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Abstract

The following is a study of the poetry of Paul Celan as a representation of psychological
and social processes present in the written works of Shoah survivors. It begins with an analysis
of the place of writing in Jewish culture, then identifies three primary processes which operate in
sequence: alienation, individuation, and integration. By examining Paul Celan’s highly personal
and autobiographical texts in the context of his life experience as a Shoah survivor it is possible
to discern the social and psychological forces at work which compel survivors to express their
traumas in written form, and to gain a better understanding of the work of survivor-writers in the

greater landscape of Jewish writing.
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Paul Celan and the Processes of Survival in Post-Shoah Jewish Writing

The evil of genocide is beyond the limits of any traditional understandings of ethics. The
Shoah (more commonly referred to as the Holocaust), due to its scale and the methods used in it,
is an effective example of this malignancy. The endeavor of making meaning, the sum of
Western civilization’s attempts at constructing a system of values and mores to explain society,
was forever complicated and cast into doubt by the industrialized brutality of the Shoah. The
world had seen genocide before, though it did not have that specific name, but never on such a
scale and with the speed provided by a thorough bureaucratic system and modern technical
capabilities in construction and travel turned specifically toward murder. Survivors were left to
interpret the vicious mechanisms of hatred and destruction through the lens of their own stories
and to reconcile what was before with what had happened through any means available. The
most common of the effective methods was, and remains, writing. The survivor’s writing
demonstrates the fulfillment of three processes: alienation, individuation, and integration.

The context of survival, and of the survivor in the context of Jewish writing, must be
explored before discussing Celan’s work in detail. This will be the focus of chapter one, covering
material including: definition of and selections from the Tanakh; the work of Yiddish-language
writers from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; the philosophy of Martin Buber,
and an example of the post-Celan era from Rachel Mennies’ collection The Glad Hand of God
Points Backwards. The philosophical arguments of Adorno concerning the writing of poetry
after Auschwitz are also covered here. Moving on from chapter one, the next three chapters
cover the specifics of the three survival processes in order.

Alienation refers to the survivor as an exile. They and their culture, in a sense, have been

destroyed. Even though by nature a survivor has not perished, their context has been so



irrevocably altered that who they were is functionally dead. Alienation as experienced by Celan
will be explored in chapter two via analysis of his poems “Crystal” and “Death Fugue.” The way
his post-Shoah worldview had been altered in the immediate aftermath of genocide can be
discerned from his poetic output.

Individuation refers to personal expression and sense of self reestablished in a new social
context via connections with others and the establishment of a place in that new context. Celan’s
new life in France and his evolving but divided sense of self are the focus of chapter three. Celan
remained, until the end of his life, determined not to let go of this identity. When he visited Israel
in 1969, he chose not to ascend the mount at Masada. Lina Barouch, in her article on the varying
approaches taken to translating Celan’s work into Hebrew and on Celan’s own philosophy of
translation, argues that he felt it would mark a final transition in his existence, going from a
diasporic Jew to a returned Jew. This would mean that he had, in some way, completed the
process, closed the narrative of his people’s history as manifested in himself. He would not
become fully a member of another culture, whether remade Israeli or the reimagined post-war
diaspora of any country and held on to the remnants of his pre-War identity, making of himself a
human memorial. However, the operative word in the previous sentence is “human,” and humans
are not changeless reminders. They are living things and living things change and are changed by
their contexts. His poetics, with its emphasis on witnesses versus the silenced and its
intermingling of growth and decay, is filled with his ambivalence about mutability in general.
This is dealt with in detail in chapter three, which presents evidence in these forms: biographical
details; references to literary trauma theory; and analysis of the poems “Auf Reisen,” “In Egypt,”
“Corona,” and “Aschenglorie.” Chapter four covers the complex bleeding together of

individuation into integration, and the unusual nature of Celan’s integration.



Integration refers to cementing one’s place in a new context by maintaining one’s new
ties and bringing into it those perceptions and memories able to be salvaged from the previous
self and identity; this is the continuation and fulfillment of individuation. Through these
processes the survivor-writer makes the evil that was previously unimaginable something that
can be examined, understood (but never condoned), and hopefully prevented from ever
happening again. Integration came more fully to other survivors who made an impact on Jewish
literary history, such as Eliezer Wiesel, Viktor Frankl, and even Celan’s contemporary and
adoptive sister, Nelly Sachs. While they may not have always been healthy or happy afterward,
they created new contexts for themselves and grew and changed their identities after surviving
the Shoah. A careful study of Celan’s work reveals places where he has integrated into his new
context, and others where he refuses the changes necessary for integration, carving a deeper
place for himself as an eternal resident alien in his persona as both witness and victim. His work
demonstrates the way he becomes fractured between two versions of himself to integrate into his
new context: Celan the human being, and Celan the memorial. Attempts to combine these two
result in a human memorial, which is unsustainable.

A human memorial, as opposed to one built of stone or metal, is a nightmare image if one
visualizes it literally. A human memorial would be stuck halfway between alive and fossilized.
The pain would be excruciating. Even if one regards the concept in the purely figurative sense, a
human memorial would need to deny segments of their individual needs, including those that
relate to others such as social and familial needs, to remain in sufficiently unaltered condition to
memorialize anything. Celan is unique in his need to do this. Wiesel did not have to do it, nor did
Frankl, but they were able to separate who they were from what they wrote even when it was

deeply personal. For Celan, that separation is not there. He is his poetry. Setting aside biography,



especially the issue of the Goll plagiarism charge, some evidence can be seen in “Rebleute, ” the
last poem Celan worked on, which is explored in chapter four. Celan’s work is focused around
ensuring memory of the Shoah and that these memories continue to evoke loss and rage, but it is
also focused around creating a place to stand or hide or crouch, catching one’s breath and
remembering that survival, some kind of continuation (of oneself or one’s work, memory, or
legacy) is possible. These topics are treated more thoroughly in chapter four using evidence
derived from biographical details, a more detailed examination of concepts from the work of
Martin Buber, and an analysis of Celan’s “Meridian” speech. Chapter four also utilizes a
revisitation of “In Egypt” and “Death Fugue,” along with analysis of “Aspen Tree,” “A Song in
the Wilderness,” “With the voice of the field mouse,” and “Rebleute.”

This thesis concludes with some final thoughts on “Rebleute, ” some analysis of Sabrina
Orah Mark’s “Non Vixit” provided for context and the ground of these arguments in a modern
context, and concluding remarks on the Adorno-Celan philosophical division as it applies to the

survivor-writer such as Celan.



Chapter 1: Celan in the Context of Jewish Writing

The history of the written word among the Jewish people is long enough that extant
sources do not necessarily constitute a representative sample of all Jewish written works.
However, as the extant works have demonstrated exceptional resilience, they should be
considered representative of the overall literary output of the Jewish people as it concerns
survival. To be representative of survival something must endure or concern resistance to
destruction, and endurance is a favorite topic in Jewish writing throughout the previous six
millennia. Before even looking at the literature itself, however, it is necessary to define and
defend the concept of a Jewish corpus of written works as it is used in this chapter.

The question of what constitutes Jewish literature, as well as whether that term even has
any meaning, has been debated before more than once. In this document the term “literature” is
being avoided where possible due to the exclusionary nature of the category, but in this chapter,
it cannot be avoided due to its prevalent use in sources debating the subject of what makes a
written work Jewish or not. For the purposes of this document, writing can be considered Jewish
writing, or Jewish literature, if it is authored by a member by birth or conversion of the Jewish
people who considers themselves to be such, and who openly references topics of historical
and/or cultural interest to that people. These criteria are broad because the criteria determining
Jewishness are broad. Familiarity and shared cultural touchstones, inculcated by upbringing
and/or education, take primacy over all other criteria in determining Jewishness. This is even true
in Halakha, the religious-legal corpus of customs and traditions shared by various observant
Jewish movements. Converts to Judaism are required to undergo a degree of education before
formal conversion, and once this process is complete, they are regarded by traditional religious

law as no less Jewish than someone who is Jewish by birth. Active engagement with, study of,



and concern for the Jewish people is a sufficient criterion for becoming a part of the Jewish
people; it follows that the prerequisite defining a written work as Jewish should also be the
presence of an active engagement with the Jewish people.

Notably, the above definition does not include language as a requirement. A work does
not need to originally be in any specific language. It simply needs to be authored by a Jewish
person and to reference sources produced by, or events that have happened to, Jewish people. S.
Levy published an article on this subject making the opposite argument: only language matters.
As this was published before the Shoah and at the beginning of the twentieth century, it
effectively contrasts the definition used here in the historical context under consideration.

S. Levy, author of the controversial turn-of-the-twentieth-century article “Is There A
Jewish Literature?”” holds that only works published in Hebrew and in languages derived from
Hebrew can be called Jewish; this point is supported by a comparison to English literature
referring to all works published in the English language (584-586). Levy insists that the
definition must be based on a linguistic rather than a “racial” basis, and that indeed there can be
no Jewish literature: there can be only Hebrew literature (587). However, due to cultural and
linguistic drift, this definition was already insufficient even in the first decade of the twentieth
century. Levy holds that Yiddish works, some of the most prominent surviving works by Jewish
authors from that period, can only be considered in the same category as Hebrew literature
because Yiddish is derived from Hebrew (588-589). Levy states that the term Yiddish “usually
denotes a strange compound of corrupt Hebrew and mediaeval or provincial German™ (589).
This statement is not strictly accurate and may have resulted from a scarcity of available
information at the time, or from a differing interpretation of linguistic data. A more modern

understanding holds that Yiddish is a distinct language created via the slow, generational



combination of Ashkenazi Hebrew and Old High German, with elements of Slavic languages
present as well. That definition is derived from a longer and more detailed one in The Penguin
Definition of Judaism by rabbi and historian Nicholas de Lange, but the truncated form is
sufficient here (342). Levy does not make this distinction and instead equates Yiddish with all
languages written using Hebrew characters (600). Doing so conveys a false sense of the degree
to which Hebrew influences those languages in general and Yiddish specifically. Yiddish is
written with Hebrew characters, but it is often possible for a German speaker to comprehend a
Yiddish sentence spoken aloud, though in such cases German speakers tend to believe the
Yiddish speaker has a strange accent or poor training. Yiddish is a Germanic language with a
minority number of Hebrew components, though the Hebrew components are often frequently
used and important day-to-day words. According to linguist Julia Schultz, something almost
identical can at this point also describe United States English via the cultural influence of
Yiddish speakers which “comprises not only specialized, technical expressions confined to
Judaism, but also words which have become fairly common in present-day usage” (6). Using
Levy’s criteria, adjusted for a more accurate assessment of the linguistic field, would create a
state of unmanageable data saturation, and make discussing Jewish writing in any sense
impossible. Determination based on cultural involvement is more efficient.

Celan’s poetry serves as evidence that cultural definition is effective. According to his
biographer, John Felstiner, Celan was thoroughly educated in Hebrew (7). Celan could have used
Hebrew if he felt it necessary and appropriate to his work. Instead, Celan chose to write in his
household/native language: German. Nonetheless, Celan’s work is highly influenced by his
background and his life, making it Jewish due to his Jewish identity and context which are

inseparable from his work, and he made a variation of the same argument himself regarding the



impact of the author’s time on poetry in general in his Der Meridian speech (Celan, Selected
Poems and Prose, 408). Religion and literature scholar Carsten Dutt writes that Celan, “whose
poetic work is deeply anchored in his life and inextricably linked to the terrifying historical
events of his time,” must be read at least partially in biographical terms (172). Celan wrote

| HAVE CUT BAMBOO:
for you, my son.

| have lived.

This hut to
be dismantled tomorrow, it
stands. (Celan 1-6)

This poem, a reference to the Jewish festival of Sukkot which entails the building of a small
communal hut for family meals, was written in German. Celan’s eventual readers were not
presumed to have sufficient understanding of Hebrew to read anything at all in it. However, the
poem refers to a festival which, while by no means as universally celebrated as it was during the
era when Halakhic law and the law of the land were identical, is a known and established part of
the Jewish literary corpus with its roots in the Torah. The audience best equipped to recognize
the many references and cultural terms found in Celan’s work would be other Jewish people.
Celan, though he writes in a non-Hebrew language and using another orthography, writes with
Jewish culture and Jewish people in mind. Understanding “I Have Cut Bamboo™ and Celan’s
other poems is much more difficult without a certain degree of grounding in the earliest works of
the Jewish people. The Torah must be understood, at least in broad strokes, as it influences every
aspect of historical and modern Jewish life. It is also the foundation and the first component of

the Hebrew Bible, or Tanakh.



The earliest surviving Jewish written works are contained in the Tanakh. These texts are
functionally identical to the Christian Old Testament, though different translations are favored by
different groups within the various Jewish, Protestant, and Catholic traditions. The Jewish
version makes a unique distinction, however, in considering this collection of texts in three
specific subsections. The degree of authority, and therefore of emphasis and reference in later
texts, assigned to a given text depends on the section to which it belongs.

The Tanakh’s overall importance to Jewish literature cannot be overstated. Prayers,
songs, legal rulings, and numerous other documents dating from the ancient Near East to today,
have been derived from quotations from or references to the Tanakh. The Tanakh is culturally
representative of a massive historical segment of Jewish culture. It represents the most effective
route to a clear glimpse of the survival concept in the Jewish cultural consciousness, and its
permutations in the pre-Shoah era. The set of three processes referenced earlier in this document,
the alienation-individuation-integration triptych, can be seen in the changing conceptions of self
from the Torah to the Nevi’im to the Kethuvim. Alienation refers to the loss of identification
with one’s own cultural self in response to a traumatic change in circumstances. Individuation
refers to constructing a new sense of self. Integration refers to the process of fitting the new
identity into the changed world context. The Torah represents the initial, unalienated state of the
Jewish people. Over the course of the Nevi’im texts, the promises and guarantees of the Torah
are challenged by defeat and destruction. This leads to the alienation of the Jewish people from
themselves, followed by a new individuation as the collective cultural identity shifts from
undefeated and prophesied rulership of sacred ground to survivors and keepers of sacred

knowledge and tradition. The very idea of survival, of being survivors of many calamities,



becomes part of the new Jewish self-identity. Eventually, the Individuated Jewish cultural self
can occupy a new role via their Integration into the wider world as a diasporic community.
Before proceeding further, it is necessary to establish some language conventions which
will apply in this chapter from this point forward. The patron deity of the Jewish people is not
named directly, but referred to using pseudonyms, as part of covenantal observance. When
referring to this being in the context of the Tanakh the name “Adonai” will be used, as using the
simple referent of God contains too strong a connection to Christianity in English. Also, while
Adonai is usually referred to in the masculine in modern contexts, there are also depictions of the
deity using feminine pronouns historically. Adonai’s gender, if such a thing can even be said to

29 ¢c

apply to such a being, is indeterminate as a result. The singular neutral pronouns “they,” “them,”
“their,” and “theirs” will be used as needed due to this lack of determination. With these
conventions in mind description and analysis can proceed.

The most authoritative segment of the Tanakh is the Torah. This consists of five texts,
which are known in English as Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. They
are reputed in traditional Jewish circles to be either the work of Adonai themself, or of Moses,
but for scholarly purposes this cannot be verified, and based on textual analysis there are at least
four primary authors for the writings (Jewish Publication Society 3-7). It is likely that earlier oral
traditions were compiled and retrofitted over time to create the text, though this statement is
controversial in the wider Jewish community. These are the primary sources drawn upon by
Jewish authors when discussing flight from Egypt, the life and death of Moses, the origin of the

covenant, and many other concepts and narratives essential to the greater corpus of Jewish

literature.



The second most authoritative segment of the Tanakh is the Nevi’im, or “the prophets,”
and contains those most of the text from the Hebrew Bible named for individual prophets, as
well as the books of Kings and Judges. These texts concern not only predictions of the future, the
most common meaning of prophecy, but also accounts of events that would have been
considered historical when they were composed and their proposed meanings in terms of the
theological worldview of the Jewish people. The final, least authoritative section (but still
considered superior to secular texts) of the Tanakh is the Kethuvim. This translates to “the
writings.” It contains Psalms, Proverbs, Job, The Scroll of ‘The Song of Songs,” The Scroll of
Ruth, The Scroll of Lamentations, The Scroll of Ecclesiastes, The Scroll of Esther, Daniel, Ezra,
Nehemiah, First Chronicles, and Second Chronicles. For the sake of clarity, it is necessary to
note that the five texts possessing the modifier “the Scroll of,” also known as “The Scrolls,” have
specific historical and religious significance in several contexts but are not considered superior
or inferior overall to the rest of the Kethuvim. Kethuvim texts are usually interpreted as the
sacred equivalent of folk wisdom (Jewish Publication Society 1276-1277). They are valued texts,
but whether they are literally true is less important in most Jewish theological frames than the
writings contained in the first two divisions.

Taken together the initial phonemes of the three are T, N, and K. Over time these became
an acronym to aid in memory, which when pronounced aloud became a name: Tanakh. Spoken
acronyms are common mnemonic devices in general, and they are used extensively in Judaism
(de Lange 5). Judaism puts a great deal of store in the power of names and the necessity that a
name be remembered and carried on through time if it belongs to someone or something
virtuous, or blotted out if it belongs to someone or something vicious. What kind of behaviors

constitute virtue and vice are variable across the millennia over which the Jewish people have



existed, however, as evidenced by the acts depicted in the works of the Tanakh and of later
writers.

The book of Joshua can be surprising to a modern reader familiar with the peaceful
sentiments preferred by Jewish writers from the post-Shoah era. One expecting sentiments of the
universally preferable nature of peace and abhorrence of violence like those expressed by
survivor and renowned author Wiesel in his Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech might be surprised
to find that there are a several accounts of divinely commanded slaughter that could be described
by a modern reader as genocide (Wiesel 119). The attack on the city of Hebron, for instance,
ends with the destruction of its population (The Jewish Study Bible, Joshua 10:36-37). The
understanding in the book of Joshua is that Adonai has commanded this, and so it must be; there
is no alternative. They command this fate be handed to all inhabitants of the land, as well.
Joshua, in its final few chapters, states that all the local populations of Canaan have been
destroyed as promised by Adonai (The Jewish Study Bible, Joshua 23:9). The Israelites are
secure in their self-image as divinely ordained congueror-heroes.

The book of Joshua is ordered first among the Nevi’im, a place of honor it could have
earned based on any of three distinctions. First, it concerns the life and death of Moses’
immediate successor. Second, it is chronologically the next in the historical sequence of Tanakh
works after Deuteronomy, though there is some possible overlap with Judges (Jewish Publication
Society 482). Third, it concerns the fulfillment of the covenant made originally with Abraham in
ancient Mesopotamia (The Jewish Study Bible, Genesis 12:1-3). The third is most important for
this chapter. The covenant, a promise between divine and human, was the foundation of the
Jewish identity. Blood lineage was the original qualifier to be part of the promised reward for

service to the divine, though provisions for conversion were made later. The rewards for this



service were the social incentive needed to maintain the cohesion of the people. However, the
first cracks of alienation are beginning to show in this armor. The book indicates that in several
locations people who were meant to be destroyed by divine edict survived and lived alongside
the Israelites (The Jewish Study Bible, Joshua 16). Nothing in the Torah warns of this, though
ostensibly the Israelites could have thought it was a simple delay rather than a lack of fulfillment
on Adonai’s part. The more prominent issue leading to alienation later was the presence of ethnic
violence itself.

With divine retribution or reward as motivating factors, it is understandable one might
conclude the destruction via warfare of an entire other civilization is desirable. The specific
context of the Ancient Near East made this an even more likely conclusion. Force was the
standard way of acquiring territory in the ancient Near East, with various evenly matched powers
trading territory back and forth over time and the citizens of smaller powers serving as
mercenaries in larger powers’ armies. The complicated patchwork of Near Eastern politics, with
the ever-present threat of war as motivating factor, is visible in various cultures from that era and
that locality, including the Egyptians and Hittites according to Professor Nicholas G. Blackwell
of the University of Indiana (198-199). For conflicts between less evenly matched forces, the
potential outcomes were worse. If one did not possess the ability to conquer, one would be
conquered, and whether death by cultural assimilation via captivity or death by the sword the
eventual fate of conquered cultures was the same: mortal. The Jewish people survived the
Babylonian captivity only because Babylonia was absorbed by Persia before the eradication of
Jewish culture was complete and Persia represented an early example of an empire too large to

avoid cultural pluralism (de Lange 28). Nonetheless, the ancient genocides bear little



resemblance to modern ones due to an absence of technological capacity for increased rates of
mortality and more aggressive identification of members of populations to be destroyed.

The eventual loss of sovereignty over themselves for the Jewish people contributed to a
society wide challenge to their cultural identity. If Adonai is the one true god, or even just the
most powerful god among many, how could their chosen people lose so much? This led to
alienation within the Jewish people from their own culture and from the very idea of a Jewish
identity; the attrition rate was high. Ten of the twelve tribes were entirely Killed or absorbed into
other cultures. Survivors of the lost ten tribes and their descendants had to rebuild their lives as
something entirely different, and their Jewish identities could remain as part of the individuals
they would become as they integrated into their new cultures.

Proof that living by the sword could still have terrible consequences even for Adonai’s
people changed the descendants of Abraham. Being cast into the roles of vagabond and victim
repeatedly resulted in an individuation that did not include being warriors; the survivors of the
remaining tribes had to embrace a new way of life. Their history did not change, the old role of
the Judges and ancient warrior-prophets was preserved in tradition, but no one was in a hurry to
go out and start fighting for territory again. According to Jacob Sloan, translator of Isaac
Bashevis Singer’s Satan in Goray, in the diaspora the limited amount of integration allowed in
places such as the Czech/Russian Imperial “Pale of Settlement” relied on not angering the
peasantry overmuch (Sloan IX-XI1). The role of violence in Jewish consciousness changed over
the millennia between the writing of the Nevi’im and the era of prominent Yiddish-language
writers of the mid-twentieth century such as Sholem Aleichem, Isaac Bashevis Singer, and Fradl
Shtok. For example, some of Singer’s Polish-Jewish cast in Satan in Goray are fond of the idea

of bringing violence against their oppressive non-Jewish compatriots and wiping them out, but



for the most part that kind of violence is depicted as the behavior of said oppressors (Singer 3-4).
Self-defense was, and remains, permissible, but blanket aggression is not. Martin Buber, one of
the most prominent Jewish philosophers of the twentieth century and a hero of Celan’s, felt that
violence was an ineffective problem-solving solution leading only to further decay — but he did
not forbid it categorically. The loss of the ancient aggressive methods of territorial control,
combined with exarchate rule by Rome and exile, led to thousands of years of reduced status —
the effects of which remain visible in lingering written cultural artifacts.

The reduced status of the Jewish people affected even their most basic day to day
activities, such as the lullabies sung to their children. According to scholar Eva Metzger, after the
diaspora began and throughout the Shoah, lullabies were always in a melancholy, minor key:

Many authors have offered explanations for the phenomenon of the minor key in

most Yiddish folk songs. Most of them agree that it is probably caused by the long

history of suffering endured by Jews in the diaspora. (253)

Pogroms, often occurring in cycles coinciding with economic and political turmoil, became the
weapon employed against the Jewish people in the Russian Empire. According to research
conducted by economist Irena Grosfeld and several colleagues, the permanent status of the
Jewish population as effective resident aliens and their role as middle-managers for the nobility
led to resentment on the part of the greater populace. That the Jewish population occupied this
role due to lack of other employment options seems not to have factored overmuch into the
imperial citizens’ thinking, making the violence another symptom of the reduced status of the
Jewish people in the diaspora (Grosfeld et al. 290). Due to being its victims rather than its
perpetrators for so long, by the nineteenth century the Jewish people did not associate this form
of violence with themselves. Wiping out one’s enemies, including children, with the sword had

understandably become a wicked and barbaric concept by that point in history. A rejection of



violence as the first recourse and will of the divine had become part of the society wide version
of individuation for the Jewish people. The Jewish consciousness had come to value enduring
such horrors rather than attempting to erase those who endured them (as happened in Joshua).
Throughout the individual sections of Joshua there are many references to lingering native
populations in Canaan among the Israelites, such as the continued presence of Canaanites in
Jericho (The Jewish Study Bible, Joshua 16:10). Other references to these populations as
destroyed utterly convey the view that the party-line was that total extinction had been
accomplished and was good. In the individuation of the later Jewish generations, it has become
desirable to avoid the behavior that was once considered divinely ordained.

The change in self-perception from invulnerable, destined destroyers to dutiful survivors
appears radical, but can be seen occurring in the Kethuvim with the benefit of hindsight and
awareness of later depictions of survival in European Jewish works. The Scroll of Esther
concerns survival and is part of the Tanakh but blends the early approach of violence with the
later preference for endurance. Haman, a vizier in ancient Persia, attempts to have the Jewish
people exterminated due to one man refusing to bow to him (The Jewish Study Bible, Esther 3:5).
Mordecai, the Jewish man in question, would bow only to Adonai. This led Haman to campaign
for the extinction of the Jewish people in Persia. However, his actions are thwarted by the
intercession of Esther, a secretly Jewish wife of the Persian emperor who reveals her identity as
Jewish to save her people. The Jews of Persia are allowed to defend themselves against their
aggressors without fear of any retribution from the government of Persia for those killed. The
eventual solution is a violent one, but it is moderated by legal sanction and defensive purpose.
The festival of Purim is a celebration of the events of Esther: a celebration of the unlikely, and of

things which are not what they appear to be. A minority population of resident aliens does not



appear as though it would survive a state sanctioned attack; that the Jews of Persia did so and
turned it to their advantage is considered a particularly ironic reversal. This text and the
accompanying festivities represent the effects of thousands of years of individuation shifting the
Israelite self-image from the warrior-scholar-priests of the era of Judges to the peaceful scholar-
priests of later, more recent identification. Such happy occasions, renewals of the promise that
the people Israel would be massive in population and never die out, are contrasted with other
texts such as Lamentations.

Lamentations is a confrontation with one of the greatest historical challenges to the idea
of covenant: the destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE (Jewish Publication Society 1587).
Without the Temple at which to perform sacrifices it was impossible to fulfill the religious
obligations of pilgrimage and the expiation of guilt according to the ancient rites and laws. For
Israelite culture in general surviving this event was by no means guaranteed, as the entire basis
of cultural solidarity among the various tribes was the covenant with Adonai. However,
Lamentations ends with an entreaty to renew the pact between the people and Adonai and restore
Israel. The blame for these actions is placed on the rites of Israel becoming hollow. They had
become lip service paid without true conviction in the commandments behind them; this is a
common theme found throughout the Nevi’im and the Kethuvim. The people will have to
embrace a new way of being if they are to be renewed, though this way is implied to be simply a
truer fulfillment of the old promises (The Jewish Study Bible, Lamentations, 5:19-22). The text is
an expression of the desire to endure even if endurance requires change. This desire to endure,
combined with a willingness to create new ways of fulfilling the old covenant of worship in the

diaspora even without the blood and incense of the Temple, constitutes a desire and a promise



for integration on the societal scale. If people have new ways of fulfilling the old responsibilities,
a new access to the same covenant, then they can exist in any context without losing themselves.

The loss of cultural identity, the loss of name and lineage, is terrifying in a traditionally
Jewish worldview. To endure in the diaspora, it has been necessary to create new ways of
fulfilling old responsibilities. This is integration without acculturation: the Jewish people of the
wider world would remain distinct in their Jewishness but would move among and survive
within the communities of others. They would find new social roles and occupy them, even if
they were not always welcome. In a twentieth century context, their successes and failures in the
process are reflected in the often-humorous fictions of Sholem Aleichem such as “Two Dead
Men,” a tale celebrating Purim in a context thousands of years removed from Persia, and in the
mingled joy and bemusement of Fradl Shtok’s “The Veil” (74-89; 23-26). The writings of the
Jewish people, in their many languages and integrated-but-not-acculturated contexts, had an
optimistic slant before the Shoah. Even Satan in Goray, as grim as many 21st century horror
novels, promises divine redemption (Singer 171). This is a general trait in Modernist literature,
and it would be stranger if Judaism did not possess it. However, in terms of survival, this reflects
an expectation that it would never be necessary to experience a broad, cultural alienation-
individuation-integration process cycle again. The Jewish people saw themselves already as
survivors, the whipping boys of the world who would one day be sovereigns, and felt they had
attained a form that did not need to change because Adonai would provide.

Theodor W. Adorno, a German philosopher and critical theorist, held that “to write
poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” (quoted in Rosensaft). Celan felt this was a personal attack,
even writing a piece of prose in the form of a metaphorical dialogue between himself and

Adorno. The work in question, “Conversation in the Mountains,” is difficult to comprehend and



the language meanders, arriving at its conclusions via metaphor and plays on words as much as
logic. Poet and attorney Menachem Z. Rosensaft argues that normal language is not sufficient to
speak about the Jewish condition after Auschwitz. The same argument is also Celan’s ultimate
counterpoint to Adorno, and the foundation of his poetic quest to depict reality as described in
his Der Meridian speech. Celan’s poetry serves as the best evidence to support that argument due
to his frequent and direct engagement with matters of import to survivors.

After the Shoah, the difficulties inherent in traditional theodicy were thrown into vivid
relief for survivors and their families. Celan’s “Mandorla’ deals with, among other things, his
frustration with Jewish culture’s need to cling to the concept of divine salvation. The “almond”
had become a symbol of sweetness and joy in Jewish culture by Celan’s era (Metzger 254-255).
For Celan, “Nothing” dwells in the almond, even as the collective eye of the Jewish people
“dwells and dwells” on the Almond (Celan, Poems, 7). This “Nothing” is an active presence, and
within the nothing dwells “the King” (5-7, 12-13). Adonai is also referred to as “Adonai
Melech,” or “Adonai the King.” The King is in the Nothing; the Nothing consumes the
awareness of the people. Due to dwelling on spiritual salvation over temporal improvement
antisemitism can fester and worsen — and when it worsens, it brings death. Already, the hair of
countless Jewish people, Celan’s mother among them, “will never grow gray” (8). For Celan the
almond, promised joy to be given by a ruler in some incomprehensible place and uncertain
future, is a trap. For Celan, despite his above-mentioned reverence for Martin Buber, there is no
“I-Thou” relationship between his people and this conception of Adonai as perfected and final
arbiter of justice. If “[R]elation is reciprocity” then there is no relation at all (Buber 67). It is an
I-Silence dynamic. This is the same silence felt by Wiesel during the singing of the Kaddish at

Auschwitz (33). This is silence rendered loud by the unfulfilled expectation of an answer: the



very essence of the problem of evil. Celan did not only ascribe blame to Adonai for this silence;
however, he resented a passivity he perceived among his own people.

Celan resented, even as he mourned them, that his parents did not make a more concerted
attempt to flee before their deportation (Felstiner 14). This was complicated by his knowledge
that in insisting he remain for his education he played in their initial decision not to leave
Romania. Eventually, he came to direct some of his animosity toward himself as well. Like
Wiesel in Night, Celan was burdened by hindsight. Many people who could escape did so; Nelly
Sachs survived by fleeing to Sweden before she could be deported (Felstiner 112). Others,
however, did not attempt to escape for reasons related to a failure of foresight. Many among the
Jewish people had faith that they had survived many catastrophes and would endure any others
that came, without recognizing the chimerical nature of survival: the need to be able to reinvent
and preserve at the same time as often as circumstance requires. This idea of survival was at odds
with a newer form of the old narrative of chosen: a belief that survival was guaranteed by the
covenant with Adonai. The Shoah called the assumption of destined survival into question.
Consequently, survival would later change into an ongoing process in the context of the 215
century Jewish author. This shift in view, the next reimagining of survival, is exemplified in the
poetry of Paul Celan as he wrote in the specific moment that change was mirrored in the people
themselves. Frankl wrote that though suffering was inevitable, the ability to choose how one met
that suffering gave it meaning (114). Frankl came into this understanding after undergoing his
own alienation-individuation-integration processes; his conclusions were mirrored in the works
of his contemporaries Wiesel and Celan, as well as the poetry of later authors such as Sabrina

Orah Mark and Rachel Mennies.



Mennies’ book The Glad Hand of God Points Backwards contains the poem “The Jewish
Woman in America, 2010.” In this poem she writes, “My God accepts/ the muddle of our lives:
reformed,/ distracted, desirous of strangers/ in other, wilder places. ‘As you wish, He says”
(Mennies 15-18). Survival is an ongoing process and never ends; each trauma brings change, but
change is not necessarily an ending of anything. Celan’s work not only preserves a step in the
intellectual process, leading from the previous conception of survival to the current, but also

constitutes a defined part of that step and defies Adorno’s implied injunction.



Chapter 2: Alienation

Paul Celan at the beginning of his post-Shoah career occupies a position that, while not
enviable, is not unusual from a historical perspective. He is so thoroughly disenchanted with the
world that he begins to feel singular in it: alone and bereft of any future other than an existence
as a last holdout of some vanishing archetype. His early works, such as the acclaimed
“Todesfuge” (Death Fugue), enable glimpses into a mind so thoroughly alienated that he is not
simply outside society: he is outside the world. This sensation would stay with him to an extent
for the rest of his life, but it was the dominating influence on him just after the end of the war
and the camps. His eventual journey through individuation and integration is surprising when
one considers the extent of the grief and loss of direction of the early works. An analysis of his
early pre-Shoah works will demonstrate how Celan held that grief and carried it into
individuation. To begin analyzing these works and their symbols, it is best to start with some
details about Celan’s life.

So that the scope of this chapter will be clear, here is some clarification before the bulk of
the writing is presented. Celan’s entire transition from young, unattached European Jewish man
to his later status as an estranged, but loving, husband and father is too complex a subject to treat
in detail in this one chapter. The chapter will instead focus on a shorter temporal window: the
time between his birth and immigration to France, with emphasis on events near the time of the
Shoah. Other data about his life will be used for context. Celan is an intentionally biographical
poet; his work, by design, cannot be understood without considering numerous factors
concerning the events he witnessed and experienced. He did not undergo alienation in a vacuum;

he was alienated by context.



Paul Celan held that poetry could only be composed in the author’s native language —
anything else was deception (Felstiner 46). For Celan, what constituted his native language
would be entirely open for debate if he did not insist it was German. He grew up in Romania,
though Czernowitz, the area he grew up in, had only been ceded to that country from the Austro-
Hungarian Empire just before his birth. Romanian, Ukrainian, Russian, German, and Yiddish
were all commonly spoken languages on its streets. Celan came to be familiar with most of these
languages, even publishing some early work in Romanian before formalizing his poetic ethos.
However, because of his mother’s love of German and of German lyric poetry, German was the
language of his household and became the language he most strongly identified with (Felstiner
4).

Paul Celan’s family were somewhat contradictory. His father, Leo, was a traditional,
observant Orthodox Jewish man (Felstiner 7). It was thanks to him that a young Paul was sent to
Hebrew school from 1927 to 1930 and gained a thorough grounding in the traditions and
language of his people. His mother, Fritzi, loved German poetry and high art; she was
determinate that grammatically correct German be the only household language (6-7). She was
religiously observant, but accounts do not indicate she was passionate about the subject. Many of
Celan’s poems, with their persistent yet distant feminine figures, are commonly interpreted as
referring to his mother. Leo and Fritzi were deported in 1942. Their eventual deaths in German
concentration camps, specifically his mother dying directly at the hand of an SS officer, marked
Celan for the rest of his life.

Celan was a very learned young man regarding his religion, but not a passionate one. His
connection to Judaism was more one of kinship than devotion. He defended the validity of

Yiddish to a teacher who was a member of the Fascist Iron Guard movement, but also



discontinued his study of Hebrew entirely after his Bar Mitzvah in 1933 (Felstiner 6-7). Unlike
fellow survivor-author Wiesel, there is no evidence he ever dreamt of entering the rabbinate, and
his later determination to “blaspheme until the end” should be considered a marked increase in
his spiritual engagement compared to his earlier life (Felstiner 156). He did not possess strong
religious or nationalist convictions at all when he was young, though he did possess “an affinity
with anarchism and socialism” (Felstiner 8). He was studying medicine but gave it up in 1939 to
study Romance languages (11). After his family was lost to National Socialism and his home
was lost in turn behind an increasingly antisemitic Iron Curtain, the languages of his home were
all that were left to him of that place. The East became a romant