonation. 

Recognizing the type, we remember a language to name her. As monster, the bond is 

severed, and she requires a new language, because her monstrosity burdens our use of 

connecting metaphor and analogy. Termed differently, the tears of the weeping mother 

are a both reflection of the lacuna formed by her child's absence and a consoling gesture. 

They both fracture and bridge.

In Jeremiah's appropriation of Rachel, she is released from her epoch. She 

becomes the universal mother who offers comfort to all disenfranchised children.
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Amidst persecution, there is a lullaby. Like the prophet, the Yiddish-American poet 

Moyshe-Leyb Halpern calls upon Rachel in a lullaby1 — but his is a dark inversion of the 

biblical promise which juxtaposes a gentle maternal coo with a Holocaustal reality:

If you slouch down on some rock,
Blaming yourself, flailing away,
Ay lyu, lyu-lyu
M other Rachel will take stock 
And weep for your black fate.
So make with the shut eye, you.
Ay lyu-lyu, lyu-lyu.

Her wailing will put an end 
To the M essiah's patience.
Ay lyu-lyu, lyu-lyu.
He will shatter his chains,
Then hit his head on a stone.
So make with the shut-eye, you.
Ay lyu-lyu, lyu-lyu.

Lament moves the mother, but Messianism crashes. There is expression and futility of 

expression: an unresolvable paradox. The caesura invalidates the provocation. The 

illustration on the previous page uses a barbed wire to represent break, for the wire was 

used to separate the condemned from the outside. That demarcation point reasserted 

itself in the testimonial burden, the aftermath of Auschwitz, which sought to weave 

connective linguistic tissues between out and in. The comparisons, the textual 

equivalencies, belong to the outside.

How then does one begin to speak? The question is not simply semiotic (the 

need to find a practical norm for effective communication) but ethical. If the re

presentation of an event into sign has the capacity to yield aesthetic pleasure, would not 

the pleasure itself function as an easy catharsis — a spurious shortcut to reconciliation? 

Such pleasure would participate in a normalization of the past, a neat bracketing of the 

Holocaust as historical event which memorializes the done-with, and as a result, 

represses it in the inscription.2 The potential for this concealment is evident — we
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confront not only a form which dis-honours the difference of inside, but a 

“commemoration” which does away with the difference altogether. By absorbing the 

Holocaustal experience into the archives of established culture, a consensus of language 

can be achieved and the story can be fully told. By registering Shoah in collective 

memory, closure can be attained, and business can continue as usual.

In his Negative Dialectics, Adorno tells the story of a new Adam3 distinctly 

unlike the first, a Holocaustal Adam which serves as the retroactive reference for the 

Edenic Primus to an imaging child (the dialectic reverses to the beginning). This new 

Adam stinks of rotten flesh and shit, so he is ignored and concealed by a culture which 

continues to emulate the original. Business continues as usual, and a dogcatcher's van 

scoops up the mongrels for euthanization, but the smell remains. The danger of 

dissimulation is nowhere more apparent and threatening than an after-the-fact thinking- 

away of the death lagers with traditional philosophical concepts. The shit can be 

covered over, but not done away with.

Yet shit, as we will explore in the following chapter, is the very thing, in Kantian 

aesthetics, which lies outside the borders of artistic possibility. By adhering to the old 

doctrines, one would be forced to avert their gaze from an event so incomprehensibly 

foul, that it defies aesthetic categories — but Adorno's mutated first-man resists old- 

world assumptions. By suggesting a new Adam, Adorno is telling us that, whether 

acknowledged or not, within the formation of a new creation (a Planet Auschwitz) we 

have changed more than in the last five or sixth thousand years of recorded human 

history. An abyss, a caesura, separates us from the originary stories of our ancestors. 

Any attempt to draw the old Adam across, either out of cynicism or nostalgia, will be a 

delusion, and if art (as well as philosophy and science) do not acknowledge the new 

Adam, they cannot exist — at least in relation to truth.

Hegel, in one of his most famous declarations, personifies thought and reflection 

as the great owl of Minerva which spreads its puissant wings, leaving artistic production
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(as a thing of the past) behind it.4 In its flight, the primacy of the concept over and 

beyond aesthetic intuition is assured, and art, as the medium by which the truth-claims 

of an era come to expression, dies. Without getting into the complexities of this 

eulogistic panegyric, we can see that Hegel valued art in its superlative vocation, as 

something which exists in a necessary relationship to truth. When this alliance was 

severed by the dialectic thrust forward (when the philosophical concept no longer 

needed art to manifest itself) Hegelian art ran its course. This is not to say that painters 

would cease to paint, but that truth would cease to be aesthetically mediated.

The post-Hegelian tradition, from Nietzsche to Heidegger to Adorno, has 

(despite their disparate approaches) decisively rejected this “end-of-art” thesis by 

clipping the owls wings. That is, each of these figures upped the ante on art by placing it 

above the philosophical concept — endowing it with almost salvific status. The reports 

of its death, perhaps, were greatly exaggerated; but the aporia remains. If art (which for 

Hegel only exists in a reciprocal relation to truth) ceases to articulate the truth of a social 

totality, then the declaration of its demise is indeed correct. The rejection of termination 

does not seek to sever the Hegelian connection, only to argue that the vinculum remains 

intact.

The invocation of Hegel here is meant to serve as an introduction to another 

famous “end-of-art” thesis, Adorno's remarks about the impossibility of writing poetry 

after the Holocaust. It has almost become unavoidable to “write” the Holocaust 

without reflecting on its conventional starting point (or stunde null depending on how 

pundits play), Adorno's misunderstood and frequently cited dictum, “Nach Auschwitz 

ein Gedicht zu schreiben ist barbarisch.”5 Like Niemoller's instantly recognizable lyric 

about his Holocaustal negligence (when they came for...), Adorno's famous remarks 

became something of a public aphorism after the war. This statement, which is perhaps 

the most celebrated and recognizable point of reference for the study of Holocaust 

literature (and an ironically popular epigraph to anthologies of Holocaust poetry),
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appears (somewhat unqualified) as the penultimate sentence in an essay which has very 

little to do with aesthetics.

Taken as a disconnected proof text, the postwar proscription has established a 

mantra of suspicion, rejecting all imaginative representations of the Shoah as 

inappropriate. For many, the forbiddance serves as the palimpsest through which all 

after-Auschwitz representations are “read” — a connection not unlike the interpretation 

of scripture through talmudic commentary. Yet it is not that simple. Ironically, the 

reduction of Adorno's complex post-Holocaust aesthetic to a bromidic truism is akin to 

the “postcard” which he forbids. Auschwitz, in his view, was a silencing factory. It 

drowned the screams of children with dulcet melodies and jingoistic rhetoric. It is 

inappropriate, therefore, to counter platitudinous lullabies with a platitudinous 

shibboleth.

Adorno's apodictic skepticism of poetry after Auschwitz appears to be a 

prohibitive formulation of the representational limits of artistic response, but the 

interdiction is not a repudiation of possibility. The problem (not the irremediability) is 

that the deepest atrocities are made coterminously commensurate with customary modes 

of representation. It is not a written Holocaust which is being critiqued, but the nature 

of the aesthetic enterprise. In invoking the name Auschwitz, Adorno is highlighting an 

animating impulse, a motivation for producing art, which is callously mal-a-propos in 

the shadow of total and violent reification. Art in the after cannot aim to produce 

pleasure. For what pleasure can be garnered from the throes of torment?

For Adorno, Auschwitz (his metonymy for the Holocaust — just as “poetry” is his 

metonymy for the aesthetically qualified object/experience) represent(ed/s) a caesura 

break, a mutation, which has separated us from tradition; a tradition which must be read 

with a suspicious hermeneutic highly sensitive to the beating boots of postmen. This is 

where we must begin. The question of art after Auschwitz is a hue of Adorno's prismed 

doubt as to whether it is possible to even continue living in the after.6 That which
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happened, and that which we have become, continues. It is not over, and will never be 

over. After Auschwitz is not a post-Auschwitz, it is an Auschwitz which lingers like the 

monster at the crossroads.

Adorno's after is a monstrous world, a Planet Auschwitz, on which the accepted 

transcendental warrants are nullified and salvation is no longer guaranteed, but this is 

not to say that salvific possibilities are discounted. The story of second Adam I referred 

to above contains an important insight — a small child who watches the mutated 

patriarch of Planet Auschwitz makes his own image of the first. The child, the offspring 

of Rachel's travail, does not remember the old world, and makes no attempt at 

connecting the barbaric Adam to Eden's son. In the after, a small child images, and 

Adorno allows it. Why? Because it is an ethically responsible imaging. The child, in 

his naivete, does not exchange the effect of the event for a representation which claims 

to endow it with a cognitive significance. What this image looks like, the semiotic 

nature of writing, will be subject of the remaining chapters, but before we begin, we 

must work through Adorno's ethical “forbiddance” of art in the after. Wittgenstein, in 

his Tractatus, told us that “ethics and aesthetics are one.”7 Regardless of what he 

meant by this (he believed they are alternate modes towards a recognition of the eternal 

present) the aphorism is a good one for understanding the issue at hand. For Adorno, 

aesthetics in the after is legitimized foremost and solely by moral considerations.

THOU SHALT MAKE NO GRAVEN IMAGES

Lisa Saltzman, in her reading of Adorno, argues that behind the ethical proscription lies 

the iconoclastic “Mosaic no” — the biblical prohibition against graven images.8 The 

Bilderverbot, or Second Commandment, is a taboo which forbids the worshipping of 

images. It is in the evocation of the interdiction, claims Saltzman, which Adorno's
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experienced what she calls a “theoretical renaissance” — a re-reading of old subverted 

commandments.

Adorno makes explicit reference to the Bilderverbot in at least two places in his 

writing/speaking. The first can be described as an ethical reading which rejects proxy 

imagery as a deception. Adorno describes this casting-of-the-picture as a “false” or 

“cheap” utopia,9 which stands in for a not-easily-defined deity. The violating act is not 

the creation of semblance, but the displacement of adoration — from Yahweh to icon. 

This devotion constitutes a fetishistic relation with the image, a relationship which 

reifies (and as a result, cuts short) redemptive possibilities. Elsewhere, Adorno uses the 

word kitsch to describe a compulsion to escape the unknown and abstract (God) by 

forging a visual and self-made covenant, a “promesse du bonheur” .10 As the 

manifestation of an ethics of consumerism, Adorno's kitsch is more than garish 

ostentation, it is a dangerous ideology (a false consciousness) which can divert the 

attentions of people from their proper vocation as image-bearers.11

The second can be described as a semiotic incapacity, an aesthetic aspect which 

lies beneath the overt theological meaning of the commandment.12 Because God is 

unique (sui generis) an equivalent (referential) image is impossible to form. The focus 

here has shifted from the should-not to the cannot. As the utterly singular, God always 

resists the iconic possibilities of representation. There is nothing like God, no figurative 

equivalent, adequate to depict God. The proscription in this reading is not so much an 

ethical interdiction but an assertion that imaging (at least as far as the image hopes to 

accurately serve as deputy for the fullness/mystery of God) is futile.

In both of these readings, Adorno reveals a Hebraic ethics of art which seeks to 

avoid a transgression of the Second Commandment, a sinful crossing of the caesura. 

Yet there is another command which is on par with the smashing of the golden calf — 

the Levitical law of bearing witness.13 If the after-Bilderverbot forbids the imaging of
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the monster, the law which forbids the perpetuation of unholy silence belongs to the 

mother. A silence of concealment enshrouded Auschwitz. Bearing witness requires a 

keen which stretches through the fog.

Lyotard argues that the sculpting of God creates a sensual “maternal” image. 

The second commandment forces a break with the maternal bond and a rise towards the 

incorporeal law of the paternal sublime.14 If we re-interpret this weaning in Hegelian 

terms, Adorno's negative dialectic forces a break with the reassuring lullaby of the 

mother and a plummet away from the holy (with his new Adam as the debauched 

imago dei). At the same time, he is allowing the voice of the mother to be heard, not as 

berceuse, but as monody. Auschwitz, argued Adorno, demands the maternal (a form of 

imaging expression) even as it forbids it.15 This is a paradox of maternal demand and 

monstrous forbiddance which we need to explore by first understanding Adorno's notion 

of afterness as a (non)time which must, (as an inversion of logical consistency) be 

paradoxical.

LIVING- AFTER AUSCHWITZ

Adorno's Adam places us on the other side of the caesura. On one side, art and 

literature bore serious mien, a icono-ritual function which Benjamin designated as the 

aura.'6 On the other, the aura is a lulling distraction — a shockingly frivolous pastime. 

Before Auschwitz might be seen as an ethical time, a time shrouded in Hebraic law. 

After, the law (as well as the aura) are dissolved. After, on this side, such quasi 

religious talk gives rise to suspicion, for it was precisely literature and art which helped 

form the legacy of dispelment. In the after, the postcards have made us wary. Adorno 

talked about living in a world after Auschwitz — after the event, post factum, yet it is 

more than historical reflection. “After Auschwitz” describes a post-world incessantly
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entangled within the para-experience of after-Auschwitz.17 The event (if we can speak of 

it as an event) moves beyond its spatio-temporal borders as a perpetual snarl, an abiding 

resistance to new and integrated discourses. After is both/neither a time and a place — it 

is the dwelling space of the survivor, the vestige which must continue and abide in a 

world on which the mien appears contextually trite.

Adorno, the assimilated half-Jew who was bom Wiesengrund, was not there 

when the names were called and the train doors sealed. He escaped as a cosmopolitan 

German, and it was not until he became an expatriate émigré that he discovered his 

Jewishness. It was in his time of exile from Nazi Germany that Adomo began to 

formulate his notion of aftemess as a contrite response to feelings of guilt at having 

survived — feelings which developed into an almost obsessive remorse as the full extent 

of Holocaustal horrors became widely known in the years following his hegira. As one 

who should have been killed “by rights”, Adomo spoke of a dreaming plague in which 

he was really dead, and his entire existence in the after merely the delusional emanation 

of an insane inmate. The dreams are his atonement, yet there can be no salvation.18

To understand this, it may be helpful to tell a story, a midrash, of a survivor who 

wished to be buried in his concentration camp uniform. When he reached the seat of 

justice and stood before Almighty, he said to Him, “Lord, you know my transgressions, 

each evil deed, each violation of the Law. You must weigh them carefully when 

deciding my verdict. But in my defense, I offer this...”; and he held up his arms to the 

Lord God to reveal his identification tattoo. It was his advocate.

Unlike the survivor whose living serves as a defiance, a visible reproach of God 

and “civilized” society, Adomo had no tattoos to prove his worth. The compunctious 

uneasiness he experienced as an untattooed survivor made his writing a kapara, a 

penance that remained in perpetuum, without acquittal or remission. With no at

onement, Adorno's vision of the world shifted to a post-ponement ~  a volatile 

suspension of some yet unknown thing to come, be it the Messiah or the Apocalypse.
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His after is the naming for the stasis — in which one must continue to wander, like the 

crossroad ghost, without a settling. As a patrilineal Jew, Adorno was denied the mother 

in his wandering.19 Rachel, the Jewish matriarch, mourns her children. It was an exile 

without covenantal (belonging-with) tattoos.

His return to Germany in 1953, forced him to confront the profanation of space -

- the defilement of the place where originary identification was achieved, and where 

identification continued to be sought. His return was to a ruined place, a place that 

resists return. Like Cain, Adorno returned as pariah; unable to achieve a homing 

destination which matched the origin of his memory. In the after, there is a yearning for 

place, the inexpressible aspiration to belong to a community -  to derive an indwelling 

sense o f destiny from the belonging. It is a ravenous and insatiable hunger to inhere, to 

enter the erstwhile epoch of prospect and commitment; to recover that peculiar 

historicality20 which aligned and empowered the solitary stranger as an identifiable 

people, but at the end of the journey, the land is discovered to be occupied. John 

Steinbeck in The Grapes o f 'Wrath,'1'1 traces the trans-America pilgrimage of a clan of 

dispossessed wayfarers, who, like the Israelites arriving in Canaan, discover that the 

new-land has been tractored. The sanguine expectancy of milk and honey is fractured 

by the grim realization that giants live in that promised place — the hyperbolic 

embellishment of cultural difference into monstrosity. In the return, Adorno discovered, 

there was no field left untractored.

That which remained was undwellable — not because of its ruins, but because 

the ruins had been covered over with soil and pre-fab turf. Unwilling to work through 

the horrors of its past, Germany had simply palliated its wounds by removing the 

markings (the tattoos). The killing center at Chelmno was quickly converted into a 

picturesque landscape, and the ambivalent ashen remnants laid to rest at the bottom of 

the Narew river. The topographic tracings had disappeared, submersed and subverted 

by chagrined janitors who performed their covert custodial duties with abashed zeal.
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The great caldera of smoldering meat was now enshrouded by a rich loam of clay and 

embers; it was a beautiful verdant place unrecognizable and unidentifiable as the hungry 

maw of voracious demand. The earth, in defiance of Job's petition, had covered their 

blood, and has given their cry a muted resting place of bucolic splendor. In the presence 

of such crass dereliction, Adorno came to accept Bertolt Brecht's conviction that the 

mansion of culture is built on dogshit.22

In Germany, it was back to business-as-usual. Requisite acknowledgments were 

made and children were obliged to repeat the litanous Niemals Vergessen by rote, but 

the same indifference which permitted the routine business of state-sanctioned death 

remained. Normal duties were shifted across the abyss (from administrative “cleansing” 

to administrative enterprise) with little reflection on the crossing. The war was over, the 

remnants had been neatly tucked away, and the whole thing was subsumed as one more 

equivalent atrocity in the bloody history of Being. The abyss was traversed by an easy 

crossing of recovery, the re-possession of normality's continuum briefly interrupted by a 

diversionary bubble of instability. The old-logic by which children were burned alive, 

(because gassing them would have cost two-fifths of a cent more) was re-applied to the 

restoration of the Deutsche Mark and gross national product. Rapid industrial 

expansion and prosperity was heralded as a miracle ( Wirtschaftswunder), but to Adorno, 

these were diabolical signs and wonders — the mirabilia of a new and devilish Messiah.

Auschwitz served as a type of nodal point for Adorno -- a breaking-with and a 

breaking-into history speak which is usually reserved for Messianic interventions. 

When Adorno prodigiously spoke of “after Auschwitz” (the first thinker to use this 

phrase) he was using the language of radical rupture in the same way Christendom 

severed the annals of human experience into a time prior-to and subsequent-to the 

advent of Jesus. For Adorno, however, this caesura effected not redemption, but an 

incessant nocturnal Golgotha. Whereas the positive Messianism of Christ breaks with 

the moral certainties and continuities of power towards a mend (tikkun)23 of the
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fractured bond between God and his world; Adorno's negative messianism of Auschwitz 

proffered only the break. Christ's ingress is, in its fullest sense, eschatological — the 

kingdom is inaugurated but will (as a word spoken in the future) come into fullness. 

The Auschwitz accession, rather, resides in an apocalyptic-present at which redemptive 

renewal is consumed and the covenantal promises annulled. The negative messianism 

resists any semblance of transcendence posited positively — thus paralyzing all 

metaphysical faculties.

DECIPHERING BARBARITY

“After”, then, marks a periodization. Unlike many periodizations, it resists 

chronological definition. Rather, Adorno connects “after” with a name: barbarity. 

Critics who read Adorno’s citable statement often assume a fixed/conventional 

definition of barbarity which has encumbered their reading. Barbarity is posited as an 

inimical other to an ethical writing of the Holocaust — a brutality which is consummate 

with Nazism itself. We must, however, make a distinction between poetry per se and 

poetry-barbaric. Let us examine what Adorno is saying: “To write poetry after 

Auschwitz is barbaric.” His use of the infinitive with the present tense verb suggests 

that poetry is being written after Auschwitz, and as a result of the condition of afterness, 

the poetry is barbaric in character. The production of poems is not negated by the 

barbarity, but the bent of poetry must shift to a barbarous umbrella which negates (or 

ethically scorns) aesthetic forms unmarred by Auschwitz. Poetry, as cultural 

commodity, is historically tainted by the zenith/nadir of modernity.

Adorno continues, “And this corrodes even the knowledge of why it has become 

impossible to write poetry today.”24 To understand this, let us examine the two 

“negative” terms which Adorno uses: barbarity and impossibility. The immediate
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denotation is a binary opposition to a positive counterpart — cultured and possibility. 

Adorno does not reject the “possibility” of art in the after, but it is a diminished 

aesthetic — an aesthetic tempered by crematoria fire. A dialectic is at work — between 

the poles of in posse (the condition of potentiality) and impasse (a deadlock). The 

negative result is a refutation of both meanings in the single signifier of impossible. In 

the same way, Adorno's “barbarism” is an altered barbarity which brings together 

Auschwitz and culture under a rough name which connotes savagery, yet to Adorno, 

still suggests a legitimate voice for suffering. Whereas Hegelian dialectics coalesces 

two antipodal entities into something progressive and whole, Adorno's poles do not 

fuse, they cancel each other out (negative synthesis), leaving only a monster pieced from 

fragmented scraps behind. Negative dialectics resists rigid (mot juste) terminology by 

introducing concepts which escape a familiar (brand) classification. “Impossible” and 

“barbarity” are loose names which Adorno throws at the linguistically differentiated in 

order to illuminate. They are loose (they avoid idiosyncratic precision) because he does 

not want to force them into a certain (accustomed) identity, but they are still useful 

because they reveal suppressed possibilities in the terms — possibilities concealed by 

philosophical reification.

But what is a barbarism, and what possibilities are concealed therein? To 

answer this, it may be helpful to briefly examine the etymology of the “epithet” via Julia 

Kristeva who challenges the accepted lexicological reading of “barbarian” as an 

onomatopoeic representation of the stuttering foreigner, bla-bla bara-bara — the Greek 

perception of other-languaged peoples. This is only partially true, Kristeva argues,25 

because the Hellenic term was not simply a xenophobic derogative applied to peregrine 

personae non gratae -- the stammering linguistic other, but referred to all residents 

(whether person or non-person) who conversed in non-standard Greek. Understood in 

these terms, barbarity can be read as a challenge, an offense, to the accepted notions and
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standards of refined (positive dialectic) culture; a patois, a dialect which is an other- 

than-standard way of speaking.

Placed in terms of a culture/barbarism dialectic, the latter assumes an absence of 

those qualities which are conventionally associated with culture(d), such as civility, 

industry, and intellection, but by reducing these qualities to “garbage”, Adorno is 

removing the touchstone of cultural definition (the antipode to barbarity). That which 

remains is an other-than-standard way of writing which scrawls out nearly-unintelligible 

scribbles; revealing the very possibility of art in the inarticulateness.

Barbarity is a problematic term to many readers for two reasons. Firstly, 

because it is a polysemous term in Adorno's writing which is applied differently 

throughout. What should not be implied from the above exegesis, is a univoca! pinning- 

down of barbarity. The term barbarity contains a resonance of savagery -- the 

Imperialist degradation of yet-to-be civilized “primitives” awaiting inclusion into the 

developed world of modernity. A reversal of the dialectic would give way to a 

fetishization of primeval rite and magic. By using the term barbarity, Adorno is 

unleashing (and at the same time negating) possibilities inherent in the name. 

Embedded within, is both a resonance of brutality (civilization has turned full circle into 

a tribal savagery in which individual rights are subordinated to the chieftain) and a 

resonance of metathetical inversion (the first shall be last, and the last shall be first). To 

assume either as circumscribed would preserve or create a comfortable dichotomy of 

possible (ethical) and impossible (unethical) responses.

This brings us the second problematic, the supposed antithesis of barbarism and 

culture. When this bi-polar is preserved, culture and barbarism are antipodes — with 

each finding definition in whatever it is the other is not. The notion of “barbaric art” is, 

in one conventional understanding, an oxymoron; but Adorno's sometime use of 

barbarity as a reverse bastardization, reclaims the term as a fuzzy neoterism. When 

culture revealed Auschwitz, the opposition between refined art and rough barbarity was
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dissolved. Barbarity is not the progressive Hegelian fusing of the two, but the 

dichotomy is canceled out nonetheless. What remains, by definition, resists definition. 

If the idea of barbarity was conceptually clear, the dialectic would not be negative 

because the synthesized result would be unequivocally comprehensible.

CROSSING THE ABYSS

An abyss separates our place of afterness from the old world; an Acheron-like feuerbach 

which divides certainties from problematics. This fire-river should not be crossed 

lightly. After, Adorno exhorted us to dangle our existing suppositions over crematoria 

fires to see what remains when the chaff is burnt up and the dross skimmed off, because 

a philosophical thinking which does not test itself in the light of extremity is comparable 

to the music by which the SS customarily drowned out the cries of its victims.26 The 

river may be crossed, but the crossing must recognize the mutation, and name the 

scoriae.

There are no hallowed words, Adorno cautioned,27 which may be voiced; no 

theological kabbala intoned from on high, which may exist without a transfiguration. 

The poetry, philosophy, religion and science of the Western intellectual tradition were 

appropriated by (and were formative factors in) a legacy of sanctioned destruction. 

There is no euphonious canticle which, unmodified, will not resonate as the pastorale 

melodies which paraded the tumbrels as attendant music. So our task, then, is one of 

modification, a mutation of the modus.

Our cultural heritage is severely implicated in the atrocity, yet we cannot, as 

creatures of history, dispense with this tradition and begin anew. It is an inheritance 

which we must bring through the void, lest we reify the tradition and declare it immune 

to the deconstructive monster. In the unrest of the aftermath, we are obliged to
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transform the legacy bequeathed us — to bring it painfully through the void and relate to 

it from a mutated context. The monsters, the troublesome ones, forbid easy readings. 

The old texts must be read (for it is in reading that we expose idols) but we must insist 

on uneasy translations. Each sentence, each word, drawn across the abyss is now 

suspect. The old canon can no longer be used as a rosetta stone for insuring 

authoritative readings.

The monster is the relentless and distressing clause in the text which refutes and 

interrupts the flow of composition. For Adorno, the Holocaust is a type of negative 

refutation of the modernist project in so far as “barbarism” is its culmination. Hitler 

jingoistically called for a reversal of modernity and a return to a re-claimed neo- 

barbarianism (the other-than-standard), but as Adorno argues in his Dialectic o f  

Enlightenment28 (with Max Horkheimer), the genocidal marks of Nazism grew out of 

an institutionalization of rationality — the Enlightenment thrust which is modernity. 

The Third Reich did not break with the modem propensity towards ordered calculation 

and spiritual disenchantment; it brought it to fruition in a banal mechanized 

demagoguery. By implication, Fascism is not barbarity. If this were the case, then all 

after-poetry would indeed be prohibited, and the easy poles of blameless and culpable 

would be upheld. This is precisely what negative dialectics forbids.

The Holocaust happened, and this imposes a challenge which cannot be ignored. 

The very fact that a monster can be created within culture is a severe indictment of 

culture itself, and one which cannot be resolved through demonization of the Nazis. 

Some of the most brilliant and influential thinkers of our age colluded with the Reich, 

giving philosophical voice to the genocidal atrocity and forever contaminating the 

dialectic language of progress, but to subsume these thinkers under a category of 

unreadable “barbarity” is to uphold a false dialectic. After Auschwitz there can be no 

easy (binary) readings. Heidegger, as we will later see, utterly denied the face of the 

suffering Other, yet if we were simply to condemn his thought, we would have
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accomplished nothing but an easy anathamatization — a comfortable scapegoating which 

shifts responsibility away from us and on to the opprobrious thinker. Sacralization of his 

thought is forbidden, but he too must be brought across the void (even if he himself 

refused to acknowledge the abyss). Easy readings may have brought us to Auschwitz, 

but they cannot usher us, untinged, across the feuerbach.

Adorno ruthlessly attacked a culturally normative poetics unreflectively 

appropriated by the industrial mill of literary pulp. Why? Because the normative was 

what he called “garbage”29 — an inadequate language for “writing” the lingering 

brutality rudimentally introduced in the indoctrinating disruption of Auschwitz. Art, 

Adorno recognized, has the capacity to sweeten death, to couch inordinate suffering in 

the accepted terminology of propriety. It diminishes anguish through a principle of 

aesthetic stylization and provides a comfortable probability to the incomprehensible. In 

the postcard, a beautiful monument is fabricated, so grand in design that it provides 

pleasure to all who veil themselves in its shade, but these dead have no tombs. A 

monument is an infringement here, a vulgar and demeaning interloper which violates 

the solemnity of this sacred nonplace.

There should be no hardened encapsulations of idealism here, only detritus. In 

the camps, the Jews were simply referred to as stiicke. What remains, the pieces, are 

drawn from a vestigial heritage of garbage, and for Adorno, bear the residual tracings of 

a culture gone bad. Artistic apparatus, the terminology and concepts drawn from 

traditional categories and civilized discourse, are severely affected by the conditions of 

their production — reflecting and compromised by a culture complicit in the formation 

of/disintegration into, Planet Auschwitz. Adorno’s dictum about poetry in the after, 

prosecutes and comminates the posi-Shoah aesthetic as an inauthentic response because 

of its pernicious reliance on the epistemological climate in which the arcane canon 

developed. Primo Levi, for example, can be criticized for invoking the writings of
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Dante as a source of moral sustenance, for in doing so, he is drawing on the literary 

endowment of a culture which culminated in the creation of death-lagers.

Adorno's aftemess forbids orientation. Orientation creates a complicit literature, 

an impotent aesthetic which betrays suffering and claims genocide as cultural property. 

Acclimatization is sought, but the temperature is in a constant flux between the freezing 

pole of Buchenwald's barracks and the scorching crematoria of Maidanek. Auschwitz, 

according to Adorno, proscribes art, yet paradoxically, art alone can provide a warranted 

voice to keen.30 The breath of the muse, a poetic gift of collective recollection, turns to 

fog and smoke when it reaches the unlocatable border of Oswiecim, but it has the right 

to abide and diffuse. The locus of language has converged in an Auschwitz which 

transcends any geographical province. The barbarity here is an equivocation. It 

embraces the snarl with all of its inconsistencies, and precariously espouses the 

contradictory contingency.

DANCING IN BECKETT’S CUL-DE-SAC

What, then does it mean to be after, and what bearing does this “meaning” have on 

artistic response. Faerytales end with happily ever after. It suggests endurance without 

modification; where no villains emerge and Cinderella and Prince Charming live 

blissfully ever after. It's a nethertime where nothing can originate — an apocalyptic 

realm of utopian exhaustion where the ideological dialectics cease to synthesize. It is 

the denouement of the story perpetually qualified by the condition of aftemess. After is 

the endurance of the plotted story, but it provides no new twists, and it does not suggest 

the possibility of a sequel. It is a vague stagnation of temporality, an enduring shadow 

which exorcises all the old Hegelian ghosts with a negative chronology.
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Adorno does not negate representation. What he proposes, rather, is an after 

aesthetics of a particular character. To understand this character, I would like to read 

Adorno's reading of Beckett's Endgame 31 as a text infused with traces of Holocaustic 

atrocity. This reading may be helpful in revealing the nature of an ethically responsible 

writing which resists conceptualization — a meaningless foray in search of nothing: a 

nowhere wasteland, imprisoned and incoherent clowns, and parallel monologues which 

never cross over into genuine interaction. Understanding Endgame, according to 

Adorno, begins at accepting the impossibility of truly doing this, at least in terms of 

conceptual understanding -  it eludes the concept, just as the Auschwitz snarl on which 

it is modeled. As a work which symbolized after-living as existence inside trash cans, it 

offered a vision of the junk culture without becoming part of it.

Beckett's use of parody — the clownish inversion of the accepted forms, is a dis

play of reality, that is, it is a ludic transformation of the mirrored reflection. In Adorno's 

reading, Endgame turns the conventions inside out, revealing a contorted shell of the 

human character — a form of being which extends beyond the existentialist angst of the 

individual, to a mere remnant (a cinder) of what humanity once was. Beckett's project, 

according to Adorno, is to undermine the possibility of doing philosophy at all, to un

root his characters from anything solid and unchanging, an ontological belief in 

something First and Eternal.

In Beckett, Adorno finds a poignant articulation of the horrors of Auschwitz and 

the alienation of the individual. His work bears witness to this horror, the failure of the 

progressive historical dialectic, and reflects on the impossibility/incredibility of human 

autonomy after the systematic attempt at the negation of European Jewry. Beckett's 

incessant post-Holocaust wasteland controverts the prospect of positive synthesis, for it 

is a non-place where nothing happens -- a wood-between-worlds which brings dialectics 

to an irretrievable standstill. Auschwitz, within the Beckettian landscape, not only 

circumvents meaning, but does away with it. The attempt to retrieve meaning after the
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Hegelian thrust of history has confronted Terminus Termination is a violation and a 

barbarism which justifies the Shoah within a positive schemata of forward movement. 

Endgame resides perpetually at the Endstation and eschews any constructive possibility 

of existence in the after.

In the same way, Adorno reads Beckett's incoherent clowns as a declaration 

against words, words which euphemistically translated the Holocaust atrocities into the 

manipulation of terminology known as Nazi-Deutsch (Sonderbehandlung, 

Abwanderung, Sauberung, Umsiedlung, Auflockerung); terms used to “postcard” 

atrocity. To write about the Holocaust requires a knowledge incommensurate with 

experience, a knowledge, Adorno hyperbolically tells us, which is tantamount to death. 

Adorno does not discount the possibility of art, but an indolent unwillingness to make 

the deep psychic investments necessitated by that which signals non-existence.

The word Auschwitz shoulders a substantial anathematic weight which can pre

empt respect and incite instantaneous attention, which forces Adorno to vigilantly 

question the motive of any writer who has chosen to place imagination against the 

unendurable. A deluge of unwarranted verbiage produces a cacophony of obscurative 

gossip — packaged clichés which conceal meaning in the cellophaned confusion of 

delusional pulp, a slogan which ephemerally abuses symbols and imagery with a 

facetious whimsy (a trite skirting of the charged arena) without penetrating their 

significance. They adopt a perspicacious affectation to fool the intelligentsia, but their 

aspirations exceed the moral constraints of the subject, not as an act of mendacity, but 

superficial irresponsibly — a postcard.

Beckett's work, in Adorno's reading, rejects the postcarding of that which would 

speak o f  Auschwitz in the after by speaking o f  nothing. The playwright's pseudo

dialogue is a babbling excursion into the realm of unconnected expression — words 

without referents, glyphs without a hierophant. Language, like the world, history and 

culture, have all gone, as Clov notes while surveying the ravaged landscape through his
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telescope, kaputt. Words no longer have the power to speak for and about objective 

experience. The idiom to create a new poetics out of the ashes is unattainable; and the 

idiom salvaged from a world before the catastrophic events of the 20th century belongs 

to the culture industry: it is rubbish. Dialogue, then, in Beckett's non-seqitur'd colloquy, 

is a blindly repetitious narrative that testifies to little beyond the occupancy of his staged 

world. It is a subjectivity taken to the consummate absurdity, extended monologues 

which co-exist, but never reciprocate. His language is unidentifiable, because it signals 

an identity of non-meaning; non-being, however, which encompasses being and defies it

— the absurd world is not an alternative to the rational, it is the horrid fruition of the 

rational. The past is irremediable, and the future, a vaporous chimera.

In Endgame, Adorno finds a refutation of individuality -- the nameless 

muselmanner of the concentration camps, the converse to ontological existentialism, are 

the paradigm for Beckett's faceless characters — the commodified anonymity of 

expendable and alienated labour. Individual autonomy is presented as an illusion and 

the protagonists do not incarnate a ubiquitous disposition aside from the absurdist 

argument that what is universally human is utter dissonance. As such, Endgame 

disregards the subjectivist approach in the same way that it does away with the 

objectivist — turning the theatrical conventions of plot and setting in upon themselves. 

The holocaust is implied, removed from the dramatic world of heroic individual choice, 

and as such, has more in common with elegy than traditional histrionic forms. What 

remains is a hollow and meaningless world, unalterable and embedded in an after-the- 

fact damnation loop. Language in this after-place is nothing more than anodyne babel, 

a narcotic ritual which makes the meaninglessness of life appear tolerable, a futile game 

played out incessantly to stop the dreaded silence from setting in.

In the endgame, Adorno notes, all the decisive moves have already been made — 

what remains is simply the monotonous process of finishing. Reason terminates in the 

absurd, and it is in this endgame, or more accurately, stalemate, which Beckett's
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characters must continue, neither winning (discovering the existence of something 

living) or losing (being allowed to die). In Endgame, Adorno sees, perhaps, the 

possibility of a poetics after Auschwitz. Not as that which explains or teaches, but that 

which palpably demonstrates the absurdity of dancing in a cul-de-sac.

IL FAUT

Half a century after Adorno's dictum about the intersection of art and atrocity, the 

warning lingers at the border like the monster revenant. For those who would probe the 

boundary edges of representational limitations, his exhortatory words abide to establish 

a moral weight against which all claims ever-after must measure themselves ~  the 

aesthetic equivalent to Irving Greenburg's famous censure of theological reflections 

which would be inappropriate if uttered before a pyre of burning babies.32

For many post-structuralist thinkers, Lyotard in particular, Auschwitz serves as 

an unreconcilable name — a name which breaks with master stories. Postmodernism 

successfully renders Enlightenment rhetoric of freedom and virtue meaningless without 

having recourse to Auschwitz, but there is something more here which cannot be 

phrased, which resists phrasing. Lyotard uses the metaphor of a great earthquake to 

describe this indetermination, a seismic event so catastrophic, that all the scientific 

apparatus for calculating the magnitude of such an occurrence are destroyed.33 Since 

there can be no data to verify the seism adequately, it becomes impossible to 

substantiate the claim empirically that this calamity actually transpired. While no 

scholar possesses confirmation which can prove the cataclysm, there is a complex 

lingering of tremor which resists cognitive validation — a kinesthetic aftershock which 

resides and intimates. Mutatis mutandis, it whispers, the tectonic plates have shifted.
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One may pass through this clinical death, but not without a searing baptism by fire 

hoops.

This nebulous feeling of a metaphysical reduction is not unlike Descartes'34 

phenomenon of the phantom limb, in which the diseased appendage which has been 

surgically removed, continues to induce tactile sensations in the amputee. The 

inconsistency between a unified Gestalt and a visual absence is neurologically resolved 

as a virtual presence: an imaginary anatomy which narcissistically asserts itself as a 

phantom expectation of contact. This tenacious ghost becomes a libidinal monument to 

the biological loss, a psychic delegate which is manifest as a nostalgic longing for 

totality. There is a missing which resists the empirical, which transcends the vinculum 

of sensory assurance.

Just as Voltaire could no longer read Leibniz after the Lisbon earthquake, the 

Holocaust layed low the foundational beliefs of philosophy for Adorno. This, in turn, is 

why Lyotard struggles to find words of verification; yet he must struggle. There is a 

moral imperative (Derrida calls this an il fau t35) which is uneasy with commonly used 

cultural heritages, the concealment that follows utterance. Adorno's paradox is that both 

a rejection of the heritage and a subscription to the heritage amount to the same thing: 

garbage. II fau t demands a neither/nor by recognizing the impossibility of writing 

within the writing. This recognition, Lyotard argues, is the “anathesia” required to resist 

“amnesia” .36 It is an ethical necessity; an ethic which moves beyond the philosophical 

frustration at translating the particular into the universal (for in doing so the particular is 

lost) because the ghosts will not allow it to become an abstract notion. The source of 

the imperative cannot be named. It is only a feeling. In response, Lyotard formulates a 

complex web of phrases and connections as a means to understanding justice in the 

after. Justice, as we will see, looks for links to Auschwitz which do not repress in the 

representation.
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Lyotard is not concerned with Auschwitz as phrase, a thing (res), but how one 

links onto it — that is, not the name, but how one applies a signifigance to the nam e.37 

Lyotard wants to preserve Auschwitz as a name, a model for incommensurability, while 

disallowing conceptual representations which make the event an object of cognition. As 

that which eludes the concept (Adorno) Lyotard is not proposing an alternative to 

representation (with representation as the outgrowth of the logocentric, and Auschwitz 

as anti-logic nonsense) but a way of recognizing the limits of representation, the point at 

which the rules of representation are disrupted and begin to break down.

The Auschwitz model is a breach of order — the positive dialectic of the 

Hegelian Geist. The rational unfolding of the Nazi metanarrative reaches its summit in 

the technological precision of the Shoah — in the controlled administrative purging of 

difference from the Volk matrix. (§154) Auschwitz, Lyotard contends in The Differend 

(to which all subsequent notations in the text will refer) must be linked, but not in the 

language of legislation — the SS forces which decreed that the Jews must die. 

Auschwitz marks a separation between addresser and addressee which cannot be 

bridged without an egregious disloyalty to the heterogeneity of either phrase universe. 

(§157) To speak, then, after Auschwitz, requires a way of phrasing which obeys this 

breach.

Lyotard acknowledges the abiding remonstrance of Adorno, the warning that 

culture and life unmodified after Auschwitz are a postcard frivolity -- for Auschwitz 

disputes speculative discourse (detached reduction to the conceptual). Lyotard, 

however, is concerned that Adorno’s rejection of speculative discourse implies complete 

stasis, a philosophical nihilism which begins and ends at the Auschwitz breach. What 

Lyotard accepts from Adorno is his critique of the positive dialectic, that is, the dialectic 

which moves towards a result, but he is also concerned that a full reversal of the 

Hegelian schemata implies the end of linkages to and after Auschwitz. (§151)
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THE DIFFEREND

To understand the term “linkage” we first need to examine the Lyotardian neologism of 

a differend, the point, the juncture, where differently languaged sides meet in dispute. 

In his reading of Adorno, Lyotard argues that after-Auschwitz demands a rejection of 

the narratives of idealism — narratives which seek a common language by which an 

event such as the Shoah might be verified. A differend emerges when both sides (of a 

wire fence) speak with heterogeneous tongues which cannot be altered or translated 

without de-basing one side; without disrupting the balance of justice. (§xi) Speaking 

a common language forces one side to limit their language, to make fundamental 

concessions to an uncommon mother tongue, to couch their position in the acceptable 

idiom of the radically different Other. Justice is the name for the preservation of the 

differend and the exacerbation of difference. Injustice is the name for the point of 

commensurability in which the submissive (little-narrative) must learn to speak the 

language of the master (meta-narrative) or lose the right to speak altogether. (§45) The 

differend, then, is the coupling of incommensurability, the point of confluence which 

has no neutral (non-linguistic) criteria for adjudicating the dispute. Such a differend 

always exists between narratives, but since there can never be an arbiter which does not 

have its own peculiar narrative, justice requires the irrepressibility/irreducability of the 

differing sides.

Lyotard's argument hinges around the difference between the differend and the 

litigation; between that which resists the invocation of a law, and that which exists 

within the context of a determinate set of mutual rules. (§20-22) In litigation, there is 

commonalty of language, a court of decision in which judgment is passed according to 

terms embraced and accepted by both parties. In the differend, the only litigation which 

may take place is an unjust one. When the rules of discourse are applied to either side, 

the absence of a universal genre of regulative discourse will be revealed (the judges
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partiality) and one side will be favored while the other is victimized. While this can be 

seen most clearly in the limit-case of Auschwitz, the differend extends beyond the gate 

and emerges in our re-presentation of the litigation event. (§93)

Lyotard describes this extension (the implications for a writing) in terms of 

“phrasing”, the postscript to his long-time incredulity towards the overarching meta

stories. These are stories which account for and explain the validity of other stories by 

appealing to a universal set of truth claims which transcend and define ethical and 

institutional limitations. The phrase is the resistance to a metalinguistic discourse, an 

elemental sentence fragment which is neither true nor real, but simply what occurs, what 

happens. The phrase does not give meaning to the event, or interpret it, but exists in its 

singularity. (§22-23) The modernist approach has involved a linking of various phrases 

to make them fit into a recognizable pattern of interpretation, and thus allow a re

presentation of the event. In this way, phrases are placed into a context of meaning 

which prescribes and delimits the singularity of the event.

Phrases do not exist within a context (§141) for Lyotard, but rather the context is 

implied in the linking (§40) of one phrase to the next. Each phrase, he contends, has 

four empty (indeterminate) slots: the referent, the meaning, the addresser and addressee. 

By itself, it is impossible to determine the nature of the slots, but by examining 

subsequent phrases, the slots may be ascertained. (§25) Phrases are always linked in a 

series, (gestures and silence being legitimate phrases in themselves) and thus the 

linkages are crucial to understanding the phrase, but the linkages are contingent and 

shifting. (§102) The way in which phrases are linked, and the choices made for selecting 

one phrase to link over another are indicative of a rule for decision, a mode of 

organization. Lyotard uses the literary term genre to describe the principle/standard by 

which one phrase is linked over other possibilities, a mode of interpretation which 

effects linkings towards a prescribed end. (§180) The difference of the phrasings (their
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heterogeneity) is subordinated by a genre which selectively interprets the phrasings as 

communication which fits into an existing spectrum of accepted language.

A phrase, then, is utterly neutral and distinct from the determinations of 

significance and meaning which can only be applied through a linkage of two phrases 

together. Everything about the nature of a phrase is dependent on the phrase which is 

linked to it, and just as the literary genre determines the context for understanding a 

theatrical event (a death scene may be tragic or farcical depending on the type of play) 

the genre regulates the rules of comprehension. (§181) Lyotard's invocation of literary 

terminology here is important and revelatory about the importance of the aesthetic to his 

larger project. For Lyotard, the aesthetic as the site of invention and displacement, is a 

resistance to metalanguages.38 Aesthetics and art, however, must not be understood to 

be mimetic representation (that which attempts to narrate an historical event as fixed 

meaning) or prophetic (that which Romantically proposes a new truth to the grand old 

story) but that which seeks to displace truth (a remnant of Nietzschian aggrandizement 

of art-as-lie). His use of an aesthetic term (genre) reveals his mistrust of Truth, and his 

belief that a post-modern aesthetics offers a displacement of metanarrativity. Elsewhere 

in his writings he uses the term paganism  to describe this aesthetic impiety towards the 

overarching rules of conduct.

The genre, then, as the extension of displacement and difference can never 

provide one universal authoritative linkage. Since, for Lyotard, there is no 

metanarrative law for assigning truthful rule to a single genre, the only consideration is 

one of justice. 39 Since there are a multiplicity of linkages as well as genres, choosing 

involves a careful acknowledgment that in doing so, you are not suppressing all other 

linkages. One must choose a linkage, but in doing justice to the phrase event, the choice 

must not make appeals to grand narratives which dismiss/repudiate all other genres. 

The difference, as we have previously discussed, is between a litigation (that which 

rejects all other genres of linkage according to the interpretive rules of one master
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genre) or a différend (that which accepts genres as incompatible and without hierarchy). 

Therefore, in the Lyotardian schemata, since it impossible to achieve a consensus of 

choice, effective communication is in itself impossible.

Names, the atomistic linguistic units which constitute a world, are (like the 

meaning slots) empty designators which are, as that which phrases cluster around, 

indeterminate. Names may attract differing/heterogeneous genres and phrasing, and 

may work on several different levels which cannot be overcome via litigation. A 

litigation, for example could argue the geographical or historical significance of a city 

like Babylon or Rome, but a differend will occur when these names also become 

biblical metaphors for bondage or autocracy. Lyotard describes this as a change in the 

level of one's determination, or take, on a referent. For this reason, Lyotard is quick to 

cut through the metanarrativity of the “cognitive” genre which evaluates names as 

ostensible/presumable referents (their most likely use based on their context to the 

phrasing around them). The cognitive genre may privilege the physical Rome over the 

symbolic one, thereby dismissing “fringe” readings as illegitimate because they are not 

the most reasonable.

AS THAT WHICH ELUDES THE CONCEPT

The most problematic name for Lyotard is Auschwitz, the extreme limit-case of the 

epistemic. Any attempt to reduce Auschwitz to the conceptual genre would betray the 

event and place the survivor's testimony on the same level as any cognitive historical 

experience. (§93) Lyotard is invoking his own version of a moral imperative (that 

which preserves the differend) by defending Auschwitz as a name which should not be 

conceptualized. He argues that the death camps can never be made the object of 

cognition — they can only inspire a pathos, a feeling, that something remains unsaid.
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Those who saw the inside of the gas chambers, because they are dead, can never relate 

what they saw to those who did not.40 The point of difference between these two sides 

is a differend, a dispute between two heterogeneous languages which can not be 

resolved without reducing or repressing one voice. The differend, then, marks the point 

of incommensurability, the point where our existing representational frameworks are 

inadequate to deal with difference. Art within this context cannot adhere to the old 

standards of mimetic representation — it must explore and search out the limits of 

representation. An after-Auschwitz aesthetic should displace the customary modes of 

representation — not replace.

In a rearticulation of Adorno's dictum about thought being “measured by the 

extremity that eludes the concept,”41 Auschwitz becomes the point of unresolvability, 

the model case for recognizing the importance of respecting the heterogeneity of 

phrases. (§152) The task of philosophy “after Auschwitz” is to testify to differends 

without representing them, to preserve the justice of conflict without resolving it. 

Philosophy must expound upon the problematics of linkages and resist the notion of 

philosophy as queen of the sciences — that is, it must not attempt a reconciliation of 

language disputes from a point of epistemic grounding. Philosophy, as a unique genre, 

must endeavor to cut through the modernist rhetoric of metalinguistic pretension, and 

see itself not as tribunal, but as advocate. (§228) The philosophical genre is a genre in 

search of rules, not the rules which provide a universal point of view, but the rules 

which detect and expose the differend precisely for the point of safeguarding it. While 

the modernist project gravitated towards ignorance for the sake of hegemonic peace, 

Lyotard urges us to hold on to disruption, the clash of language games. Communication 

in this way is not unlike fighting; yet we must not aim to win, but simply keep up the 

fight — keeping the lines open and consensus in flux.

Universal (or majority) agreement does violence to heterogeneity, and palliates 

cultural difference through a suppression of differing experience and expression. The
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différend seeks to uphold an indeterminate judgment which springs forth from ideas of 

multiplicity and diversity. This, however, should not be understood as a pluralist 

acceptance of all judgments as equally valid, but a dispersion of judgments without 

models. There is a dearth of abiding criteria for Lyotard which allow the judge to 

represent justice. (§214-216) The just judgment does not normalize justice, lest it 

become another metanarrative, but rather, respects the indeterminacy of justice. It 

guards against allowing justice to become conceptual (determinant) and keeps the ball 

in the air (so to speak) on what makes justice just. An indeterminate judgment does not 

propose that all things are equal and must be respected, but rather, proposes respect for 

the difference between things.

The Differend engages a resistance to the political metanarrativity of societal 

relationships, for example that of capitalism, the economic genre which presumes that 

all objects are exchangeable. (§253) Such a common language of commodity is very 

powerful and persuasive, but it does not account for all linkages which may exist. Just 

as Auschwitz cannot be presented without betraying the singularity of the event, no 

genre should attempt to regulate experience through a type of universal patterning. The 

concern of judgment, then, is to testify to the differend, to engage it without silencing its 

ruptural snarl by prejudging it. Auschwitz, the limit-model, is surrounded by silence, a 

silence (the inconspicuous phrase) which exists as a sign that something remains to be 

phrased, but something which is not. (§93) The philosopher should be sensitive to the 

feeling of consternation which surrounds the name Auschwitz, and recognize this as one 

important differend which should help us recognize and name every differend after 

Auschwitz. This is the ongoing task of justice which will never end, but that which we 

must continue to be vigilantly aiming for.

I would like to propose, before proceeding, a re-naming of the differend. What 

Lyotard refuses, and Adorno welcomes, is the possibility, however remote, of 

transcendence.42 Adorno rejects the Hegelian picture of fulfilled immanence (the
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nailing-down of the divine) but concedes to the necessity of supra-mundane redemptive 

potentialities. It is this modest and feeble admittance alone which prevents the 

deification of the finite as spirit. Adorno engaged a dystopian polemic against any form 

of transcendent criticism, be it the proletariat as the messianic torchbearers of truth or 

the Hegelian dispersal of the bourgeoisie into the state, but his negative dialectic does 

not close off possibility. In many ways, he shares a kinship with the prophetic tradition, 

in that they both endeavor to displace and demythologize the conventional tribal stories 

which stabilize and buttress the dominant power/ideology. The prophetic voice is 

primarily a voice of radical critique, and secondly an energizing invigorating expression 

of hope — a penetration of numbness so that new futures can be envisioned, embraced 

and created. The prophetic consciousness is an alternative consciousness which seeks to 

dismantle and delegitimate the dominant Weltanschauungen of the day by preparing the 

way for redemptive divulgence. Whereas the consciousness of the present maintains a 

vision of the future which is a consistent prolongation of the existing and attendant 

order, the prophetic dares propose a future that has both a rooting in counter-cultural 

tradition and a vision from which no experiential assurance can be extrapolated.

A better “phrase”, in keeping with this prophetic dis-closure, would be teku, a 

Talmudic term for a textual difficulty or legal dispute which will never be resolved until 

the coming of the Messiah. The prophet is a fantasizer who invokes imagination in a 

future, not implementation of that vision. It is not impossible to write poetry after 

Auschwitz, as far as impossibility is a settled (reified) negation, if the prophetic 

contingency is protected. Culture is an imminent determinate for the aesthetic (as all 

artworks will necessarily resonate the social conditions of production to some extent) 

but poetry is only impossible as far as it complicitly propagates the ideological 

deception of the culture industry. To the deeply enculturated contemporary, art as 

reflection of culture breeds only continuance — an acquiescence which is disrupted by 

the indictment of passive consumption.
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Having said this, we should be a careful to separate the biblical distinction of 

prophet from the prophetic bent of Adorno. In scripture the prophetic marks the point 

of translation — the rendering into human tongue the discourse of the divine — the 

vinculum. After-Auschwitz marks a disjuncture of linguistic meaning, a caesura. Art, 

in its capacity for exposing the dispute can preserve the teku until the Messianic 

inbreaking. This is a capacity which Lyotard describes in negative terms, as an 

immemorial, a type of impossible but requisite témoigner.

BEARING NEGATIVE WITNESS

What does the teku/differend offer to a phrasing about/around Auschwitz? The answer, 

perhaps, can be seen in Lyotard's notion of silence as sign. As we have seen, 

Auschwitz cannot be presented under established rules of representation. The 

conceptual is a betrayal of the singularity of Auschwitz — it allows it to become one 

more event that happened in a string of event things. Lyotard refuses to allow this 

determination, letting the silence which surrounds the phrase Auschwitz serve as a sign 

that something important remains unsaid which is not (and which cannot). The silence 

provokes us to speak so that the indeterminate singularity is not lost in the shuffle of 

either representational voice or reticent refusal to speak justice.

To understand the complexity here, it may be helpful to look to the witness of 

Elie Weisel, the survivor incarnate, who writes the Holocaust with latent silence. Inapt 

in isolation, his silence is a dormant presence which circumspectly deliberates the 

authenticity of each word as a bona fide  sign. Utterances are not a transposition for 

silence, but a copious profusion of the quelled hush. Silence encompasses exposition, 

and communicates on an implicit level, the organized patterns of muffled futility. It is 

at once external to, and inside language as an omnipresent arbiter ~  each word
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pondering and suppressing a hundred more. There is pained struggle, an interruption, of 

apologetic words delicately imposing themselves on silence, not as a celebrant breakers 

of a mute law, but as a repentant violation. Weisel mobilizes silence by rendering it 

meaningful, and in a sense, holy. The frailty of art is its inability to replace faith, to 

speak in the mystical tongues of angels. Art may bear the mien of priestly vestments, 

but it lacks the voluminous resonance of the unmitigated metaphysical experience. As 

the holy is shrouded in silence, art is shrouded in expression. This is a restrictive but 

necessary fragility — and in Weisel's art there is an abiding tension between a 

commitment to reticence and a commitment to witness. Lyotard recalls Elie Weisel's 

forest campfire in which we are asked to add another verse, another ember, to the story 

of the forgetting of recall. All that one can remember, is that they do not know how to 

tell the story.43 This is what Lyotard describes as bearing “negative” witness, a 

capability because of incapacity, a holy possibility which arises from admitting that 

prayer is impossible.

We will return to a more nuanced discussion of silence in subsequent chapters. 

For now, silence can be read as a rearticulation (using Adorno's terminology) of 

“impossibility” as the skin of possibility. Lyotard's reading of Adorno's after-Auschwitz 

poetics, challenges unanimity in art — the harmonic congruence which is achieved 

through the removal of discord. Such dissent is a necessary and value-able device for 

recognizing the gaps, between the conceivable and the presentable. In the after/post, 

presentation imparts a cogent sense of unpresentability — projecting the unpresentable 

into presentation itself.44 Particularly useful for Lyotard is the Kantian notion of the 

sublime, which he redirects from the infinite to the odious. Whereas Kant's sublimity 

names the awe-full power of nature, the profound insinuation of Design and teleological 

purpose which defies cognitive communicability, Lyotard's recontextualization is a 

nomenclature for absolute and totalized isolation. Auschwitz corroborates a terrible 

solidarity between human countenance and the appel-platz distortion of phraseless
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space. At best, we can recognize this solidarity, and bear negative witness to the aporia 

of art.45 If a dearth of determining criteria characterizes the aesthetic, the indeterminacy 

is multiplied when is reaches the gates of Auschwitz — the “limit” model of the 

epistemic.46

THERE IS NO WE

The problem which Adorno senses and Lyotard highlights, is the problem of we, the 

dearth of a subject which can name itself by naming this experience.47 The problem 

introduced in the Auschwitz model is that we (a consensus between the he/she and the I  

which is synthesized in the first person plural pronoun) implies a para-experience. 48 

The Auschwitz experience does not have such a consensus — it is rather, the extreme 

limit-case of one meta-narrative imposing itself upon another in a radical and violent 

way. Die, I decree it. There is no grounding to declare a we when speaking about 

Auschwitz (whether ethical, legal or institutional). Auschwitz prescribes death from a 

position of exclusivity. The death does not exist within the framework of accepted 

(normative-we) understandings of crime and punishment, but is administered by one 

who speaks a different language game (a differend). For a we to be formed, both the 

you and I must know the law, regardless of what that law is, and accept it.

To clarify, the para-experience of Auschwitz should be distinguished from the 

para-experience of a/ier-Auschwitz which I discussed earlier. Para-experience implies 

transmitted memories which are passed on to bearers who assume the task of sustaining. 

The after-para, rather, is the paradoxical burden of admitting the unrecoverability of 

memory, without forgetting. George Steiner, in his reading of Adorno's after describes 

the para  as a not-being-there endurance in which all who live in the aftermath of 

Auschwitz are a “kind of survivor”49 — a self-definition as both persecuted and
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persecutor. As one who identifies with the post-Enlightenment thrust of modernity, he 

acknowledges a personal potential for complicity with narratives of exclusion. Not- 

being-there does not distinguish sides of the fence, only the monsters in the belly of the 

beast. As a kind of survivor, Steiner serves as a proxy, a living reproach, for those who 

perished within and beyond the lager walls. The event, despite the mortal limitations of 

those who were there, knows no statute of limitations. He is faced, then, with the 

“impossible” burden of remembering a past disconnected from living memory.

Living in the unrest of aftermath, Steiner assumes the onus of absent50 memory, 

a nonmemory shot through with holes, lacunae and silence. It is a feeling of lack and 

regret at not-being-there combined with the terrible burden of writing — with all the 

risks of trivialization and misapplication. While Levinas argues51 that nonmemory must 

prompt a reading of the past which interprets and renews the naked documented facts as 

fabricated memories which articulate the relevance of the Holocaust as “lesson”, 

Steiner's gapped survival does not allow for conceptualization. Like Lyotard, Steiner is 

rearticulating barbarity as a distorted and fragmented reflection of reality. By 

appropriating the Holocaust and allying himself with the persecuted, Steiner becomes an 

“imaginary Jew”52 who must speak the we when we cannot be spoken.

The answer which Lyotard proposes to this dilemma is not an affirmative 

concept, but an acknowledgment of the untranslatable phrase. Auschwitz is a model for 

incommensurability — the limits of speculative logic. Any phrasing, or linkages after 

Auschwitz, which do not concede to the differend/teku are unjust. Linkings cannot be 

made in accordance with an aim or a result, aside from the aim or intent of revealing the 

inadequacies of phrasing which takes for supposition the we of collective discourse. 

When words give rise to a we, there is always a possibility of making the SS 

prescription of death normative — the we which is exclusive of the addressee. The you 

(the Jews) were denied entrance into the we of a German identity which became 

Nazism. The linking of Auschwitz was an unjust litigation. There can be no possibility
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of linking the two in a dialectical sublation without renewing that injustice. The 

dissensus cannot be mediated.

Lyotard's evocation of Auschwitz as an opaque sign for afterness, invokes the 

notion of anamnesis to describe that which cannot be remembered (that which cannot be 

represented by concepts) and that which cannot be forgotten (consigned to the limbo of 

historical cataloguing). Adorno proposes that speculative discourse after Auschwitz is 

impossible because the ghosts of the dead resist a reduction to an economy in which the 

death is endowed with a value. Anamnesis rejects this economy by debasing the 

currency.

That which is absolutely different, the wholly Other, resists translation into 

common languages. To name the event is to do injustice to the event, to displace it, 

without preserving the alterity. Hegelian dialectics, as Kierkegaard noted, is a Ulyssian 

system which avoids the uncanny call of the siren by “plugging the ears” .53 Difference, 

in the Hegelian schemata, is only momentary, and never permanent. Adorno's aftemess 

will not fuse dialectically in a positive result. Why? According to Hegel, the result is 

positive because it has a “determined content”.54 These determinations, Lyotard, argues, 

are consumed by Auschwitz like a cow consumes fodder, or a tiger its prey.55 Only that 

which follows consumption remains: shit.

BARBARITY REVISITED

After, poetry is barbaric. An ethical writing does not draw the representational 

assumptions across the caesura abyss untinged. My discussion of Lyotard is little more 

than a nuanced recapitulation of Adorno's original argument. In the after, Adorno found 

an unaltered poetry reprehensible for its collaborative role in a society which failed to 

recognize evil. Kapos read Goethe and listened to Beethoven unaffected, and scholars
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debated classics within miles of the death camps. George Steiner's quotable maxim, 

“men are accomplices to that which leaves them indifferent,”56 is a direct indictment of 

culture and the hopes which it enlisted in aesthetic genius. Buchenwald, we must 

remember, existed a mere five minutes away from Weimar.57 The proximity, Adorno 

will not let us forget, was more than spatial.

A wonderful visual for this can be seen in Hans Jürgen Syberberg's film Our 

Hitler, which portrays the Reich Chancellor rising out of Wagner's grave in the garden 

of Bayreuth to the strains of the composer's Rienzi. The epic opera certainly bears no 

explicit culpability as an opprobrious and akratic antecedent, but “high culture” with all 

of its enlightened pretenses should not be exonerated of all amenability. Complaisancy, 

the disposition to please, degenerated into complacency, the disposition to accept. 

Adorno's skepticism of inherited forms, reveals his deep (and justifiable) mistrust of 

artistic delicacy — and the framing capacities of forms too closely aligned with a 

cultivation of conquest to be affective.

The you/other unconsumed by the we, the culturally illegitimate holocaustum 

immolation, is estranged from the archetypal conventions which are easily 

accommodated within orthodox mimetic perimeters, and there is a dearth of iconoclastic 

aesthetic delegates capable of challenging the limits of representation. Only within a 

certain framework of shared “committed” experience, can words (as satisfactory 

referents) acquire a desired effect; an intent found wanting by stylized and provincial 

recourses. The bête noire of European dominion are ill-treated by the literary esprit de 

corps. Still, Adorno clenches a paradoxical talisman of deeper magic, a secularization 

of Pascal's theological forbiddance: on ne doit plus dormir. True suffering does not 

permit sleep; it abhors amnesia. Here Lyotard would agree: one must make links, but 

one must avoid the repetitive damaging linkages of a culture turned garbage.

I believe that Adorno's barbarity is an attempt to describe a new (ethical) form of 

writing which is unstable, awkward even, because it attempts to forge an appropriate
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language for writing the Holocaust. If the term is problematic, it is only because 

Auschwitz itself is problematic (resists determination). Adorno argues that Beckett 

presents us with the only fitting aesthetic response to the concentration camps — an 

identification with nothingness. It is only by negating this world that another not-yet 

world may be exposed. This is not nihilism, he contends, but truth.58

We again return full circle to the end-of-art, and the Hegelian relationship 

between art and truth. It's a tricky concept when there is no authoritative canon to fall 

back on; no adequate point of reference to assure decisive readings. Heidegger 

recognized the aporia by declaring truth to be the thing which makes a people “certain, 

clear and strong”.59 This litigational “truth” is the slippery slope towards Auschwitz 

which must be avoided at all costs. The truth, in relation to art, should be viewed as the 

teku dispute. Only when it is preserved, is an after-poetics possible.

BLACK MILK

When speaking of Adorno's dictum, Celan's Todesfuge60 is often cited as its catalyst and 

qualification. In its being, it instantiates the making of images, and in its substance, 

thematizes the impossibility of doing so. The most powerful metaphor in this poem is 

the “black milk” which opens each strophe — a poisoning of the maternal sustenance. 

From Rachel's breasts, her babies suckle lactiferous venom which vitiates and destroys. 

The milk, the black milk which they drink morning noon and night draws them across 

the abyss. This striking metaphor translates, for Adorno, as a new and infra-language 

which lies below the prattle of postcards.61 As an impossible image, Celan's disruptive 

and abstract trope defies both logic and a redemptive/connective aesthetic.

A form of expression which hopes to be responsibly practiced in the after, can 

not take on this redemptive function, but must contemplate itself from the perspective of
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redemption. New utterances must be exhumed which will estrange and displace the

world, which will reveal its indigence. We need to view our Planet Auschwitz, Adorno

told us, as the distorted and insolvent place which it is — which will only be fully

apparent in a messianic light.62

Just as Celan's poems, as Adorno noted, paradoxically “articulate unspeakable

horror,”63 the mourning which is precluded by the uncanniness of the break, emerges in

this recognition. As Weisel asserts, the ethics of impossibility writes, “to denounce

writing.”64 Words may flounder, but our dialogue with the world we inhabit, coupled

with the testimonial imperative of the mother, compels us to describe.

This stammering, this feeble attempt to name the places of connection, is what

Deleuze calls the constitutive and of things.65 Our descriptions, our language, are in a

constant state of displacement and contradiction, and we are inevitably caught up in an

endless stutter: and... and... and. It is this child-like ineptness, this ability to

acknowledge the gaps between the conceptual and the linguistic, which helps us to

recognize the primacy of fissures. The “constitutive and” ensures an evasion of

stabilized solidifications and forces us to identify the sedimentary deposits of old

naming in our renderings.66 A concrete illustration may clarify this barbarous talk,

Celan's “Tübingen, January”67 — a poem which speaks the caesura with a stammering

tongue of impossibility:

Came, if there 
cam e a man
cam e a man to the world, today, with
the patriarchs'
light-beard: he could,
if  he spoke o f this
time, he
could
only babble and babble, 
ever- ever- 
m orem ore.

The babble echoes the equivocation we have been discussing all along — an ethical 

iconoclasm which rearticulates the Bilderverbot after Auschwitz as a vinculum-caesura
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dis-connection. Yet, how does one understand the paradox? The answer, perhaps, can 

be found in faith — a faith which recognizes, on the edge of the forest, that prayer is no 

longer possible; and it is in this confession which a Miserere is uttered. Faith, 

Kierkegaard told us, “is precisely to grasp the fact that it cannot be grasped.”68 Mark C. 

Taylor, in his reading of Kierkegaard, reminds us that the paradox here is impossible, 

but it is not an impossibility which severs, but rather, creates a “crisis of the word.”69 

The ethical (faithful) impossibility of Adorno is not so different.

We now turn to the semiotic limitations of art in the after, having grounded all 

subsequent discussions in the internalized law of teku. In looking back, across the 

abyss, Lyotard blasphemes the Geist. “We wanted the progress of the mind,” he sneers, 

“we got its shit.”70 This is where we must now begin — not from above, from the lofty 

heights of the Tragic, but from below, in the remains: the shit.
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You w il l  lie a reproach and a taunt 
a warning and an object of horror

E z e k ia l  5 :15

Werewolves, according to Adorno,1 exist in the darkest forests of history to keep us 

vigilantly wary. Without this necessary fear, a fear which draws us out of complacency, 

we would lose our apprehensive identity as quarry, and fatuously delude ourselves into 

playing Perseus — but a polished shield and a gorgon's head must not, with triumphal 

haughtiness, be used to slay these monsters. The werewolf cannot be done away with 

soothing lullabyes or silver bullets. It is body, perverted and terrible — the bestial corpus 

without dignity, poise or salvation.

In invoking the werewolf, Adorno is retelling the tale of an ancient and allegorical 

beast which roamed the fables of such worthies as Lucian, Ovid, and Apuleius. Unlike 

the wolf, which summons biblical caveats against “ravening” false prophets, the werewolf 

is more than a lupine adversary to the “good shepherd” — it is far too anthropocentric, far 

too much like us. The werewolf is a versipellis, a skin changer, who is man and beast at 

the same time. We fear the wer-wulf — not because it is wolf, but because it is wer. By



drinking water from its footprint or committing some quasi-ecclesiastical sin, we can 

metamorphose into loup-garou, which, as Adorno argues, is the universal essence of 

damnation.2 We fear the werewolf because we fear condemnation to automaton. The 

homo-lupus maintains an anthropoidal mien, but it loses all motives. Divorced from all 

spiritual and family connections and removed of all claims to desire (including sex and 

revenge) the werewolf hunts out of hunger only. It is body alone, and because it is body, 

we fear it.

The sleep of reason, Goya argued, produces 

monsters — or, to rephrase, the absence of reason 

is body. Goya’s haunting image is a testament to 

the epistemological constructs of eudaemonia.3 

At his desk, the writer who waking lives by 

reason, has dropped asleep. As his rational mind 

is stilled, the monstrous beasts of darkness, the 

obscure Gothic bats, owls and lynx, emerge from 

the distrait nous to taunt and bedevil the 

somnolent thinker. As a child of the 

Enlightenment, Goya was a devoted disciple to 

Reason's salvific power. Evil and entropy 

stemmed from an absence of rational vigilance 

(the same waking power which envisioned Auschwitz, Pretoria and Hiroshima) and in 

slumber, monsters rose up from the ooze of the subconscious.
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Like dragons on ancient seafarers maps, the monster lives on the final grid and 

meridian of psychic cartography. They exist at the border-place where the noble human 

ens rationis dissolves into the grossly zoic creature of instinct — part brute and part 

Adamite. In our introduction we introduced the monster as the creature which thwarts 

our attempts to classify. The monster is not monster because it does something horrible, 

but because it cannot be categorized. The “thing-with-no-name” resists order, not as a 

radical negation of order, but as a disruption of imposed order. In the Hegelian dialectic, 

the opposition of clashing thetical and antithetical forces is resolved in a synthesis. The 

monster, as the locus of discord between these two conflicting principles, will not allow a 

subordination of its negative. They remain in the gap, threatening our systems and 

structures and showing us the remnants of the “peaceful” synthesis of contrariety. They 

are uncanny creatures which cannot be kenned.

The werewolf brings to light that which has been disclosed. In his Dialectic of 

Enlightenment, Adorno contends that history has two sides: the written story of 

civilization and the unwritten story of the werewolf. Terry Eagleton, in discussing 

Adorno, rearticulates this Janus face duality as a stark polarity between an “anti-sensuous 

idealism” and an “unregenerate materialism”4 — a differend in which the body is scorned, 

exploited and renounced while the spirit is exalted. Adorno argued that the damage to 

the body has been severe that any attempt at unity is futile (if not dangerous) because the 

body has been irrevocably, “maimed from the outset.”5 Failing to recognize this, the 

romantic raises the werewolf to the status of god, and in his worship, ignores the fangs.

The feigned reconciliation of body and spirit (the artificial synthesis) allowed for 

the creation of Auschwitz. The Fascist wedding of blood and ideology required not only
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an expulsion of those persons outside the philosophical matrix, but a complete 

desublimation of the victim's body. It was not enough to kill the Jew, Adorno reminded 

us, they needed to be humiliated, debased and defiled. All that was taboo needed to be 

violated, and the corps propre (a body which is clean, correct, and one's own) needed to 

be made monstrous.

To understand the significance of this corporeal profanation (and its importance 

for the making of art after Auschwitz) we need to examine the “two histories” which 

Adorno names, and expand upon his laconic critique of Nietzsche's misplaced inversion 

of the differend between body and spirit. Adorno’s culture after Auschwitz, including its 

bodies, is garbage: rejectamenta. We will begin by rearticulating the central question of 

our first chapter: “what time is it?” through a juxtaposition of “after” and “before” 

bodies, a contrariety which will lead us to a second question: “what is the aesthetic 

subject in this after time?” Applying Kristeva’s notion of abjection to the Holocaustal 

body, we will begin to expose inappropriate ways of approaching this subject 

aesthetically — from Heidegger’s exclusive and juste-milieu laudation of earthen bodies to 

Bakhtin’s coprophilous carnival body. In Bakhtin, however, one finds a pharmakon, a 

term Derrida invokes to describe poison and cure in one dose — something which is 

neither restorative medicine nor debilitating drug, but a troubling potion which introduces 

ambivalence and ambiguity into classifications.6 Bakhtin’s gay excremental vision is not 

the materia medica to the qualm of aftered representation, but it does challenge many of 

the aesthetic assumptions which underlie a litigational postcarding. It is a recalcitrant 

body which we can only partially reject. Following our previous discussion of an ethical
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(after) writing of the Holocaust is an embodied writing — a writing which, having 

accepted teku, proceeds to the body: mutilated, abject and monstrous.

THE ROMANTIC CORPUS

The palpability of the body, damned to a netherworld cavern by Plato and omitted 

from the realm of knowing by Descartes, was consigned to the doxa of opinion and taste, 

but despite its best efforts, philosophy sustained an intellectual ineffectuality in 

completely abolishing the ever conspicuous region of the somatic. Descartes, the 

doubting meditator, invoked with perspicacious incantations, his ghost in the machine — a 

feisty apparition which would haunt the legacy of Western thought which he is said to 

have sired. His metaphysical speculations centered around a proposition which would 

irrevocably influence everything that was to follow -- a split, a psychophysical dualism 

which divided all discerned reality into two separate and distinct substances. These 

ultimate and irreducible genera of reality, the thinking spiritual mind as disconnected 

from spatial matter, formed a dichotomy between concrete corporeality and the intangibly 

symbolic mode of being. In the wake of this profane schism, human functioning was 

bound up inextricably with an ethereal reality unqualifiable and independent of the 

creaturely cogs of grinding and milling physical reciprocity. Like his own malin génie, 

the demiurgical trickster who creates illusive worlds of ostensible seeming, Descartes 

wove a privileged nest of clarified humanness where the holy Self was able to affirm, 

deny and will, autonomously estranged from the distractions of digestion and orgasms. 

Within his efficacious haunt, the somatic body, the vehicular transport of the reasoning



and remembering soul, was reduced to a spatially extended conglomerate of shapes open 

to the scrutiny of geometrical investigation and estranged from a cognitive mind.

Nietzsche, as Adorno notes, 7 clearly understood the written and underground 

histories of Western civilization, and it is against this tradition which he howled, 

attempting to redeem corporeal materialism — not by the familiar stratagem of 

“reasonable” concessions, but by starting from the body itself.8 In The Gay Science, 

Nietzsche proposes that the long tradition of philosophy in the west can be summarily 

read as an erroneous interpretation, and consequently, misunderstanding of the body.9 

The thinker who once facetiously proposed a reconstitution of philosophy around the nose 

was displaying more than academic jocularity and insouciant wit when he did so. He 

was, in fact, identifying a fundamental problem/blindspot in traditional philosophy which 

did away with the body by refuting its feeble mortality as a tainted corruption of logic -  a 

vile idée fixe  of the senses. 10 We are bodies, bodies alone, and whatever anti-truth we 

can achieve, he argued, is discovered through a complex reciprocal relationship with 

other bodies in temporal space. All of our cultural artefects, imports, and ideas are 

responses to, and a function of, our biological drives, our thirst for blood, and our desire 

to survive — organic impetus which have been translated back to a basic will.

For Nietzsche, as well as Adorno, the body is essential to an understanding of the 

aesthetic. Nietzsche speaks of truth (negatively) as the well-known written history of 

Western culture; the aesthetic, he contends, may serve as a bodily counterforce to this 

“truth” — a lie. In his Nachiass 11 of unpublished and disjointed jottings, Nietzsche 

speaks of the relationship which exists between art and truth, which fills him with a sense 

of holy dread. This discordance, this contrariety, breeds not only apprehension, but an
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awe-full rupture, a blade which tears asunder our deepest and most cherished assumptions 

about the world. All truth claims must pass through the terrible gauntlet of untamed 

desires which preponderate in the primary artistic force. For Nietzsche, the aesthetic is 

admonition, a prophetic voice which calls us away from the olde gods for even older 

ones; a voice in the wilderness which intoxicates rather than sobers. Truth is an ugly 

thing, it cries, rejoice and sing the ancient dithyrambs!

The breach between art and truth at which Nietzsche stood in holy dread is a 

disunity of consignment, a relegation of the aesthetic to a place outside the theoretical 

discourse. The philosophical narrative recounts a suppression and exile of art; a 

patronizing subjugation and autocratic repression of a voice asseverating its protest. 

Art, according to Nietzsche is a blooming, a plethoric surplus of carnality, an overflow or 

a voluptuous intensification of life. The creation of art is a libidinous act, and the 

composition of a euphonic melody is a prurient sexual thing which begins with 

copulation and ends in procreation.12 It is an indulgent and salacious form of intercourse 

which fills us with an erotic vigor and reminds us that we are not ethical beings, but 

animals. It is an indirect craving for that which lies outside the theoretical realms of 

methodical reason; for that which revels in a physicality prior to and beyond moral 

concerns. The artist loves, with passionate desire, the things of this world, and yet it is 

somehow more than a clinical empiricism. It is a euphoric celebration, an affirmation of 

and participation in that earthly tonic which strengthens the will and inflames us with a 

fervor for stimuli. The holy dread is not the pious phobia of an unseen god, but a 

consecrated reverence for all that would profane a desensualized faith.
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THE MESSIANIC CORPUS

Nietzsche, in attempting to redeem the body, was participating in a story older 

than the Cartesian split, a story as old as the foundations of Western thought. It is a story 

of expulsion and deposition in which the ideal is made honorific, and the ethereal is 

constituted as reality. But, if  this is truth, Nietzsche argued, then we need lies. 13 Art is a 

negation of metaphysics, and an escape from veracity. It dupes us into trusting a spurious 

fib, into accepting the “deception” that religion, morality and science are a denial of life. 

Art is both seducer and a temptress; an instigator and stimulator calling us to embrace the 

deception and rejoice in the chicanery of it all. Art does not invalidate truth with an 

alternative claim, but rather, seizes the lie with ecstatic ardor. Ethics, reason, dogma: all 

seek to drain the abscesses of pus and blood from the afflicted body. Only art regards 

these fluids as precious, as vital — only art can serve as the salvific counterforce to truth. 

Art is a lie, the glorious antichrist feverishly proclaimed with all the burning 

triumphalism of his lantern-lighting madman — it is the ancient duplicity of Prospero, and 

the forgotten incantations of worm-eaten shamans. Art is illusion, Adorno would later 

echo, it is magic delivered and redeemed from the untruth of being truth.14

There is, however, a vital distinction which needs to be made between Nietzsche 

and Adorno. The “illusion” in both cases is a way of speaking about the underground 

history, but for Adorno the “magic” is not a carnal communion with lascivious gods, but 

the painful mutation into the werewolf. Nietzsche, he argued, was correct in 

acknowledging the importance of the body, but he drew a false conclusion about the 

character of this body. In attempting to bring about a renaissance of the body, Nietzsche
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was simply idealizing, “a dead and maimed condition.”15 It is a condition consummated 

in Auschwitz.

For Adorno, the wiggling skyward of Jew'd exhaust is a form of negative 

embodiment. The body imposes itself upon the rarefied domain of celestial forms where 

philosophes ponder, not as a vigorous thrust of potent vehemence, but as a skeletal token. 

Reason is the Geist-ridden throughline of a grand narrative which rolls on from the war- 

club to Hiroshima; a great meta-story which teleologically contorts in agony and 

suffering.16 History, culture, art — all come to an end when approaching the oft- 

photographed gate-house of endstation Vernichtung: the terminus termination. The 

following/residue is a vacuous waste-land/time inhabited by starkly emaciated post

humans — consumptive creatures with taut organs and hollow lusterless eyes. 

Recognizable only in a Beckettian framework of absurdist recurrence, the gaunt distortion 

is the new paradigm, the singularly unblasphemous identity as death.17 In the 

subsequence of cessation, only effigies remain — dark parodies of Creation's fortunate 

children.

The body lives on in Adorno’s dialectic, not as the Nietzschian superman, but as 

the muselmänner, a dull creature mindlessly skulking about I'univers 

concentrationnaire.xi Although alive, these prisoners were officially registered as 

deceased, awaiting the Zyklon B in a Birkenau bottleneck. Muselmänner are the walking 

dead, the zombies of undecidability occupying the parergonal 19 space of neither/nor. 

They exist in-between the categories of truth and nontruth, where the monsters who 

bedevil our sleep, cease to be phantastical nightmares, and trudge around us in catatonic 

trances. To clarify, I would like to juxtapose two images:20
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There is a central Western narrative in which the body is pivotal: the incarnation of Christ 

relived with each celebration of the Eucharist. In the redemptive moment, the bodiliness 

o f Jesus (the flesh as site of eating and being eaten) provides an emblematic embodiment 

o f spiritual significances. The two images above, both cruciform, are Christ figures. The 

first, in imitation of Classical antiquity, suggests the virgin Athena: the hale and valorous, 

de-eroticized nude who is sexually unapproachable. Equal to her father Zeus in both 

strength and careful wisdom, she initiated all skills and taught mortals how to conquer 

their fallen savage nature through knowledge and mastery of the elements. The second, a 

photograph of an exanimate carcass taken at Bergen Belsen.

Both crucifixions represent a type of Messianic fulfillment, and visually capture 

the root of difference between Nietzsche's glorified body and Adorno's distorted 

werewolf. The essential antithesis is not between the body and the mind, but between a



Western Hellenism which aspires towards godship and the older Hebraic worldview 

which aspires towards obedience. Western modernity began as a syncretistic synthesis of 

two diametrically inimical ground-motives, between the Torah of Yahweh and an 

apostate Luciferian arrogance: between faith and pride. This unholy alliance which 

atrophied in moderate bourgeoisie values was fiercely attacked by Nietzsche, whose 

gospel of nihilism urged its disciples to embrace/remember the oblivescent heroic 

possibilities of human potentiality as a drunken release from the socially conditioned 

values of good and evil. This should not be regarded as an aberration — a madman- 

bubble of instability in the perpetuity of Western culture, but a movement towards a 

reunification. Nietzsche rekindled the embers of libidinous knowing that had been 

subjacently castigated by Rationalism, but he did not break with a philosophical tradition 

which had developed as a response to (and in reaction against) divine revelation. His 

thought, rather, fulfills and brings to voluminous expression, the antithesis between the 

Hellenistic and Hebraic Weltanschauung — a glorification of that German Volk which is 

rooted in blood and soil of Western culture. The historical embodiment of the antichrist’s 

dissection, that virulent strain of (or culmination of) European modernity, is a resplendent 

tribute to Nietzsche's disruption/rupture of the fusion between separate and incompatible 

belief systems. To purge the Western identity, one must not destroy the body, but 

disfigure the body made in the image of the Hebrew God.

The second Christ-figure is scandalous. Horrific in its contortion, it disturbs our 

comfortable prop of resurrection faith. We cannot simply interpret it away without 

trivializing its disturbingly unredeeming features with an oppressive utterance. The 

Hebraic worldview which informs Adorno's assessment of the body begins in obedience.
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Father Abraham stands ready to mutilate his only begotten son, because this is the deal 

which he has cut with Adonai. The Lord is hungry, and the Lord is carnivorous, and 

something has to die. The bound flesh of Israel is the place of offering and sacrifice.

In the broken remains of the concentration camp victim we see a Christ obscured 

by centuries of resurrection enthusiasm. Flesh is not a thing for praising and 

theologizing, but for burning: for immolation. 21 It returns us to a hidden cross; returns 

us to the lived moment of forsakenness in which we are reluctantly forced to see anew the 

fractured vinculum between God and his world. At the cross(ings), all of our continuities 

are shattered, and we are left with only fragments, broken continuities, which we may 

yield to narrative — to literature and liturgy.

The figure shown cannot be approached with a confident assurance of Easter. If 

we confront it with the unrepentant litany of religious fanfare, we engage in a litigation 

which converts the cross of Jesus into a laurel-relic of haughty after-Easter triumphalism. 

W e can only view it as if before Easter — a Lenten moment in which the assumptions of 

benign righteousness are bound. It is with penitent humility and an ear attuned to 

suffering that we may wait-with this broken Christ, not to effect redemption but a tacit 

connection which hushes the exultant declaration.

For Adorno, the great and glorious edifice of culture collapsed in upon itself, not 

because of a paradigm shift in literary criticism, or an influx of reactionary art forms, but 

because of broken bodies. Culture was not done in by the structural anthropologists or 

smothered by the deconstructivists; it did not disintegrate in the universities or fall prey to 

ideology — it ate itself. Culture, that late great daughter of mother arrogance, devoured 

itself, caput mortuum, in the barracks of Birkenau. Attenuated organisms greedily
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digested the final reserves of protein in hidden layers of subcutaneous fat as expendable 

muscle tissue was ingurgitated for conversion to energy. Culture died at Auschwitz.

Culture after Auschwitz, Adorno exhorted, is garbage.22 This is a garbage which 

is, quite literally, body. Nietzsche identifies with the iiber-abundance of life force, but 

this sacred communion with the olde gods must be severed when we realize with horror 

that our grand Promethean exploits converted non-consumptive flames into a smoldering 

pyre of charred human remains. In a staged incarnation of Pomerance's The Elephant 

Man, da Vinci's Vesuvian man is transformed against a backdrop of Victorian 

preconceptions about normality into the malformed figure of John Merrick. The 

paradigm is shifted in this gestural contortion, from the archetypal ideal to the freakish 

monstrosity — from the paragon of perfection to the precariousness of permutation. This 

is the image which Adorno paints for us. In die Endldsung, Jews were labeled stiicke, 

“pieces” to be processed — pieces to be consolidated, as monsters and as smoke. Our 

festering lesions are infected by the blood and shit of the desecrated mutations; 

recalcitrant bodies, painfully inscribed, and unwilling to go gentle in that good night of 

constancy and progress.

Earlier, I called the two cruciform images Messianic. Nietzsche's warrior mother 

intervenes to free us from chimerical bifuractions, allowing us to unleash our repressed 

Dionysian sensuality. The broken Holocaustal body, however, makes no Messianic claim 

for itself. Rather, it allows us to see our Planet Auschwitz as the distorted and insolvent 

place which it is — which will only be fully apparent in a Messianic light. The Messiah 

can only manifest itself in the broken antithesis to rigidity and wholeness. An art which 

bears witness to this fractured mutilation will reflect the brokenness. Amid the creation
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which groans, new utterances must be exhumed which will estrange and displace the 

haughty aesthetics of both after-Easter and anti-Easter (Nietzsche) triumphalism. 

Auschwitz is a grim reminder that we can no longer be proud — it is a restoration of 

impending shade in the polluted sunshine of the postmodern temple/shopping mall.23

Adorno recognized the transformational rupture of Auschwitz as both a telos and 

symbol for the trajectory of modernism; that the Nazi death camps represented a 

discontinuity with all anterior thought, poetry and worship. The tattoos burned into the 

flesh of katzetler are inscriptions, deeper engravings which cross over the wounds of our 

own flesh-writing in a process of cancerous metastasis. Bodies are severed and cut, and 

the incisions matched and united in a hyperbody of carnal terror. Just as we believe that 

the breaking of Christ's body effects mass creational redemption, the Christ of Bergen 

Belsen effects mass cultural shame and sobriety. We are all now prisoners on Planet 

Auschwitz, the muselmanner ever waiting for the next selektsye, the separation of sheeps 

from goats in which we must pass under the Yom Kippur rod of the Shepherd as 

perpetual atonement for the world we have created. We are citizens of Planet Auschwitz, 

eternally poised on the tenuous brink between living condemnation and the burning pyre, 

hovering at the frame, the twilight place where monsters hide.

In the aftershock of the mutative trauma, it is unethical to aesthetically validate a 

life-world/unworld of disconnection — to envision the differentiation from reality without 

telescoping, finding a short circuit of representational continuity. The artist calls the dry 

bones to dance, but as Adorno suggests, the bones (long ago baked and crushed) are the 

unresurrectable cinders of our own defunct identity. At the same time, however, the 

perennial suffering in which we all now participate, must obliviously toil the ash garden
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with the right to expression — just as a tortured man is able to vociferate his agony 

through screams. The problem, as we will see, is that the Western aesthetic tradition is ill 

prepared to deal with a scream which is fully embodied in Adorno's sense of body. 

Auschwitz is a befouled violation of the ancient Western code, a moment of extremity 

and danger in which the locus of grounding selfhood paradigmatically shifted to a hyper- 

somaticism where revered etherealization is transmogrified into the grotesque footing of 

carnality.

THE METAPHORICAL CORPUS

In the writings of the marquis de Sade, one sees a complete abolition of difference

— a return to chaos, to shit. In the Sadean world, excrement becomes a metaphor for 

negation in which the profane and the sacred are ground up together in the digestive tract 

of inevitably destructive impulses. In Baudrillard, the shit metaphor is used to describe 

the consumer society in which everything is consumed, digested and reduced to a 

homogeneous fecalite .24 Shit, in both of these examples is used metaphorically in very 

different ways — a testament to its versatility as an image. Excrement can also be used as 

Holocaustal metaphor. At Dachau, for example, where Carmalite nuns continue to say 

prayers for the dead, the soil is extremely fertile. It has been enriched and blackened by 

unconsumed ashes, the remainders, the non-essentials/non-essences of both the victims 

and the philosophical tradition. The remnant/spectre of a process plant is all that remains. 

That which can be processed (a crate of gold teeth, human hair for sofa stuffing, tattooed 

skin for uncommon book-bindings) is made functional; but that which cannot be 

processed is shit. The familiar paradigms of cultural identity became refuse, 

unconsumables allowed to decompose and putrefy.
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In Auschwitz, however, the metaphor, ceases to be merely metaphorical. In the 

lagers, unable to process the cold coffee substitute and rotten potato soup rations, all 

suffered from a dysentery which drained each palpable vessel of its precious fluids 

through existing and produced orifices of pain and periodical elimination. As katzetler 

trudged about in knee-deep piles of disease infested feces and rancid decaying flesh, the 

sacrosanct rules of sublimation25 were nullified and forgotten. When the motivating 

principle of spiritual endurance/survival is organized resistance to physical defilement 

and the basic exigencies are pressing bowels, the privileged Delphic knowing deteriorates 

into the rife filth of kinesthetic cognizance, and flesh and blood lose their aphoristic 

affiliations with soulful zeal. Simple acts of cleanliness become fleshly surrogates for 

worship and meditation — moral acts which reverse our internalizing propensity for 

converting our world into symbol. Our cultural conceptions of evil are embodied in 

perennial depictions of disease-infested muck and contagion, of flies and shit; while 

imagery of divers washings and baptism suggest purgation, regeneration and spiritual 

sanctification.26 But in Auschwitz, where the dog must turn to his own vomit for 

sustenance, and the sow is forced to wallow in the mire,27 (to borrow a biblical allusion) 

defilement ceases to be metaphorical. When the social conditions of symbolic 

objectification begin to break down, analogical signification no longer points to the other, 

and where sublimation dissolves, the tout autre falls from the gossamer threads of 

removed transcendence to play in literal filth.

In extremity, then, symbols begin to actualize, and symbolism loses its autonomy 

as a concept free and distinct from concrete experience.28 Within the anus mundi, souls 

are enfleshed, and monsters cease to remain emblematic compounds and amalgams



grafted from deviant annotations. In extremity, the descent of Orpheus, that archetypal 

plunge into the underworld nadir, is no longer an allegorical journey personifying the 

ubiquitous rite of passage. Cerberus and the Furies, and all the other monsters, are real. 

Beneath the dirty straw of one of the three-tiered trunks of Auschwitz was found a diary 

penned by one of the prisoners with the words Was Dante Nichte Sah scratched on the 

cover. What Dante could never see or sketch, is the inferno which cannot be dissected 

into locale inspired cantos and carefully protracted circles — a Boschian landscape which 

is not inhabited by the allegorical manifestations of our cerebral phobias. A place where 

demons disremember their metaphoric role as tocsin illustrations, and toil the corporeal 

excrement as a testament to the profanity of lingering death.

As a response to this, the barbaric art must respond by making the body (broken 

and shit covered) into signifier — the place where messages are written. The narrative 

story must take the form of a signing or marking of the body, tracing its story as the 

central story of the character. Meaning, like the scar on Odysseus' thigh, can be derived 

through carnal signification.

BODY/SHIT

Before proceeding, we should clarify some very basic concepts. The monster as “shown” 

should be taken as both symbolic metaphor for the Jew as societal Other and descriptive 

of the actual process of physical degradation which occurred in the lagers. This double 

resonation is a reading of the body as societal microcosm which is largely derived from 

my reading of Kristeva's Powers o f Horror.19 For Kristeva, that which is abjected from 

the body (saliva, mucous, pus, urine, seminal fluid and menstrual blood) marks the

6 0



boundary between what is body and what is not. The coherence of the body is marked by 

these corporeal borders which separate the self from the jettisoned abject; between clean 

and unclean. The body then becomes a point of self-reference for making such 

distinctions as identity and difference — distinctions which have a sociological 

counterpart in the radical exclusion of the abject Other.

The first step in becoming monster is formation of a domestic matrix in which the 

foreigner is set apart. Order within the matrix of purity is maintained by a societal 

disavowal of its monstrous excesses, reincarnated in the squalid persona non grata. The 

Medieval Jew, for example, was set apart in ghetto segregation because they were said to 

have a certain smell — foetor Judaicus. The monster is a projection of those bodily 

functions, fetor and fluids which are culturally abject. It is marginalized and set apart as a 

repellent and disgusting embodiment of the corporeally repudiated. The second and final 

step is to actualize these differences by bringing the bodily abject together with the 

culturally abject — to make the division between Jew and shit indiscernible.

In Auschwitz, where filth and defilement overran their established borders as 

abject objects, the coherence of the body dissolved. The clear-cut process of 

delegitimating/demarcating the Jew began as a purging of the abject from the Volk body, 

and came to fruition in the disruption/distortion of the abject body itself. In this, shit is 

essential for understanding Adorno's corrupted and defiled body. The rejected dejection 

transcends its place as other to body, and the object of horror (the monster) is fabricated. 

Shit is ordure from the Latin horridus -  it is that which causes us to shudder. It is the 

werewolf which exists in the forests of history to keep us vigilant.

61



The Western philosophical tradition, as we will see by first looking at Heidegger, 

has often fallen short of the vigilance which Adorno demands. Mutated bodies are 

particularly sensitive to displacements of the caesura rupture and as we look at 

Heidegger's aesthetic we will “unconceal” the Other story of earth — the repressed 

confluence of abject and body as monstrous disruption of order. The before-world 

unmarked by the Auschwitz abyss leaves little room for an embodied aesthetic of 

corrupted and defiled body. The Christian story, in which I participate, does. My role 

within this story is to root out the triumphalist versions — to expose the documents of 

exclusion and hubris. The broken Christ of Bergen Belsen is a scandal to accepted 

tellings of the story, but the werewolf does not invalidate the story. It does, however, 

force me to renew and expand the story to include the dirty bits.

MOTHER EARTH

The monster, as categorical violation, is not 

accommodated by our conceptual categories, 

and as a result, becomes an object of 

disclosure. For Heidegger, this is the truth of 

Being — the play of the concealment (lethe) 

and disclosure (aletheia), veiling and 

unveiling, which revels hidden mysteries.

Heidegger claimed for a art a particularly 

important type of disclosure, a type of
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interface between human decision and responsibility and the unmasterable realm of soil 

and rock.

Heidegger's inquiry into the source point or springing forth (der Ursprung) origin 

o f a thing which is called art, speaks of a setting-up of a world, in which the function of 

the work of art is to bring the earth into the open, to expose it as the raw source in which 

the world takes root and draws life — the site of dwelling and placement.30 This can be 

understood best through his example of the peasant's shoes, the painting by Van Gogh 

which serves as the departure point for his rhapsodic prose evocation of the rich loamy 

aromas rising forth, spirit like, from the nearly consecrated tillage of rootstock origin. In 

Heidegger's aesthetic, earth appears to have a mythic and primeval significance, a Volk 

place of protection, life and nourishment; an ancient and consecrated matriarchal force 

which gives, shrouds and reconstitutes.

Indeed, Van Gogh's own advocation31 of his work reveals a preoccupation with the 

impermanence of the natural realm and his own efforts to mimetically fix the cyclical 

process of honest peasant existence. The classical vocabulary of art, the closed and 

constant Kantian cogitations about the weight of contour and form, were ill-suited to 

represent the seasonal rhythm of the agrarian modus vivendi: sowing and harvest, culling 

and consumption, excretion and fertilization. The deficiencies in the idealist tradition, 

lacunae to be filled with fecund guano, are the very palette with which Van Gogh paints -

- boueux fecal tonality and thickly-textured impasto plastered with knives and fingers, a 

brutality to his critical contemporaries raised on a congenial diet of Kantian aesthetics. 

For Kant, the materiality which epitomizes Van Gogh's work are mere parerga, 

complementary qualities which are external to the formal aspects of art. This
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“conventional smoothness” is precisely what Van Gogh was attempting to avoid in his 

return to the “real” olfactory sensations of potatoes, bacon and earth obscured by the 

artificial rigidity of sweetly-aromatized redolence. His simple peasants are grounded; 

nearly painted, in the very earth they work — an idea reflected in the frequency of the 

repeated phrase “peint avec de la terre”32 in his letters. Hands which burrow the dish are 

the very hands which exhumed the tuber from the loam — and they are hands which will 

molder into the field, debitum naturae. It is a simple ingenuous existence of budding and 

withering which reveals the intrinsic link, for Van Gogh, between decay and growth.

It is clear that Van Gogh's work was not a fashionably idyllic response to the 

exigencies of the nineteenth-century bourgeois market, yet with all his lip service to the 

plebeian, his work nevertheless affirmed the classical aesthetic ideals of Kant and Hegel 

by imbuing the ignoble and vulgar in nature with a moral beauty.33 While Van Gogh's 

landscapes appear a proper locus for the fecal, dung is not a contaminating taint, but the 

fertile epitome of the natural wheel of mortality, decomposition, proliferation and rebirth. 

It is a juste-milieu aesthetic — willing to lay open the mildly odorous tang of dried manure 

on a pastoral field where rustics are buried, but reluctant to force mephitic corpses and 

ordure in our noses.

Heidegger's appeal to Van Gogh is not a sentimental pine for a countrified 

naivete, a retreat from the technological nihilism of modernity, but a solicitation to a 

revelatory mode — a world disclosure, in which new possibilities may still be 

unconcealed. The universal imposition of leveling structures fabricated a denuded age 

where all may be factually presented as open to view and understanding — and as a result, 

nothing remains unarticulatable or hidden beyond the limits of availability to account for
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the world. The function of art is to unwrap what was heretofore unknown to be 

clandestine, an unconcealment (aletheia) which requires a necessary grounding, a 

metaphysical impulse, to root the meaningful activities which constitute the communal 

world of a people. Janus-faced, the work of art for Heidegger, sets up a world of 

domestic culture and sets forth the raw physicality of earth, drawing nourishment and 

vivacity from the blooded soil. It is this terraceous teat of the Tellus Mater, this nurturing 

bond, which serves as a conduit for the advent of new Heideggerian gods. The ancients, 

the mythologizing Denker argued, could shape and presence entities by responding to the 

disclosure of their world with a primal awe, an invoking wonder which could raise 

deities, adham-like, from terra firma dust. It is in the spirit of this Dionysian gift which 

Heidegger seeks to prepare the way, with the voice of one crying in the wilderness, for a 

new experience of Dasein. It is a primordial initiation willing to acquiesce to the Greek 

goddess of sanitary and virginal loam, Demeter; but in summoning up one god with his 

incantory necromancy, Heidegger is ill-prepared for her darker Roman compeer rising 

from the privy cloaca: Sterculius, god of shit.

To dehistoricize Heidegger, to remove the essential fascist character of his 

thought, is a type of Holocaustal revisionism. Any discussion of rich furrows must be 

countered with the sinister shadow to the holy terrene — the horrific veracity that 

Untermenschen were forced to hand-dig their own graves in Heidegger's fertile loam 

before being shot. Faced with this “other” story of earth, compounded by the 

implications of Heidegger's qui tacet consentit support of the Shoah,34 we must ground 

our aesthetic in a polluted soil. The Heidegerrian Volk and the privileged seat he 

accorded to the Aryan peoples, made him impervious to the existence, and cry, of
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otherness. If das Ereignis Auschwitz, in all its techno-industrial horror, created an 

Unwelt, it must also (in keeping with Heidegger's tension between the worlding capacity 

of an art work, and the possessive claim of the earth) have created an un-earth. It is this 

defiled earth where some of the fragments of an acousmatic aesthetic willing to hear the 

cry of the other may be rooted out.

One re-reading of earth, if we may link Denken to the Dichtung of the Jewish poet 

Paul Celan, is a dark parody of the terrestrial gods -  an “unconcealment” in which the 

wholesome field is ripped open, with violent seismic fissures, by the Holocaustal caesura. 

Like Heidegger, Celan invokes the scents and smells of a dwelling place, a letting-dwell, 

but one which is distinctly disembodied — a black recontextualization of Heidegger's 

homey agrarian earth. The strife which exists is not between earth and world, but 

between ineffable silence (to be distinguished from Heidegger's monstrous and 

impervious reticence) and a restless scream — between the ashes used to fertilize the 

peasant woman's crops and the smoke drifting from chimneys to join the cloud on Sinai. 

Celan's poetry is filled with invocations of cinders, smoke and sand as reminders that 

nothing remains to be remembered -- no earth is left to sustain and nourish. Ashes are 

signs of what is not — traces which remain, not as an imprint, but as self-effacing 

residuum. The blood of the death camps, unlike Abel’s, was oxidized in the fire, and 

could not cry out. Earth, for the Jews, in remembrance of Job's plea, covered not their 

blood, and let their deplorations have no resting place.

The other re-reading of earth, which we will look at in some detail, is a 

genuflection to Sterculius. Heidegger's kinship with the gods, his grand Promethean 

moment, was an ignis fatuus artifice of felinity in front of the backhouse. Although
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Heidegger did not engage in explicit revisionism, he can be fairly inculpated for the 

inappropriately phlegmatic demeanor he adopted in response to the Shoah as 

transformative event — a resolute unflappability in the face of radical atrocity. The most 

extreme revisionists such as Rassinier do not dispute the hypothetical weight of the 

Holocaust — that is, if  such an event had occurred, it would have warranted a critical 

response; they simply repudiate the claim that it happened. Heidegger, on the other hand, 

acknowledged the genocide against the Jews, but did not consider it consequential enough 

to justify reflection. If Heidegger can be considered a scribe permitted by history to re

write the collective vision of his people, then that which was disclosed after Auschwitz 

should have prompted him to begin again — to confront the monstrous product of the 

integral link between extermination and technology, to remember in such a way as to 

resist futures continuous with the past. He, however, chose otherwise — opting to 

expurgate his scrivenings of the industrialization of death as a social reality, opting not to 

pronounce the name of the Jews.

One of Heidegger's rare references to the Holocaust is his notorious and indirect 

“agriculture” remark about the mechanization of the food industry, in which he argues 

that, “it is the same as the manufacture of corpses in the gas chambers and the death 

camps.”35 This infamous statement has been condemned by nearly all contemporary 

thinkers who have written on the controversy as a damning indictment of Heidegger's 

incapacity for moral discernment, and for some, such as Levinas, the stylistic analogy is 

so reprehensibly staggering, that it exists outside the limits of commentary.36 Caputo37 

has argued that it is possible to understand Heidegger's parenthetical misappropriation of 

the Holocaust, but it is impossible to remove the onus, the scandal, which the execrable



obiter dictum brings upon philosophy. In short, Caputo concludes that the impenitent 

aspersion reveals an ethical deficiency in Heidegger's thought, and is indicative of a deaf 

ear — an ear attuned to the call of Being, but oblivious to the cry of the Other.

Heidegger's analogy, an attempt to create a continuity between two ostensibly 

disparate events, is not a commentary on the Shoah, nor is it an expression of an explicit 

antisemitic odium. Rather, it is a callous employment of the Holocaust, exempli gratia, 

which easily subsumes the discontinuity of Auschwitz under an impervious formulation 

about the problematics of agrestic mechanization. In comparing the tractor to the 

crematoria, Heidegger is bemoaning the loss of peasant existence, a proletarial people 

with whom he identifies and from whom he does not consider himself distinct. It is a 

concern for Nachbar, the near-dwellers who are close to and like him. A basic 

constitutive aspect of our Being-with others (Mitsein) is that we share a sameness of 

Being with those who partake in a common destiny, with those who dwell in our 

neighborhood of Being. Heidegger's defense of the slow-stepping rustic scrupulously 

disseminating seed is a genuine expression of his solicitude with and towards his others, 

for those commonly rooted in the German earth and her peasantry's blessed ichor. 

Adorno recognized that this “jargon” of rootedness serves as an arrogant cover for 

something foreboding and dark lying beneath the soil,38 for a de-romanticized, de

mythologized earth. Tacitly implied in Heidegger's consecrational christening of the 

“natural” with the mystical argot of Being, is the privileged metaphysical status ascribed 

to the German Volk; a concept construed in such a way as to disallow a place for the 

Jews. Within Heidegger's schemata of world-thrownness, there is no category for alterity, 

for those who do not share a sameness of Being.
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In Heidegger one senses a totalization of the Western philosophical tradition 

which not only denies salvation, but existence, to those who do not possess an ontological 

vinculum to Being — a re-articulation of ecclesiastical ghettoization which denied status 

as personae to those who lacked a valid baptismal certificate, and the Hegelian ostracism 

of all dispossessed peoples who did not participate in the dialectical-historical mission of 

Geist. Within this perpetuation there is no break, no rupture to break the configuration of 

the Seinsfrage, to mark a discontinuity between one world and the next. If any caesura 

exists for Heidegger, it is projected back to a contamination of the Story by Plato and his 

metaphysical apostles.

My reason for invoking Heidegger here is not to prove his guilt, and thereby 

displace the responsibilities of my own tradition onto his dereliction. I invoke Heidegger 

because his telling joins earth and body together (against the backdrop of the Holocaust) 

towards a positive aesthetic. This, in many ways recalls the work of Bakhtin who saw 

excrement as the, “intermediate between earth and body” — a fertile and wondrous matter 

which brings the disincamated mind down to earth. For Heidegger, mortals could 

encounter entities in a clearing or open space on which beings could be disclosed. The 

term he uses is Lichtung, a word used to descibe a greensward openning in the forest. 

The problem, as Adorno reminds us, is that werewolves do not come to these priveledged 

meadows — they remain hidden in the covert. Heidegger’s art can only disclose that 

which is allowed into the clearing — the Volk matrix of oben purity.
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Terrence Des Pres, in his important study of the Nazi death camps39, argues that the 

pressing advancement of Western civilization is largely based upon sublimation, an oben- 

unten duality which connects a positive symbolism with elutriated cleanliness, and a 

negative symbolism with filth. Within the anus-mundi of Auschwitz, however, a radical 

process of de-sublimation occurred in which the traditional distinction between the 

individual's dual roles of public interaction and a private defecation were transferred to 

the socio-political relationship between Nazi and Jew. Within the new schemata, 

operating under the auspices of hygiene, the Jewish prisoners were reduced to a 

stercoraceous incarnation of unten in a deliberate and systematic effort to convert the 

high-low distinction between body and soul into a bilateral opposition of purified Volk 

earth and contaminated feces. The destruction of the European Jewry, then, should not be 

perceived as a fanatical act of zealous aggression, but the unfortunate logical consequence 

of a contextually laudable task — the Lutheran compulsion to restore order into chaos by 

purging it of whatever is considered dirty.

The theme of oben and unten is no mere selon les règles leitmotif in the history of 

Western civilization. It is central to the story; a dichotomy which balances the loftiest of 

ideas with the most carnal of tendencies — a head bedecked by angels while feet are stuck 

in shit. Paul Ricœur in his Symbolism o f Evil, argues that defilement, a dread of that 

which is impure, underlies all of our culturally-conditioned concepts of sin and guilt.40 

Indeed, the vocabulary we use to symbolify evil is laced with rank descriptions of 

disease-infested muck and contagion, of fimiculous flies and carious carnality; while 

imagery of divers washings and baptism suggest purgation, regeneration and spiritual 

sanctification.
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We are the product of a euphemistically-oriented society which has long repressed 

the body and its scatological functions as a source of ignominy and defilement. Thomas 

Aquinas may have regarded the quotidian bowel-movement as one of the few sanctioned 

bodily pleasures of monasticism, but the Mediaeval hierophants officially associated all 

things scatological with sin and malfeasance. In a time where physical denial opened the 

portals of the paradisiacal, and flagellation was the preferred means towards mortification 

of the flesh, the corporeity of the human tenement was given over to the sovereignty of 

Satan — that omnium-gatherum composite of saturnine pagan hobgoblins and 

concupiscent Dyonisian satyrs. The Devil, within this olde iconographic scheme of 

diablerie, emerged as the iniquitous lord of fecal obscenity, overruling an effluvial 

cesspool of noxious black ejectamenta and mephitic and sulphuric gases (the malodorous 

product of De crepitu Diaboli — a very flatulent demonic pantheon). It is no surprise, 

then, that Dante damned many of his criminals to wallow in defecation indefectibly; and 

witches were believed, in an act of obscene obeisance to their dark master, to kiss the 

anus of Lucifer.

Peter Weiss, in his docudrama oratio in thirty-three canti, The Investigation,41 uses 

the theological term anus mundi, the fecal-odoured habitat of Satan, to describe the Nazi 

death camps. By carefully paralleling the geographical structure of the Inferno, Weiss 

moves via testimonial transcripts of the Frankfurt trials, through the layers of Auschwitz 

(from appel-platz to crematorium), evoking Mediaeval and Dantesque allusions to hell as 

the ass of the world. Richard L. Rubenstein in his discussion of this metaphor observes 

that the German folk-culture had created a mythology of the Devil as the Lord of the
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Jews, and it is only at the anus mundi that the Jew could be visibly converted into feces42 -

- it is only in the bowels that the boundaries of the abject could completely dissolve.

The importance of shit cannot be underestimated when writing the Holocaust. 

Des Pres describes the scatological abuses in the camps (what he calls the “excremental 

assault”) as the worst of the abuses in the camps. The pain of living in one's own 

excretions, he argued, caused far greater anguish than hunger, torture or fear of death. 

The horrible shock of utter physical defilement effected a “spiritual concussion” which 

assaulted the prisoner's sense of worth and induced a paralyzing self-loathing.43 Des 

Pres' contention is that this scatological assault (denial of toilet privileges, forcing 

prisoners to drink from latrines, sleep in excrement) was a deliberate and orchestrated 

policy of psychological debasement which had a twofold objective: i) to systematically 

strip katzetler of dignity and thereby repress the possibility of insurrection; and ii) to 

arouse feelings of disgust and abhorrence in the guards as a means of controlling 

identification and assuring effectual and pitiless executions.

In attempting to explain the deep psychic pains effected by the unter/ober 

amalgam, Des Pres initially suggests the possibility that such an assault violated 

conditioned rules of hygiene -- a rationale which he quickly rejects as facile. A mere 

lapse in ingrained sanitary manners could not cause such deep and compunctious anguish. 

This anguish, he concludes, follows a deep and congenital boundary which extends far 

beyond any externally imposed behavioral code. For Des Pres, the kosher amenities of 

ablution are not cultural conducts, but “the ritual organization of an inherent biological 

process.”44 Although various taboos were violated in the camps, scatological abuses 

were the most abhorrent, because they obliterated an innate and internalized distinction
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between purity and defilement — between identity and the abject. If one is forced to 

comport oneself in a contrary fashion to societal and family standards, the result is 

chagrin and discomfiture. If one is forced to comport oneself in a contradiction to a 

normative structure, if the abject borders are dissolved, it becomes impossible to make 

the self-differentiations between personhood and shit which are necessary for survival.

Remarking on the experience of Jews hiding in the sewers of the Warsaw Ghetto, 

Des Pres comments on the familiarity of this scenario. Were it a fictional novel, he 

observes, we would describe the journey in terms of an Orphic descent into the 

underworld of hell — a rite of passage which invokes the symbolism of light and darkness 

to describe an allegorical pilgrimage. The monsters function within these stories as 

archetypal waymarks dividing reality from metaphor, but as Des Pres asserts, the camps 

present us with an actualization of archetypes which are so patently symbolic in the 

Western aesthetic tradition, that we have no vocabulary for describing them outside a 

parody of that tradition.45 The immersion into shit represents the nadir of a spiritual 

passage. Auschwitz cuts short the passage with a realization of the monster and a de- 

metaphoricization of the excremental. As a post-Adorno response to this problem, Des 

concludes that the Holocaust, “makes bad art” -- a determination grounded in the 

distinction between ober and unter. Because the reader/audience cannot get beyond their 

own separation, the work of art will either read as allegory or defy comprehension 

entirely.
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What we have been arguing up to this point is that the advancement of Western 

civilization has relied heavily on sublimation and the formation of a positive symbolism 

regarding cleanliness. Shit, within the Western matrix, is dirt, matter which cannot exist 

within the establishment of order. It is the constitutive Other to a systematic ordering 

process which can only be maintained, in all of its classificatory precision, by rejecting 

those elements deemed as inappropriate. Ordure, then, is the abject antithesis to order. It 

is for this reason that shit has served as the odiously unspeakable within the 

representational limits of Western art, with some notable exceptions. The prevailing 

tendency in the West has been to turn away in disgust and shock from the excremental. 

Readers of Dante's Divine Comedy may have been shocked at his use of scatological 

imagery, but it was accepted in the context as a conventional metaphor for sin. The 

sinners most despised, flatters and sorcerers, must wallow in the mire, and it is the 

repugnance at this fate which makes shit a powerful exhoratory deterrent.

Auschwitz, however, was not hell -- it must not be understood as an 

interruption/eruption of something demonic — something supra-mundane into the course 

of human events. It is the realization/fruition of a mundane state of affairs which made 

such dehumanization on an unprecedented scale, possible. National Socialism, with its 

KZ-Lagers and extensive genocidal program of die Ausrottung, was the grand 

culmination of Western culture, philosophy and thought. It was a logical fulfillment and 

a natural consequence of an epistemic heritage which disdained the bourgeois morality of 

its Judeo-Christian roots; and a Volkish heritage which named the Jewry as a 

contamination (racial eugenics) in an orchestrated mythical matrix. It is not the aberrant 

nature of Shoah which distinguishes it from cultural revolution under Mao or the gulags

74



in Russia or the Ugandans under Idi Amin, but rather, its laggard and gradual progression 

from a “high” culture of living muse to the Endlösung of ignominious death. The atrocity 

of the Shoah is an expression and consummation of an ideological acclivity, but it is also 

a portentiously apocalyptic violation. The Profanation is an excrescence on the skin of 

history, a cancerous outgrowth from the flesh of Christian civilization and humanistic 

hauteur — a sarcomatous neoplasm which compels us to re-write the imago Dei.

Auschwitz, George Steiner argues,46 is a superseding surfeit of Hell, the forgotten 

Harrowings of Western iconography. The gratuitous torments of damnation, the 

bestialities of the infernal, are securely entrenched in the fantastic Pandemonium of 

Bosch and the Commedia, but we have lost the ability to appropriate these stygian hell

hounds as points of comparison. In a post-Voltairean world of cynical insouciance, we 

have learned to wink at such nightmares, or perhaps, parlay them into box-office success. 

The Dantean inferno is levelled into a picayune metaphor, an inconsequential formality 

fabricated out of sententious imaginings. We cannot, therefore speak of the death camps 

as hell on earth. As Steiner argues, the dislocated mutation of abomination in the modem 

mind-set opened a vortex of possibility — a potentiality for the transference of damnation 

from antiquated immanence to realized presence. This enactment fulfilled a pressing 

exigency in the secular mode, but because we are spiritually estranged from the very real 

sense of horror which would have filled the mediaeval reader with trepidation and 

trembling, we have no genuine counterpart of access. Steiner, then, cautions against the 

referencing of extinct theologies to provide a linguistic analogue. Irredeemability is 

incongruous with the (post)modem worldview, and as such, our literary/religious 

conventions fall short. The constant jeopardy is an integration of the camps into a
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preexistent landscape of myth and brimstone — that worn and threadbare words will 

become the explicative tools of savage anesthetization.

Another approach, which we saw in Heidegger, moves in the direction of an 

unqualified and sober attitude toward the excremental — an approach bound in the organic 

unity of the German spirit. Adopting the Nazi rhetoric of das Volk, Heidegger annexed 

the ruralist concerns of Neo-Romanticism by appealing to the fertile fecal cycle of 

provincial peasant asceticism. Quietly smoking his pipe at his chalet in Todtnauberg, 

Heidegger extolled the pure and virtuous rhythms of seasoned fecundity observed and 

worshipped by the authentic Germanic rustics who used the same field as both bathroom 

and bedroom. The work of art which highlights this intrinsic link between decay and 

growth may act as the interface site between mortal purpose and the divinely 

unmasterable. When they disclose entities, they bring to our attention the meeting place 

of world and earth. In the stable odoriferous with dung, völkisch gods await revelatory 

transformation into sketch and paint — and in this, even feculence could be imbued with 

beauty.

For Kant, all subject matter could be morally purified in its artistic representation, 

including the “devastations of war”, as long as they did not excite disgust.47 Heideggerian 

ordure, in keeping with the Kantian aesthetic, represents the ugly by an “attribute” which 

has a noble effect — the organic oneness of bucolic being, but the devastations of the war 

he intellectually participated in, cannot be imbued with moral attractiveness. They 

remain, as the unrepresentable-other to the Kantian aesthetic tradition, the monsters 

which arouse loathing and disgust. To sketch them, one must turn to the aesthetic 

convention which revels in the scatological capacity to repulse, shock and alienate: satire.
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For the satirist, the task is one of deliberate de-sublimation; a reversal of societal 

values through artistic means which vitiate the exalted with the most suitable of 

substances. For Northrop Frye,48 this is the living-bodily equivalent to the democracy of 

death in the danse macabre', a radical inversion in which the excremental is aggrandized 

to the laurel of nobility while the axiological is discarded as refuse. Excrement is a 

favorite reductive device of the satirist because satire aims to kill, and human feculence is 

a symbol of death. In the logic of the grotesque the limits between the expelled (abject) 

and body dissolve — which lead to a fusion between the person and their surroundings.49

The Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, in his joint analysis of Rabelais' 

sixteenth-century masterwork Gargantua and Pantagruel and the attendant mediaeval 

world which served to generate the work, presents a vision of the “grotesque” body as a 

life-affirming “carnival” body. Bakhtin offers a picture of the grotesque which elevates 

the roguish ribaldry of the Mediaeval carnival to the Edenic ideal from which the modem 

world has fallen — a bawdy leveling of value distinctions and a bodily reveling in 

excremental functions. The Bakhtinian camival-body is an intrusion of the verboten and 

slanderously taboo into the purified and abstracted domains of officialdom -- a joyfully 

blasphemous reclaiming of the alienated body. His grotesques are an exuberant liberation 

from the mundane, and a lascivious reintegration of body and self. They rejoice in the 

garden of Boschian delights and initiate cultural renewal through the redemptive somatic.

Bakhtin, in his study of Rabelaise, places the scatological in its historical 

perspective, not as an empirical normalization, an apologia pro sercori, but as an 

oppositional force to the altitudinous précieux of ecclesiastical culture. Tying the 

scatological to the traditions of carnival and festival humour, Bakhtin argues that the
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burlesque, the excremental satire, helped to debase the fear and suffering of mediaeval 

life. Libidinous and subversive celebrations such as the Feast o f  Fools, the olde church 

custom of inverted status, in which established liturgy and clerical superiors were 

viciously lampooned for one day every year, utilized the powers of ordure to transfer the 

ideal and abstract to the material level. In these buffoonish carnivals, lavish and 

ridiculous processions were presided over by the bishop-fool, a deformed cripple or 

hideous leper drawn from the hoi polloi rabble to assume mock ecclesiastical authority. 

Giving over to cretinous revelry, sacramental wine was replaced with ale, chamber pots 

were used as censers, and bawdy limericks were sung in place of Latin chants — and the 

farce soon passed over into an unfettered licentiousness of lewd discourse and fecal fare.

In these celebrations, the bodily elements were not severed from the body or the 

world, but served as “intermediates between earth and body.” Excrement functioned as a 

revelatory mechanism for unveiling the wholeness of the world — for presenting the 

spheres of earth and body in their, “indissoluble unity” 50 — thus degrading the mystified 

or fetishized status of body as de-earthed soul-carriage. The grotesque body, as Bakhtin 

sees it, is immersed in shit — not shit as death, but convivial matter (O belle matière 

fécale 51 ) which serves as weapon against the monological authority of the official 

culture. It is this shit, in his happy excremental philosophy, which, “transforms cosmic 

terror into gay comical monster.” 52

The term monster is appropriate here in that it reflects Bakhtin's preoccupation 

with questions of border. The carnival impulse is animated by the periodic need for 

humans to dissolve and eliminate boundaries (what he calls carnival p la y 53) between the 

societal polarities of official and unofficial culture. Carnival finds its raison d'être in its
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capacity to consecrate a de-bordered freedom, a liberation from the prevailing order, 

through a celebration of the uncanonized bodily relations which are hidden from view but 

nonetheless exist. The camivalesque spirit anoints and discloses the creature of 

confusion, contradiction and shock because it is the challenge to our conventional 

framework for cognitive activities and the boundaries of an established order. The 

monster, in Bakhtin's reading, is the other which we have no orientation to conceive or 

accurately perceive. The monster resists naming, because the naming delimits and allows 

us a point of access. It is the estranged and incomprehensible beast which lies outside the 

organized discourse, but for a time, its license and lawlessness supersedes and topples the 

established values.

In many ways, Bakhtin's carnival monster is similar to the Holocaustal monster — 

yet there is a distinct difference. For Bakhtin, the monster reflects, “a phenomenon in 

transformation, an as yet unfinished metamorphosis, of death and birth, growing and 

becoming.”54 The metamorphosis here is a progressive transmutation, a regeneration 

which pushes forward to a state of completion — a becoming. Yet what becomes of the 

monster caught, permanently, in unfinished stasis? The Holocaustal monster, neither 

fully dead nor fully alive, emerges as an aborted and incomplete creature. The werewolf 

is monster because it is neither man nor wolf. The horribly emaciated Muselmanner are 

not an unfinished monster in a state of permutative renewal, they are a final state.

The spirit of carnival is a life-enhancing, life-affirming entity. Its demonic twin, 

to continue the anagogical language, is a lurking and pernicious incubus which descends 

upon the body with mutilating claws. For Adorno, this camival-god and the immolating 

devil do not coexist as positive and negative poles which are inextricably connected (two
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ends of a continuum which meet in a circle), but belong to different times. In the 

previous chapter we discussed the importance of aftemess for Adorno's Holocaustal 

aesthetic, but it may be helpful to recapitulate this concept. Many cosmogonic myths 

register time with two markers — a before (which signifies chaos) and an after (which 

signifies harmony). The before is tenable only in mythological terms — a device which 

provides for the comprehensible after. In a radical inversion of this schemata, Adorno 

upholds the two designates, but reverses the result. Pre-history is replaced by history — a 

stage full of characters and motives we understand in terms of previous actions and 

themes. Since the Holocaustal break, the harmony between man and his world, has been 

shattered by a deleterious rupture, and the after becomes as strange and inexplicable as 

the primordial jumble from which the ancients arose.

A Nietzschian reading, following the well-known doctrine of the Apollonian- 

Dionysian antinomy, might be tempted to push for a coalescence (what the Denker would 

call a “mysterious marriage”55) between these antipodal bodies, but that opposition 

(which is also a unity) assumes a cyclical reading of history, not Messianic time. Still, in 

Nietzsche's dichotomy, the fruitful union of opposites which gives birth to art, there is a 

lucid recognition that art cannot emerge from a “single vital principle.”56 This 

recognition is essential for understanding the carnival elements which are carried through 

the abyss. The importance of Bakhtin's reading is the notion that the monster exposes and 

discloses the potentiality of an alternative carnival world vis-à-vis the dominant culture. 

The old world becomes alien and unfriendly because the lingering revenants of the 

carnival world are calling us to join them — but as Adorno reminds, the waters they lead 

us beside are far stranger.
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For Bakhtin, as for Adorno, the monster is essentially physical — referring to the 

body and its excesses. The Bakhtinian body indulges in these excesses, abandoning itself 

over to them in celebratory laughter. This is a regenerative laughter which is pure and 

ambivalent, carrying what Bakhtin calls “deep philosophical meaning”57 because it is a 

purely libidinous response — a carnal recontextualization of Kantian disinterestedness. 

With Adorno, the possibility of laughter remains, but it is a broken and mutilated laughter 

which resonates after-stagnation, not the “becoming” movement from negative to positive 

pole. In his Gates o f  the Forest, Elie Weisel shows a madman who laughs, “with neither 

joy nor cruelty, with the laugh of man who has known total fear and is no longer afraid of 

anyone or anything.”58 Because after-terror supersedes the possibilities of regeneration 

and renewal, the laughter is without redemptive potential. It is an empty laughter, devoid 

of the comic.

Aharon Appelfeld tells a wonderful story about post-war life in the transit camps, 

and the wandering entertainment troupes which spontaneously formed to circulate 

amongst the sylvan compounds.59 Former actors, rhetors and clowns, in a nomadic 

peregrination reminiscent of ancient Teutonic minstrelsy and the Mediaeval jongleurs, 

toured the pockets and performed cheap burlesque routines for the vanquished remnants. 

Cracked voices sang old Yiddish songs and emaciated thespians recited inchoate 

selections from the classic Jewish repertory. Child acrobats, who had learned to climb 

the tallest trees, walked tightropes with portentous dexterity while others juggled wooden 

balls and mimicked the bird and animal noises of the forest.

It was a grotesque hurly-burly, this vulgar and incipient revue. In its rudimentary 

and disjointed form, good-natured raillery degenerated into a derisive parody, and the
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comic became satiric. While Appelfeld describes a form of expression less visibly 

insurgent then the Bakhtinian carnival, there is a common and unspoken frustration which 

informs each spectacle. In the contumacious Medieval practice, trifling banter masked a 

deep-seated antagonism towards the Church for its suppressive expurgation of pagan 

rites. In the post-concentration camps, ludicrous caricatures of high-art, in all their crude 

inelegance, expressed a disenfranchisement with the conventions of the tragic form. If 

we can consider Wagner's metaphorically mystic Gesamtkunstwerk, or master art work, as 

the Volk paradigm for consistency, order and illusion, then surely its antithetical demon- 

spirit of disparity, derangement and alienation was active in this simple cavalcade of 

grotesques. It is said, according to the Jewish folklore, that when the temple at Jerusalem 

was destroyed, the gift of prophecy was given to children and clowns. In the naivete of 

this unmediated and anti-sublimational venting, a new orientation was being sought 

extraneous to (and in reaction against) norms and apologetics. These weald-scraps, these 

residual monsters, had no words to express their pain, but their burlesque revealed a 

repugnance for the foregoing ideals of the past, and became a harbinger of the after. The 

rupture was absorbed in their blood, and had become life in its most concentrated and 

intense form. The milk, the black milk of Celan, which they drank morning noon and 

night, had taken over.

Bakhtin's carnival resembles the post-Auschwitz burlesque in much the same way 

as Adorno's Muselmänner resembles the Nietzschean superman. Where Bakhtin hears 

laughter, the after resonates with irrision; where he speaks of a scatological regeneration 

(a fertilization of life) the after recalls only an excremental assault. If Auschwitz 

confirms Nietzsche's prophetic reaffirmation of the body as the locus of identity, it also
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mocks the arrogance of the vigorous Übermensch by offering a distorted lackadaisical 

image of the human body, the emaciated Muselmänner: the monsters. The nihilist's 

madman has been replaced by the Midrashic Shammash, the prophetic clown who 

announces to a jeering crowd that humanity, not God, is dead. The l'univers 

concentrationnaire confirms Adorno's reappraisal of the body as a distorted corpse, a 

grotesque demonization of the playfully erotic Bakhtinian camival-body, which haunts 

the rarefied crystal-tower of philosophy with a wretched and torminous sensuousness. 

The monster is a somatic revenant, a return to the phenomenalized sensorium of the flesh 

negatively transfigured.

HOLOCÀUSTÀL DIS-ORDURE

Bakhtin's carnival body, despite its positive end, offers several challenges to those 

underlying aesthetic assumptions which Adorno petitioned us to hold above the 

Holocaustal pyre. Firstly, with Bakhtin, our view is refracted through a tissue lens of 

blood. All responses are directed through the bodily conduit — through limbs and organs 

laboring to retain a semblance of their erstwhile functionality. Throughout his analytics 

on beauty and the sublime, Kant argues that aesthetic judgments of the human body are 

always impure, because they cannot be made without reference to the sexual purpose of 

the carnal flesh.60 The body is a place of raw appetites and conjugal requirements, a place 

of nausea inducing disgust. According to Kant, men are by nature, repulsed by the 

ephemeral gluttony of sweet and fatty delights, and desire a transcendent or 

overwhelming projection of pure ideals unmarred by the repulsive and sickening fruits of 

copious fallacy. The free play of mental conjecture is sustained by the imagination — a
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cognitive propriety of sorts which elevates the thinking subject from the decay and 

excrement of lascivious craving. The Bakhtinian model accepts and submits to this 

craving by opening itself up to chaos and estrangement. This must be distinguished from 

the Holocaustal, in which monstrosity was imposed.

According to Jacques Lacan, the body represents a fundamental principle of order, 

and it is in the process of identifying the reflected corporeal image which we differentiate 

and name the objects of the world. 61 The whole process of making sense of our 

surroundings, then, is predicated on a recognition of the body as a point of self-reference -

- a coherent organic structure with conventional features and functioning functions. If 

one accepts Lacan’s theory, it is obvious that its distortion (and the subsequent 

disintegration of the order which it represents) would severely impact the ways in which 

the world can be understood.

Secondly, it challenges the premise that art must achieve a pragmatic end. This 

assumption, which stretches back to the Plato and the imperatives which he placed on art 

as ideological state apparatus continues, albeit in mitigated form. The Platonic 

understanding of art, which requires a standard of propriety, looks for appropriate models 

o f representation. These exemplars suitable for imitation fulfill an edificatory function by 

providing proper behavioral paragons. The modem corollary, which is manifest in 

generic modes of representation, rejects the moral imperative, but continues to press the 

apparatus into conveying a decisive and determinate meaning. In this, one does not 

behold an aspect of reality and mold it to a given set of conventions, but rather, views the 

world, in Bakhtin's words, “with the eyes of a genre.”62 As we will argue in the next 

chapter, the Shoah finds itself in confrontation with the tragic topos — a topos which can
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only exist in a closed universe of teleological determinism. Messianic time, as rgued in 

the introduction, forbids this imperforate view of history and cannot be measured with 

such discrete aesthetic categories. The failure of these categories is not their ability to 

adequately address the demands of their subject, but their seemingly limitless capacity to 

transform the subject into a mise-en-scene of the genre. The Bakhtinian monster refuses 

to submit to any convention or standard which statically presents the subject in a finished 

form. It plays on the fringe and refuses to be tamed.

The third threatened principle is the Aristotelian aesthetic model, which views the 

art-work as an inviolable whole to be broken down into constitutive parts -- those 

recognisable parameters which can be readily identified with analytical methods of 

interpretation. Each component part, after the Philosopher, is attributed a specific 

function which organically contributes to the framed integrity of the work. The Kantian 

extension of this formalism, contains the whole within the parergon, the “incidentals” 

which border and influence at the threshold of transcendence and flesh. The object of 

aesthetic pleasure requires a frame within the Kantian schemata, a division between the 

extrinsic and the intrinsic, an ontological structure which precisely circumscribes the 

border between permanence and conditionality. The monster revels in the contingency 

and upgrades the frame from bracket to an undecidability — cutting through the careful 

demarcations between in and outside. By displacing the focus to the fringe, the border 

becomes a place of conflict and violence at which art confronts its negative principle. 

The corset does more than confine, it speaks and enters into the conversation. The 

monster rummages the margins, the parergon of inadmissibility, for whatever it is that is 

excluded from theories which are framed and hierarchized by oppositions. Within
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Kantian logocentrics, at least as Derrida reads them, the carnal sarx cannot be digested or 

swallowed by the ideal, and the hallowed synthesis is biliously regurgitated as vomit.63 

Where Kant rejects the possibility of disgust in art, monsters welcome the disharmonious 

oscillation of a volatile gullet and gastric distress. Vomit, the parergon of repulsion 

becomes a new paragon for the aesthetic — bile which liquefies the bifurcated.

Fourthly, the monster is an anathema to the referential function of the aesthetic — 

the mimetic legitimation of the artwork. The Kantian parerga are essential discursive 

tools for re-presenting the past. It is because we can read memory (which belongs to 

history) with framing acts (which belong to the present) that knowledge of the 

unexperiencable can have a consequential impact on the Jetztzeit,M the now-moment 

which reclaims the past on behalf of its victims. Our epistemological access to the past is 

dependent on the framing of memory, what Hayden White calls “emplottment”65 for 

creating a sense of verisimilitude. We re-present our world using narrative frameworks 

which allow stories to be told as continuities — which deal with an event on the terms 

offered by the symbolic order. When these terms are found wanting, the monster is 

either tamed or forgotten. The Shoah, when named “the unrepresentable” can assume 

a certain metaphysical dimension as the negative corollary to Yahweh. As argued in the 

first chpater, Adorno’s second reading of the Bilderverbot, shifts representation 

limitations of the utterly other from the ethical to the semiotic, from the should-not to the 

cannot. This unrepresentability has no moral component (in that it is inappropriate or 

sinful to do so). Rather, the conventional framing capacities are deemed inadequate — 

which leads White to call for a new rhetorical mode of Holocaustal discourse to avoid the 

metaphysical side-stepping of nonpareil language. By viewing the Shoah as ontologically
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separate from history, the caesura is displaced from the vinculum-continuum (just as the 

Jew was displaced from the matrix), and the historical moment is made sui generis, cut 

off from the unmonstered forest.

Of course, as we argued in the first chapter, the semiotic limitations can not be 

divorced from the maternal component. The mother-monster connection is imperative, 

and must be preserved. In our final chapter, we will attempt to foreground some of the 

cracks concealed by coherent frameworks, and work through, in fuller detail, the 

problematics of an ethically-embodied “writing”. Before we do this, however, we need 

to revisit the werewolf and the question of horror. What is flung out, the excremental 

lefts-overs, we have gathered together under the blanket sign monster. Adorno once 

described kitsch (or aesthetic postcarding) not as “the dregs and dross of art but a 

poisonous substance mixed in with it.” 66 The difficult task, he follows, is “how to 

discharge it.” What we have been discussing is a different kind of discharge which must 

avoid the poisonous mix as the dregs and dross. We must avoid coddling the event, for in 

coddling, as Lyotard notes, “one puts on a Horrorshow.” 67

THE IMPOTENCE OF HORROR

Noel Carroll, in his Aristotelian attempt to analyze horror as a genre, names two 

evaluative components for identifying the monster — threat and impurity. 68 Potential 

threat can arouse only fear, while potential impurity can arouse only disgust. The threat 

here is not physical danger, but rather, a putative inexplicability which situates them vis- 

a-vis our standing cultural categories, thus violating our conceptual scheme. The
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impurity, after Kristeva, is a violation of the abject/body border, which engenders 

repulsion and physical loathing.

For the monster to become an object of art-horror, Carroll continues, we must 

derive some pleasure from them by means of trafficking in those very things which cause 

displeasure and distress in our everyday lives. The horror story, then, is driven explicitly 

by curiosity -- engaging the audience in a process of discovery, explanation and 

confirmation. Since the monster is outside the prevailing definitions for what is, the 

monster prompts a drama of proof which discloses their origin, identity and powers. We 

remain inquisitive as long as this process of ratiocination continues. Like Aristotle, 

Carroll argues that the genre evokes a unique aesthetic response built upon a distanced 

and intellectual attitude. The monster, from which we are distanced, fascinates us 

because it arouses in us the desire to know the unknowable.

In Carroll’s horror, after the Poetics, there is an important mimetic relationship 

between art and reality which emphasizes plot and narrative as the construction upon 

which our cognitive interests hang. In this, Carroll avoids the essence of monster by de

emphasizing the showing or spectacle of horror. In this, he follows both Plato, who 

categorized our drive towards violent spectacle as the most perverse and lowest ranking 

of human desires,69 and Aristotle, who viewed it as the “least artistic” 70 aspect of tragedy. 

Carroll’s theoretical defense of the horror genre falls short of the Holocaustal monster, 

because it relies on the fictitious (and hence easily plottable) monster, and more 

importantly, it does not see the monster with a tissue lens.

By contrast, the opposite position is taken up by Edmund Burke, who constructed 

a new aesthetic category of sublimity to describe the state of excitement possible through



the experience of fright. In the locus horrendus from his Origin o f Our Ideas o f the 

Sublime and Beautiful, Burke argued that “whatever is in any sort terrible, or is 

conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source 

of the sublime.” 71 Whereas knowing for Burke is a way of asserting boundaries, the 

sublime testifies to the impossibility of setting limits. The feeling of sublimity is 

intensified by a feeling of obscurity, the not-knowing-what ignorance which is described 

by Stephen King in his seminal analysis of pop-horror Danse Macabre 72 as the “ 10 foot 

bug”. When we open the door to disclose the hidden threat on the other side, our fright 

is automatically undercut by relief. Whatever is revealed cannot be as ghastly as that 

which might have been revealed — so as long as the door remains closed, the bug is only 

limited by the imagination. But such fear is a difficult commodity to come by in a cross- 

referential postmodern age where we have learned to treat fear like we used to treat sex, 

as a dirty joke.

The werewolf is a monster we dream, and in the dreaming we imagine. But what 

becomes of the reminder in terrorem when the beast becomes a staple image of popular 

culture? Veritable industries have been built around the monster-tale, and the incisors 

and hirsute visage have become cliché and trivial. Like the Magdalenian hunters who 

armed themselves with chunks of yellow and red ochre to re-create an embellished 

reality, the silver screen has transformed the wild things of the forest into artificial horror. 

The modern cave is replete with images of the mis-shapen, macabre and deformed 

monsters which have been graffitied onto the wall with calcified tropes and shrieking 

ingenues. How then do we speak then of horror? Is there a common tie which binds
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Holocaustal horror to the Jacobean “blood and thunder” tragedies or the gothic novel or 

“slice-and-dice” schlock flicks.

The short answer, which we will explore in our next chapter, is no. The horror 

genre relies too heavily on a very traditional iconography; horror which takes a given 

innovation (fetal monstrosities, mutations from nuclear-waste, telekinesis etc.) and grafts 

it onto old myths. We are fascinated by the horror monster because they are firmly placed 

in a narrative of disclosure — and their attraction resides in a process of revelation and 

discovery. The monster disgusts, but the repulsion is a concomitant of drawing the 

problematic unknown out of the forest.

The closest we can come to Burke’s description of the sublime as that which 

evokes an almost mechanical sense of genuine terror, is that which Schelling regarded as 

a necessary precondition for the sublime, the uncanny. For Burke, the sublime was 

experienced in terms of spatial dimension, such as the openness of nature, and was 

expressed in terms of extension. The uncanny has no connection to what is. The caesura 

is the repository for a particular feeling which is expressed in German as unheimlich. The 

word heimlich literally means homeliness, or belonging to the house — it is a word which 

suggests safety and familiarity. In his essay “Das Unheimlich” 73 Freud uses the term to 

describe a special kind of fear which is manifest in images of the monstrous. This fear, 

this unsettled feeling, “shows” off the secret things withdrawn from the eyes of strangers

— it reveals the skeletons hidden away in the cozy closets of postmen.

The uncanny reminds us that the monster cannot exist without the mother -- lest it 

be easily sketched as horror icon. True horror cannot be narrated, but yields to what 

Kristeva calls a “crying-out-theme” -- an abject literature which picks up where carnival
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falls short. The narrative stance is controlled by the monstrous necessity of going through 

abjection, with horror as the public flip-side of suffering. Taken alone, each of these 

terms is easily assimilated into the conventional lexicon, but together, they form a scandal 

which helps us realize, in Kristeva’s words, “the narrative web is a thin film constantly 

threatened with bursting.” 74 The unhomeliness extends the boundaries of my house, and 

touches other houses. The feeling of an ungraspable break (a haunting) touches the limit 

points of my own identity, and helps us view the monster from an ethically-integral place.

The mundane created the absurd, the unnatural, the uncategorical mystery. To 

explain the monster, to speak for it, is to explain it away. Like the mediaeval Kabbalists 

who spoke with angelic tongues of mystical exegesis, the poet must seek a new language 

for the transmission of experience. It is said, according to the Lurianic Kabbalah, that the 

Torah has six hundred faces -- one face for each child of Israel who congregated at the 

foot of Sinai. The monster, perhaps, as a refutation of familiar vocabularies, should have 

six million voices which speak in languages different from their mundane mother-tongue. 

The monstrous, the grotesque, rends the veil of familiarity by phantasmagorically shifting 

its faces like hybrid cherubim and reminding us of the perilous paradoxicality of a world 

after the terrible watershed o f Auschwitz. Each face tells too little to be comprehensive, 

each face tells too much to be consecrated. Monsters show and tell at the margins where 

the snarl is not a fierce-toothed and yellow-eyed growl, but a ravel of arching violated 

flesh parasitically feeding at the barbed wire margins.
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The Monumental Postcard
Probing Tragic Possibilities in the After

What can I say for you?
With what can I compare you, 0 Daughter of Jerusalem?
To what can I lik en  you, th a t I may comfort you, 0 Virgin  
Daughter of Zion?

Lamentations 2:12

It is said, according to Talmudic midrashim, that when Jacob buried Rachel near Ramah 

he erected a pillar, a monument, so that passing exiles of the Diaspora would be 

reminded to say Kaddish for those who had died with no one to remember them. At the 

same time, the ancient matzeva served as a symbol of expectancy — of the inconsolable 

matriarch who weeps for her children and intercedes on their behalf before Yahweh. At 

this shared place of gathering, the laments to move a Messiah might be heard — the 

monodic entreaties for divine mitigation. Beneath these rocks and stones lie the residua 

of consolation, the tears of promise and appeal which will flow until the ancient road of 

transient refugees becomes a cul-de-sac where strangers commingle with (and not in) 

the land. The mother’s tears vent the petition which will rouse a theophany, but only as 

long as she holds her decomposed babies in a clay ossuary. On planet Auschwitz, the 

weeping Rachel, deprived of such conventional relics of death, buries a piece of soap
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made from the fat of her children as a bizarre surrogate for a corpse and coffin. When 

remnants have dissipated, symbols alone signify atrocity.

A monument, a monere, is both a warning and a reminder. It marks the place of 

disjunction so that hapless wayfarers might know what has transpired there — lest all be 

forgotten and Hitler receive a posthumous victory.1 There is an obligation to express, to 

erect markers of remembrance, without allowing the monument itself to contain the 

atrocity within benumbing stones. The monument, the symbolic cemetery, becomes a 

Derridean pharmakon,2 a morphemic chameleon which has no meaningful linguistic 

value in isolation from the color schemata of its surrounding foliage. It is a term which 

must be contextualized to be interpreted, and is without contradiction, both ailment and 

antidote. It is a narcotizing opiate and a medicinal anodyne; problem and solution 

combined. The pharmakon monument may act as cure or prevention — serving as 

faithful arbiters for past unredeemed, or as therapeutic weights for keeping zombies 

safely in their grave.

The grave must be left open. Saul Friedländer, in his book Memory, History and 

the Extermination o f the Jews in Europe,3 examines the danger of integrating history 

and myth in a memorializing narrative that supports collective identity. Friedländer 

warns against making simplistic and hasty ideological closure on the Shoah event in our 

search for global interpretation or historical linkages. He ends his book with a deeply 

ambiguous quote by Maurice Blanchot about the need to “keep watch over absent 

meaning,” which is not to say that we must wait at the meaning-less place and hope that 

It will appear, but that we must preserve a lacuna, an aporia in our constructions of 

meaning. This opening, the place of dissonance, precludes totalizing and concrete 

narratives, and allows for an undecidability. Art forms which attempt to represent the 

Holocaust, Friedländer opines, often ignore the aporia and rely on what he calls the 

“monumental-didactic”4 approach. These monuments can either be absent (covered 

over) in which there is no reminder, or mythic, in which there is no warning. To
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understand this, I would like to suggest Chelmno, the covered place, as a negative 

model.

At the beginning of Claude Lanzmann’s film Shoah, we see Chelmno 

(Kulmhof), the town in Northern Poland where Jews were first gassed. The town, 

located on the Narew river, is now quiet. Chelmno, we soon discover, is now a place 

without markers. The carnivorous chimneys have been dissected and carried away, and 

the ambivalent remnants immersed in contrite rivers. The shoal bed of the Narew, 

sedimentary residue of half a million witnesses, is ever anointed by the flowing currents 

of riverine concealment. Gurgling with amnic grace, the fluvial grave is a serpentine 

break in the eerily manicured greensward. Littoral willows become umbrageous tents 

beside these bubbling waters of Babylon — this no-place where the surfeit of memory 

lies quietly mollified beneath a stream of lamentational tears. The beholding testimony 

of the land, the ruined vestige of avowal, is dissimulated and camouflaged. All the 

profane deformations have been expurgated, and all the scars cosmetically beautified. 

Fragments do not linger here in this pastoral place of sacrilegious domestication -- and 

even the echoes of bemoaned cries and barking dogs have ceased to reverberate. Sirens 

and bellows are moved to quiescence, and the guttural calls to zeilapple are reluctantly 

reticent. Here, in this peaceful garden, the Gestapo once ordered young boys to 

entertain them with exotically joyful hymns, to sing them one of the songs of Zion, as 

the katz marched past en route to the ovens. The mellifluous strains of Ani m a’amin 

would resonate from these puerile soprano tongues, unaware that these paradoxical 

praisings were actually a sanctification of the Name, the final prayers of martyrdom. 

But kaddish can not be spoken for these keddoshim. Psalms are reserved for holy places 

and sacred temples — they are blasphemously inadequate in non-marked echo-places of 

profane desecration. All that remains is silence, the ominously ironic tracing of 

Chelmno. Silence: the hushed horror when the blue breath asphyxiated. Silence: as 

contorted lips mouthed the shema while the gaseous garrote tightened.
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The continuities are intangible and the markings, vaporous. There is ineffable 

perpetuity in the antiworld of speech and a succession of atrocity in the absence of 

utterance, but silence implies assent — a lulling opiate to assuage the haunting relics of 

the past. The dismembered event, the palliated wounds of history, are closed to 

pilgrims navigating their lived experience by locality mnemonics. The migration of 

place is a rupture in the connective vinculum, and the only residue of intimation is a 

sense of absence, a dearth of introspective memorials. Tacit links are deficient, and the 

visceral sense of loss prompts one to forge surrogate bonds of slanted recollection. 

Recall, the tenuous stratagem of negotiation, is a kind of imaginative mediation where 

perception and memory dance a precarious jig of recovery and illusion. It is a 

restlessness; a craving for an obscured homing under an aegis of exhortation to 

scrutinize, and the obligatory compulsion to omit.

This is a story of postcarding not unlike the “Briefaktion” or fraud of operation 

letters, which we discussed in the introduction. It masked the past by refusing to mark 

it. The other postcard, the liberation of Dachau, is monumental-didactic, and equally 

dangerous. There are no markers at Chelmno, no monuments of stone and iron. 

Monuments mark places of idealized ascendancy and ennoblement, the sites of 

legitimation and conquest. They are commemorations of commencement, the 

triumphalist moment of inception in any given mythical identity.5 Obelisks of 

assurance and continuity, they transmit distortive memory as simulacra which replace 

recollection with consummate symbols — perfunctory momentos which divest us of 

accountable conscience by serving as proxies to remembrance. Monuments supplant 

that which they memorialize through mediating reification. They become public 

temples of institutionalized memory which elide history and invoke us to kneel in 

shared solidarity before the common idol of the secular shrine. They are monolithic 

sites of displacement, self-promoting museums full of souvenir relics reinvested with 

fresh intentions. The narrative which they purport to reference is nominal, a titular
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acknowledgment of the temporally bound genesis, glazed over by layers of taciturn 

varnish. Monuments resist a dynamic interaction with the past by codifying and 

canonizing the visible referentials as a sacrosanct iconography which limits elastic 

interaction. The immutable silence which first impregnated these cenotaphs, is 

undetectable, drowned by the tumultuous din of cacophonous icons. The permanence 

of the shadowy eidolon softly abides while these obtrusively literal figurations dominate 

the vista with their veneer, but cogent, scaffolding.

The artist, the sculptor of memory, is the elegist of imaged trauma and dreaming 

obscured. Within the matrix of metaphor, the imaginative discourse, with its nuanceful 

idioms and conscientiously loquacious eloquence, may quell or excite. Words may act 

as a defiant dissident which guards against anonymization, or a platitudinous lullaby 

which benumbs our capacity to envision. The artist has the capacity to become a master 

of refamiliarization, the conformation to accommodation, in which any given narrative 

is (re)formulated to correspond to mythopoetic types, so that they are easily assimilated 

by an especial readership.6 From the muse flow icons and imagery composed and 

structured to excite a recognition of ourselves, an ennobled Aristotelian ubiquity which 

abandons the slaughterbench of historical particularity to sit at the celestial side of 

philosophia perennis. The moorings of literary intimacy, the acquainted connections to 

a community’s allusive antecedents, orient the observer with common points of 

reference. The fables we tell and retell carry the existential encrustations of manifold 

tribal tales. Stories are replayed out as citations to a myriad of undisclosed sources; 

bound up, and continually supplementing, a past which is ever implied. The poet’s 

creation is a grafting of parts and predicates from those diverse donors which comprise 

the subliminal constituency of a societal heritage.

Adorno’s barbarism is a preservation of the monster, an attempt to save the 

cadaverous zombie from the redemptive and transfiguring power of art — from the 

callous savagery of extracting pleasure from suffering. His warning highlights a basic
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incommensurability between the experiential source and the principles of stylization 

inherent in the customary means of representation. Implicit in this caveat is the 

assumption that art has the power to overcome and dominate the raw and 

incommunicable event through aesthetic ordering, symbolic language and figurative 

stylization — making accessible and giving meaning to the incomprehensible. His 

tocsin interdiction is a genuine concern for a preservation of horror — for the deterrent 

effect, in terrorem, of an event so fully unattainable by the conventional decorum of 

literary mediation. If the Shoah is stripped of its condition of aporia, if it is validated 

and given value, then it can be absorbed into the communal memory of the culture 

which created it. This is equivalent to the euphemistic bureaucratese of the SS, a 

private language which “redeems” the Nazi danse macabre by shrouding it in a rhetoric 

of empty formality. The closing off, or the monumentalizing reification, is a negation 

of the snarl -- a codification which inserts the khurbn into the incessant and rational 

unfolding of history. Memorials, representational stones, are forbidden; the event can 

only be understood as an immemorial — that which extends beyond the reach of record, 

tradition and cognitive recall, but that which cannot be forgotten. Postcard art is that 

which seeks atonement, an amends, which fails to respond to the limits of 

representation imposed by the rupture -- by the breach in the hermetic. After- 

Auschwitz there is postponement, but never atonement. Chelmno’s ruins may be 

masked, but they can never be forgotten. In the after, diminutive faeries remain 

perpetually inebriated, and the fable is left in stasis. There is no end to the Mobius 

strip.

A narrative account of any given historical event or phenomena is not a neutral 

device for containing fact. There is nothing natural about any mode of discourse for 

representing the historical; it is a mode of convenience. This is to say, narrative 

accounts do not utilize a technical language which is all their own, but use ordinary 

(inherited) forms of language to tell their stories. Any story, regardless of whether it
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references the historical or not, becomes a linguistic entity which relies on the 

established modes, metaphors and plot devices by which we customarily understand our 

world. The “written” narrative is not a series of “factual” statements, but a re-telling 

using a series of transformative rhetorical elements. In the first chapter we asked 

whether or not the Holocaust can be responsibly represented using these modes, and in 

the second, we explored the nature of the subject matter as waste. What remains is a 

challenge to the kind of story which may be told — the generic patterns easily 

recognizable as a type, and finally, the question of silence.

THE TRAGIC RESPONSE
The late Jewish theologian Arthur Cohen argued that the caesura opened by the death 

camps cannot be transcended. The abyss must be crossed, but the break, he believed, 

can only be “sub-scended.”7 By this he meant that the means for crossing any great 

atrocity has conventionally been an upwards gaze away from the shit, towards that 

which surpasses the carnal and finite, towards an ethereal place where the only viable 

answers to suffering reside. Received tragic forms, following Aristotle’s analysis, 

affirm an order of values which transcends the human order. The reader or audience, 

who view at a distance, “reads” the tragic character from the lofty heights of 

transcendence, pitying and explaining the mass deaths of from the lofty position of their 

own interpretive paradigm. Tragedy pains and uplifts, in that order.

John D. Caputo, in his Radical Hermeneutics, argues that a credible (relevant) 

religious worldview requires a dialectic of both submission and protest. Suffering 

highlights this opposition by exposing two alternate hermeneutics: one (which he refers 

to as the Religious) brings forth a din toire (allegation) against God for allowing unjust 

suffering in solidarity with, and speaking for, its victims. The other (the Tragic) does 

not view suffering as an injustice, but a vital part of life to be affirmed and embraced.
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The Religious, Caputo tells us, “affirms God in order to protest the injustice of 

suffering,” while the Tragic, “denies God in order to affirm the justice of suffering.”8

While this paradox upholds the mystery (beyond theoretical intelligibility) of 

suffering within the context of a conceptualization of the Divine, it is far too ambiguous 

to account for the faith-full Christian or Jewish Weltanschauung. This marriage of 

religion and tragedy is strongly contested by George Steiner, who makes the point, in 

his Death o f Tragedy, that both classic and modern tragedy (flavored by Christian 

optimism) are inadequate forms for aesthetically approaching the Holocaust. The tragic 

possibility, Steiner contends, is a possibility which can only exist in an irrational world. 

As the Western mind became increasingly rational, culminating in the Age of Reason, 

literature became less and less tragic. Steiner argues that tragedy has always been an 

alien form to the Judaic worldview because this Judaic spirit is vehement in its 

conviction that there is an order to the universe fully accessible to reason.9 The idea of 

tragedy is rooted in a belief that the spiritual ascendants which shape our destinies are 

beyond comprehension. These forces, immortal gods which personified the deified 

cultural ideals of the polis, were supra-mundane, inconsistently untenable, and beyond 

the sensorially perceptible world of mortals. The gods controlled the fortunes, fates or 

moira of humanity, with tragedy being the inability to overcome or understand the 

inevitable.

The Judaic Weltanschauung finds rationale in the destruction of Jerusalem or 

Jericho, but the Greek sees the fall of Troy as a wanton decision, destiny’s whim. As 

Steiner contends, the Judaic vision views disaster as a code to be deciphered by 

highlighting a moral fault. The Greek tragedian asserts that those forces which mold or 

nullify our lives exists, “outside the governance of reason or justice.”10 It can be 

argued, of course, that Job’s theophanical questions constitute a tragic vision of the 

world, but Job is a fringe text. His struggle unto death is easily recognized in a 

Kierkegaardian world populated by individual suffering Christians, but it remains very
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much on the perimeter of Judaic thought. But even in Job, there is redemption at the 

end. The epilogue to Job includes requital and compensation, but Oedipus does not get 

his eyes back.

Steiner’s argument is essentially a Marxist reading of the Western canon. 

Marxism, which he declares to be, “characteristically Jewish in its insistence on justice 

and reason,”11 repudiates the notion of tragedy. Tragedy has no meaning for the 

Marxist. The world spirit, Pegasus soaring above Mount Olympus, is harnessed and 

tamed by the Rational mind so that he no longer poses an uncontrollable threat. The old 

gods sit in the stocks of that great monolith, modernism, with plucked beards and 

derisive plaques hung from their necks. Here sits your impotent bogeymen, here sits the 

ancient ignorance that blinded Oedipus. The Anangke, the irrational necessity that 

drove him to such an act of madness, is derivative of ignorance. “Necessity is blind,” 

wrote Marx and Engels, “only where it is not understood.”12

Tragedy, as a textbook classification, depends on three primary categories of 

assumption: value, character and conclusion. Values are pre-determined by the gods. 

The character is the individual, the solitary hero — a man of virtue offset by a tragic 

flaw. Inevitably, he is destroyed in his futile attempts to circumvent the will of the 

gods. The denouement, then, is enlightenment and acceptance. It is not the death, but 

rather, an understanding of the divine will, that marks the tragic conclusion. This is the 

stuff of Lear and Othello, it is the stuff of Homer and Virgil, but unlike solemn temples 

and the great globe itself, they are not such stuff as Sheol songs are made on. Aristotle, 

in his Poetics, maps out, by means of a classification system, the essential features of 

tragedy. In this, he marks the border points of the aesthetic independent of ethical 

implications — a distinction which Plato could not make.

Near the beginning of the Poetics, Aristotle names the six parts of every 

Tragedy: Plot, Character, Thought, Diction, Spectacle and Song.13 What follows is not 

a commentary on Aristotle’s elements, but a polemic against the tragic possibility in
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the after-Auschwitz aesthetic which utilizes The Philosopher’s components as a 

framework for coherently organizing the argument. The concerns here are not strictly 

about tragedy in its dramatic form, but an inclusive understanding of the tragic which 

has developed over the last three millennia, and is manifest in not only a large body of 

aesthetic genres, but philosophical and theological thought as well. The tragic points to 

a particular vision for understanding our world (and particularly suffering) which has 

profoundly influenced our aesthetic assumptions. We begin then, like Aristotle, with 

the first principle, and soul, of tragedy — plot.

I. PLOT
Michael Bernstein, in his book Foregone Conclusions Against Apocalyptic History,'4 

argues for a narrative alternative to the familiar technique of foreshadowing, a 

technique which values the present only as a harbinger of a predetermined future. 

Foreshadowing, he argues, implies a closed universe, a coherent teleological unit, in 

which choice, paradoxically, is either acceptance or a futile revolt against the inevitable. 

Bernstein cites the Christian reduction of the Hebrew bible to a series of préfigurations 

and preparations for the Gospel story. In condensing the predecessor text to an “Old” 

Testament, it was automatically construed as a superannuated document which 

announced and prognosticated the culmination of truth in a new and finalized Covenant. 

In reading the “old” narratives (such as the Akedah or “Binding” of Isaac) as the 

anticipation of Christ’s “sacrifice” on the cross, history was condensed to a linear 

unfolding from darkness to light. Those moments which are found wanting by some 

“historico-logical dynamic” — the moments which exceed the interpretive grasp of the 

story tellers, are colonized and made manageable.15

The alternative to such “supersessionist” readings, Bernstein argues, is a 

sideshadowing — a gesturing to the side — to the present lived moment of multiple
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possibilities. Sideshadowing protects the incommensurability of the now by rejecting 

the idea of a master-code or law which lies patiently waiting beneath the seeming 

heterogeneity of existence. While many movements seek to reveal order and pattern, 

sideshadowing emphasizes the significance of “random, haphazard, and unassimilable 

contingencies” — holding forth both the event and its unrealized alternatives.16

Many of our greatest fictions, Bernstein contends, are “monuments of 

inevitability,” confident and sweeping narratives which freely enfold each “accident” 

into the larger structure of the aggregate. At the moments when history and literature 

intersect, especially in the face of catastrophe, there is an urge, he argues, to surrender 

to foreshadowing and create a strictly plotted and seamlessly coherent story. In this, we 

make sense of disaster by interpreting it according to a teleological model. It is this 

sense of inevitability, like the hero’s failed efforts to escape fate, which is the 

cornerstone of Aristotelian tragedy and its literary descendants.17

Tragedy, he continues, is an “arranged genre” — which is to say, it is a 

preexistent framework into which real events (which are not part of a narrated form) are 

sifted and arranged. In the re-telling of death, the complexities of the now are re- 

figured and re-counted as a simplified structure which gives posthumous significance to 

certain quotidian details by placing them in the tragic register. The tragic is not a mode 

of living, but a mode of comprehending, and thus giving form to, an event as narrative. 

Tragedy, then, is created in the ways that alternatives are selectively represented.

Whether we are speaking of the Christian pilgrim picking up their cross or the 

Shakespearean protagonist picking up their dagger, the issue is ultimately one of choice. 

The Polish critic Arenrzej Wirth believes the Classic Tragedy is epitomized in the clash 

o f two conflicting forces: value and fate. The tragic form relies on the necessity of 

making a choice for one over the other, but the Holocaust negates any such possibility. 

The victim, writes Wirth, “finds himself in a situation without choice because every
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choice is base.” 18 No choice can embrace a higher value, and none can accept or 

oppose fate.

Tragedy proceeds from the autonomy — the freedom to opt for one path over 

another with a full cognition that the road may end in anguish or death. Hamlet freely 

picks up the foil to contest Laertes swordsmanship, and Macbeth freely picks up the 

blade to breach Duncan’s silver skin. A necessary requisite for the tragic form is risk, 

and risk requires two essential criteria: loss and choice. Mengele’s selektsye 

automatically eliminates these criteria by severely limiting the most basic of decisions — 

when to sleep, when to eat, when to defecate. Even in the crematoria bottle-neck, 

suicide and murder were disallowed so as to maintain complete psychological control 

over the prisoners. Without a series of circumscribed actions at their disposal, the 

protagonist has no bottle to beat wings against.

Lawrence Langer uses the term “choiceless choice”19 to describe the utter futility 

of choosing; an example may be helpful in describing this concept. Lager inmates 

were given an insufficient amount of undrinkable water for both washing and draining 

excrement from the latrine, but there wasn’t enough for both. Option one. The 

prisoners preserve a little decency and hygiene, the shit piles up, and they all die of 

disease. Option two. The sewage is drained, germs and bacteria breed, and they all die 

of disease.20 The choice itself is irrelevant — the end result is the same.

One the surface, this may appear similar to the tragic choice in which the hero, 

in his choosing, cannot escape moira, but the hero is not some helpless plaything of the 

fates, completely undeserving of his lot. The fatalistic reduction of the tragic choice to 

destruction at the hands of a malignant force is aesthetically unacceptable according to 

Aristotle. Nothing could be more “alien to the spirit of Tragedy” he argued because it 

merely shocks and repulses us.21 F. L. Lucas, in his discussion on tragic choice argues 

that Aristotle’s use of hamartia (the tragic error) has been misunderstood by critics as a 

moral weakness. In his view, Aristotle simply meant, a mistaken choice.22 The
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destruction of the hero or heroine, then, is caused by an erroneous step taken in 

blindness. The protagonist is guiltily guiltless, and suffers the unforeseen repercussions 

of a bad choice. This is distinct from an amoral choice in which the protagonist is 

justifiably punished for deliberate malfeasance — this would be romance (wherein 

justice prevails) not tragedy.

The question of choice is explored by William Stryon in his novel and film 

Sophie’s Choice; the climax of which highlights the alternative available to his 

protagonist because she is a Christian and not a Jew.23 At the selektsye which occurs 

when she arrives at Auschwitz, the sadistic doctor Jemand von Niemand, forces Sophie 

to select one of her two children for the crematoria. “You’re a Polack not a Yid,” he 

tells her, “that gives you a privilege, a choice.”24 This choice, which is horrendous, is 

still a choice. In calling it a “privilege” Stryon contends that such options, while 

atrocious, were not the norm in Auschwitz.

Popular sentiment, as well as a cultural disposition towards maintaining an 

autonomous and dignified sense of self-hood, forces us to supplant the concept of 

choiceless choice with a romanticized world where the individual has the capacity to 

create alternatives for themselves. Because of this, positive Holocaust art has the most 

popular appeal for Western audiences — deceptively mawkish works of melodrama 

which deliberately manipulate reality to create inspirational and didactic postcards. 

This Americanization25 of the Holocaust, as it is sometimes called, is an attempt to make 

the atrocities of the Shoah accessible by providing us with a spirited protagonist who 

defies the impossible, and by some miraculous product of fierce determination, escapes 

the ovens.

This formula can take several forms. One possibility is to create a non-Jewish 

champion who still has certain options open to him or her (as seen in Spielburg’s 

somewhat superficial biography of Oscar Schindler) or to portray a Jewish protagonist 

who doesn’t die. A good example of this approach is the one Holocaust play to achieve



110

substantial commercial success in the United States: the dramatization of Anne Frank’s 

diary by the American playwrights Frances Goodrich and Albert Hackett.26 In the 

conversion of a non-aesthetically qualified object into a coherent dramatic unit with 

theme, plot and direction, Goodrich and Hackett converted the ironic naivete of a young 

girl into a blatantly patriotic defense of American liberalism -- using Anne’s callow 

belief in human goodness as paradigm for cold-war optimism in the shadow of an 

apparent evil.

This propagandistic exploitation of suffering placed an artifice on the Broadway 

stage and called it the Holocaust. Deliberately manipulating the historical realities of 

the churbn, this work not only converted the diary into a morally offensive extension of 

McCarthyism, but it completely avoided the end of the story. Anne Frank, the noble 

spirit with a repressed Jewish identity does not survive as the stage adaptation suggests, 

but is turned to ash in the crematoria. Bruno Bettelheim, who argues that the Franks 

might have survived if they did not hold onto their misplaced idealism, argues that the 

success of this commercial Broadway melodrama is based entirely in its general 

repression of everything the Holocaust represents. “It found wide acclaim,” he writes, 

“because it denies implicitly that Auschwitz ever existed. If all men are good, there 

never was an Auschwitz.”27 A serious desecration, this shallow capitalization on 

suffering successfully worked itself into the mass consciousness of the American 

theatre going public of the fifties by presenting a kinder gentler Holocaust. With a trite 

Hollywood ending and a sensitively precocious protagonist, this slick piece of kitsch 

universalized the Jewish atrocity and made it fully accessible.

Our capacity to fit the most catastrophic events into a coherent schemata can be 

highly rewarding — the gratification which results from comprehending any situation, 

regardless of how terrible, in terms of an inclusive framework. The emotional and 

intellectual value of grounding the Shoah in a sense of historical inevitability is high, 

but this grounding resonates with implicit assumptions about the experience of the
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victims, endowing their death with a meaning, which Bernstein suggests makes an 

“ideationally ‘rich’ sense of the horror.” 28 This making-sense comes to terms with the 

horror by wrapping it in a larger pattern of signification, which on the narrative 

(written) level, insists on the singular nature of the Shoah, yet uses the most lurid tropes 

and literary conventions to represent it. The sideshadowing which Bernstein proposes, 

sees multiple paths which are moment-by-unplottable-moment, potentially significant in 

determining an outcome; while at the same time, is sensitive to an utter lack of willful 

choice in inducing these moments. Unpredictable in advance of happening, these 

fortuitous and contingent occurrences, “too wildly improbable for any fiction,” 29 force 

the artist to work out with decorum (in the full classical sense) the modes and 

techniques of aesthetic representation which are responsively apropos to the exigencies 

of Holocaustal experiences which cannot be conventionally plotted.

II. CHARACTER
In examining the pharmakon, the undecidable drug which inhabits the curative and 

poisonous, Derrida takes up a related word: pharmakos.30 Pharmakoi, in ancient 

Greece, were scapegoats sacrificed in order to maintain the city’s purity, or to restore a 

moral equilibrium. The sufferer, who comes from inside the matrix, is placed outside. 

In his death, he is elevated to a dignified status where his immolation serves as 

forfeiture for the potential suffering of the city. This single scapegoat, the medicine 

required for reestablishing a healthy community (or a world which God so loved...) 

portrays suffering in altruistic terms as exemplum. The Holocaust, with its countless 

and anonymous rabble of unwilling scapegoats (expelled from the inside as toxin, not 

remedy) resists such redemptive strategies for justifying suffering. Auschwitz is not the 

Golgotha of the enlightened world. The tragos oda (the goat-song) shows us a hero, 

like the goats in Jesus’ Judgment Day metaphor, whose hubris condemns him to the left.
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Tragedy is relatively unconcerned with suffering en masse. The devastation of 

community is employed as a ramification and indicator for showing us the depths of 

depravity to which a good man has descended, but the focus remains on the solitary 

hero. In the lagers, the solitary were collected, to use the original etymology of a word, 

as robots. The term robot was first used by the Czechoslovakian playwright Karel 

Capek (who died at Auschwitz), in his dystopian indictment of fascism, R.U.R. 31 

Rousseau’s “natural man” meets its Doppelgänger in Capek’s artificial robot — not the 

clanking contraption of the science fiction double-feature, but a factory- 

produced/processed living organism which values nothing but the heartless efficiency of 

industrial assembly. The Nazi strategy of legitimating genocide defined the Human 

from the Untermensch, the vermin, so as to exclude its victims from the privileged 

circle. Outside this circle, the privileged distinctions between individuals were 

nullified. In the Greco-Roman theatrical tradition the persona  was a mask worn by the 

actors. If you didn’t have a persona, you couldn’t play. Without a persona, you simply 

couldn’t be part of the illusionary world. Within the political arena, persona  became a 

mask of far greater consequence. Those who wore the mask possessed the legal status 

which was not afforded to women and slaves. They became human; an appropriate 

subject for the tragic.

Q: W hat’s the difference between A uschw itz and a Greek Tragedy?
A: In the Tragedy, the Chorus doesn’t die.

Friedrich Schiller, the German philosopher and dramatist, viewed tragedy as a means 

towards perfecting man’s moral condition — the “moralische Anstalt” (moral 

institution). The dominant theme in Schiller’s oeuvre, is undoubtedly that of freedom -  

that which resides in the workings of a self-imposed law by which one lives or dies. 

This inner freedom exists independently of coercion and outside impetus as a
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prerogative which guarantees humanity. The person who is unable to assert free will in 

the midst of suffering is simply a carnal automaton which has cast its humanity aside: 

“wirft seine iMenschheit hinweg.”32 Simple suffering (that is, suffering which stimulates 

materia] phenomenal discomfort) as epitomized in the Jewish experience of the Shoah, 

provides the framework for the tragic possibility in art, but is not in itself tragic. 

Working towards a post-Kantian Idealism, Schiller’s aesthetic relies heavily on ethical 

or noumenal notions of virtue based in a categorical imperative, not in social or political 

convention. The tragic character must choose a higher moral value, not as an instinct 

which is subject to physical laws of preservation, but as a free decision to serve loftier 

sensibilities.

In the Schillerian sense, it is impossible to remain neutral — to not choose. 

Omission and commission are inextricably bound together, and by not acting, one may 

preserve the possibility for the material impulse, but in doing so, they lose the formal 

impulse by which we function as spiritual creatures. In the highest form of tragic 

conflict (what Schiller has named the sublime), the protagonist chooses a suffering 

condition to aver his moral freedom, even though this impasse might have been aver-ted 

through rejection of the free principle. Yet within this resolution lies the clash of 

competing duties. In short, virtue untested by the crematoria fire, is unassured; it must 

be dangled over the pyres of institutional obligations to see what remains after the chaff 

is burnt up and the dross skimmed off. The hero of this tragedy must truly be a “tragic 

hero” and not simply a victim of suffering. Nor can he simply be a pure antithesis to an 

obvious evil, a malfeasant strawman, lest the tragedy be reduced to a morality play. 

Schiller calls for a modern-day Antigone tom by obligations to her conscience and the 

organized powers to which she has pledged an ardent allegiance. In her choice, we 

learn the appropriate lessons, and the event is elevated from indeterminate pyre to a 

moral crucible.
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The appropriateness of the subject for tragic representation is gauged by the 

gravity of the conflict and the consequence of decision. For the Tragic to serve as a 

Tribunal which indicts the spectator in the Schillerian sense, the audience must not see 

themselves as subordinate cogs circumscribed to turn the gears of “inevitable progress,” 

but as autonomous fulcrums. There is a persistent illusion in our culture that everything 

can and must be resolved. Tragedy, perhaps, is a result of our inability to accept 

contradiction. The Holocaust denied the potential of any choice which could be 

construed as heroic. It does not provide us with a cathartic release of tension gained 

through a complacent knowing. The death of the collective does not secure the 

salvation of Thebes — it is completely without purpose, rationale or moral lesson. The 

anonymous victim is not an appropriate subject for tragedy.

On admission to the Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington DC, tourists 

are issued ID cards which match their gender and age to the name and photo of a 

Holocaust victim or survivor. As they move through the floors of the “theme park” they 

swipe their card at computer terminals to see how well their new “identity” is faring. 

Walking through simulated replicas of death camp barracks and watching endless re-run 

footage of killing-squad “snuff flicks” the tourists gradually come to know what 

happened to their new persona. This fulfills our need to identify with a character — to 

pick a winner and ride through with them. The event is shifted, miniaturized, from the 

mass murder of millions to a single accessible handle. At the end of the hyper-reality 

tour, the ID cards are deposited in trash bins along with other assorted refuse — they 

have been used up, and the “fate” of their corresponding victims, resolved.

III. THOUGHT
In the dénouement of Spielberg’s Schindler's List, Oskar Schindler holds a ring made 

for him by the Jews of his factory and cries, “I could have saved more, one more Jew, 

two more Jews” — there is catharsis, apotheosis even, in the internal conflict of the
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protagonist. In the mass ritual of the cinematic moment, we are purged of our emotion 

and coerced into reconciliation — cleansed of any uneasy feelings which would lead us 

to question our assumptions. The mourning is accomplished, in the convention of the 

Hollywood moment, through the hero.

Thought, the place where a “general maxim is enunciated” 33 reveals the 

pertinent elements of the tragic moment — the end result. Tragedies, in a paradox which 

has puzzled thinkers back to Aristotle, are designed to produce pleasure. Assuming that 

we are not callous and algophilic voyeurs who take gleefully delight in watching others 

suffer, our sympathy must be mitigated by an indirect form of gratification. Susan 

Feagin uses the term “meta-response” 34 to describe the cleansing pleasure we derive 

from pain — a response educed by feelings of solidarity with those who respond 

negatively to tragedy. When we are enraged at injustice, it reminds us that we care for 

the welfare of others, and that we are not alone in the world. The performative pain 

assuages the deeper pain of solipsism, and we derive pleasure from the shareability of 

our sorrow.

In Tragedy, of course, the suffering is purely fictional — but it is genuine 

sympathy for imagined anguish which allows us to cherish our pathos. In Holocaustal 

“fictions” the suffering which informs the aesthetic is real, making any meta-response 

an inappropriate form of solace which feeds on misery. While this argument applies to 

any real agony, it is, as we have seen in Adorno, afortori about (and after) Auschwitz. 

The caesura did not invalidate the aesthetic for Adorno, but it did invalidate the 

aesthetics of pleasure. In the cathartic moment, Adorno warned, we “extract pleasure” 

from Holocaustal torture. “Through aesthetic principles of stylization,” he continues, 

“the unimaginable ordeal appears as if it had some meaning.”35 Tragedy does not fail, 

but rather, is far too potent. It has the power to bleed delectation irrespective of its 

subject.
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In 1757, David Hume, in his discussion on tragedy, asked the question, “Who 

could ever think of it as a good expedient for comforting an afflicted parent, to 

exaggerate, with all the force of elocution, the irreparable loss which he has met with by 

the death of a favorite child?”36 Pretended suffering for Hume is palatable because it is 

fabricated, but real suffering, by virtue of its direct reference point, may be an 

inappropriate subject for literary endeavor. In citing this example from domestic life, 

Hume argues that there are some topics too tormenting to be dignified by tragedy -  

with the pain from experience being augmented by the aesthetic realm. The dilution of 

direct experience through an insulating myth may soften the immediacy of grief, but it 

ultimately cheapens the necessity of genuine anguish.

Adorno, in his caveat about “after” poetry, wanted to cut short this pleasure 

possibility in art. Without a source of circumscribed responses at their disposal, the 

audience is denied the tragic tranquillity which would traditionally allow them to 

process the carnage. The tragic response, or catharsis, is the quiet sense of contentment 

that one feels at the end of a tale of woe and strife. It is a speechless calm in which we 

accept the grievous outcome, compensated by the knowledge that everything is now 

right in the cosmos. Through chaos, order is restored. This is equivalent to the quiet 

composure held by Hegel as he surveyed history. As if he had just watched a 

performance of The Eumenides, Georg Wilhem gently mused, “the wounds of the spirit 

heal and leave no scars behind.”37 Like the Greek audience, he was able to distance 

himself from the slaughter bench and find consolation in the knowledge that universal 

ends are being actualized despite the injuries sustained by particular individuals. It is a 

cheap justification made from atop the crystal tower. It is the offensively idealistic 

principe du meilleur of Leibniz, a trite piece of claptrap which exonerates the flagitious 

by appealing to the greater good. The monstrous assurance that we live in the, “best of 

all possible worlds,”38 is a dangerous metaphysical optimism which subverts justice — it 

is a victor’s theodicy. Tragedy accepts the Geist-ordained fate of Oedipus with
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equanimity, but to behold Auschwitz with tragic serenity — this is tantamount to a 

rationalization of genocide.

The Jewish tradition, theologian Darell Fasching argues, repudiates such blind 

acceptance of Providence. Whereas Christianity has reduced the Jewish understanding 

of the covenant between God and His people to an ideal of unswerving faith and 

obedience, Fasching contends that Judaism regards the covenant as a reciprocal 

relationship in which both parties are mutually accountable to each other — establishing 

a dialectic of trust and questioning. In Judaism, he claims, there has always existed a 

tradition of chutzpah,39 the audacious willingness and right to wrestle with God when 

God does not live up to God’s covenantal obligations — a tradition exemplified by 

biblical characters such as Job and Jacob as well as contemporary figures like Elie 

Wiesel.

In his biography, Weisel tells a story of how one night as a young boy in 

Auschwitz he witnessed a strange trial in which three rabbis, masters of Talmud, 

Halakhah and Jewish Jurisprudence, decided to hold, “a rabbinic court of law to indict 

the Almighty.”40 This account, to which Weisel dedicates less then a dozen lines, 

describes the calling of witnesses, the gathering of evidence and the suggestion of 

extenuating circumstances. In the end, the rabbis found no atonement in the usual 

theodical repartee, and pronounced the Almighty guilty of crimes against creation. 

After the verdict was pronounced, and what Weisel describes as an “infinity of silence,” 

the members of the tribunal bowed their heads and recited the Maariv, the evening 

prayer.

There is a sense that the lacerating confrontation between God and His people 

continues. The prayer at the end is not a concession, but an affirmation of God 

consistent with challenge. As Weisel writes in The Town Beyond the Wall: “I want to 

blaspheme but I can’t quite mange it. I go up against Him, I shake my fist, I froth with 

rage, but it’s still a way of telling Him that He’s there, that He exists, that He’s never
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the same twice, that denial itself is an offering to His grandeur. The shout becomes a 

prayer in spite of me.” 41 The ethic of chutzpah refuses to accept appeals to God which 

denigrate His children. The trial remains in stasis, and there can be no tragic 

acquiescence which leads to solace.

IV. LANGUAGE
I have argued that the Holocaust has radically altered all of our previous conceptions of 

the world, which suggests that we must also acquiesce to an imperative need for unique 

literary forms and strategies for communication. A new way of shaking our language to 

release the Holocaust from its idiomatic keep. A new mode of expression which is 

more concerned with preserving teku justice than with employing it as a vehicle for 

empathetic engagement. In any historical event where life is devalued, the ambiantic 

atmosphere of that place naturally becomes filled with emotionally charged ions which 

are easily conducted. The artist however, must resist such shallow exploitation and 

embrace the paradox of exclusiveness — the need to find a shared experiential base 

without converting the caesura of the Holocaust into a series of universal symbols 

(postcards).

No work of literature is detached from its antecedents in history or myth. The 

most original of creations emulates and reflects the common tribal (matrix) stories. 

Implicit in the creative act are an infinite number of subtle referential connections, and 

any given work mucks about in the referential clay of prior texts. These dependent 

associations provide moorings in the literary landscape to which we are accustomed, 

and orient us in our fictional expeditions.

The roots of metaphor, according to the Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset, 

are to be found in the spirit of taboo. When an event or object is too unique or 

forbidden to name, yhwh being exemplar of the verboten, it must be suggested via
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symbol. “Such an object,” writes Ortega, “has to be alluded to by a word denoting 

something else and thus appears in the speech vicariously and surreptitiously.”42 

Metaphor dances around the taboo without actually engaging it, and in this, makes the 

taboo seem less alien to recognizable human experience. Ortega criticized the use of 

metaphor because it made horror safe, it dehumanized suffering and made it accessible. 

No storm or eddy can be sufficiently severe, and no earthquake or deluge destructive 

enough to allow for a pathetic fallacy which draws on Sheol’s tempest.

We began this thesis with Adorno’s assertion of the barbarism (not the 

impossibility) of writing poetry after Auschwitz. It is a statement which not only 

inaugurated many of the critical questions over aesthetic boundaries in after-Auschwitz 

art and literature, but which remains in itself a relevant critique. It is impossible 

however, Sidra Ezrahi argues, to discuss this dictum without acknowledging the work 

which it is said to have been originally occasioned by, Paul Celan’s Todesfuge. 

According to Ezrahi, the two are as explicitly linked as “talmudic commentary and its 

biblical source.” 43 As an answer to Adorno’s petition for after representations which 

“estrange and displace the world,” 44 Celan’s disruptive dirge translated “into linguistic 

terms what happens to landscapes when they become more and more abstract.” 45

Adorno calls for an ethic which renders certain aesthetic acts or forms 

recalcitrant or spurious because they rely on overdetermined Holocaustal symbols and 

topoi. An aesthetic which seeks to “displace” will limit what Ezrahi calls the 

“polysemous potential” 46 of certain metaphorical vocabularies by ungrounding words 

from their familiar contexts. George Steiner notes that Celan wrote all of his poems in 

German, not as a mother tongue, but as a foreign language.47 For Celan, Deutsch was 

the “meta-language” of brutality which had to “pass through a thousand darknesses of 

death-bringing speech”48 before it could be used — not as purification, but as a 

preservation of its corruption and demise.
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Struggling to find linguistic correlatives to the experience of the death camps, 

Celan translated the gassing of the Jews entirely into metaphors — an approach which 

the German playwright Rolf Hochhuth denounced as a “screening” which conspires 

with our “natural strong tendency to treat the matter as a legend, as an incredible 

apocalyptic fable.”49 As John Felstiner argues in his “Biography of a Poem,” Celan 

himself felt, over time, that Todesfuge was becoming something of an icon, a lyrical 

exercise “lapsing into a purely aesthetic niche” 50 which was divorced from any sense of 

moral urgency. Celan’s growing anxiety about the numerous tomes being written about 

the musical structure of the work, and its public status as canon (which belied its 

subversive impact) penned a long sequel in which the night and ashes of Todesfuge 

were utterly “stripped of their cadence and metaphor”:

Asche.
Asche, Asche
Nacht.
Nacht-und-Nacht. 51

Struggling with language until, in 1970 he drowned himself in the Seine, Celan 

attempted to collapse the presuppositions underlying metaphoric activity by cutting 

short the links which confirm the coherence of human experience. Celan’s German 

sustained the taint of language by driving it into an abyss of fragmentation and enmity; 

a cacophonous mix of strangely joined and uncoupled words, neologisms and 

indecipherably corrupted Hebrew phrases. In this, Celan’s poetry became a barbarism, 

the stuttering expression of an outsider. His was not a redemptive aesthetic, but an 

aesthetic of alienation — an unseating of empowered words and a disintegration of the 

aesthetic conventions fundamental to post-Enlightenment culture.

Words are weak, and our language contains no corresponding doubles, because 

words are themselves metaphors — referents to something which resides within our 

cultural consciousness. Outside that consciousness, how can we understand the term 

katzetler (prisoner), or even oven, when we are pre-disposed to contextualizing them
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into our existing definitions? Language itself is subverted and stripped of its meaning, 

so that the notion of freezing requires a new word, or hunger, or fear, or pain. Such 

weak utterances are what Primo Levi calls, “free words,” words created by free men 

who have never known what it truly means to starve or freeze. Levi pleads for a, “new 

harsh language,”52 a peculiar vocabulary which is not rooted to the old ways of 

speaking. Assuming that such a language could be created, of course, it would remain 

untranslatable by those who had not survived the Holocaust. It would also assume that 

the Holocaust, as a loose term, is referential to a common heterogeneous event, and that 

every victim experienced it in the same way. Celan’s approach is not a withdrawal into 

this private (idiosyncratic) space, but a debasement of reified language.

George Steiner, in his Language and Silence argues that, “everything forgets, 

but not language.”53 Language, for Steiner, has great reserve of life — capable of 

absorbing waves of atrocity and hysteria, but there comes a breaking point when 

something happens to words. After using language to conceive and justify Auschwitz, 

Steiner argues, “something of the lies and sadism will settle into the marrow of the 

language.” Like the process of cancerous metastasis, the poison sifts silently into the 

bone, so that language can no longer grow and freshen. It no longer performs, what 

Steiner calls the “two principle functions” of language: “the conveyance of the human 

order” — or law, and the communication of spiritual quickening, or grace. 54

If the Word was in the beginning, can there be wordings after the end?55 George 

Steiner, in his re-articulation of the injunction against writing poetry, argues 

(hyperbolically) that it is “impossible” to write poetry after Auschwitz, for it lies outside 

of reason and (as a result) language. To speak the unspeakable, Steiner cautions, is to 

risk to continuation of language as bearer of the humane, but words saturated in 

mendacity do not recover.56 The Holocaust cannot be represented using language, 

Steiner argues, for two important reasons. Firstly, because of the perversion and abuse 

o f language at the hands of the Nazi’s (the referential); and secondly, because the
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atrocities they committed transcend any words we could use to characterize them (the 

representational). Drawing on Wittgenstein’s tautological aphorism: “whereof one 

cannot speak, thereof one must be silent,”57 Steiner insists that the Cessation, the 

Arschloch der Welt, creates an analogical barricade which may be surmounted through 

reticence, and urges us to consider silence as a response to the ineffable. For 

Wittgenstein, the unsayable constituted a significant value, because it highlights those 

moments which cannot be institutionalized and incorporated into language. There are 

no words to verify, and thereby give precise meaning to, Auschwitz.

The concept of unutterability, the ineffability topos, is not unique to the Shoah. 

Paradoxically, from time immemorial, people have spoken about that which is 

unspeakable.58 Ancient Talmuds of Mishnah exegesis, the Moabite Stone, and 

inscriptions from Khirbet el-Qom, all contain references to the tetragrammaton, the 

ancient substitution for the name of God. Considered too sacred to be spoken, in the 

Hebrew canon, the consonants yhwh are usually read as Adonai or my Lord for the sake 

of reverence. The exclusivity of Jehovah as sui generis prohibited the use of rhetorical 

tropes, familiar moorings, to approximate His essence. Allusions then, to an alien term, 

surreptitiously denoted the characteristic nature of God while maintaining the sanctity 

of the verboten.59

Ineffability has long played an important role in the Eastern Weltanschauung. 

The monastic soul, like the Platonic p h i lo s o p h e r  ascends the rungs of material 

impediments towards an intensification of profundity, a deepening silence which 

crawls out of the verbal matrix. Within the Buddhist metaphysic, true enlightenment is 

only achieved through a tacit transcendence of language, a purity of discamate 

encountering untainted by the contagion of discourse. The Western tradition, however, 

does not share this Zen-like ideal.61 In the shadow of the Hellenistic logos, silence 

reveals bounded inadequacies in language, not a dis-closure towards tranquillity. 

Trappist religieux  are bound by austere vows of obeisance to these linguistic
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deficiencies, and it is in this failing which St. John of the Cross discovered a surpassing 

eloquence. The dark night of the soul, the mystic’s gnostic journey, is a voluntary 

escape from the self and into the arms of God -  to a place where sense is suspended and 

the only light is that which consumes the heart. It is the strategic device of prescient 

philosophers who fear their prophetic auguries will be ignored by unready ears, or 

Kafkaesque seers who want to bum their writings: sile, et philosophus esto.

The final Cantos in Dante’s Paradiso are a lambent refuge into muteness, a 

diminishment of the adequacy of words to translate the abstruseness of the Divine into 

the language of precedence. As the poet scales the ascent of spheres, revelatory 

concurrence tautens the confines of mortal idiom, until human words utterly default and 

speech is able to yield to the indescribable vernacular of radiance. At the absolute reach 

of the circle, there are no words to articulate the resplendence, and the most prolix 

tongues are made like a babe’s ~ incoherently babbling.

Steiner describes his experience of watching The Holocaust on American 

television, and having it interrupted every fourteen and a half-minutes by product 

endorsements for detergents and panty-hose.62 A culture can never truly recover from 

such degeneracy — from the consumer-oriented postcarding entailed by the acceptance 

of a depreciated responsibility. Rearticulating the hackneyed witticism about keeping 

your mouth shut so you don’t put your foot in it, Steiner counsels self-restraint for those 

who would defile the disjecta membra with cheap and illiterate jargon. It would be 

better, he proposes in allusion to Jesus’ rhetorical “Sermon on the Mount” admonitions, 

for the poet to mutilate their own tongue than to speak (like the apostle Paul’s 

exhortation against Eucharistic irreverence) unworthily.63 Silence, then, is a very real 

alternative to sacrilegious impertinence.

Adorno’s dictum is an abiding criterion, a lingering remonstrance. Steiner 

points to Sylvia Plath, the young poet who enacted the meaning of “barbarity” by 

symbolically opting for silence over the crude vulgarities of language in a kitchen gas
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oven.64 In a manner both profoundly genuine and shockingly histrionic, Plath’s suicide 

became in itself a consummate and supremely committed work of 

performance/embodied art, personifying the inefficiency of weakened words to embrace 

the Auschwitz snarl. Poetic silence, the aesthetic equivalent of half-mast flags and 

publicly contemplative/commemorative observances, is a divergent and deeply-personal 

practice. While many survivors opted for a mum and liturgical homage to the dead, 

others resolved to clothe pain in words, to bespeak the forbidden and risk the profanity. 

Silence, while devout, may also repress and conceal; divert and numb. Words, while 

flawed and barbaric, may be a more faithful emissary of memory.

Silence may account for other silences, qui tacet consentit, which 

adiaphoristically ignored, like Pious XII’s failure to utter pontifical remonstrations, the 

deportations and mass murder of the European Jewry. It may open a door before 

prayer and be a prelude to a reckoning of the soul, but it can never serve as a bulwark 

against anonymity. Only communication can do this. The abdication of word is the 

only ethically unsullied response, but it is countered by an obligation to make silence 

heard — to express with weak words the feeling that something important must be said, 

not as light in a vacuum, but as momentary lapses in the renunciation of speech.

Torment, perhaps, sanctions a certain testimonial imperative, but Steiner is 

averse to endorse a fictionalized “embellishment” of reality in extremis — a distinction 

between documentary and histoire, (hi)story. Inherent in this unabashed castigation is a 

Platonic suspicion of the belles-lettres as a conjectural artificiality, an ingenuine and 

frivolous retrograde of veritable truth. Such distrust, however, conjures a haughty 

strawman who superciliously quotes epigrammatic excerpts of Wildean nonchalance. It 

partakes in a vintage disposition which regards literary devices as beautiful illusions -  

inventions and therefore fabrications. Such presuppositions (while antiquated and 

unfair after Kafka and Dostoyevski) romanticize the attestations of the witness. 

Authenticity and comprehensivity are idealistic notions which ennoble the eyewitness
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account to the nearly biblical plateau of consecrated canon. All memories are 

moderated by the prejudices of words invented for another purpose, and all words are 

moderated by the prejudices of mutative introspection.

The persuasive myth propagated by Adorno’s critique of aesthetic stylization, is 

that legitimate screams (first-person testimony) are “untainted” by a mediation of the 

imagination or a supplementation by other narratives, as if the horrific weight of the 

subject precludes the formal aesthetic choices which undergird any telling, whether 

autobiographical or not. Faith in the pure authority of the survivor’s attestation is 

misplaced and perhaps even naive, which is not to undermine the validity of the 

testimonial imperative, but to introduce a paradox which is echoed consistently by 

Weisel: Auschwitz cannot be told, yet one must try.

The barbarism is a mistrust of style as artifice, but an equally present danger is 

the memorialization of the Shoah, the creation of testimonial monuments which render 

the event so closed, so unspeakably sacred, that any attempt to represent or recreate 

becomes a type of blasphemous hubris. The shibboleth, that ancient Hebraic 

pronunciation test, should not be reinstituted as an insulator of experience. The 

segregation of experience from littérature concentrationnaire is based in an implicit 

assumption that imagination is perversion, and the poetic, an aberration. Full presence, 

however, is fully denied to any form, either remembered or envisioned. The silence 

which surrounds “Auschwitz” is a sign, an intimation, that something remains 

unphrased. This indetermination leaves meaning in abeyance, a never-ending 

interregnum en souffrance in which no successive regime takes the throne. In the 

shadow of this negation, language dissipates.65 Partial presence is in constant need of a 

chimerical supplement, a nonentity which must be considered to preserve the 

contingency. Partial presence must acknowledge the absence, the lingering deficit.
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V. SPECTACLE
Recently, in Der Spiegel, Henrik Broder discussed the americanization of the Holocaust 

in an article titled, “There’s no business like Shoah business” 66 — a cynical paraphrase 

on the old vaudeville maxim which accentuated the problem of commodification and 

reductionism in many pop-culture representations of the Holocaust. This is particularly 

true in Hollywood films, which often displace (or serve as a diversion from) the 

monstrous caesura, by crossing over the problematic aspects of representation. 

Schindler’s List,61 for example, purifies the Holocaust by circumventing and 

euphemizing the raw naked horror through a story of endurance and fortitude.

Saul Friedländer, In his Reflections o f Nazism, argues that romantic sensibilities 

have permeated much Holocaustal writing through a meeting of kitsch and death. For 

Friedländer, kitsch names a particular discourse adapted to the affections of the petit 

bourgeois majority, who see in it a harmony and respect for the established order.68 The 

juxtaposition/amalgamation of the kitsch aesthetic and the theme of death appeals on 

its simplest and most immediate level to emotional communion; and on its deeper level, 

terror and solicitude.69 Friedländer’s kitsch death is a neutralization of situations which 

are in the extreme, the artificial manufacture of an authentic and acceptable response. 

Influenced by the Christian tradition, the kitsch death signifies the revelation of an 

other-place, an elsewhere which is both concrete and mysterious.70 Friedländer 

describes the accumulation and overload of familiar symbols in death kitsch (a dark 

mysterious atmosphere, lamenting figures marching to destruction, the recognizable 

figures of innocent victim and corrupt oppressor) as frightening but at the same time 

comforting, because they image Golgotha.71 Although a debased form of myth, they 

nevertheless draw from the religio-mythic substance, and we are not repulsed.

The Philosopher used the term mimesis to describe art which imitates life — 

imitation being the process by which we recognize ourselves, something universally 

human, in the actions and thoughts of the characters being portrayed. This recognition,
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this appeal to the universal, is exactly what many aesthetic assumptions rely upon. This 

is the metaphorical nature of the aesthetic, for realism is never reality. What we 

recognize in Sophocles or Shakespeare is a conscious manipulation of the ubiquitous. 

We are quite ignorant of that which we cannot process, because it is outside of our 

realms of possibility and comprehension. Eric Bentley, the prominent drama theorist, 

reminds us that, “there are things in Shakespeare that stare us in the face but which we 

either cannot or will not see. Modern respectability resembles neo-Classic good taste: it 

is a form of blindness.”72 If the bard penned indigestible portions, how more difficult it 

is for us to recognize ourselves when the self is the estranged Muselmänner, hovering at 

the undecidable threshold of life and death.

Mimesis prompts us, it draws us on, exploring new realms of human 

consciousness in edible bites. It is an exploration in familiar layers which takes us to a 

new destination. The mimetic journey takes us past familiar acclimating landmarks, 

but when the only light we see is a slit of blue where the planks of the cattle car do not 

meet, we have no reference point to get our bearings when we arrive at the terminus. 

Langer believes that aesthetic representations of the Holocaust numb the reader without 

enlarging their consciousness, because the immensity of the atrocities they recount 

“finally forces the reader to lose his orientation altogether and to feel as if wandering in 

a wilderness — a reality not latent in, but external to, his own experience.”73 This 

wilderness, this exclusive wilderness, where we are denied any shared basis with the 

inhabitants, remains the great paradox. To convert the wilderness into a tame park 

where universally symbolic trees grow, is a desecration. To present the wilderness as it 

is, is impossible. Realism, that tired old convention designed to exploit a weary 

fascination with mimetic replication, did not produce a fourth-wall duplication of truth, 

but proffered, rather, a charlatan’s counterfeit. How then can a cheap device, a 

“realistic” base which we have accepted as producing “lifelike” depictions, portray that 

which is seemingly beyond aesthetic imag(in)ing?
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The Holocaust, at least in films where it is feasible, has often been portrayed as 

close to real as possible. The result is not effective, because most presentations become 

nothing more than horror stories — wallowing in the horror alone. William Stryon 

(whose own work has been heavily criticized) believes that such an assault on our 

emotions only causes us to turn away in disgust, not grapple with the realities of the 

historical event. Stryon argues that “realistic” novels, “suffocate the reader with a sense 

of horror — all of which is important to record but as art it lacks... ultimate impact 

because it does not distance itself enough to be moving.”74 We can be horrified at open 

heart surgery or a B-grade thriller; horror does not help us absorb the implications of the 

Holocaust. The danger in presenting die Endldsung realistically, writes Alice and Roy 

Eckhardt, is that it, “will be appropriated only as a nightmare.”75

The dilemma is that a realistic approach is a falsification of truth, and a fully 

abstract approach is a betrayal of it. We can elucidate upon this dilemma by presenting 

two conflicting arguments. Susan Sontag contends that to, “simulate atrocities 

convincingly is to risk making the audience passive, reinforcing witless stereotypes, 

confirming distance, and creating meretricious fascination. Like its simulation as 

fiction, the display of atrocity... risks being tacitly pornographic.”76 Literary theorist 

Ellen Shiff, in considering the dilemma opts for the invocation of an aesthetic taboo not 

unlike the deterrents of Adorno. In discussing the Holocaust, she contends, the subject 

eclipses illusion, and the profound difficulties inherent in representing the Holocaust 

offer a convincing argument for, “dealing with it on the oblique.” 77

This side-stepping of the dilemma is a common approach — setting the narrative 

outside the immediate horrors of the ghetto or concentration camp and focusing on 

those who live, stunted and stunned, in the after. Even Peter Weiss, the innovative 

dramatist who wrote the visually terrifying “total theatre” classic Marat/Sade, was 

unwilling to attempt the creation of an Auschwitz experience. The immediate and 

violent chaos of the Marquis de Sade’s insane asylum was not a cruel enough world to
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embrace Shoah. Instead, he opted for a court room setting, a dialogue driven docu

drama distillation of testimonies presented at the Frankfurt war crimes trial as a telling 

removed.

One of the most successful and important works was Rolf Hochhuth’s The 

Deputy which, “almost certainly,” wrote Eric Bentley, caused, “the largest storm ever 

raised in the whole history of drama.”78 The play, which was a heavy indictment of 

Pope Pius XEf’s culpability as a silent ally of the Nazi party was banned by the Catholic 

Church, but remained a poignant examination of cowardice and religious hypocrisy in 

the one institution which had the power to stop the Endlösung. Although the fifth act is 

set in Auschwitz, no Jewish characters are depicted, and the action centers on a 

philosophical debate between a sadistic doctor modeled after Josef Mengele and a 

broken priest who bears the ignominious disgrace of failure. The ninth level of 

Hochhuth’s hell is not a place of screaming demons and tumultuous conflagrations; it is 

banal: rational, systematic banality. Hochhuth, in his postscript to the play, explicitly 

admits that a staging of the camp itself is unrealizable. The question, he writes, “of 

whether and how Auschwitz might be visualized in this play occupied me for a long 

time. No attempt was made to strive for an imitation of reality — nor should the stage 

set strive for it.” 79

If we do not possess the artistic faculties necessary to paint a convincing 

portrait, nor the inventive faculties required to draft a fair replica, we are faced with two 

choices. The first is simple avoidance — dealing with the Holocaust as Shiff suggests, 

on the oblique. The second is a palliation of history’s most virulent disease, 

understating the atrocity to make it comprehensible for an audience — presenting either 

a softer, gentler Holocaust, or an allegorically mythical representation. But this 

approach can only lead to, “theatrical hyperbole,” writes Alvin Rosenfeld. It is a vain 

attempt, “something on the order of trying to stage chaos itself, or its cosmological 

equivalent, hell.”80



130

This equivalent, as we discussed in the last chapter, can be troublesome. In 

Schindler’s List we see a clearly discernible devil in the character of Amon Goth, a 

pathological sadist who arbitrarily guns down Jewish woman from his terrace like a big- 

game hunter because he is frustrated by a failed sexual advance. In the usual S&M of 

Hollywood movies, every sexual moment in this film is followed by a violent moment, 

reinforcing the psychopathic, or deviant, nature of the SS. Such superficial portrayals 

contradict everything we have learned about Nazism since Hannah Arendt published 

Eichmann in Jerusalem 81 — that the crimes were not carried out by aberrant demons, 

but by dutiful civil servants. In making Goth a monster relegated to a place outside the 

human spectrum, the true monsters are displaced, and the audience is allowed to 

voyeuristically engage a fascination with Fascism with the safe assurance that such evil 

is fully abnormal. It is an alliance of kitsch and death which is nicely defined and 

thoroughly accessible, but a dangerous fabrication which stylizes historical reality to 

make it palatable for the mass audience.

VI. SONG
The written Holocaust, if it is to preserve the paradox, must stand at a distance from 

reality, without creating metaphorical connections to that reality. When all generic 

forms prove inadequate, all that is left is a breaking down of those forms to show their 

inadequacy. Rosenfeld asks the question, “how does what happens to human form, the 

form of man, seriously affect artistic form?”82 The answer which I am proposing is a 

form of mutilation — a technique of subversion has been called Widerruf by the German 

critic Godtz Weinhold,83 a term for which there is no English equivalent, but roughly 

translated means literature of repudiation.

Nelly Sachs, in her epic poetic masterpiece O the Chimneys, uses the phrase 

“mutilated music”84 to describe the fugue death plays on hollowed bones. It would be
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difficult to find another term so fitting for the dissident chords which the Holocaustal 

aesthetic must play. “All mutilation is holy,” wrote Piotr Rawicz in response to Jerzy 

Kosinski’s aesthetically subversive novel, The Painted Bird. “So holy that it passes the 

contagion of its holiness on to the One who mutilates. From the wedding between the 

holy Mutilator and the holy Mutilated are bom children in shapes hitherto unknown.”85 

This image of absolute and infectious spiritual desecration illustrates the necessity of 

embracing the deformation; not as an ailment we salve with symbols and analogies, not 

a disease which we try to heal through the restorative powers of art. These children are 

neither beautiful nor ugly. They wear masks, what the Greeks called a persona, to 

sarcastically tell us that on the political stage they do not have one, that they do not 

possess the legal status of persons.

What is required is a parodic subversion of conventional forms in order to 

invalidate the claims implicit in these forms — a utilization of stylistic types as a 

repudiation of those types. If it is true that art forms rely for their expression on 

established literary forms and the received languages, the Holocaustal aesthetic must 

earnestly endeavor to overturn these modes of expression. This Widerruf principle, 

rooted in a desire to preserve teku justice, has the power to displace perfidious pleasure. 

Langer uses the term “disfiguration” to describe literature which is a, “conscious and 

deliberate alienation of the reader’s sensibilities from the world of the usual and 

familiar.”86 This begins in the usual and familiar, and is gradually corrupted, so that the 

familiar can be painted profane.

Bruno Bettelheim believes that our most common reaction to the Holocaust is to 

remember it, along with the dates of English wars and the succession of French kings, 

as an historical fact. But, he argues, “we deny or repress its psychological impact,” 

leading to a type of numb acceptance enforced by the same aesthetic conventions we 

use to portray the succession of a Scottish king and his war with England. To avoid 

this, he continues, “would require a restructuring of one’s personality and a different
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worldview from that which one has heretofore embraced.”87 The integration of Sheol 

into our consciousness requires a new Weltanschauung, and an aesthetic which seeks to 

fulfill morally imperative objectives, must involve itself in this restructuring process.

One manifestation of Widerruf is an aesthetic rooted in the ideals of Bertolt 

Brecht. Brecht was an artistic revolutionary who ardently opposed sentimental 

exploitation. The Brechtian theatre, or Epic as it is often called, can only be understood 

in the context of what it revolted against. The theatre of Germany in the 1920’s, was a 

theatre which only served to entertain and provide emotional elation. German literature 

promoted strong notions of poetic justice which bred both complacency and the notion 

of fate. Man was portrayed as moral, life as fair, and one’s placement in society as the 

will of God. It was a literary tradition by which young Nazi soldiers would resign 

themselves to accept their actions as part of the natural or divine order of things. It was 

a tradition by which the poor would endure their position in the class system as an 

inevitable portion. Both dangerous and false, this theatre allowed rich bourgeois 

audiences to evade the actualities of existence. It was escapism.

It was against such traditions, that Brecht formulated his own practice and 

theory about the way theatre can and should be. He regarded such attitudes as 

symptomatic of the decadence of a bourgeois world, and he attacked the conception of 

the theatre as a place of avoidance rather than of engagement; a place where the public 

might rid themselves of the anger and passion which cause change. Brecht wanted a 

theatre which was based in something much deeper than saccharine emotions. Brecht 

believed the aesthetic should be an active force in the development of politics and 

society, and to this end, he developed his Epic theatre so that his audiences might 

confront themselves in a critical mindset. Central to the Brechtian theatre is the 

Verfremdungseffekt (roughly translated as estrangement or alienation effect) in which 

staging, acting and music devices restrict the spectator’s emotional identification with 

the characters. All aspects of the theatre were organized to produce a dramatic effect
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which challenged the audience and implicated them in the dramatic events: songs 

which comment on the action of the play, the rapid alternation of dissimilar scenes, the 

use of slides, film and signs to describe the text, direct addresses to the audience, and 

symbolic non-illusionistic sets which make no attempt at hiding such things as lights or 

musicians.

Brecht’s achievement was to demonstrate the principals of theatricality in his 

plays; creating an intellectual distance which interrupts empathetic response and allows 

the audience to separate themselves from emotional engagement. It was Brecht’s 

purpose to suspend an awareness that one is in the theatre so that the audience might 

critically examine the issues raised. Brecht, as a Marxist, opposed not only the concept 

of tragedy, but all of the Romantic, naturalistic and realistic encrustations of the past. 

They were artefacts of a pre-Bolshevik world populated by melancholy young Werthers 

and idyllic Weimar poet, and although his criticism was directed against the quixotic 

illusions of the sturm und drang’ers, his subversive techniques offer a possibility of 

approaching Shoah which undermines traditional aesthetic forms rather than adapting 

them. Brecht was already involved in the process of dislodging figurative and 

representational forms before the Holocaust, but the Shoah prompts a radicalization of 

this process.

To illustrate the principles of Widerruf and their application for the aesthetic, it 

might be helpful to examine Peter Barnes’ black comedy, Laughter!88 A collection of 

two one-act plays, Tzar (set in the court of Ivan the Terrible) and Auschwitz, it is a 

slapstick vaudevillian farce filled with pie in the face sight gags, one-liners, song and 

dance routines, and burlesque physical humour. Auschwitz is a ferociously dark work 

which uses the farcical forms of the English music hall to lull us into a trap. Barnes 

exploits our desire for enjoyment by providing us with engaging characters, overstated 

buffoonery, and hilarious cartoon caricatures of the German bureaucracy — all devices 

he uses to distract us, to make us forget what we are laughing at. Only when we are at
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our most vulnerable does Barnes implicate us in the crime. “Laughter,” Barnes writes, 

“is the ally of tyrants. It softens our hatred. An excuse to change nothing, for nothing 

needs changing when it’s all a joke. So we must try to root out comedy, strangle mirth, 

let the heart pump sulfuric acid, not blood.”89

The phrase “root it out” is repeated continually throughout the play — a 

subversion of not only the comedy, but any aesthetic form which allows us to 

emotionally and intellectually escape blame. Laughter, like tears, is a form of escapist 

detachment. To root it out requires a utilization of comedy to make comedy obscene -- 

a subversion of the conventions. The epilogue to Auschwitz, one of the most strikingly 

audacious scenes in the modern theater, takes place inside the gas chambers. Two 

prisoners, carrying stage canes and dressed in undertaker’s top hats, perform a comic 

soft-shoe routine to the tune of, On the Sunny Side o f the Street'.

BIMKO:

BIEBERSTEIN:
BIMKO:

BIEBERSTEIN:

A ccording to the latest statistics, one man dies in this camp every tim e I 
breathe.
Have you tried toothpaste?
No, the dental officer said my teeth w ere fine, only the gums have to 
com e out.
Be grateful. The doctor told Fleishm ann he needed to lose ten pounds 
of ugly fat, so they cut o ff his head.

they cough and stagger

BIEBERSTEIN:
BIMKO:

I could be wrong, but I think this act is dying.
The way to beat hydrocyanide gas is by holding your breath for five 
m inutes. It’s ju st a question o f mind over matter. They don’t m ind and 
we d o n ’t matter. 90

As the comedians die in darkness, comedy itself succumbs to the blue gas. 

Relentlessly, the comedy drives home the point, that after Auschwitz, empty laughter is 

both useless and immoral. Barnes uses the Vaudevillian stage like Brecht used German 

Cabaret — to alienate us from identification. “You have to plunge yourself into the 

horror of it,” remarks Barnes, “and then completely distance yourself as if you were an
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anthropologist of the killing-machine.” 91 The final result is what Bertolt Brecht called 

the cold-douche effect, an abrupt break from not only familiarity, but a unified 

theatrical effect.

Our discussion up till now has concentrated on “debunking” the privileging of 

specific ways of writing and the selection of certain genres as consistent with or 

appropriate to representing the Holocaust. Berel Lang in his book Act and Idea o f the 

Nazi Genocide suggests that there are unequivocally befitting and ethically responsible 

modes of representing the Shoah.92 In this, there is a implied sense that the written 

Holocaust requires an “elevated” genre — a high form, media or genre apropos to the 

scope of the atrocity. There is, it can be argued, a cultural hierarchy of forms, an 

implicit assumption in representations of the Holocaust, that the magnitude of the event 

places it in a category which belongs to “high” art and literature, that it should not be 

desecrated by “low” or popular forms.

Art Spiegelman, in his writing of the Shoah breaks the ritualized fixity of 

Holocaustal representation by subverting the very medium reserved for kitsch hero- 

construction, the comic book. A bitter satire, Spiegelman’s Maus: A Survivor’s Tale 93 

is an intentional inversion of both high/low art dichotomies and simplified aesthetic 

responses to the Shoah. Spiegelman ironically reduces his players to culturally- 

constructed, politically-exploited stereotypes: the Germans are cats, the Jews are mice 

and the Poles are pigs. Using Hitler’s metaphor of the Jews as vermin to undermine it, 

(like my use of the monster metaphor) Spiegelman brings the racial stratification of 

European society to its fullest, tense realization. We are forced to continually decipher 

the characters as human beings — to ignore the fact that cats and mice are different 

species, and in this, our easy categorizations are disrupted. The power of this 

allegorization, argues Hayden White, is that everyone, perpetrators, victims, and 

bystanders, “comes out looking more like a beast than a human being.”94 Racial theory 

is not rationalized or supported by Spiegelman’s metaphor, it is subverted and turned
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against the reader, so that we are forbidden the identification which would allow for 

cheap sympathy. The foregrounding of the medium is a Walt Disney® “Mauschwitz” ~ 

a parodic sedition of facile americanizations of Holocaustal unknowability. By 

fashioning a cat and mouse fairytale, Spiegelman succeeds in rewriting cultural norms 

by creating a new discursive space to raise questions about the aesthetic transmission of 

the Shoah.

Throughout, Spiegelman draws attention to the problems of writing in a self-reflexive 

commentary in which the he portrays himself wearing a mouse mask.95 The irony of 

Beckett’s words about silence serves as a central motif. As a rereading of one 

survivor’s story and the transmission of this tale to the son, the book juxtaposes many 

small narratives (what Lyotard calls petits récits 96) as layers. In a single time-frame 

there are multiple possibilities of time and place -- traversing the breach between past
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and present by transposing Nazi occupied Poland with present-day Rego Park, New 

York. In this way, Spiegelman calls into question differing subject histories of his 

protagonists as unmastered past — full of holes, inconsistency and lie. It is visceral 

presentation of the fragmented self wrestling with a wounded history in a cognizant and 

intro-punitive manner. In addition to the multiple narratives, dialogue boxes, and 

commentary, there are maps of Auschwitz, diagrams of hideouts, real photographs and 

crematoria plans. The image is never left alone — it is continually caught up in snarled 

differential between dialogue, cartography and reflection. In this, Spiegelman creates 

an aperture for critically thinking about the transmission of past trauma. Within the 

framework of allegory, Maus exposes the tangle of working through a past that defies 

attempts at mastery, and bears witness to the complex process of bearing witness.

Commentary, Saul Friedländer has argued, must always be heard in Holocaustal 

writing. Whether it is built into the structure of a narrative or developed as a separate 

entity (superimposed text), such commentary should, “disrupt the facile linear 

progression of the narration, introduce alternative interpretations, question any partial 

conclusion and withstand the need for closure.” 97 The commentary should not serve as 

a master-voice for articulating Truth, but a splintered refraction of the coherent through- 

line. Maus, as a model of Widerruf, effectively addresses Adorno’s resistance to the 

aestheticization of atrocity, yet it should not be hallowed as a successful form. Maus is 

successful as far as it is immune to duplication — it cannot be fetishized as the new 

Holocaust genre. The commentary which Friedländer calls for is not a mode of 

writing, but a mindset willing to surfeit our desire for distinct identities and digestible 

narratives. Hesiod once said that our fear of the gods was alleviated when we gave 

them shapes. 98 Such fear may motivate postcards, but it may also make us humble, 

willing to relinquish conventional links to verisimilitude.



THE NEGATIVE SUBLIME

Before creation, Word lived in the womb of Silence. In the after, mother Rachel weeps 

for her children in exile. The word is in exile, estranged and divorced from reified 

forms. Our analysis of the tragic possibility has been little more than a testing of the 

aesthetic waters — a process which must continue. A philosophical thinking which does 

not continually test itself, Adorno cautioned, in the Auschwitz crematorium, ignorantly 

holds to old world assumptions. Distracted by the sweep and majesty of Wagner, it 

ignores the purpose of the music, to drown out the screams of the dying.99 Our aesthetic 

assumptions have been implicated in the greatest crime ever perpetrated. We must 

dangle these assumptions over the pyre, to see what remains when the postcards have 

turned to ash, and all that we are left with is mutilated music.

In my first chapter, I discussed the ideas of Lyotard who first argued in his 

Postmodern Condition that post-Enlightenment Western society had existed and 

operated under the aegis of dominant overarching explanations about who we are. 

These metanarratives, with their grand metaphysical accounts and progressive 

teleologies imposed an absolute and universal form of discourse for validating or 

verifying ideas. While Lyotard does not invoke the name Auschwitz here, it is an 

important subtext for his argument that master stories have now lost their credibility. 

The institutionalization of one hegemonic form of speaking came to a state of fullness 

in fascism, a movement which attempted to create absolute conditions for discourse by 

de-legitimating all stories outside the determined matrix.

There is a scene in Spielberg’s Schindler’s List in which Amon Goth addresses 

the Einsatzgruppen SS prior to the liquidation Ghetto. Recounting six-hundred years of
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Jewish life in Krakow, he tells the officers: “After today, this story is a lie, it is a 

rumour, it did not exist.” It is this radical closing off of Other stories, the negation of an 

entire history, which Lyotard explicitly addresses in the Differend. Here Lyotard asks 

whether we can speak meaningfully about Auschwitz (if there is a final court of appeals 

for speaking) if Auschwitz itself names the attempt to squelch all but one form of 

langauge. Auschwitz, therefore, destroys the standards of judgment, leaving us divided 

(on the other side of the caesura) with no mooring for easy crossings.

Lyotard does not view the gap between the unrepresentable and representation 

as defect, but necessary condition of aftemess. In the Postmodern Condition, Lyotard 

turns to Kant’s analytic of the sublime as a solution. 100 For Kant, the sublime 

represented the experience of boundlessness. 101 Distinct from objects whose 

appearance of purpose arouse the imagination, sublimity named that which did violence 

to the imagination (aroused by disorder and chaos). Kant reduced the reach of 

sublimity by associating it exclusively with natural objects, a reduction which enabled 

him distinguish a different type of aesthetic pleasure relative to natural might. This 

sublime pleasure, in Kant, is a satisfaction gained from judging purposeless objects 

which are not the expression of subjective intentionality. There is, in the sublime, a 

dynamic conflict between two faculties — one which presents and one which conceives. 

When we conceive an absolute, such as greatness or simplicity, and there is no 

applicable sense-presentation for making the conception rationally communicatable, 

sublime feelings arise.

For Lyotard, Auschwitz does not forbid the aesthetic, it is saved as an aesthetics 

of the sublime -  an aesthetic which puts forward the, “unpresentable in presentation

139



itself.” 102 The mental blockage, which Kant attributed to feelings of abject 

subservience to the potency of nature, is now recontextualized at the gates of Auschwitz 

as a negative presentation of the indeterminate. The sublime, for Lyotard, disrupts or 

de-bases the economy of narrative pleasure by allowing the unpresentable to become 

perceptible in the writing itself. 103 Nothing is accepted as given. The language, modes 

and genres — the whole range of available stylistic and narrative operators, is put into 

play without a concern for unity or coherence.

Lyotard describes the false sublime (or “nostalgic”) as an attempt to recognize 

the rupture of unpresentability through a recognizable form. In this, the form itself 

provides consistency and solace amidst pain. The after-Auschwitz sublime denies a 

consensus of form which would allow us to collectively share in a nostalgia for the 

unattainable by continually searching out new forms of presentation which not only 

impart a sense of the unrepresentable, but which repudiate (as seen in our discussion of 

Widerruf) the comfortable forms. A differend between the conceivable and the 

presentable challenges the harmonic elimination of dissent. There is no reconciliation 

to be achieved in the discovery of a new and better way of representing, lest the new be 

fetishized as easily as the old. Our task, Lyotard argues, is “not to supply reality, but to 

invent allusions to the conceivable which cannot be presented.” 104
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WRESTLING AT THE FORD OP THE NAREW

How does the artist work effectively within limits? The 

subtext to our argument heretofore has leaned towards 

the creation of work which evokes an active rather than 

passive response. The famous picture of the Jewish 

boy, eight years old perhaps, with his hands in the air, is 

poignant because it is easily readable. It is a romantic 

image which arouses a mix of commiseration and 

sentimentality. Like the sepia-tinted greeting card waifs or the consummate American 

icon, “John-John” saluting at his father’s funeral, the child of the Warsaw Ghetto is 

reminiscent of other maudlin renderings, and is readily absorbed. We are a culture of 

deltiologists, collectors of postcards and trademarked™ images pre-selected for their 

digestibility. Refusing the nascent pathos of the subject, Derrida warns against the 

dangers of making “nostalgic” links to Auschwitz 105 -- links which deny thefeuerbach  

and bathe in the cool shoal of easy readings. No amount of water should purify us of 

the lingering stench — the fetid odor must cling to our nostrils and no written telling 

should help us escape the taint of decay. The infinitude of the spirit, a lingering notion 

that we have cherished for generations, dwindles to defeat at the cesspool of the body. 

Auschwitz, Lyotard argued, is a forbiddance of the Athenian Belle Mort, the “beautiful 

death” in which we exchange the eschaton for the telos — our mortality for the eternal. 

106 The only way, he says, that “you can make a ‘beautiful death’ out of ‘Auschwitz’ 

death is by means of a rhetoric” 107 — a narrative legitimation.
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“There is no future without memory,” Pope John Paul II declared before a group 

of Jews in Budapest in 1991.108 It’s a motto as catchy, and as hollow, as anything ever 

churned out by the Madison Avenue marketers. In 1998, the pontiff prompted the 

release of a document entitled, We Remember: a Reflection on the Shoah. 109 Its 

purpose: to admit Christian culpability in the Holocaust and to “purify” the Church as it 

enters the new Millennium. The document failed on both counts. Rather than confront 

the well documented legacy of the Church’s Nazi complicity, the reflection skirted the 

issue in a series of trite admonishments against racism and genocide. Yet in a culture 

which is still obsessed with progress, the apology met with general approval. In the 

corporate ideology of marketing a brighter future, it is best to repeat the litany of Never 

Again, accept a laconic acknowledgment of a regrettable past, and get back to the 

important business of building a better world.

Our grand visions for the future, if remembrance teaches us anything, had very 

nasty consequences. Auschwitz, therefore, demonstrates the impossibility of any single 

integrated discourse. We do not have the systems of knowledge, the historical certainty 

or the philosophical concepts necessary to determine judgment, (Elie Wiesel asserted 

that “Auschwitz negates all systems, opposes all doctrines”110) and the yet, as Adorno 

reminded us, suffering demands one brandish the pain that scars conceal. The mother, 

to revisit our original metaphor, mourns -- yet the monster forces her, like Benjamin’s 

Angelus Novus, to look backwards. The angel/mother would like to make whole what 

has broken, but a storm is blowing from Paradise and her wings are caught in the gale. 

Lyotard distinguishes between the Angel, who sees only disaster and the Hegelian 

position, which it is the “re-view” which “dis-asters” the past. “In Hegel,” Lyotard
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argues, “mourning gets accomplished; in Benjamin it becomes impossible.”111 This 

impossibility suggests to Lyotard the importance of bearing witness to absence, to 

engage in a writing which lacks old world authority.

At the Ford of the Jabok, we wrestle with the angel, asking it to tell us the name

— but there can be no naming. The links are necessary, but are necessarily 

insubstantial. All that remains in the after, are fragments, works which have been 

tampered with by death.112 The experience is one of un-learning, the Dantean gesture of 

abandoning all safe props as one enters the vague domain without the comforting 

benefit of Virgil. Traumatized flesh is sensitive to displacements of the caesura. There 

is no connection, to borrow a phrase from Martin Buber, “rather shriek, shriek and in 

between them the abyss.” 113 Between the uttering tongue and the comprehending 

mind, there is silence. “If I use words,” Elie Weisel once said, “it is not to change 

silence, but to complete it.” 114 At the edge of the forest, the words tell of the 

impossibility of telling the tale. The angel bears witness to the horror which has gone 

before, to add stories of death to the womb of a new covenant. The womb exists, not in 

the glorious teleology of the historical narrative, but in its decay, in the bankrupt 

corridors of the ivory tower. The bodies revealed through the angel’s eyes as shit, 

contagion and rancid decaying flesh, are the fragments of barbarity. Messianic threads, 

which are only detectable in the rubble, are braided throughout — and only fractured 

pieces, the stiicke, which repudiate the wholeness may enter into the Kingdom.
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EPILOGUE
a prayer in place of a conclusion

We will end, not with an academic argument, but a prayer. André Schwarz-Bart, at the 

end of his novel, The Last o f the Just, offers a discordant litany — a broken and 

fragmented hymn to a dormant God . It is a twisted and satiric invocation — a crippled 

and mutilated song that mocks harmony and consonance. Like the Holocaust itself, the 

recitation of camps and ghettos is a harsh cacophony fracturing the pious chant. The 

mother’s exaltations are broken by the monster’s roster in an endless play of fracture 

and endurance. It is an authentic song, legitimated by its dissonance and made holy by 

the fervid pyre.

And praised. Auschw itz. Be. M aidanek. The Lord. Treblinka. And praised, Buchenwald.
Be. M authausen. The Lord. Belzec. And praised. Sobibor. Be. Chelmo. The Lord. 
Ponary. And praised. Theresienstadt. Be. W arsaw. The Lord. Vilna. And praised. 
Skarzysko. Be. Bergen-Belsen. The Lord. Janow. And praised. Dora. Be. Neuengamme.
The Lord. Pustkow. And praised... 115
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