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PREFACE 

I ~e~icate this thesis to my mother an~ to the memory of my father. 

It was from them that I learne~ that to be a Jew is not only my 

birthright, but a choice I coul~ make with joy an~ gratitu~e. From 

an early age I was haunte~ by the Holocaust experience, not because 

it affecte~ my life personally, but because of its total 

incomprehensibility. I began rea~ing the literature of survivors, 

historians, philosophers, poets an~ novelists. Instea~ of 

un~erstan~ing more, I un~erstoo~ less. I even believe~ that the 

research un~ertaken for this project on Elie Wiesel woul~ provi~e 

some answers to my quest. Yet I ~iscovere~ that there are no 

answers, there are only questions. 

One of the memorable rea~ing experiences of my life was in 1969 

on boar~ a ship from France to the Unite~ States when by chance I 

~iscovere~ in the ship's library Wiesel's The Gates of the Forest. 

I rea~ it, and having complete~ it, I imme~iately rerea~ it. I ha~ 

the feeling then of not having graspe~ its full significance, of 

having misse~ out areas in the text an~ of having to interpret the 

pauses, gaps, fragments an~ the ~iscontinuity in the story. Wiesel 

then was a relatively unknown writer, an~ I ~i~ not have the key to 

the gates he ha~ opene~ for me. Only much later, after having 

trace~ his previous writings an~ by filling my bookshelf an~ my 

memory with his books that emerge~ every few years, ~i~ I come to 

the realization that Wiesel is one of the few writers I am 



acquainten with who uses silence in his fiction as a narrative 

nevice. 

2 

Wiesel was born in 1928 in a small Hungarian town , Sighet, 

"somewhere in the Carpathian mountains." His life ann work have 

been well nocumenten by Molly Abromowitz in her book Elie Wiesel: 

A Bibliography. His father , Shlomo, a minnIe-class shopkeeper 

instillen values of Western humanism in his son, while his mother 

Sarah, insisten that the young boy receiven a Torah enucation, which 

inclunen the stuny of the Talmun , the mystical noctrines of the 

Kabbalah ann the teachings of the Hasinic masters. In the spring of 

1944 the Jews of Transylvania were rounnen up on orners of the 

Germans. Wiesel, his parents ann three sisters were neporten on a 

cattle train to Auschwitz concentration camp in Pol ann. His father 

was killen by the Nazis in his presence, ann his mother ann younger 

sister nien at Auschwitz. In 1945 he was sent to Buchenwaln 

concentration camp as a slave labourer. After the American 

Liberation, Wiesel wanten to go to Palestine, but this was prevent en 

by British immigration restrictions. He, together with 400 other 

orphans, boarnen a train heanen for Belgium . The train was niverten 

to France where the passengers were asken whether they wishen to 

become French citizens. Wiesel, unable to unnerstann French, failen 

to responn ann became stateless. Settling in Normanny, he soon 

masteren French ann later moven to Paris, where from 1948 to 1951 he 

stunien philosophy at the Sorbonne, earning his living as a choir 

director ann as a teacher of the Bible. He spent some time in 

Innia, where he stunien comparative asceticicsm ann acquiren a 

knowlenge of English. In 1948, he was sent by a French newspaper to 

report on the Israeli innepennence struggle ann became the chief 



3 

foreign correspondent for the Tel Aviv daily, Yediot Achronot. In 

1956, while reporting on the United Nations for the newspaper, he 

was struck by a taxicab in Time Square. While recovering in a New 

York City hospital, he was persuaded to apply for United States 

citizenship, which he finally obtained in 1963. 

Wiesel has been appointed Chairman of the U.S. Holocaust 

Memorial Council and is Andrew Mellon Professor in the Humanities at 

Boston University. Among the many literary honours bestowed on him 

are France's Prix Rivarol, Prix Medicis and the Prix Inter 1980, the 

Jewish Heritage Award and the National Jewish Book Council Award. 

In the United states he has received some 20 honorary degrees. He 

has been nominated many times for the Nobel Peace Prize for his 

work. In April, 1985 Wiesel was awarded the Congressional Gold 

Medal in recognition of his life's work as a novelist, essayist, 

playwright, speaker and witness to the Holocaust. His latest book, 

The Fifth Son, won the 1984 Grand Prize for Literature in France. 

As the English version of the novel was only published in 1985, I 

have not been able to include it in my study. 

I have several acknowledgements I would like to make to family 

and friends who mad~ it possible for me to complete this task which 

at the outset I believed was an impossible dream: to Kim, my 

listener who heard the silence; to Jenny, my first reader who said 

it was feasible; to Marie, my disciple and teacher, who initiated me 

into French narrative texts; to Freda and Maureen, my readers who 

understood; and to Noya, my friend, whose encouragement helped me to 

fulfil my undertaking. My daughter, Hayley, has taught me a 

remarkable lesson in courage and endurance. Lori, Alan and Tova 
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have given me reneweo faith, while Cinoy has provioeo me with 

another view of myself as a woman. My husbano Mossie, who, while he 

oio not always unoerstano the neeo for my enoeavour, nevertheless 

maoe it possible. 

I woulo like to thank my supervisor Nick Visser, for agreeing 

to unoertake the supervision of this thesis unoer oifficult 

circumstances. The problem of oealing with a living writer of the 

Holocaust is not one that has been reaoily acceptable in acaoemic 

circles, particularly unoer the banner of English literature. 

Nevertheless, he believes that Wiesel is a significant author who 

neeos to be locateo in contemporary literature. 

Finally, I woulo like to thank Elie Wiesel, who gave me the 

opportunity of interviewing him in his home in New York. I have 

incluoeo my conversation with him as an appenoix to this stuoy. 



INTRODUCTION: WIESEL AND THE LITERATURE OF TESTIMONY 

The prevalent attitude of literary critics towards the works of Elie 

Wiesel is exemplified by David Daiches's contention, in a review in 

Commentary, that Holocaust literature is impossible to discuss "in 

the terms which one would normally employ in reviewing fiction." He 

believes that it should be viewed as important documentary evidence 

"dealing with something which must perpetually haunt everyone old 

enough to have lived through World War 2"(108). It is my contention 

that literary analysis can and should be applied to Wiesel's 

fiction. 

In attempting to assess the literature of the Holocaust, 

critics and scholars have been tempted to assign causes to the 

event , to perceive it in terms of historical perspectives and 

according to social and psychological antecedents. Causation, in 

this sense, implies -that it is possible for any society, given the 

right conditions, to produce such a barbarity. However, as Lacey 

Baldwin Smith says in his Foreword to Dimensions of the Holocaust, 

"The only explanation of a genuinely unique event is no explanation 
. 

at all"(2). This proposition, supported by J. L. Talmon's lecture 

at a symposium Holocaust and Rebirth, provides a viewpoint which I 

believe is significant for a background to this study: 

Never since the dawn of history had the world witnessed 
such a campaign of extermination. This was not an 
explosion of religious fanaticism; not a wave of pogroms, 
the work of incited mobs running amok or led by a 
ringleader; not the riots of soldiery gone wild or drunk 
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with victory and wine; not the fear-wrought psychosis of 
revolution or civil war that rises and subsides like a 
whirlwind. It was none of these. An entire nation was 
handed over by a 'legitimate' government to murderers 
organized by the authorities and trained to hunt and kill, 
with one single provision, that everyone, the entire nation 
be murdered - men and women, old and young~ealthy and 
sick and paralysed, everyone without any chance of even one 
of those condemned to extermination escaping his fate. 

After they had suffered hunger, torture, degradation and 
the humiliation inflicted on them by their tormentors to 
break them down, to rob them of the last shred of human 
dignity, and to deprive them of any strength to resist and 
perhaps any desire to live, the victims were seized by the 
agencies of the state and brought from the four corners of 
Hitlerite Europe to the death camps, to be killed, 
individually or in groups, by the murderer's bullets over 
graves dug by the victims themselves, or in the 
slaughterhouses constructed especially for human beings. 
For all the condemned there was no judge to whom to appeal 
for a redress of injustice; no government from which to ask 
protection and punishment for the murderers; no neighbour 
on whose gate to knock and ask for shelter; and no God to 
whom to pray for mercy. (11-12) 

In its conscious and explicit planning, in its systematic execution, 

in the absence of any emotion in the remorselessly applied decision 

to exterminate all Jews, the Holocaust differed from killings, 

massacres and bloodshed perpetrated throughout history. Because of 

its magnitude and ontological nature, the event remains central and 

unique in history. As a result of the Holocaust, man's relationship 

to his creator, to society, to politics, to literature, to his 

fellow man and to a himself had to be re-examined. 

After Auschwitz, language was corrupted to a point where words 

had lost their meaning. There was a point beyond which language 

could be translated into experience. The whole story could not be 

told because there was no adequate means by which to tell it. All a 

writer could do was to communicate the impossibility of 

communication: he had to tell less than more, to write not with 

words but against words. The result was that survivors wrote about 
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the pre-Holocaust period of their past, about the shtetls, the 

little villages of Eastern Europe. They wrote memoirs to bring back 

to life people and places that had been destroyed and consumed in 

fire. Those . who had lived through the event could never entirely 

reveal it becaus~ the words linking them to their experience were 

ineffectual and unfamiliar. They could neither identify with the 

situation because of its unique nature, nor could they identify with 

the victims and executioners, both of whom were representatives of 

organized society. As Wiesel explains in Dimensions of the 

Holocaust: 

For the factories of death to emerge and function, 
philosophers and psychologists, scholars and engineers, 
attorneys and aristocrats, lovers of art and poetry, 
criminals and sadists had to join forces. (6) 

Similarly, all categories were included among the victims. All Jews 

in Europe shared the same fate. The event robbed man of all his 

masks, his values, his aspirations and his comprehension. The basis 

for confidence in reality was destroyed; the experience had no 

precedent. Language in this context became impotent. 

In Language and Silence, George Steiner examines T. W. Adorno's 

proposition that "to· write poetry after Auschwitz is barba-ric." 

Steiner is one of the first critics to provide a searching analysis 

of the tensions confronting the writer faced with tne inadequacy of 

language to describe the reality of the Holocaust. He argues that 

the only effective way the writer can deal with the possibility of 

the ineffable is through silence: "The world of Auschwitz lies 

outside speech as it lies outside reason"(165). Many of Steiner's 

ideas about the relationship between language and silence are 
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derived from the notion that under Nazism "words were committed to 

saying things no human mouth should ever have said and no paper made 

by man should ever have been inscribed with"(123). Yet, a great 

deal of literature has emerged from the experience of the Holocaust 

in spite of the difficulties, incongruities and contradictions. 

Steiner's propositions should not be dismissed in the light of the 

accumulating literary evidence to the contrary, but should be 

modified to incorporate the dialectic between language and silence 

that has emerged in the work of certain writers. 

Several critics and writers have assigned generic names to the 

body of literature that emanated from the Holocaust. In his 

Foreword to Wiesel's Night, Francois Mauriac called it "Lazarene 

literature" and described what had first drawn him to the young 

writer: "that look, as of a Lazarus risen from the dead, yet still a 

prisoner within the grim confines where he had strayed, stumbling 

among the shameful corpses"(9). In attempting to understand the 

events of the Holocaust, and having, as he admitted then, no 

knowledge of Nazi methods of extermination, Mauriac felt that the 

young Wiesel "may have resembled him - the Crucified, whose Cross 

had conquered the world." He maintains: "The Jewish nation had been 

resurrected from among its thousands of dead"(IO). 

This Christological approach has more recently been expounded 

by Harry James Car gas in his book, In Conversation with 

Elie Wiesel: "Lazarene literature, that product of confinement, is 

increasingly being recognized as an important genre of writing. It 

is truly the literature of resurrection"(80). He maintains that 

currently it is the political prisoners who are occupying the role 
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of literary Lazaruses ann cites Alexanner Solzhenitsyn's 

One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich to illustrate his point. 

Cargas also names other writers in this genre: Horst Bienek, Phillip 

ann Daniel Berrigan, Arthur Koestler, Davin Rousset, Robert 

Anthelme, Dostoyevski, St John of the Cross, Oscar Wilne ann St 

Paul. He inclunes Elie Wiesel in his list of authors, claiming that 

with Night Wiesel "takes his place with the best of these writers," 

this book being "a supreme representation of a whole sub-genre of 

literature which can be labellen unner the heaning of Holocaust 

Literature"(80). While Cargas's scholarship has contributen greatly 

to a winer acceptance of the literary value of Wiesel's works, his 

classification is misleaning. The term "Lazarene" implies an 

overtly Christian concept of resurrection which cannot appropriately 

be applien to the Jewish experience about which Wiesel writes, nor 

shouln Auschwitz be likenen to concentration camps in Soviet Russia, 

incarceration in Siberia, confinement in the pr i sons ann camps 

nuring Worln War 1 or the Spanish Civil War. Moreover, there is a 

qualitative nifference in the way in which the surviving witnesses 

of Auschwitz bear testimony in their literature. 

In The Holocaust ann the Literary Imagination, Lawrence Langer 

examines Rousset's concept of 1 'univers concentrationnaire, the 

realm of the concentration camps, which Rousset maintains is known 

only to the concentrationees: "They are set apart from the rest of 

the worln by an experience impossible to communicate(33)" . Through 

his stuny of fifteen major writers of this perion, Langer attempts 

to show the improbabilities ann impeneterability of this universe. 

By selecting a representative bony of poetry ann prose, he 

illustrates the way in which writers have nevisen an iniom ann a 
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style for the unspeakable that illuminate the recurrent themes of 

the tradition of atrocity: 

The aesthetic problem of reconciling normalcy with horror: 
the displacement of the consciousness of life by imminence 
and pervasiveness of death; the violation of the coherence 
of childhood; the assault on physical reality; and the 
disruption of chronological time. (xii) 

Langer offers the view that before 1939 imagination was always 

in advance of reality, but that after 1945 reality had outdistanced 

the imagination, so that "nothing the artist conjured up could equal 

in intensity and scope of the improbabilities of l'univers 

concentrationnaire"(35). Langer notes that as early as 1946, a 

young German writer Wolfgang Borchert was tormented with the 

question: "After such horrors, what language?" In a lyrical essay 

entitled "In May, In May Cried the Cuckoo," Borchert wrote: "We must 

make a note of our misery" with two hundred printed pages serving as 

a commentary on "the twenty thousand invisible pages on the Sysyphus 

pages which make up our life, for which we know no words, no grammar 

and no punctuation" (qtd. in Langer, The Holocaust and the Literary 

Imagination, 35). Ironically, while demanding the most heroic deed 

from the poets, to "Be silentl", Borchert was himself searching for 

a means to tell his story. 

From his extensive research into the literature inspired by the 

Holocaust, Langer proposes that there is indeed an "aesthetics of 

atrocity," which, "however hesitantly," he compares to Aristotle's 

principles of drama that grew into a poetics and a foundation for 

literary criticism. The name he gives to this body of writing is 

"the literature of atrocity." He perceives that the task of the 
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artist is to fincl a style ancl a form to "present the atmosphere or 

lanclscape of atrocity, to make it compelling, to coax the reacler 

into creclulity - ancl ultimately, complicity"(22). In cleveloping his 

notion of an aesthetics of atrocity, Langer in his sUbsequent book 

The Age of Atrocity, is concernecl with the evolution of the iclea of 

atrocity in the twentieth century. He limits the scope of his stucly 

to the graclual erosion of the human image as shown by writers to 

major traumas of our time: Thomas Mann to Worlcl War 1, Albert Camus 

to Worlcl War 2, Alexancler Solzhenitsyn to Soviet labour camps ancl 

Charlotte Delbo to Nazi extermination camps. In choosing these 

authors for his central stucly, ancl in citing many others concernecl 

with the phenomenon of mass atrocity ancl "inappropriate cleath," 

Langer is attempting to broaclen the base of his investigation into 

the literature of atrocity by comparing ancl contrasting imaginative 

works, fincling parallels between authors ancl their subject matter, 

discovering common psychological implications ancl establishing 

historical and political antececlents for mass execution. He quotes 

extensively from Robert Jay Lifton's book Death in Life, maintaining 

that although Lifton is clescribing the Hiroshima experience, there 

are sufficient allusions to the concentration camp orcleal to 

"convince us, that clespite the raclical clifferences in the 

instruments ancl manner of cleath, Auschwitz ancl Hiroshima are twin 

expressions of a human ancl technological will to clestruction, ancl we 

are all survivors of atrocity"(60). 

Langer's comparative stucly of the literary responses to 

experiences of atrocity has the aclvantage of clealing critically with 

literature that shares the common goal of expressing imaginatively 

the intolerable reality of our moclern era. However, I believe that 
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his proposed genre of the literature of atrocity, as with Cargas's 

classification of Lazarene literature, is too generalized for the 

particular literary responses that emerged from the unique 

experience of the Holocaust. This literature should hav e its own 

specific generic classification. An appropriate name for this 

literature is suggested by Wiesel himself in Dimensions of the 

Holocaust: 

If the Greeks invented tragedy, the Romans the epistle, and 
the Renaissance the sonnet, our generation invented a new 
literature, that of testimony. We have all been witnesses 
and we feel we have to bear testimony for the future. (9) 

The literature of testimony is indeed a special inheritance of the 

Holocaust, affirming the dilemma of the writer attempting to 

describe the indescribable. The distinguishing feature of this 

genre is the obsession to bear witness to the incommunicable 

experience of Auschwitz. 

The approach I have chosen for my study is to analyse the 

narrative techniques in Wiesel's fiction, with particular emphasis 

on the role of the narrator and listener in the narratives. This 

will not only highlight aspects of his authorial strategy involving 

the reader's response to various dimensions of the Holocaust, but 

will allow an appraisal of the literary merit of Wiesel's novels. 

The hushed reverence that tends to accompany allusions to Auschwitz 

and its literature has impeded certain theoretical investigations, 

with the result that most critical studies undertaken on Wiesel's 

works have dealt predominantly with themes and content rather than 

with form. A narrative approach, however, while it acco unts f o r 

themes, does so within the narrative process of the work. Fo rm and 
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content are examined as interwoven entities in the particular 

context of an individual work. My decision to adopt this pursuit is 

based on the conviction that Wiesel's fiction is a significant 

contribution to the literature of testimony, not only because of its 

subject matter, but also because of the way in which his narrators 

unfold their stories with words suspended by silence in the text. 

The paradox of the mute narrator, the title of my study, is 

intended to convey the paradoxical quality of Wiesel's fiction and 

to show how silence, which is manifested in the themes of his work, 

is concretized by his strategy of entrusting the transmission of the 

tale to narrators, who, for various reasons have been silenced. A 

mute by definition cannot emit an articulate sound. A narrator, on 

the other hand, is a storyteller who is reliant on verbal 

articulation for communication. This contradiction in terms is 

dramatized in the novels and is symptomatic of the dilemma of 

Wiesel's narrators who are compelled to bear testimony through their 

silence. 

Wiesel's distinction as a serious contemporary novelist becomes 

apparent when the reader's expectations from a story that cannot be 

told are realized through its telling. His authorial strategies in 

handling his subject matter have created his own fictional universe. 

As an author in the literature of testimony, he has achieved a 

balance between language and silence. 

In my study of Wiesel's fiction, I will follow the 

chronological sequence in which the novels were written, although I 

will not be using a developmental approach, except to point out that 

the trilogy which marks the beginning of his exploration into 
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narrative strategies, and The Testament, the last book I will be 

dealing with, are a culmination of his previous fictional 

techniques. While a developmental analysis of his fiction, 

particularly from a thematic point of view, enables the reader to 

gain insight into his background, which is important in a 

comprehensive study of his works, I feel that this avenue of 

investigation has been competently dealt with by other critics. 

Ellen Fine's Legacy of Night, one of the first book-length studies 

of Wiesel, puts forward a convincing argument for examining his 

fiction in chronological sequence as a kind of serialized journey 

from being a witness in l'univers concentrationnaire to bearing -
witness in a post-Holocaust world . Furthermore, it is possible to 

trace the direction Wiesel's fiction follows, as in each book the 

seeds are sown for new ideas which are expanded upon in subsequent 

books. 

My discussion, however, will deal with the narrative process of 

each novel as an individual work in its own particular context. 

Apart from the trilogy which is examined in one chapter, and 

The Testament which serves as a conclusion to the study, I have not 

used cross references to Wiesel's other fiction when analysing 

specific books. Moreover, I have deliberately avoided including 

Wiesel's comments on his works and references to them in his essays, 

interviews and non-fiction writing. The reason for this approach is 

that I consider each novel to be a separate narrative work which 

merits an interpretative response that is independent of the 

comparative criteria that has up to now influenced the assessment of 

his fiction. 



CHAPTER 1 

CRITICAL RESPONSES TO WIESEL'S WRITINGS 

AND 

AN EVALUATION OF HIS NARRATIVE STRATEGIES 

"One is not a writer for having to say certain things," Sartre 

maintains, "but for having chosen to say them in a certain way." In 

or~er to further illuminate his novels, I wish to focus on the 

"certain way" in which Wiesel has chosen to say things. In his 

continual search for ways of telling a story that cannot be to1~, 

Wiesel has exp1ore~ almost every possibility of narrative form, 

thereby creating his own fictional universe. At the core of his 

writing is the tension between the nee~ to keep silent an~ the 

compulsion to speak out. The mu1tifaceten ~imensions of silence an~ 

its inherent paranoxes are the matrix of his narrative art. In his 

novels, Wiesel attempts to initiate the rea~er into the realm of 

silence, to coax the listener away from being a passive recipient 

into becoming a teller of tales, in a wor1~ of wor~s where silence, 

too, is a way of saying. 

,'liese1 's ambi val ent at ti tune towar~s wri ting about the 

Holocaust a~~s to the para~oxica1 quality of his works. He says in 

Dimensions of the Holocaust, "One cannot write about the Holocaust. 

Not if you are a writer"(9). However, all his books are in some way 
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a response to the Holocaust, whether they are his Midrashic, 

Hasidic, or Talmudic stories, his plays, cantata, novels, essays or 

dialogues. He is constantly being associated with Holocaust 

literature, yet he denies there is such a thing, insisting it is a 

contradiction in terms. His commitment to bear witness as a 

survivor is as intense as his avoidance of direct description of the 

physical atrocities of the concentration camp experience. 

His open rejection of art for art's sake and the fact that the 

Holocaust imposed the vocation of a writer upon him, have added to 

the reluctance on the part of critics to analyse his fiction as 

narrative art. Wiesel himself seems to invite and even encourage 

this attitude by his own commentaries on the reasons why he is 

compelled to write. In Legends of Our Time he has defined his 

writing as an act of commemoration: "for me writing is a 'matzeva', 

an invisible tombstone erected to the memory of the dead 

unburied"(8). Howe ver, a tombstone is not a literary genre. Having 

written to date some 25 books in a variety of literary modes, Wiesel 

stil l claims he is not a novelist or essayist, but a vehicle, a 

messenger to the unburied dead. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that the critics have been more concerned with the messenger and the 

message than the way in which the message is delivered. Wiesel's 

attitude towards his vocation as a writer creates almost 

unsurmountable obstacles for the critic concerned with his work as 

literature rather than as a personal validation of events by a 

surv ivor. It should however be remembered that although the 

Holocaust is at the core of his experience and has determined his 

philosophy, it is always on the periphery of his novels. 

As a survivor and witness he has been accorded respect 
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bornering on reverence. As a man, teacher ann interpreter of 

Biblical, Talmudic, Minrashic ann Hasinic tales, both Jewish ann 

Christian scholars have acclaimen his wisnom as a contemporary 

prophet-teacher ann transmitter of tranition. One critic, Arthur A. 

Cohen, who calls him the master of the Holocaust, in his article 

"Silence ann Laughter" has sain, "He is more than all the 

extraorninary nocuments which have come out of that perion, the 

rediscoveren journals and niaries, the narrative accounts ann 

reconstructions"(37). Ann yet, Wiesel has been granten little 

recognition as a writer of contemporary fiction ann the critical 

commentary on his work as literature attests to the notion that his 

subject matter takes precenence over his "way of saying." 

Most of the commentaries on Wiesel's work, particularly his 

fiction, are basen on the moral, philosophical ann theological 

implications containen in the questions he poses. They are 

questions pertaining to Gon's absence in the Holocaust, a post­

Holocaust future in accornance with a pre-Holocaust past of faith, 

the possible renemption ann regeneration of mankinn through a 

changen vision of Gon, man ann the universe. Because the 

theological nialectic is at the core of his narrative art, Carol P. 

Christ calls his mone of writing "story theology", maintaining that 

the theology cannot be abstracten from the narrative. This view 

seems to be favouren by the majority of critics in Responses to 

Elie Wiesel, a book of collecten critical essays by major Jewish ann 

Christian scholars. Here the emphasis is placed on the theological 

content ann subject matter of his writing, rather than on literary 

consinerations. Maurice Frienman calls him "the Job of 
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Auschwitz"(20S), Michael Berenbaum regards him as "the Theologian of 

the Void"(173) and has written a book by that title, Byron Sherwin 
1 

acknowledges that he is "the high priest of our generation"(144). 

and Robert Alter assesses his novels as being "more theological 

parable than realistic fiction"(8S). Ted Estess, asserting that 

Wiesel's work is parabolic and elliptical, feels he is attempting to 

provide "an ideationally significant response to painful religious, 

social and psychological dil emmas" (178) . In the last essay of this 

book, the editor, Harry James Cargas, offers extracts from letters 

and published writings by leading Christian theologians, scholars 

and teachers, showing the significant influence of Wiesel's writing 

on contemporary Christian religious life and thought. The intention 

of Cargas's survey is to show how Wiesel's testimony has forced 

religious thinkers to confront the Holocaust with a new awareness of 

the reality of evil, suffering and death, while reaffirming a life 

of faith through the Hasidic tradition of a dialogue with God . 

Car gas quotes from a letter by Father Malcolm Boyd which seems 

to encapsulate the sentiments of other writers: 

Wiesel ' s is the dominant contemporary voice and presence 
that impinges ever anew upon my awareness of it, opening 
upon my awareness of it, opening up new dimensions of the 
Holocaust for me; reminding me again and again when I might 
seek to relax the tautness of my hold on my spirit; and 
telling me quite simply that the agony of the Holocaust is 
embedded beneath the facade of our resolutely smiling, 
outwardly secure, willfully complacent, self absorbed 
caricature of life that is conveniently labeled 
'Christian.' (289) 

Until now, the book-length studies on Wiesel's writings have in fact 

mainly been carried out by Christian scholars and theologians who 

are largely responsible for the upsurge of interest in Wiesel. A 
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recently publishen book by a leaning Protestant theologian ann 

teacher, Robert McAfee Brown, nealing with the personal, ecumenical 

ann philosophical aspects of Wiesel's work, appearen unner the title 

Elie Wiesel: Messenger to All Humanity. Inneen his voice is 

reaching a larger ann larger aunience. A lengthy article nevoten to 

Wiesel's life ann work in The New York Times Magazine has recognizen 

Wiesel as one of the most well known Jews in the Uniten States, 

particularly as a teacher ann lecturer. 

Wiesel's "moral authority", his "prophetic witness", his role 

as messenger to humanity, his contributions towarns writing a new 

Minrash, as well as reviving Lamentation literature, have been 

expounnen fairly extensively by the critics. On the other hann, the 

literary value of his narrative art has receiven little attention. 

It is the opinion of many literary critics that Wiesel's novels are 

significant but are not novels of "great style." However, if style 

is conceiven as a value term, as it is in this context, it is a 

measure of accomplishment that is relevant to unnerstanning both art 

ann culture as a whole. The term "style" can usually be usen with 

confinence as an innepennent clue to the time ann origin of a work 

of art. In a collected volume of essays, Aesthetics Tonay, an 

interesting nefinition of style has been offeren by Meyer Schapiro: 

The style is, above all, a system of forms with a quality 
ann a meaningful expression through which the personality 
of the artist ann the broan outlook of the group are 
visible. It is, besines, a common grounn against 
which innovations ann the innivinuality of particular works 
may be measuren. (156) 

This nefinition is especially apt when assessing innivinual novels 

in Wiesel's fictional universe ann measuring them against the 
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background of his Hasidic tradition and Holocaust experience. While 

his style is distinct from that of contemporary Jewish novelists 

such as, Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud and Isaac Bashevis Singer, it 

does reflect certain features of his cultural background, the 

personality of Wiesel, the artist, and "the broad outlook of the 

group." Wiesel's style, therefore, should be evaluated in the light 

of Schapiro's definition rather than on a comparative basis with 

modern American novelists. 

In advocating an alternative critical approach to Wiesel's 

fiction, turther criteria must be established that take into account 

his narrative strategies which determine the structural organization 

of particular works. The most significant features in his fiction 

are the interrelationship between narrator and listener, the use of 

tense to combine past and present time, the spatial perspective that 

distances and narrows narrative focus and the techniques and devices 

used to evoke silence. A crucial and innovative narrative device in 

Wiesel's novels is the paradox of the mute narrator. Often the most 

powerful response evoked from the reader results not only from what 

Wiesel's narrators leave unsaid but from the silence that is imposed 

on them, whether they happen to be mute or are compelled not to 

speak. Wiesel uses silence as an artistic strategy and as Terence 

Des Pres points out in Confronting the Holocaust, silence is "an 

effective solution to an aesthetic problem"(56), the problem of 

meaning and communication. 

It has been acknowledged that Wiesel is easy to read but 

difficult to assimilate. The simplicity of his use of language 

often disguises the complexity of thought and intention. The reader 

is required to bear the burden that involves a change of 
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consciousness, a re-evaluation of pre-conceived notions, a shift in 

modes of perception and furthermore, an acceptance of knowledge that 

could only rationally be applied to an absurd world of inverted 

values. Frans Kafka presented to his readers a universe of absurd 

and frightening proportions, and although "In The Penal Settlement" 

is a fictional and ordered world, and as such cannot be compared to 

the Holocaust universe, there are many elements that are considered 

to be uncanny prefigurations of l'univers concentrationnaire. 

Moreover, it was Kafka's conviction that: 

We must have those books which come upon us like ill­
fortune, and distress us deeply, like the death of one we 
love better than ourselves, like suicide. A book must be 
an ice-axe to break the sea frozen inside us." 

(excerpted in Steiner, Language and Silence 90) 

A similar response to Wiesel's writing is quoted by Car gas in 

Responses to Elie Wiesel: "Wiesel's work has often been like a 

fingernail drawn across the full length of a blackboard in my 

consciousness; an almost unbearable presence, sound and effect being 

brought to bear on my deepest feelings and conscience"(289). 

It can be argued that . the reader should not be required to 

carry the burden of guilt and share the role of witness that the 

author imposes on himself. It should be possible to read, 

interpret, analyse and compare a work of fiction in the genre of 

testimony with other fictional works without having to place it in 

the particular context of the anti-world of the Holocaust. In 

Confronting the Holocaust, Alvin Rosenfeld remarks: "In the ghettos 

and camps of Europe, 'reality' underwent so radical a 

distortion"(20), that the possibility and validity of a literature 
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of the Holocaust seemed destined to commit a grave injustice against 

the victims. The tradition that preceded it was hopelessly out of 

touch with its subject. A writer, confronting a subject that 

threatened to overwhelm the resources of language, could no longer 

rely on the established literary forms of the past. The conception 

of man and his world expressed in the major writings of our literary 

tradition lacked validity in a world where the most extreme 

imaginings had to be perceived as the actual event. 

The proposition that the Holocaust is without likeness or kind 

leads to the implication that its literature is without antecedents 

or analogy, without metaphor, simile or symbol. Rosenfeld argues 

that one of the most distinguishing characteristics of Holocaust 

literature, and "what may be one if its abiding laws", is that 

"there are no metaphors for Auschwitz, just as Auschwitz is not a 
2 

metaphor for anything el se. " . Many writers and scholars attempt to 

find analogies in the Bible, in history, in cosmic disasters and 

catastrophes, and even in the atrocities and massacres perpetrated 

in our time. Yet, they only reveal their inadequacy and 

inappropriateness. The poet Uri Zvi Greenberg expresses this view 

in his poem "We were not likened to Dogs among Gentiles": 

Are there analogies to this, our disaster that came upon 
us at their hands? 

There are no analogies (all words are shades of shadow) 
Therein lies the horrifying phrase: No other analogiesl 

(excerpted in Rosenfeld, 12) 

In the introduction to his study A Double Dying: Reflections 

on Holocaust Literature, Rosenfeld points out that even though this 

special corpus greatly complicates existing literary forms - and 

even breaks them down in its effort to express the Holocaust - it 
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has finally "not occasioned any new kinds of writing." In his 

article, "Believing in Holocaust Literature", James E. Young 

supports this conclusion by stating: "Perhaps we all expected a 

startling new literary form to emerge from the shattered 

sensibilities of the Holocaust"(60), an experience that would surely 

provoke its artists and writers to new aesthetic modes and 

innovations. Instead, Young believes the Holocaust has forced 

readers and critics to adjust their conceptions of art and 

literature. In contrast to this opinion, I would argue that if an 

adjustment is forced on the reader and critic, it is precisely 

because the literary form provokes a changed response and a new 

consciousness of a literature that has no analogies. The literature 

of testimony does in fact testify to the impossibility of its task. 

It continually impinges on the critical dialectic of whether there 

can be an aesthetic code to express the inexpressible. If the 

writer's credibility is dependent on the inadequacy of language to 

describe the most extreme imaginings, then the reader must not only 

be willing to "suspend disbelief," but be prepared to accept the 

silence in the text as part of the reading process required for this 

genre. The changes that occur in the interrelations between writer, 

narrator, reader and subject matter through the organizing 

principles of narration, have intitiated narrative innovations and 

do provoke "new" and participatory responses in the reader. 

The participation of the reader in works of fiction in this 

genre leads to the question of the eligibility of the writer. Is it 

only those who wro te and died in Auschwitz, and now is it only those 

who survived who can tell the tale? Wiesel's position seems to be 
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unequivocal on this issue. He has repeatedly stated that whoever 

has not lived through the event can never know it, and whoever has 

lived through it can never fully reveal it. He believes that a 

survivor's testimony is more important than anything that can be 

written by others. Nevertheless, although Wiesel and many survivor 

poets, novelists, dramatists and diarists have created the 

literature of testimony, there have been other writers, such as 

Terence Des Prez, Edward Alexander, Andr~ Neher and George Steiner 

who feel they can no longer "dare not to speak." They have 

respected the sentiments of Wiesel and other survivors not to betray 

the dead. It must, therefore, be acknowledged that the writers-who-

are-not-survivors, "the noninhabitants of the death camps," have 

contributed greatly to an understanding of the dimensions of the 

Holocaust. Critics such as Lawrence Langer, Alvin Rosenfeld, Sidra 

DeKoven Ezrahai and many others, have explored the crucial role of 

this literature and have examined a range of texts that may not 

otherwise have been brought to light for critical evaluation. On 

the other hand, as the subject of the Holocaust creates more and 

more interest, and is now used readily as a background for best-

selling novels and commercially viable films, survivors-turned-

writers, as well as popular fiction writers, are exploiting an event 
3 

after almost four decades of silence. Once taboo, the theme has 

become a popular commodity for horror and sensationalism. Even 

though these survivors often offer evidence of their survival by 

recalling episodes of their concentration camp experience, they are 

not writing in the genre of the literature of testimony. The 

touchstone for the adequacy of literary works as testimony must be 

discerned through the narrative strategies, including the use of 



25 

silence, that provoke a aifferent kina of perspective ana response 

from the reaaer. It is not through the subject matter that the 

meaning of the story becomes apparent, but through the way in which 

the story is tola. 

The aifficulties inherent in telling a tale as testimony in 

Wiesel's fiction are manifestea through his presentation of the 

silent, invisible or ~.te narrators ana their listeners. His 

narrators not only question the capacity of language to renaer 

truth, but challenge the ability of the inaiviaual to convey a story 

without aistorting fictional reality. One of Wiesel's aistinctive 

narrative aevices is for several narrators to tell the same story in 

a variety of ways, which allow it to be seen from alternative 

perspectives. This aevice permits a aoubt, not as to the facts, but 

as to the validity of a single interpretation. While the multiple 

narrative voices complicate ana fragment the narration, they also 

serve as a strategy to increase the narrative aistance in the 

novels. This makes it possible for the reaaer to make 

interpretative responses to each version of the story ana each 

change in the mode of perception aemandea by the new narrator. 

Wiesel's narrators emerge unannouncea from the past, intrude 

into the present ana often foreshadow the future. They are 

purposely vague, mystical ana elusive figures, having no 

aistinguishing characteristics. They may be ola or young, but never 

of a specific age; they may have a name which is the name of 

another; they appear, aisappear ana then reappear in a aifferent 

guise; they have no aistinctive life of their own, nor ao they have 

a recogni4able family or a particular social environment. They 
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cannot be easily identified from either their physical appearance or 

any emotional or psychological qualities. They are beggars, madmen, 

wanderers, teachers, story tellers and messengers. They are often a 

combination of characters with numerous voices; some arrive from the 

distant and legendary past, while others rise from the midst of the 

unburied dead or are the progeny of the present. 

The lack of characterization in Wiesel's fiction, with the 

possible exception of his seventh novel, The Testament, is a major 

clue to his narrative strategy. A similar feature in Kafka's 

writing has been noted by Marthe Robert in her book Frans 

Kafka's Loneliness: 

Unlike all other known figures in novels, the typical 
character in Kafka is without attraction of any kind; nor 
is he calculated to arouse interest; he is distinguished by 
no winning trait, by no psychological subtlety, by no 
faculty for inspiring passions and ideas, this denuding is 
deliberate. Lacking most of the characteristics that 
ordinarily attach to the fictitious characters of novels, 
without distinctive physical traits or moral qualities, he 
fascinates solely by the inexplicable gaps in the 
characterization, which makes him not an identified person 
but an obsessive enigma, hence a constant stimulant to 
thought. (6) 

In spite of the curiously austract quality of Kafka's heroes, he 

is primarily concerned with the image of modern man which for him, 

as Maurice Friedman in Problematic Rebel states, is "nothing less 

than the meaning of human existence face to face with the 

absurd"(285). His writings cannot be reduced to abstract 

philosophical concepts, or religious, political or sociological 

allegories or parables pointing to universal truth. Kafka's 

understanding of the term "artist" is, "the man who expresses the 

inexpressible, who defines what cannot be defined, who sees and sets 
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forth aspects and inner realities of our concrete existence that 

most people are not aware of or cannot express" (Friedman, 388). 

As a writer, Kafka could not divorce his art from his existence 

and establish it as a separate realm of meaning and value. Neither 

could he leave his life out of his art, since he believed that "art 

is always a matter of entire personality." It is my suggestion that 

Wiesel's writing, too, is a matter of entire personality. Wiesel's 

claim that his life is a commentary on his books, "not the other way 

around," suggests to an extent that his vocation as a writer was 

thrust upon him as a survivor and witness, and not out of choice. 

It can also be construed as a rationale for his denial that he is a 

novelist. But it is not a question of whether his books are a 

commentary on his life, or that his life is a commentary on his 

books - both arguments apply. The either / or dialectic serves only 

to place emphasis on the part rather than the whole. The life / art 

debate should be replaced by a life and art appraisal, the 

interlacing of vocation and literary achiev~ment. It is only in his 

writing that the meaning of sur v ival, and his paradoxical and often 

contradictory relation to it, can be established. 

The enigmatic quality of Wiesel's narrators and the thin 

dividing line between the narrators and Wiesel himself is a 

contentious issue for the literary evaluation of his novels. The 

intrusion of the author's voice, often in misplaced aphorisms or 

authorial sermons, disturbs the organizational principles of the 

novel, increases the fragmentation of the narration and reduces the 

narrative focus of the reader. This has been seen as a lapse in 

Wiesel's style and has led to the view held by Geoffrey Hartman that 
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"if you separated the fiction from the man, they wouldn't have the 

same impact" (qtd. in The New York Times Magazine 40). It is, 

however, impossible to separate his works from the one event that is 

at the core of his writing. Wiesel is a writer and a witness, and 

his style of narration is part of his message. 

While Wie.sel's life and art must be considered together, it is 

nevertheless necessary to separate his own comments on his work from 

his narrators' points of view. Individual works should be dealt 

with without resorting to the commentary by the author. In his 

essays, conversations and interviews, Wiesel often discusses similar 

themes to the narrators in his novels. Because of the diverse 

perspectives, the multiple voices, the ambivalent and paradoxical 

presentation of motifs in a particular novel, often contradicted in 

another novel, it is frequent critical practice to quote Wiesel 

outside his art in order to clarify the veiled meaning in his 

fiction. The conflict that faces the literary critic is that 

Wiesel's accessibility as a living writer provides the opportunity 

to verify certain theoretical conclusions by referring directly to 

the authority of the author. While this approach is often 

unavoidable, and may be preferab le in certa~n instances, it does 

tend to distort meaning out of the context in which it is written . 

This is particularly apparent in Wiesel's fiction which raises 

questions in a variety of ways and leaves them open-ended. 

Furthermore, his prolificity as a writer, his social role and public 

presence inevitably influence interpretative comment on his 

narrative art. However, where possible, Wiesel's views should not 

be used as a substitute for the texts of individual works, 

particularly as he is often deliberately ambivalent and 



29 

controversial about what he writes. As a result, the paranoxes 

which are central to his mone of narration are often renucen to 

singular statements so that the possibilities of alternative 

interpretations are lost. Henry James's maxim "never to trust the 

teller" but "to trust the tale" is a useful formula when nealing 

with Wiesel's niverse literary forms. A nistinction shouln be mane 

between Wiesel, the teller, ann the narrators of his tales. While 

Wiesel often elucinates a view point, never fully expressen by his 

narrators in a fictional work, a full unnerstanning of its meaning 

can only be arriven at by considering the way in which it is 

presenten, who is presenting it and why it is presenten in the 

context of a particular novel. For these redsons, I believe that 

the narrative strategies are a key to his fL~tion. 

An attitude accepted by many of Wiesel'~ critics is that in his 

fiction the worns are more memorable than the characters. While it 

is true that his characters are never inentifiable heroes and may 

therefore not be remarkable, it is equally true that it is not 

always the words themselves that are memorable, but the way in which 

the worns are used. Each narrator expresses his own truth in his 

own voice. This is why cross-references to his poems, plays, and 

numerous essays do not offer an appropriate alternative to the 

voices of the narrators in his fiction. Although, for instance, 

Ani Maamin questions the silence of God in Auschwitz and affirms 

faith "in spite of" the Holocaust, a theme that is explored in most 

of Wiesel's works, the poem cannot be explained in terms of the 

essays in A Jew Today, nor can it be used a~ a hopeful conclusion to 

The Gates of the Forest. It must be read and comprehended in its 
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own context. 

Similarly, the critical commentaries on The Town Beyonn the 

Wall are inevitably nrawn from his essay "The Last Return," an 

account of his journey back to Sighet, which ironically took place 

two years after the writing of the novel. In the essay, Wiesel 

himself compares his return with the theme of the novel ann writes 

that he usen the book as a guine: "Seen in naylight the town 

appearen exactly as I han nreamen it: bare without any vigour, 

without any mystery"(122). Wiesel too, has narraten a television 

film of his return, entitlen "The Itinerary of Elie Wiesel: From 

Sighet to Jerusalem." He has lecturen on the subject ann maintainen 

in Dimension of the Holocaust that the function of the survivor­

witness, is precisely "to bring back to life people ann places 

nestroyen by the executioner ann to prove that Jews can with worns, 

builn upon ruins"(8). In the same lecture he explainen why the 

shtetl, the little village of Eastern Europe, became the 

iJ 1 ustration for memoirs: "The shtetl, that smal 1 kingnom of fire 

erecten ann purified in fire, has nisappearen for ever it has 

surviven in worns alone." The essays ann lectures are relevant ann 

instructive as autobiographical explications of the themes of 

The Town Beyonn the Wall, but the town in the novel is not Sighet, 

the fictitious narrator is not Wiesel, nor is the tale the author's 

story. In this novel, the motif of the spectator has been usen as a 

springboarn for theological ann philosophical niscourses on Wiesel's 

attitune to the role of the spectator nuring the Holocaust. McAfee 

Brown believes that Wiesel's work is completely synonymous with "the 

moral society" ann regarns the spectator's "voluntary withnrawal 

from participation" in The Town Beyonn the Wall, as "an abnication 
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of personhood" (qtd in Face to Face 23). He concludes that for 

Wiesel, remaining a spectator is the most morally reprehensible 

response of all. However, in the novel, the spectator's role is not 

used as a moral lesson for the reader but is dramatized for 

narrative purposes. The dramatic confrontation between the 

spectator and the narrator provides the narrative climax of the 

story. 

For every theme in the novels there is a parallel elsewhere in 

Wiesel's non-fiction. A study of his essays would reveal a 

repetitiveness and a sense of urgency in his role as survivor-

witness which, at his own insistence, appears to be more crucial 

than his authorial role. It is precisely because his narrative 

accounts, stories and essays retell the same story in different 

forms that the critic is inexorably drawn to them for elucidation in 

an attempt to "fill in the gaps" of his fictional world. But these 

literary modes are not in the tradition of the novel. Henry James's 

definition of the novel is particularly apt as it highlights diverse 

aspects of the novelist's art: 

The novel . reports of an infinite diversity of 
matters, gathers together and gives out again a hundred 
sorts, and finds its order and its structure, its unity 
and its beauty in the alteration of parts and the 
adjustment of differences. ("The New Novel" 385) 

In studying the form of the novel, one cannot abstract or isolate a 

particular feature for independent consideration; each element has 

its relative significance in its relation to the novel's whole 

configuration of di verse elements. Although one must be concerned 

with plot, character, setting and theme, they must be seen in 
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relation to the totality of the work. In addition, one must take 

cogniscance of the narrative process, the way in which aspects of 

the narration interact with one another and are interdependent on 

each other to create a structural unity. 

Many of the recent studies of Wiesel's fiction are thematic 

analyses, which generally include plot, character and setting. 

While these elements are important as a background and framework for 

his novels, they do not take into account the narrative presentation 

of these themes. In his novels Wiesel not only ex~lores themes in 

their various manifestations, but he tries out fictional techniques, 

discards them and adopts new ones, and then finally and deliberately 

leaves his fiction open-ended. The novels cannot be systematically 

organised to represent experience because the causes that shape and 

determine the sequence of events cannot all be known. In that he 

explores a reality that must finally remain unknown, there is a 

similarity between his narrative art and Herman Melville's 

multiplicity of perspectives in Moby Dick. Melville believed that 

human life was part of the inscrutable mysteriousness of God, and 

that the inscrutable cannot be represented directly. As Richard 

Brodhead remarks in Hawthorne, Melville and the Novel: "As an artist 

Melville is thus engaged in the paradoxical task of seeking to make 

sense of something that he insists from the outset defies 

comprehension" (129). 

It is my assumption that a literary appreciation of Wiesel's 

fiction should be concerned with the multiple levels of meaning 

evoked by the various fictional modes of presentation he employs. 

Critics should not try to eliminate the contradictions and 

incongruities which are at the core of his writing, nor should they 



33 

ignore the narrative paradoxes that deliberately suggest something 

that finally cannot be known. It is not a question of "filling in 

the gaps," but rather an imperative to become aware of the gaps, the 

pauses, the lapses of voice, the absence and eclipse of speech and 

the omission of words. These must be recognized as some of the 

narrative devices of silence . In the same way, madness, laughter, 

prayer and song are not only thematic considerations, but constitute 

alternative narrative strategies to speech, the telling of the story 

that cannot finally be told. While I feel that the narrative 

process in Wiesel's fiction is complex and can pretend to no final 

validity, a reflection on the paradox of the mute narrator can offer 

a further dimension to his testimony. 



CHAPTER 2 

SCENIC SILENCE IN NIGHT, DAWN AND THE ACCIDENT 

The emergence of Wiesel's narrative strategies in his fiction is 

containen in his first three books, Night, Dawn ann The Accinent. In 

these works the seens are sown for his paranoxical presentation of 

the nevice of the mute narrator, which becomes integral to the 

narrative process of his subsequent fiction. While there are many 

continuities in the thematic content of the trilogy, ann while the 

narration of each is first-person, there are nifferences in the form 

of each work. However, the bounnary between autobiography, memoir 

ann fiction are almost innistinguishable. Although the novels 

following the trilogy are far more complex ann skilful, allowing for 

a niversity of narrative viewpoints ann multiple levels of 

interpretation, nevertheless the first three books are the 

founnation upon which Wiesel built his fictional universe. 

I will examine the works in the trilogy against the backnrop of 
, 

"scenic silence," a term coinen by Annre Neher, to show how the 

characters ann narrative voices in his early fiction are transformen 

into narrators ann listeners in the succeening novels. As silence 

is central to Wiesel 's response to the Holocaust, ann netermines the 

various ways in which his narratives are presenten, Neher, a leaning 

thinker ann writer in contemporary Junaism, having examinen "the 

lannscape of silence" in the Bible, has further nevelopen the inea 
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in relation to the silence of Auschwitz. In his book 

The Exile of the Word, he calls Wiesel a "diviner of silence," in 

that Wiesel has detected and tracked down "the least vibration of 

sil ence" in the real i ty of Auschwi tz. Neher maintains that Wiesel 

has not only learned from his literary masters of silence - Kafka, 

Joyce and Saint Exupery - but differs with, and surpasses them: 

Ploughed, sown, and reaped within the Kingdom of Silence, 
the work of El i "e Wiesel is permeated with si 1 ence, as a 
fruit is imbued with the soil which nurtured it. It is 
certainly a theme, and even the word, which appears most 
often in the text (nearly a thousand times), and a computer 
would doubtless inform us that no literary creation of the 
twentieth century evokes silence with such variety, 
intensity, and diversity as that of Elie Wiesel. (210) 

It is Neher's view that in the works of Wiesel, silence has three 

principle functions. The first is phenomenological, where the 

silence serves as a kind of counterpoint to the thought it 

clarifies, explains, criticizes and challenges. The second 

function, he calls "scenic silence," which serves as a backdrop to 

the action, "whether dramatic, or lyrical, real istic or mystical, 

anecdotal or simply imaginary"(211}. Theological silence is the 

third function he examines in Wiesel's work, since he maintains that 

by bringing the silence of God into the general domain of silence, 

it has the effect of reversing all religiously established values: 

"Now it is no longer only the words of men which are submitted to 

the test of truth, but the word of God"(211}. 

Neher's proposition encompasses many facets of silence in 

Wiesel's work, although, Sidra Ezrahi, in her critical study By 

Words Alone, maintains that Neher's approach in paying such homage 

to silence "is perilous insofar as it assigns meaning to the 



36 

inarticulate and consequence to the unexpressed"(9B). Yet the 

inarticulate voices and the unexpressed experiences of Wiesel's 

narrators are by far the most powerful evocation of the testimonial 

imperative in Wiesel's fiction. However, the function of silence, 

what it does, needs further exploration to show how Wiesel uses 

silence as a narrative device. Not only do "the mute heroes," 

representing the six million dead, inhabit Wiesel's fictional world 

"with a prodigality hitherto unprecedented in literature"(212), but 

the mute narrators and the mute listeners, who bear testimony for 

the silent dead, must be accounted for in the narrative process of 

telling their tale. While the roles of narrator and listener are 

not developed to a significant degree in the trilogy, it is 

nevertheless possible to show how scenic silence is absorbed into 

the texts of these early works and used as a narrative technique to 

give credence to the narration. 

After a decade of silence as a survivor of Auschwitz, Wiesel 

wrote his first book in Yiddish. Directly translated its title 

would be And the World was Silent. Two years later, he rewrote it 

in French, condensing the volume of over 300 pages into a third of 

its original length. It was published as La Nuit in France , and in 

1960 appeared in the English version, Night. The shift from Yiddish 

to French was significant in terms of the way in which he wanted to 

present his testimony, and having written his first book, the others 

followed in quick succession. In French, his adopted language, 

Wiesel was able to use words and images which for him were not 

weighed down with values from a lost past. In both the prose and 

dialogues of the book, the sparse, tightly controlled use of 
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language leave sufficient gaps in the narration for the worns, which 

are not written or spoken, to carry the impact of the silence of 

Auschwitz. 

The critical commentary surrounning Night, particularly that of 

Wiesel in his essays ann other writings, inflicts a moral nil emma on 

the commentator, as literary criticism is consinered a disservice, 

even an act of betrayal to the content of the work. McAfee Brown, 

in Elie Wiesel: Messenger to All Humanity, expresses an opinion 

sharen by many critics: "Of all Wiesel's works, Night is the one 

that most cries out not to be touch en , interpreted, 

synthesizen"(51). In tracing "The Journey into Night," in 

Elie Wiesel, Ten Estess maintains that one is reluctant to apply the 

usual conventions of literary analysis to the book since it wouln 

bl unt the impact of its testimony: "Against the horror of the story, 

literary consinerations seem somehow beside the point. Ann in a 

real sense they are, for Wiesel's principal concern is not 

1 i terary" (17). ,Viesel, himsel f has decl aren that every word in the 

book is true, insisting that the story must be read in the light of 

this statement. He recently sain in an interview with Ellen Fine in 

Centerpoint: "If I han to write it tonay, it would be the same. I 

wouln use the same words and speak the same way(22)". He has 

repeatenly asserted that Night is the founnation of his work; all 

the rest is commentary. - In agreement wi th other cri ti cs in 

Responses to Elie Wiesel, Irving Halperin believes that Wiesel is 

an important writer, not by the rules of contemporary fiction, but 

because his books "exc.Lte us to intense reflection" ann suggest 

"some of the most crucial, if unanswerable questions pertinent to 

the Holocaust"(49). 
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While in Night Wiesel poses questions about the Holocaust, 

which are indeed crucial and unanswerable, the questions still arise 

as to why Night defies interpretation except on a moral and 

theological level. Why does the book evoke such horror and "excite 

us to intense reflection?" It is not only the subject matter: there 

have been countless documents, memoirs, diaries and fictional works 

that have given more graphic and horrifying accounts of the 

Holocaust Kingdom, yet they have not had the same influence, nor 

aroused the "reader's agony" and moral anger to the same degree. 

Wiesel is not the only survivor to have written the story, but he is 

the only survivor to have written it in the way he has. The 

authorial choice was his: the words he chose, the form he created, 

the modes of narration he explored, the narrative techniques he used 

to structure the work, attest to a literary art. The subject matter 

of Night is an intimidating challenge to the critic, but the 

approach which consciously avoids a confrontation with the 

literature born of the "monstrous evil" that was Auschwitz, denies 

the literary value of works in the literature of testimony. 

Although Night is strongly autobiographical, Wiesel uses 

various novelistic devices that combine the immediacy of 

autobiographical narration with the perspective and distance of a 

first-person novel. At no time does he fictionalize the experience, 

nor is the reader left in doubt that the represented world of the 

Kingdom of Night is real. As Barbara Foley notes, the hallucinatory 

atmosphere "of the full grotesqueness of life and death in 

Auschwitz" created through the narrative process, "invests his 

memoir with some of the symbolic dimensions of a full-fledged 
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fiction"(341). 

The book begins with a description of Moche the Beadle, a 

character who reappears in almost all Wiesel's fiction. In 

subsequent novels, he is often presented as a beadle in a synagogue, 

arriving in the narrator's home town from nowhere and disappearing 

to an unknown destination. He is usually portrayed as a madman and 

a messenger, bearing a message from the dead to the living. His 

role is also that of a teacher who transmits his knowledge and 

wisdom of the traditional past, opening the gates of Jewish 

mysticism to his disciple and listener, the narrator of the tale. 

His presence in the story is significant, not only in relation to 

the narrator's past, but in terms of the narrative process. Moch~ 

the Beadle, in all his fictional guises, is always a storyteller. 

In Night, Moche's appearance is a prelude to the memoir and 

provides it with a strange, unreal prefiguration of events that 

follow his disappearance after his prophetic message to the 

community of the impending massacre of the Jews. As in most of 

Wiesel's subsequent fiction, the portrait of Hoche is sketched with 

no definitive lines and is left incomplete: 

They called him Moche the Beadle, as though he had never 
had a surname in his life. He was a man of all work at a 
Hasidic synagogue. Nobody ever felt encumbered by 
his presence. He was a past master in the art of making 
himself insignificant, of seeming invisible. (12) 

As with Moishe the Madman in The Town Beyond the Wall, Moche the 

Beadle speaks little, preferring to sing. In their dialogues with 

the narrators, Michael and Eliezer, it is apparent that the madness 

of both men stems from the absurdity of the world in which they 

live, and of which they cannot speak. Moche the Beadle becomes mad 



40 

after his miraculous escape from the Gestapo, who took him for dead, 

when the foreign Jews, having dug their own graves, were shot in a 

forest. He returns to the shtetl to tell the story to the community 

and warn them of their impending fate. Through long days and nights 

he goes from house to house telling the story of Malka, "the young 

girl who had taken three days to die," and of Tobias the tailor, 

"who had begged to be killed before his sons"(16). " Moche no longer 

sings or speaks of God and the Kabbalah; he only tells stories of 

what he has seen. But the community, taking him for a madman, 

"refused not only to believe his stories, but even to listen to 

them" (16) . In Night Wiesel does not give Moch~ a narrative voice 

except in his brief dialogues with Eliezer. Moche's stories are 

told indirectly by the narrator, and only in his later fiction does 

Wiesel present him as a storyteller. Furthermore, there is no 

listener in the memoir; even Eliezer does not believe Moche's 

stories. 

Wiesel further develops the role of Moshe the Beadle in The 

Gates of the Forest. Gavriel, believing that Moshe is the Messiah 

who could change the world, only acknowledges him as a friend when 

Moshe's tongue is cut out and he is no longer able to speak. Like 

Moche in Night, Moshe sings and weeps while he prays, but while 

" Eliezer believes that Moche will draw him into eternity, Gavriel is 

blinded by his presence and haunted by his absence in the world in 

which he lives. While the configuration of the madman changes and 

evolves in the novels following Night, his role is that of a 

messenger to bear witness for the dead . In The Oath, however, 

Wiesel reverses this role, and Moshe the madman, who is the pivotal 
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narrator of the tale, denounces the right of the survivor to 

testify. It is perhaps ironical that the introduction of the 
, 

character Moche the Beadle in the opening paragraph of Night not 

only initiates Wiesel's fictional universe, but as a first version 

of Moshe in The Oath, he comes full circle, finally accepting the 

futility of bearing testimony. Just as Moche in Night remains 

silent, having grown weary of speaking without being heard or 

understood, so Moshe the madman in The Oath is the advocate of 

silence as testimony. 

The first-person narrator Eliezer, the youth Wiesel remembers 

himself to be, writes of his adolescent experience at Auschwitz from 

the mature judgement of a survivor. The narrator is distanced from 

the author, not only in name, but in time and place. The shift in 

the temporal and spatial orientation of the memoir is achieved by 

the way in which Wiesel marks the passage of time. In Chapter 1, 

which briefly spans the period from the end of 1941 until the Spring 

of 1944, when the Jews are deported from Sighet, time is measured in 

years. After the deportation of the foreign Jews from the town, 

time passes in months, weeks and days. Only when the Jews are 

forced into the convoy of cattle wagons, is time measured in nights. 

Thereafter the word "night" is evoked with a repetitiveness that 

comes to symbolize a world filled with flames and death: 

Never shall I forget that night, the first night in the 
camp, which has turned my life into one long night, seven 
times cursed and seven times sealed. Never shall I forget 
that smoke. Never shall I forget the little faces of the 
children, whose bodies I saw turned into wreaths of smoke 
beneath a silent blue sky. 

Never shall I forget those flames which consumed my 
faith forever. (44) 
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The word "silence" recurs with the same frequency in the text 

as the word "night," and the two words, and their various 

associations, become almost synonymous. The Kingdom of Night is 

silence, and the silence of Auschwitz is night. This equation is 

not only one of the themes in the book but forms part of the 

narrative process. The written word leaves space for the unspoken 

word, and it is left for the reader to decipher the implications in 

the gaps, the pauses, the fragmented phrases and sentences, and the 

disjointed images. The scenic silence is apparent in the 

description of the narrator's landscape as the community prepares to 

leave Sighet. The scene is crowded with objects but devoid of life 

and people: 

The street was like a marketplace that had suddenly been 
abandoned. Everything could be found there : suitcases, 
portfolios, briefcases, knives, plates, banknotes , papers, 
faded portraits. 

Everywhere rooms lay open. Doors and windows gaped onto 
the emptiness. Everything was free for anyone, belonging 
to nobody. It was simply a matter of helping oneself . An 
open tomb. 

A hot summer sun. (27) 

The phrases "an open tomb" and "a hot summer sun" are substitutes 

for complete sentences, and are used as full descriptive statements. 

Silence precedes and follows them. 

In direct contrast to the silence of the empty town, the scene 

of the march from Buna to Buchenwald is filled with the icy silence 

of death. The landscape is filled by men "crushed, trampled 

underfoot, dying"(lOl), to whom no one pays attention: 

We were outside. The icy wind stung my face. I bit my 
lips continually to prevent them from freezing. Around me 
everything was dancing a dance of death. It made my head 
reel. I was walking in a cemetry, among stiffened corpses, 
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nistress, not a groan, nothing 
No one asken anyone else for 

han to nie. There was no fuss. 

Having witnessen so many deaths at Auschwitz ann Buna, the 

narrator's perception of neath is ranically alteren on the journey 

to Buchenwaln. Corpses ann silence pervane his environment; even 

natural phenomena nance "a dance of neath." The reaner becomes 

aware of the horror of this scene, not only because men were nying 

on the march, but because of the inevitability ann finality of neath 

in a worln where there is "nothing but mass agony." The pauses 

between the sentences, ann the voin between the worns "nothing" ann 

"no .one," carry the silence. 

By its very nature night is silent, yet in the camp at Buna, 

Eliezer niscovers a unique night sounn. A fragment of Beethoven's 

violin concerto permeates the silence of the camp, purifying the 

night. Its echo is a reminner of silence that was once sacren: 

It was pitch nark. I couln hear only the violin, ann it 
was as though Juliek's soul were the bow. He was playing 
his life. The whole of his life was glining on the strings 
- his lost hopes, his charren past, his extinguishen 
future. He playen as he wouln never play again. (107) 

Juliek's aunience is comprisen of nean ann nying men. After his 

recital, he too nien: "Near him lay his violin, smashen, tramplen, a 

strange overwhelming little corpse"(108). The image of the violin, 

an instrument of sounn, being silencen forever, ann cast asine as 

another corpse, evokes the silence of sounnless neath in the camp. 

With this story, the narrator shifts the narrative focus from the 

immediacy of listening to the sounn of the violin in the camp, to 

the time of writing his memoir a decane later. He remarks that, "to 
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this day," whenever he hears the music of Beethoven, he remembers 

the sad face of his Polish friend, "as he said farewell on his 

violin to an audience of dying men"(I07). 

After his father dies in Buchenwald, Eliezer says: "I have 

nothing to say of my life during this period"(125). The last few 

pages of the memoir, dealing with the liberation of the inmates, are 

narrated as short factual statements in a journal report. The 

liberation is described in terms of appeasing their hunger. The 

survi vors thought of: "Nothing but bread" (127). Again, a phrase:! 

must suffice as the only explanation the narrator is prepared to 

offer the reader. The enormity of Eliezer's unexpressed experience 

is implied in the last two sentences of the book, when he looks at 

himself in a mirror: 

From the depths of the mirror, a corpse gazed back at me. 
The look in his eyes, as they stared into mine, has 

never left me. (127) 

Dawn is considered by many critics to be a continuation of 

Night, particularly because of the development of themes suggested 

by the French titles of the trilogy: La Nuit, L'Aube and Le Jour. 

Elisha, the narrator of Dawn, is thought to be an older version of 

Eliezer, being a survivor of Auschwitz and continually haunted by 

the silent dead. While Wiesel has based the story on biographical 

and historical facts, and the narrative techniques are similar to 

those used in Night, Dawn should be assessed as a work of 

apprenticeship. It is not only Wiesel's first fully fictional work, 

but it is his only novel in which the dramatic action dominates the 

narrative process. 
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In spite of its taut prose, unembellished dialogue and gripping 

story, Wiesel's characteristic handling of the role of the narrator 

is not yet developed in Dawn, nor is the relationship between 

author, narrator and reader established. Yet, according to the view 

held by Frederick Garber in his article on "The Art of Elie Wiesel," 

it is precisely because Wiesel shifts "the order of commentary from 

the narrator's relation to the reader into the hero's relation to 

himself"(304), that he considers Dawn to be the best of Wiesel's 

art. However, in the context of Wiesel's subsequent fiction, where 

the narrative strategies are dependent on the interrelation of 

narrator and listener, or narrator and reader, the simplicity of the 

mode of narration in Dawn marks only the beginning of Wiesel's 

exploration of fictional techniques. Whereas the narrator in Dawn 

is preoccupied with the moral predicament of the reversal of his 

role from victim to executioner, the dilemma of the narrators in the 

novels following Dawn is to find ways of telling the tale, using 

silence as a narrative strategy. 

In the opening paragraphs of Dawn, the scenic silence is evoked 

as a prelude to the narrator's story: 

Somewhere a child began to cry. In the house across the 
wayan old woman closed the shutters. It was hot with the 
heat of an autumn evening in Palestine. 

Standing near the window I looked out at the transparent 
twilight whose descent made the city seem silent, 
motionless, unreal, and very far away. Tomorrow, I thought 
for the hundredth time, I shall kill a man, and I wondered 
if the crying child and the woman across the way knew. (7) 

Within the twelve-hour time span of the novel, stretching from 

twilight to dawn, the temporal and spatial orientation of the story 

shifts between the narrator's past to the immediacy of the present. 
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As day changes into night, the narrator recalls an early childhood 

incident in his home town, when a beggar had taught him how to 

nistinguish day from night: "Always look at a window, and failing 

that look into the eyes of a man. If you see a face, any face, then 

you can b~ sure that night has succeeded day. For believe me, night 

has a face"(9-10). The introduction of the beggar in Dawn is the 

beginning of Wiesel's presentation of the timeless figure who 

embodies Jewish tradition, and who is forever present in Hasidic 

l egend. He appears in various guises in all Wiesel's subsequent 

novels, culminating in A Beggar in Jerusalem, which opens with the 

vision of a beggar in the traditional disguise of the Messiah, and 

continues with the beggar as timeless storyteller and' messenger, who 

i s able to transmit his tales with both silence and words. As in 

A Beggar in Jerusalem, the beggar appears in Dawn as night falls, 

reminding the narrator that night is purer than day, being more 

intense and true: "The echo of words that h ave been spoken during 

the day takes on a new and deeper meaning"(9). Moreover, the 

physical description of the beggar hardly changes throughout 

Wiesel's fiction. As portrayed in Dawn, he is "a gaunt, shadowy 

fellow, dressed in shabby black clothes, with a look in his eyes 

t h at was not of this world"(8). 

The story itself, which begins in Chapter 1, several pages 

after the novel opens, is narrated in the style of journalistic 

reportage. The narrator introduces himself and his story in an 

abrupt, terse manner: 

Elisha is my name. At the time of this story I was 
eighteen years old. Gad had recruited me for the Movement 
and brought me to Palestine. He had made me into a 
terrorist. (17). 
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Thereafter, the first person narration of the story gradually builds 

up to the dramatic action and narrative climax of the novel. 

Elisha, a survivor of Buchenwald, lives in Paris after the war, 

studying philosophy at the Sorbonne. One day he is confronted by "a 

1 
messenger," called Gad, who persuades him to join the Jewish 

resistance movement in Palestine. Elisha accepts and meets Gad 

three weeks later in Jerusalem where he is told he must kill a man. 

He has been selected to play the role of executioner to John Dawson, 

a British army officer who is being held hostage for the threatened 

execution of David ben Moshe, a resistance fighter. Much of the 

narration is taken up with the facts of the British occupation in 

Palestine, the background of the resistance movement and the 

summaries of news broadcasts made by llana, the announcer of The 

voice of Freedom. The immediacy of the narration is achieved 

through the fragments of conversations among various members of the 

resistance group, as well as through the presentation of brief 

episodes of terrorist and British activities in the midst of the 

Israeli Liberation War of 1948. 

The dramatic suspense of the novel revolves around the 

unequivocally stated moral dilemma of the protaganist who is trapped 

into the untenable position of having to kill a man whom he cannot 

hate. He realizes that the act of killing is so absolute that it 

involves not only the killer, but "those who have formed him"(58). 

He feels compelled to share the responsibility for the murder he is 

about to commit with the ghosts of his past. He summons them into 

the room at midnight. Among the people who had been part of his 

childhood is the beggar who "stood head and shoulders above them 
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all"(57). He appeals to the ghosts not to junge him as a murnerer. 

In vain, he annresses his father, mother, the Rabbi, ann other 

unnamen visitors, but they remain silent. Only the beggar speaks to 

him, telling him that the young boy who resembles Elisha as a chiln 

will answer all his questions. As the representative of Elisha's 

chilnhoon ann of the people inhabiting his past, the boy assures 

Elisha they are not junging him: 

Why are we silent? Because silence is not only our 
nwelling-place but our very being as well. We are silence. 
Ann your silence is us. You carry us with you. 
Occasionally you may see us, but most of the time we are 
invisible to you. When you see us you imagine that we are 
sitting in jungement upon you. You are wrong. Your 
silence is your junge. (73) 

The na.crative voice embonying El~sr,a' s lost chilnhoon expresses 

the essence of the silence which pervanes his existence as a 

survivor. The .use of the present tense accentuates his immeniate 

prenicament which can only be resolven by confronting the silent 

ghosts of his past. When Elisha sunnenly feels the beggar's arm 

brushing against his, he comes to the realization that the beggar is 

not "the Angel of Death but the prophet Elijah"(74). As the beggar 

looks into Elisha's eyes with an expression that "raniaten 

kinnness," Elisha feels his own inentity returning ann necines to 

meet John Dawson. The reason he gives Gan for wanting to confront 

his victim is that it is "cowarnly to kill a complete stranger" (77). 

When he finally intronuces himself to John Dawson, he tells him that 

his name is Elisha, the name of a prophet, who is a nisciple of 

Elijah. 

The confrontation with the nean, "the mute heroes" who haunt 
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his imagination in Chapter 4 of the novel , is a narrative device 

that recurs in all Wiesel's later fiction. In Dawn it provides an 

added dimension to the fir s t-person narrator's account of the events 

leading tv his arrival in Palestine, and particularly to the dusk to 

dawn vigil before the execution. When he does finally pull the 

trigger, he comes to the realization that he has not only killed 

John Dawson, but: "I've kil led El isha." The ghosts disappear from 

the room and his comrades who had selected him to play the role of 

executioner are silent. However , their silence "was different from 

the silence which all night long had weighed upon mine"(96). Elisha 

returns to the window , and hearing the sound of the child crying, as 

"the night lifted," he sees that: "The tattered fragment of darkness 

had a face. Looking at it , I understood the reason for my fear. 

The face was my own"(96). Paradoxically, Dawn ends with darkness, 

and not the light of a new day , as the title suggests. 

The Accident, the last volume in the trilogy, is usually linked 

thematically and developmentally with the first two works. It is 

interesting that the novel's English title, does not attempt to be a 

translation of its French title, Le Jour, possibly because the 

author's or publisher's decision was not entirely based on thematic 

considerations. The book , narrated in the first-person, is based on 

an autobiographical incident when the author, then a United Nations 

correspondent in New York, met with an accident which left him 

seriously injured and incap~citated for almost a year. His travel 

documents as a stateless person could not be renewed which resu l ted 

in his becoming an American citizen. Although the background of the 

story is based on fact, the work is a novel , and prefigures Wiesel's 

fictional oeuvre. While the seeds are sown for his explorati on of 
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narrative techniques in Dawn , the roles of the narrator an~ 

l istener , which become an essential feature of Wiesel's later 

novels, are manifeste~ for the f i rst time in the narrative structure 

of The Acci~ent. 

The first-person narrator , who remains unname~, is not 

presente~ to the rea~er as the author but as a fictional narrator 

who is experiencing the events of the story. As the book opens the 

imme~iacy of presentation helps to establish the rea~er's 

identification with the narrator: 

The acci~ent occurre~ on an evening in July, right in the 
heart of New York , as Kathleen an~ I were crossing the 
street to go to see the movie The Brothers Karamazov. 
(ll ) 

The narrator then authenticates the exact location of the acci~ent, 

stating that it happene~: "on the corner of Forty-fifth Street, 

right in front of the Sheraton-Astor" (12). In a similar way, he 

evokes the passage of time imme~iately before an~ after the 

acci~ent. On a Sun~ay, after composing a five-hun~re~ wor~ cable 

for the Unite~ Nations "to say nothing , " he takes Kathleen to a 

restaurant in the evening. While waiting at the e~ge of the 

si~ewalk for "the re~ light to turn green , " the narrator notes that 

the time shown on the clock in the TWA win~ow is 10 .25. The precise 

~etails corroborating the time an~ place of the acci~ent are 

juxtapose~ with the narrator's vague, unspoken thoughts of suici~e 

as he waits for the acci~ent to happen. He imagines himself on a 

roa~ where he can think of himself without anguish or contempt, 

" where the ~ea~ live in cemetries an~ not in the hearts an~ memories 

of men " (1 6 ). However, his intention of suici~e is never overtly 



51 

expressen. During surgery to save his life, the noctor suspects 

that his patient han abannonen him ann "was on the sine of the 

enemy"(73). But the noctor is never toln the circumstances of the 

accinent, ann similarly the reaner is left in noubt until the last 

chapter of the book. 

Having establishen the temporal ann spatial framework of the 

story, the narrator then suspenns time ann space, superimposing the 

events of the past on the present. While lying in the hospital 

warn , physically confinen in a plaster cast, worns that are spoken 

by Kathleen ann the noctor awaken memories of his past life which 

floon into his consciousness . For this narrator, there is no 

present without the past: his survival after the accinent is a 

reminner to him of those who nin not survive Auschwitz . The noctor 

saves a life that the narrator himself noes not respect, ann 

Kathleen's love is a love he cannot share except in empty worns or 

neens. His physical suffering, the sensations of extreme coln 

followen by a burning fever, are manifestations of past experiences 

invaning his present existence. The shifts of time ann place ann 

the change of narrative pace are almost imperceptible as the past 

merges with the present. 

The scenic silence in the novel can be tracen from the time of 

the accinent to the granual enactment of silence in the role of the 

silent listener. The narrator, regaining consciousness for a 

fraction of a seconn after the accinent, recalls a poem by Dylan 

Thomas about not going gently into the night, but to "rage, rage 

against the nying of the light"(19). However, he cannot utter a 

sounn: 
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Scream? Deaf-mutes don't scream. They go gently into the 
night, lightly, timidly. They don't scream against the 
dying light. They can't: their mouths are full of blood. 

It's useless to scream when your mouth is filled with 
blood: people see the blood but cannot hear you scream. 
That's why I was silent. And also because I was dreaming 
of a summer night when my body was frozen. The heat was 
sickeninq, the faces bent over me streaming with sweat -
sweat falling in rhythmical drops - and yet I was dreaming 
that I was so cold I was dying. How can one cry out 
against a dream? How can one scream against the dying of 
the light, against life that grows cold, against blood 
flowing out? (19) 

The silent scream and the feelings of cold, heat and death recur 

throughout the book. The narrator's physical pain and discomfort is 

increased by the simultaneous recollection of past suffering. 

Silence accompanies the narrator on his first meeting with 

Kathleen, five years previously, as they walk along the banks of the 

Seine. He asks her not to speak to him as he is still thinking 

about death: "It is only in silence, leaning over a river in winter, 

that one can really think about death"(34). He recalls the question 

he once asked his grandmother: "How should one keep from being cold 

in a grave in winter?" His grandmother, being a pious and simple 

woman, who saw God everywhere, "even in evil, even in punishment, 

even in injustice," replied: "He who doesn't forget God isn't cold 

in his grave"(34). Later, when Kathleen asks him to talk of 

himself, he decides to tell her the story of his grandmother. But, 

he realizes it would have to be expressed in words and, "Grandmother 

could only be expressed in prayers"(45) . The narrator is aware that 

if he reveals his past to Kathleen, who is afraid of silence, she 

will hate him in the same way as the stranger, a man whom he had met 

on a voyage to South America, had done. 

The encounter with the stranger in The Accident is one o f 



53 

Wiesel's most significant ann expansive statements in his fiction of 

the role of the listener in narration. By telling his tale to the 

nameless ann faceless stranger on the ship, the narrator no longer 

feels the neen to throw himself into the sea. He talks to the 

stranger about neath, his mystic nreams, religious passions, 

memories of concentration camps ann his belief that he is a 

messenger of the nean among the living: 

I talken for hours. He listenen, leaning heavily on the 
railing, without interrupting me, without moving, without 
taking his eyes off a shan ow that followen the ship. From 
time to time he wouln light a cigarette ann, even when I 
stoppen in the minnle of a thought or a sentence, he sain 
nothing. 

sometimes I left a sentence unfinishen, jumpen from one 
episone to another, or nescriben a character in a worn 
without mentioning the event with which he was connecten. 
The stranger ninn't ask for explanations. At times I spoke 
very softly, so softly that it was impossible that he hearn 
a worn of what I was saying; but he remainen motionless ann 
silent. He seemen not to nare exist outsine of silence. 
( 50 ) 

When the stranger finally speaks, he says: "I think I'm going to 

hate you." The narrator's reaction is one of gratitune: "Few people 

woul n have han the courage to accompany me 1 ucinl y to the enn" (50) . 

The role of the listener in this encounter is of one who can listen 

in absolute silence, hearing worns that are not spoken, ann responn 

not with speech but with emotion. In this instance, hatren is the 

manifestation of listening with unnerstanning. This passage, 

moreover, is a key to the way Wiesel's narrators tell their tales: 

with sentences left unfinishen, nisjointen images ann single worns 

us en to evoke characters or events. 

Later in the novel, the narrator's role is interchangen with 

the listener's as he remembers an episone in Paris after the war. 
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The memory is evoken by a question Kathleen asks four weeks after 

the accinent: "Who is Sarah?" While still in a coma, the narrator 

han repeatenly callen the name. He tells Kathleen that it was the 

name of his mother, but "she is nean." He never talks of his 

mother, thinking to himself: "I loven her but I han never toln 

her"(87). The story-within-a-story of another Sarah, "a girl with 

blue eyes ann golnen hair," is narraten in the past tense, yet the 

fragments of imaginary nialogue between the narrator ann his mother 

paranoxically situate the story in the present. 

The narrator han met a girl namen Sarah in Montparnasse where 

she inviten him to her room to make love. Not knowing how to refuse 

her, ann feeling awkwarn ann embarrassen, he followen her, without 

naring to look at her face. When he learnen that her name was 

Sarah, his mother's name, he asken to hear her story: 

There are times when I curse myself. I shoulnn't have 
listenen. I shouln have flen. To listen to a story unner 
such circumstances is to playa part in it, to take sines, 
to say yes or no, to move one way or the other. From then 
on there is a before ann an after. Ann even to forget 
becomes a cowarnly acceptance. (95) 

Sarah was twelve years oln when she was separaten from her parents 

in the concentration camp ann sent to a special barracks for the 

sexual gratification of the camp officers: "Her life han been sparen 

because there are German officers who like little girls her 

age"(97). She was claimen as a "special" birthnay present by "a 

clrunkeu pig," who "stank of obscenity"(98). The narrator who 

listens in silence to the story, feels like "screaming like an 

animal"(96). But he remains silent; his clenchen fingers like a 

vise arounn his throat: 
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Whoever listens to Sarah and doesn't change, whoever enters 
Sarah's world and doesn't invent new gods and new 
religions, deserves death and destruction. Sarah alone had 
the right to decide what is good and what is evil, the 
right to differentiate what is true from what usurps the 
appearance of truth. (96) 

In the narrative process, the reader's centre of orientation is not 

focussed on the story itself, or on Sarah, the teller of the tale. 

She only tells the story, the listener creates its meaning. Not 

only is the tale transformed through the act of listening, but the 

listener changes through having heard the tale. He calls Sarah a 

saint, and when she laughs at him, "this laugh which belongs to 

someone else, to a body without a soul, to a head without 

eyes"(lOl), he can no longer listen. He unlocks the door and runs 

from the house. But he can never forget listening in silence to her 

story and still curses himsel f and history, "which has made us what 

we are: a source of malediction"(96). 

The threads of the fragmented stories of the narrator's past, 

his dialogues with the dead, as well as the immediate conversations 

in his hospital room, are woven together in the last chapter of the 

novel. The reader is told that three people come to see him each 

day: the doctor in the morning, Kathleen in the evening and Gyula in 

the after:ICon: "He alone had guessed. Gyula was my friend"(l16). 

The sudden introduction of this character at the end of the novel, 

for the purpose of finding a narrative resolution, is an unusual 

device in Wiesel's fiction. Moreover, the description of Gyula, who 

is a painter of Hungarian origin and an "excellent storyteller," is 

unlike Wiesel's enigmatic narrators in his other novels: "Tall, 

robust, gray and rebellious hair, mocking and burning eyes; he 
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pushed aside everything around him: altars, ideas, mountains"(116) . 

At their first meeting, Gyula provokes the narrator by accusing him 

of dying: "Aren't you ashamed to be dying?" Gyula then orders him 

not die before he completes the portrait he intends to paint of him: 

"Afterwards, I don't give a darn! But not before! 

Understood?"(llS). 

The narrator takes pride in their friendship, and "the tough 

laws" they impose on it as a protection against the "successes and 

the certainties of the weak": 

True exchanges take place where simple words are called 
for, where we set out to state the problem of the 
immortality of the soul in shockingly banal sentences. 
(llS) 

The narrator makes several attempts to tell Gyula the story of the 

accident, but Gyula refuses to listen: "I have no use for your 

stories!" In his work, Gyula has "found answers to all questions 

and questions for all answers"(119). He recounts innumerable tales 

of his adventures and hallucinatory experiences. One day, appearing 

unusually preoccupied with his work, he asks the narrator to listen, 

without interruption, to the story of his "unsuccessful drowning." 

He explains that as he lay on the sand "under the burning, purple 

sun" after he is rescued, he feels sad and "disappointed at having 

come back"(121). Only later did the "unsuccessful drowning" make 

him sing and dance. He is silent for a long while after he tells 

the story. Gyula's silence is an alternative means of showing the 

narrator that he does not need to hear the story of his accident to 

know the truth. 

On his last visit to the hospital, Gyula, standing like "a 
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victorious general" at the foot of the narrator's bed, announces 

that he has finished the portrait: "And now," he says, "you can 

die(123)". After placing it on a chair, he steps aside: 

My whole past was there, facing me . It was a painting in 
which black, interspersed with a few red spots, dominated. 
The sky was a thick black. The sun, a dark grey. My eyes 
were a beating red, like Soutine's. They belonged to a man 
who had seen God commit the most unforgivable crime: to 
kill without a reason. (123) 

The artist had discovered the narrator ' s past and his death wish 

without being told of it in words. The portrait Gyula had painted 

of him on canvas expresses the dark silence of the Kingdom of Night 

with its dense black sky and grey sun. The comparison of his eyes 

to Chaim Soutine, the expressionist painter, conveys the tormented 

suffering of the narrator who, like Soutine, was bent on self-

destruction. Soutine, in his paintings, had demonstrated the 

proximity of extreme ugliness and beauty, and as Arnason points out 

in A History of Modern Art, "death and dissolution can involve 

resurrection(284)". Gyula's portrait too, depicts death and 

dissolution which can lead to renewal. He has told the story with 

brush and paint on canvas, showing the futility of language to tell 

the tale. The viewer, like the listener, must look and listen fil 

silence: "You don't know how to speak; you are yourself only when 

you are silent"(123). Admonishing him again not to talk, Gyula and 

the narrator engage in a silent dialogue, in which Gyula is on the 

side of the living and the narrator defends his right to live with 

the memory of the dead . The debate is not resolved but in a final 

gesture to convince the narrator that man's duty is to make 

suffering "cease, not to increase it"(124), Gyula puts a match to 
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the canvas and waits for it to be reduced to ashes. In the 

evocative last line of the book, it is left for the reader to decide 

whether the burning of the canvas destroys the narrator's past or 

whether the flames of his past will rise up again from the ashes: 

"He had forgotten to take along the ashes"(127). 

The portrait of the narrator is in many ways the culmination of 

the trilogy and a new beginning for Wiesel's fictional universe. In 

the narrative process of The Accident, Wiesel establishes a variety 

of narrative strategies for the narrator and l istener to tell the 

tale using silence as an alternative to speech. The first-person 

narrator is peripherally situated in the succeeding novels, thereby 

permitting other narrators in various fictional guises, including 

that of the mute narrator, to tell the tales which cannot be told by 

words alone. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE SILENCE THROUGH THE DIALOGUES IN THE TOWN BEYOND THE WALL 

The Town Beyond the Wall is Wiesel's fourth novel but the first 

fictional work in which the framework of the third-person narrative 

situation predominates. The departure from the convention of the 

fictional memoir in his trilogy to the form of the third-person 

novel allows Wiesel the freedom to explore various narrative 

strategies that in his subsequent fiction becomes intrinsic to his 

narrative art. The Olympian narrator, from his vantage point of 

omniscience, can assume various fictional guises and present varying 

points of view to expand the reader's awareness and perception 

during the narration of the story. In this novel it becomes 

apparent for the first time that Wiesel's literary techniques will 

determine the way in which his narrators are able to bear witness to 

a tale that defies being retold. It is only through creating 

varying levels of silence in the text that the meaning of Wiesel's 

message is revealed. 

In her introduction to Legacy of Night, Ellen Fine expresses a 

v iew held by most literary critics of Wiesel's fiction: 

His narrative structure is often fragmented: characterized 
by shifts of p~int of view, disjointed images, 
contradictory statements, and a blending of fact and 
fiction, of history and imagination. The effect produced 
is similar to the mode of the "Nouveau Roman" and, at the 
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same time, is in keeping with the tradition of the Jewish 
storyteller who weaves folktales, anecdotes, and parables 
into the fabric of his texts, transmitting messages that 
are highly ambiguous. (6) 

She maintains that this "peculiar combination of French stylistics 

and Jewish legends" has caused some critics to view Wiesel's wor~s 

as collections of short sketches rather than completely developed 

novels. While these comments on Wiesel's fictional writing can 

hardly be disputed since fragmentation of the narrative structure 

does characterize his novels, this aspect should nevertheless be 

explored as an essential feature within his writing rather than as 

an evaluati v e comment about his writing. Although the intention of 

Fine's study is not to establish whether Wiesel's works are great 

novels, she believes that "the thrust of his writing does not lie in 

his literary techniques"(7} because he has openly rejected the 

notion of art for art's sake. Her view is that Wiesel is "basically 

a storyteller with something to say," and her approach is centred 

around "the network of recurring and interlacing themes, leitmotifs 

and images"(2} appearing in Wiesel's novels. While acknowledging 

the validity and contribution of this thematic and developmental 

approach to Wiesel's fiction, it nevertheless does not confront the 

problems concerned with the way in which he writes, and· why there 

are "shifts of point of view, disjointed images, contradictory 

statements, and a blending of fact and fiction, of history and 

imagination." In spite of the creative tension produced by the 

literary conventions of the modern French novel and the Midrashic 

genre, "whereby the past is rendered continually present," Wiesel's 

fiction should be accorded the literary consideration given to 

novels which are regarded as more conventional. To dismiss his 
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literary techniques because of the uniqueness of his style and the 

importance of his message is to ignore the multiplicity of 

perspectives Wiesel conveys through the shifts of point of view of 

his narrators, which are at the core of his fictional universe. 

My approach to The Town Beyond the Wall will be focussed on the 

way in which Wiesel structures the novel, how meaning is created and 

communicated through particular artistic means, and how silence can 

be traced through the dialogues. In commenting on the norms and 

procedures of New Criticism of the novel, N. W. Visser maintains in 

his article, "An Aspectual Approach to the Novel," that by almost 

"fetishizing" the thematic and moral concerns of the novel, 

"emphasis on the achieved artistry of literary works" has been 

scanted: "The result is that the novel is reduced to some or other 

moral or philosophical position - a code to live by"(48). To deal 

with literary texts in this manner, he believes, is to risk 

"trivializing" both the novel and philosophy. But, although the 

thematic and moral concerns of Wiesel's novels are not in any way 

trivialized in Fine's Legacy of Night, nor can they be 

underestimated, particularly in the genre of the Literature of 

Testimony, they should be dealt with in the context of the literary 

work. The recurring motifs, the Hasidic and Midrashic 

reverberations and the moral message, should not simply be lifted 

out of the individual work and be discussed with reference to what 

he has said elsewhere in his writings. The themes in the novel 

should be assessed in relation to the point of view of the narrator 

in a particular temporal and spatial situation. An appraisal of the 

narrative organization of the work will reveal the interaction of 
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the narrator with his listener or reaner. It is also possible to 

show that through Wiesel's neliberate fragmentation ann constant 

shifts of point of view, the narrative paranox of the silent 

narrators becomes eviaent in the text itself. 

The Town Beyona the Wall is structurally aiviaea into four 

parts: "The First Prayer," "The Secona Prayer," "The Thira Prayer," 

ana "The Last Prayer," which correspona to the perioas of torture 

the protagonist Michael is forcea to enaure in prison. This form of 

torture, name a "The Prayers" by an "eruaite torturer," is nevisea to 

break the prisoner's resistance by keeping him on his feet without 

moving until he confesses his crime, goes maa or loses 

consciousness. The torture takes place in a cell callea "The 

Temple," referring no aoubt, to the place of worship where Jews pray 

stanning while facing a wall. The novel begins ana enas with 

Michael in prison where he is physically confinea in time ana space 

in one cell auring three eight-hour perioas of interrogation. Every 

eight hours the prisoner is escortea to the bathroom ana on his 

return finas a aifferent officer on auty. This clearly aemarcatea 

perioa of time corresponas paraaoxically to the Aristotelian concept 

of the unity of time, markea by the 24 hour cycle. However, the 

duration of his imprisonment during "The Last Prayer," in a cell 

occupiea by three other prisoners, is left open-enaea. 

Wiesel uses a situation of physical incarceration to free the 

imagination of his central narrator Michael from the confines of 

time ana space. Michael's thoughts are allowea to wanaer back ana 

forth to the near past ana the legenaary past without having them 

dwell in the present fictional reality. The narration of the actual 

experience of the interrogation ana torture is kept to a minimum, 



63 

and the reader is only reminded of it through the desultory 

conversation of the interrogator with his prisoner. The narrative 

itself takes place mainly outside the walls of the prison, which not 

only provides a means for the prisoner to endure his torture, but 

allows the authorial narrator to make excursions into Michael's past 

so that the past can be relived as though i t were present. In this 

way , Michael 's voice is imprisoned in neither time nor space. The 

temporal and spatial suspension created through this technique is 

largely responsible for the fragmentary structure of the novel . 

As in Wiesel 's other fictional works, the plot of The Town 

Beyond the Wall serves as a framework for the novel, and the reader 

is required to piece together the disjointed narrative sequences to 

discover the meaning of the story. The novel opens with a memory of 

Michael's past, narrated with the immediacy of the present: 

Outside, twilight swooped down on the city like a vandal 's 
hand: suddenly, without warning. No light anywhere. 
Every window blind. The streets almost empty. In the 
square near the Municipal Theater only Old Martha, the 
official town drunk, exuberates . She has the whole city to 
herself, and her performance unfolds in a kind of demonic 
ecstasy. {7} 

After recalling her joyous dance and her insulting curses, the 

narrator's vivid picture of Martha is disturbed by the guard's voice 

who asks, "What did you say?" As Michael opens his eyes, he 

replies, "Nothing. I didn't say anything"(7). This pattern of 

memory interrupted by interrogation occurs throughout the three 

"Prayers" of the book. The prison officer continually reminds 

Michael that whether it will take an hour or three days, it is 

inevitable that as the load in his legs become heavier, he will 
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start screaming anil shouting, "begging for the chance to make a long 

speech." With this form of torture, "it's the · 1 egs that turn 

talkative"(8). But Michael, in spite of his fear of physical pain, 

knows that he has to remain silent for three ilays to give his frienil 

Peilro the opportunity to escape. 

Michael, a survivor of the concentration camps, lives in Paris 

after the war in a state of alienation. He wanilers aimlessly 

through the streets, frequenting the worlil of vagabonils, while 

trying to unilerstanil the events of the past anil the meaning to his 

life. After a chance meeting with a frienil of his chililhooil who 

assists him to secure a position as a journalist on a Paris weekly, 

he is assigneil to cover a story in Tangiers. It is there that he 

meets Peilro, "one of those men who cannot be ilefineil in worils"(122), 

with whom he shares the stories of the past which become a link 

between them. He tells Peilro of his obsessive ilesire to return to 

Szerencsevaros in Hungary, the town of his birth anil chililhooil, to 

try to unilerstanil the catastrophe which befell him, his family anil 

the Jewish community. Peilro arranges for his return anil accompanies 

him to the outskirts of the town. They plan to meet after three 

ilays to make the journey from behinil the Iron Curtain back to 

Tangiei~. As Michael wanilers through the streets of the town 

inhabiteil by strangers, he suililenly becomes aware of the precise 

reason for his compulsion to return. At the place where the olil 

synagogue once stooil, he remembers a face in the winilow, who for 

seven ilays watcheil impassively as the Jews were rounileil up for 

ileportation. It is this spectator, "neither victim nor 

executioner," whom Michael wanteil to confront. This confrontation 

leails the spectator to change from his passive role of inilifferent 
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observer to informer. As a result Michael is arresten ann 

imprisonen. 

The narration of the story alternates between Michael's 

imprisonment ann his present ann past experiences in the town to 

which he returns. The constant references to his legs, which are 

heavy ann woonen throughout his torture, are conveyen not only 

through the officer's comments but filter through recollections of 

his youth. As he recalls his anolescent love for Milika, he feels 

"thousanns of mosquitoes jabbing small neenles"(42) into his legs. 

It was Milika who kept the secret of the neath of the oln man 

Varany, whose survival han become a legenn in the town. As Varany 

believen implicitly in the mortality of Gon ann the immortality of 

man, Milika complien with his wish to prolong the legenn of his 

immortality. While this memory triggers off the sensation of 

immobility in his legs, Michael's confinement is constantly 

contrasten with his remembrances of his post-Holocaust past, 

associaten with pacing ann walking: 

He thought better while he walken; his ineas seemen 
clearer, more nynamic. Later he became Penro's frienn for 
the simple reason that Penro knew how to walk; few people 
nino .Michael came to the conclusion that the legs are as 
useful, as innispensable to the awareness, as the eyes or 
the fingers. No one knows the earth who has not walken 
upon it. (74) 

The interaction between Michael ann Penro containen in their 

nialogues, in the italicizen sections of the novel, is the unifying 

threan in the narrative. Wiesel, in trying out various narrative 

strategies in this novel, uses the mone of nialogue for the first 

time as a connensen nevice of storytelling. This form of narration, 
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which he has subsequently used in A Jew Today and One Generation 

After, is not dependent on a temporal or spatial situation. 1 Each 

dialogue is concerned only with the interelationship of two people, 

which conveys an immediacy to the reader that negates the idea of 

the spatial separation between the speakers. The timelessness of 

the dialogues in Town Beyond the Wall, juxtaposed with the time­

bound conversations between prisoner and guard, provides the balance 

in the structural organization of the novel. The fragments of 

dialogue, which Wiesel particularly emphasizes in italics, not only 

weave the various strands of the story together but provide the 

alternative narrative view points of Michael and Pedro who become 

both the narrators and listeners of the tales. 

The pattern of the dialogues is uneven and erratic, appearing 

frequently in the first section, several times in the second and 

last part of the novel, and being absent in "The Third Prayer," when 

the prisoner finally succumbs to a state of unconsciousness. Here 

the narration of Michael and Pedro's meeting is from the point of 

view of the omniscient narrator. The length of the dialogues varies 

from two lines to four pages and their contents are either in the 

form of an interchange of ideas following the stories Michael or 

Pedro relate to each otner, or are independent exchanges between 

friends. In the first dialogue, Michael, whose Biblical name means 

"who is like God," asks Pedro to talk to him about God. Pedro's 

reply is in the form of an aphorism: "God, little brother, is the 

weakness of strong men and the strength of weak men." Simil arl y, 

his answer to Michael's question about man is: "Man is God's 

strength. Also his weakness"(13). The subsequent dialogues, 

however, are on a more personal level. Pedro shares Michael's 
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childhood memories and is able to speak of Moishe the Madman as 

though he had known him, "as if the madman were still alive, there, 

with us"(24). Pedro asks Michael why the madman wept while he sang 

and laughed when he was silent, and when Michael tells him that 

Moishe was heartbroken when he sang, Pedro remarks that he likes 

Moishe's laugh more than his songs. Because Pedro is able to speak 

of Michael's dead friends, hear their laughter, songs and silences, 

"he gave them immortality"(24). This shared experience conveyed 

through the dialogues allows the reader to participate in the 

stories, which become more meaningful because of the questions, 

comments and responses of narrator and listener. 

Many of Michael's stories about madness provide a link in the 

narrative chain of the novel. The epigraph of the book, "I have a 

plan - to go mad," from Dostoyevsky's The Brothers Karamazov, is a 

motif that is followed through from the beginning of the book until 

Michael's final confrontation with madness in prison. When he is on 

the verge of madness, each phase of his life is filtered through the 

dialogues, which provide the continuity of his separate stories. At 

the age of 13, Michael spends a year with Kalman, a teacher regarded 

as mad by the co_mmuni ty, "who renounces reason at the start in order 

to find it later, embellished and vigorous, at the heart of 

madness"(46). Kalman and his three disciples hold themselves 

outside time: "they were trying to follow Time to its ultimate 

source"(49). After a while, the other two students plunge into 

madness, but the Germans "saved" Michael, when "all life as it had 

been ceased"(52). Pedro questions Michael about the fate of Kalman 

and his pupils, and Michael's reply is: "They turned into wood. 
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When I saw them for the last time they were on the way to death. 

The madmen were the first to go"(S2). Pedro wonders whether this is 

the reason for Michael's wish to return to his town, "to see if 

Kalman left his madness behind, so that you can take it upon 

·yourself"(S3). But Michael assures him that it has nothing to do 

with his teacher and his madness. 

During another dialogue Michael tells Pedro he was on the verge 

of madness when his friend Yankel died. He had spent seven days and 

seven nights at his bedside trying to talk to him, but Yankel could 

not hear him. Until that time Michael was never able to forgive 

Yankel, who was called "the little prince" at the concentration camp 

at Auschwitz, for being present when Michael was unable to weep as 

his father lay dying. In spite of Yankel 's continual attempts to 

see Michael in Paris after the war, Michael refuses to speak to him 

except for one meeting, when he almost vindicates his behaviour to 

"the little prince," by acknowledging that "sometimes the fount of 

tears dries up; weeping is also a gift of heaven"(83). But he is 

unable to transform the memory he believes Yankel has of him. He 

never sees the boy again until a policeman summons him urgently to 

the hospital after Yankel's accident. It is then that he tries to 

justify -his own existence and weaves "a universe of hallucinations" 

blending the past with the future, measuring the destinies of all 

men with that of his dying friend. He tells Pedro that he might 

have reached "the kingdom of madness," where there would have been 

no further torment and anguish but he admits, "The choice of madness 

is an act of courage." It is also an act of free will that destroys 

freedom which is only given to man: "God is not free." Pedro 

applauds the words of Michael and laughs, saying: "I l"ike you, my 
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friend! You're trying to drive God mad. That's why I like 

you" (101) . 

In the same way as Michael and Pedro share ideas of madness, so 

their friendship is sealed and measured by their silences. 

Michael's literal silence in the novel during his interrogation and 

imprisonment is actualized in his relationship with Pedro. The 

silence is contained not only in the act of listening and narrating 

within the dialogues but is present in the stories, and in the 

pauses before and after their verbal exchanges. When Michael is 

about to meet Pedro for the first time in a cafe in Tangiers, he 

remembers the words of Kalman his teacher: 

Sometimes it happens that we travel for a long time without 
knowing that we have made the long journey solely to 
pronounce a certain word, a certain phrase, in a certain 
place. The meeting of the word is a rare accomplishment, 
on the scale of humanity. (118) 

It is at this place, and at this meeting, that Michael finds those 

certain words to pronounce. He had been listening to tales told in 

the marketplace by an old storyteller reciting the same tale every 

night to his audience who showed as much enthusiasm as if they were 

hearing it for the first time. Michael thinks that "if he were to 
.-

live another life" he would want to be a teller of tales since the 

human voice remains the one instrument by which men can share their 

dreams. When he enters the cafe he joins a group who are listening 

to tales of hatred and fear told by a young Muslim, a Romanian 

sculptor and a shy Spaniard. Suddenly, Michael is asked by a tall, 

silent stranger to tell them a story. Feeling the power of this man 

to awaken him to freedom, he searches his memory, "turned pages, 
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weighed episodes, examined faces buried pell-mell in his depths," 

until he finds the appropriate story. I will quote the story in 

full to show how Wiesel's literary techniques in the narrative 

process of the tale achieve his message of silence: 

The hero of my story is neither fear nor hatred: it is 
silence. The silence of a five-year old Jew. His name was 
Mendele. In his eyes the whole sweep of his people's 
suffering could be read. He lived in Szerencsevaros, which 
means in Hungarian the city of luck. One day the Germans 
decided to rid the country of what they called the Jewish 
plague. Feige, Mendele's mother, a beautiful and pious 
young widow, had a visit from an old friend of her husband, 
a peasant who owned an isolated farm on the other side of 
the mountain. 

'Take your son, Feige, and come with me,' the peasant 
said to her. 'lowe it to my friend to save his family. 
Hurry up, now!' 

It was night. The streets were deserted. The 
peasant led the widow and her son to where he had left the 
wagon. He had them get up into it, and then he said to 
them: 'I'm going to load the wagon. You'll be buried under 
the mountain of hay. It has to be done. I'll work out two 
openings so you can breathe. But be careful! Don't move! 
Whatever happens, don't budge! And most of all when we 
leave town, at the sentry station! Tell that to your son, 
Feige. ' 

The widow took her son's face in her hands and as she 
stroked his hair very gently she said to him, 'Did you 
hear? We must be silent. Whatever happens! It's our only 
chance. Our lives depend on it. Even if you're afraid, 
even if you hurt, don't callout, and don't cry! You can 
scream later, you can cry later. Do you understand, Son? 

'Yes, Mother, I understand. Don't worry. I won't cry. 
I promise. ' 

At the sentry station two Hungarian gendarmes, black 
feathers in their ha-ts, asked the peasant where he was 
going. 

'I'm going home,' he answered. 'I have two farms, two 
fields; the town lies between them. To move hay or wheat 
from one to the other I've got to cross the city. I've 
done it so often that the horses know the way themselves.' 

'What are you hiding underneath?' 
'Nothing officers. Nothing at all I swear it. I have 

nothing to hide.' 
The gendarmes drew their long swords from their black 

scabbards and drove them into the hay from all angles. It 
went on forever. Finally the peasant couldn't stand it any 
longer; he let out a whimper, and tried to smother it with 
the back of his hand. Too late. One of the gendarmes had 
noticed. The peasant had to unload the hay; and the 
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gendarmes, triumphant saw the widow and her son. 
'Mama,' Mendele wept, 'it wasn't me who called out. It 

wasn I t me! I 

The gendarmes ordered him off the wagon, but he couldn't 
move. His body was run through. 'Mama,' he said again, 
while bloody tears ran into his mouth, 'it wasn't me, it 
wasn't me!' The widow, a crown of hay about her head, did 
not answer. Dead. She too had kept silence. (119-120) 

When Michael completes his tale a thick silence falls on the group 

as the party breaks up, leaving Michael and the tall man face to 

face. It is not only the theme and the characters of the story that 

portray silence; it is conveyed as well through the narrator's 

choice of words and phrases, the brevity of his sentences, the 

pauses after each dialogue, and the staccato rhythm of the 

narration. 

Mendele's silence is the link between Michael and Pedro: "It is 

the silence that sets off our steps" when they are alone or "with 

someone who moves us, with someone who leans towards us"(124). As 

they walk in silence side by side, Michael discovers the texture, 

the depth and the music of silence. He rea l izes that he is no 

longer alone, that "silence was not an emptiness but a presence." 

He talks to Pedro of his childhood, "as if he were compelled to 

transfuse to his friend the images and dreams of his past"(130). 

Puffing at his pipe, ·~edro listens, his sensitive face changing 

constantly, displaying horror, surprise, recognition, anger, "most 

of all pride." Everything he hears brings about a change in his 

eyes which either darken, deepen or burn brighter: "Only mystics are 

capable of listening with such intensity"(130). It is through the 

transmission of his tales and Pedro's response of laughter, sadness 

or silence that Michael is able to understand the full meaning of 

his own past. The acts of narrating and listeni ng become a sacred 
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link between them, culminating in Pedro's words to Michael: "From 

now on you can say 'I am Pedro,' and I, 'I am Michael. '" This 

exchange of identity leads to the reversal of roles between narrator 

and listener, crucial to the resolution of the novel through its 

narrative process. 

In "The Last Prayer" there is an almost imperceptible change in 

the dialogues and in the mode of narration, which shifts from the 

third-person narrative situation to first-person narration. After 

Michael regains consciousness in a prison cell, having survived the 

torture of the three "prayers," he finds himself together with a 

maoman, a mute boy ano Menachem, a hanosome Jew, "with the moving 

face of a Byzantine Christ." He is only able to converse briefly 

with Menachem, who although touched with maoness, possesses his own 

"poetic coherence." But Michael imagines Pedro in the cell, and the 

dialogues between them continue with more frequency, urgency and 

immeoiacy than elsewhere in the novel: 

"Listen to me, Pedro. Listen." 
"I'm listening," he said with an intelligent smile. 
"I have to tell you what happeneo, I have to." 
"Go on." (148) 

Michael notices a change in Pedro, which alerts the reader to his 

new role as absent listener. Although Peoro tilts his head to the 

right, as he always does when he is listening, he is not smoking his 

pipe, and "Peoro without his pipe seems different: armless." 

Michael asks him again whether he is listening, and only when he 

feels reassured that there is a listener to hear his tale, does he 

begin, in the first-person, the narration of his return to 

Szerencsevaros. As he walks through the town filleo with strangers, 



73 

they re-awaken memories of his mother, his father and the apostate 

Gabriel who returned unwanted to the town to share the fate of the 

community. The narrative suspense of his story, and the climax of 

the novel itself, comes about when Michael suddenly realizes "the 

real" reason for his return - the violent memory of the face in the 

window. But again his dialogue with Pedro fragments the story as he 

asks him whether he is listening and is able to understand. The 

burning question that torments him, and he needs to transmit, is: 

"How a human being can remain indifferent"(159). He is able to 

understand the executioners and the victims but not the spectator 

who watched the cruelty of the Hungarian police behind the curtains 

of a window for seven days as the great courtyard of the synagogue 

filled and emptied: 

The spectator is entirely beyond us. He sees without being 
seen. He is there but unnoticed. The footlights hide him. 
He never applauds nor hisses; his presence is evasive, and 
commits him less than his absence might. He says neither 
yes nor no, and not even maybe. He says nothing. He is 
there but he acts as if he were not. Worse: he acts as if 
the rest of us were not. (161-162) 

As the narrative pace of the novel quickens while Michael 

prep~res to confront the spectator, Wiesel inserts four repetitive 

phrases in italics, before Michael reveals the purpose of his visit: 

'''I'm thirsty,' my little sister said"(164-65). This silent 

indictment of the spectator through Michael's vivid memory of his 

eight-year old sister is more powerful than his attempt to humiliate 

the anonymous observer with verbal abuse. Michael discovers through 

his conversation with him that the man regarded himself as a 

spectator in a game others were playing, "you on one side, the 
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Germans ancj the police on the other." He feels no shame, no remorse 

ancj no sacjness, nor is he preparecj to be humiliatecj by his accuser. 

Ignoring his continual protests to be humiliatecj, Michael says: 

The neacj Jews, women gone macj, the mute chilnren - I'm 
their messenger. Ancj I tell you they haven't forgotten 
you. Somecjay they'll come marching, trampling you, 
spitting in your face. Ancj at their shouts of contempt 
you'll pray Gocj to cjeafen you. (172). 

The only emotion the spectator cjisplays is his neecj for Michael to 

hate him: "Your contempt woulcj burn at my eyes; they'cj never close 

again! You've got to hate me!"(l74). But Michael rejects hatrecj as 

an inacjequate response, ancj because of this, the spectator has him 

arrestecj. Anticipating his victory, the spectator says, "Now you'll 

have to hate me." 

The cjialogue following Michael's narration of the story is 

characteristic of the imaginary response of his listener: 

"Din you spit in his face?" Pecjro askecj. 
IINo. II 

"The man turnecj you in, ancj you cjicjn't spit in his face?" 
"No, my friencj. I smilecj at him. I smilecj at the man to 
whom I hacj playecj Gocj." 
Ancj he rubben his foreheacj, absorbecj; he always cjicj that 
when he was movecj. (174-175) 

In Legacy of Night, Ellen Fine expresses the opinion that 

Michael's confrontation with the incjifferent bystancjer cjemonstrates 

how "the spoken worn liberates him from his internal prison ancj 

brings him closer to a reconciliation with the past(68)". However, 

in the way in which the novel is structurecj, ancj particularly 

through the cjialogues, it is Michael's silence ancj not his worcjs 

that liberates ancj reconciles him with his past. The intimacy of 

his relationship with Pecjro is built on silence ancj unanswerecj 
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questions. The stories about madness, as well as the laughter and 

suffering they share, are alternative responses to speech in 

Wiesel's fictional universe. The essence of Michael's existence is 

contained in one of his dialogues with Pedro, while discussing the 

neath of a child: "It's when I'm silent that I live; in silence I 

nefine myself"(103). While the confrontation with the spectator is 

important for the narrative resolution and the thematic concerns of 

the novel, it nevertheless is confined to the story Michael narrates 

to his absent friend, and must be viewed in the context of the 

narrative organization of the book as a whole. 

Towards the end of the novel the omniscient narrator resumes 

the narration of Michael's imprisonment: "Days and nights flowed by 

in the gloom that swallowed them up one after another"(l75). 

Michael tries to recall Pedro ann resume their dialogue, but he 

feels that his friend, now in Spain, is too far away, "cloaked in 

fog and forgetfulness"(179), and is not listening to him. It is 

only when Michael saves the mute boy, "the Silent One," from being 

throttled by the madman in their cell that Pedro "came to visit," 

significantly again without his pipe. In their last dialogue he 

tells Michael that he is proud of him for saving a human life. In 

spite of Michael's explanation that he only saved a body "with a 

sleeping mind and a dead soul," Pedro smiles as if remembering 

something: 

"You're smiling Pedro, and I'm going mad. I have no 
strength left. I'm at the end of the line . I can't do any 
more. I'm alone. To stay sane I've got to have someone 
across from me. Otherwise my mind will rot, and smell of 
decay, and twist like the serpent that feels the earth and 
death. " 

Pedro went on smiling: "That's exactly what I want 
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sanity. Cure him. He' 11 save you." (182) 
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After the dialogue, Michael's strength flows back as he welcomes the 

new dawn. He is suddenly responsible for a life and "would resume 

the creation of the world from the void"(183). Michael, in trying 

to establish a rapport with the mute boy, feeds him from his own 

rations. As soon as he feels confident that there is a response 

from him, he shows him how to dance, sing, laugh and weep: "he had 

to show the boy that being a man meant all this"(185). And he tells 

him endless stories - sad tales, funny adventures, "even obscene 

stories." The boy however, remains silent and indifferent . 

Although Michael thinks his efforts have been futile, he 

nevertheless, says: 

One day the ice will break and you'll begin to smile: for 
me that will be proof of our strength, of our compact. 
Then you'll shake yourself and the shadows will fall away 
from you as the fever leaves a sick man: you'll open your 
eyes and you'll say to yoursel f, 'I feel better, the 
sickness is gone, I'm different.' You'll tell me your name 
and you'll ask me, 'Who are you?' and I'll answer, 'I'm 
Pedro'. And that will be a proof that man survives, that 
he passes himself along. Later in another prison, someone 
wi 11 ask your name and you'll say, 'I'm Michael.' And then 
you will know the taste of the most genuine of victories. 
(188-189) 

This monologue within the silent dialogue contains the essence of 

Wiesel's narrative strategies in The Town Beyond the Wall. Only 

when there is a narrator and a listener, and their roles can be 

interchanged, can the continuity of the stories be maintained. When 

Michael can say, 'I'm Pedro', and Pedro can say 'I'm Michael, , 

storytelling becomes an inviolable link between them. Whether Pedro 

is a silent presence or an imagined absence in their dialogues, 
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Michael is able to transmit his stories. Providing there is a 

listener, even if he is mute, the tale can be told in order for it 

to be retold when the listener assumes his new role as narrator. 

The last sentence of the book reveals the identity of "the Silent 

One": "The other bore the Biblical name of Eliezer, which means 'God 

has granted my prayer.'" While the conclusion offers no resolution 

to the novel, which from the outset defies logical ordering, it does 

nevertheless suggest to the reader that Eliezer has heard the tale, 

and having heard it, will be the silent link in the chain of 

storytelling. 



CHAPTER 4 

SILENCE AS A NARRATIVE PRESENCE IN THE GATES OF THE FOREST 

Of all Wiesel's fictional works, The Gates of the Forest is perhaps 

his most complex and challenging. In this work the profundity of 

silence, which is the author's central response to the Holocaust, is 

evoked not only through the dramatization of silence as a theme but 

is embedded functionally in the narrative process. Wiesel evokes 

and mobilizes silence through his narrators in ways that expand its 

meaning beyond the limitations of language and the boundaries of 

storytelling. Because silence is a justifiable alternative to the 

verbal transmission of the tale, the reader bears the burden of 

incorporating that silence into the text as an integral part of the 

reading experience. Often, the absence of words or the pauses in 

the narration, the unfinished stories or the broken dialogues that 

constantly shift between present and past, provide the narrative 

means of transmitting the tale of Jewish survival after Auschwitz. 

The reader must be made aware of the value attached to the absence 

of words, since the balance between language and silence shapes and 

textures the meaning of the novel. 

Part of the complexity of The Gates of the Forest lies in the 

multiple perspectives it offers. As the title suggests, there are 

gates that lead into and out of the forest. At times, the gates are 

only partially opened by the narrators' stories to allow the reader 



79 

glimpses into the labrynth of pathways leaning everywhere ann 

nowhere. There are gates through which the narrators can go back 

through time ann retrace their steps through the shtetls of their 

chilnhoon, or go forwarn into a voin in which Jewish life no longer 

exists. Some gates lean into the solitune ann silence of the 

forest, while others are passageways into a post-Holocaust worln of 

manness. One gate initiates the way to absurn laughter, ann another 

is an entrance to speechlessness. Each gate provines a nifferent 

focus on ann perception of survival, both in ann out of the forest. 

The gates are also representations of unanswerable questions, always 

remaining open ann vulnerable. The constant movements back ann 

forth on paths that are familiar in terms of past journeys, or are 

unknowable in relation to the present upheaval ann future 

uncertainty, allow infinite possibilities of interpretation in this 

novel. There are continual beginnings ann reversals in the stories 

from which the reaner shouln neither expect conclusions nor 

anticipate solutions. 

The process of reversal is paranoxically presenten in the 

structural organization of the book which is nivinen into four 

parts, corresponning to the seasonal cycle of the year - Spring, 

Summer, Autumn ann Winter. The process of rebirth ann recreation 

suggesten by this nivision reinforces the niscornance of existence 

rather than emphasizes the natural rhythmic cycle of nature. In the 

Spring, the protaganist survives the war by hining in a nark cave of 

a forest in Transylvania, unner the assumen name of Gregor. He has 

plengen an oath of silence to his father who han brought him to the 

forest, promising never to reveal his real name until after the war. 
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After his meeting with a stranger in the forest, who saves and then 

changes his life, Gregor moves out of the forest. In the section 

"Summer," he takes refuge in the Christian world by posing as a deaf 

mute. In the third part of the novel, "Autumn," Gregor returns to 

another forest with a group of Jewish partisans to whom he brings 

the message of the destruction of the European Jewish communities. 

The last section of the book, "Winter," ironically begins with a 

Hasidic celebration in New York where Gregor finally confronts the 

burden of his past. The change of seasons that demarcates four 

different episodes in Gregor's life is in fact only a framework for 

the organization of the novel. Within each season the rhythmic 

pattern is disturbed by unnatural events so that the growth and 

development of the protaganist is stunted and ruptured by frequent 

journeys into the past from which he cannot extricate himself. When 

Gregor is in the forest in the first and third parts of the novel, 

his imagination and the stranger's haunting presence lead him out of 

the forest into the world of his Hasidic childhood; when he is out 

of the forest, his memories and his irrevocable ties with the 

stranger, draw him back to the solitude and security of the forest. 

If there is a correspondence between the seasons and Gregor's life, 

then it · is "Winter" and not "Spring" that suggests continuance. 

In offering an explanation of how the four parts of the novel 

can be understood in relation to four motifs from Jewish history, 

Tedd Estess maintains in Elie Wiesel: 

The first part, "Spring" echoes the experience of chaos and 
creation in Genesis; "Summer" corresponds especially to the 
experience of anti-Semitism in the Christian West; "Autumn" 
recalls the action of the Jewish rebels through the 
centuries; "Winter" emphasizes religious community and 
family solidarity as responses to loneliness in human life. 
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(66 ) 

While Estess is not suggesting that Wiesel consciously organized his 

story with these motifs in mind, he maintains that all Wiesel's 

narratives reach beyond themselves into the long history of Jewish 

experience often by reversing elements of Jewish tradition. 

Since Biblical times , the number "four" has been a sacred and . 

mystical number for Jews, and it is interesting to note that the 

four parts of the novel are complemented by the four chapter 

divisions in "Spring," "Autumn" and "Winter." In the first section 

of the novel, which contains the essence of the narrative, the four 

chapters correspond to the four fictional works preceding The Gates 

of the Forest. The scene of the first chapter is set on a moonless 

night in the forest, recalling Wiesel's first book Night, in which 

the narrator loses his innocence, his father and his faith in the 

dark regions of the "Kingdom of Night." Chapter 2 begins with the 

breaking of dawn, the title of his second novel, where between 

twilight and dawn, the son of a victim changes his role to 

executioner. The third chapter opens with the morning of a new day, 

re-echoing the French title, of his third work, Le Jour, which 

examines the dilemma of the protaganist facing a choice between life 

and death in a post-Holocaust world. The opening lines of the 

fourth chapter: "Slowly and monotonously the days went by," 

correspond to the slow and monotonous days of Michael's endurance in 

a prison cell in The Town Beyond the Wall. These analogies seem to 

suggest that Wiesel is working within the boundaries of the 

Aristotelian unity of time and yet by reversing the order of day and 

night, as well as the seasons of the year, he is creating a 
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nisruption of the conventional time scheme. 

Just as the paranoxical structuring of the novel anns a further 

nimension to its meaning, so the narrative process is complicaten by 

the interchangeability of the roles ann inentities of the narrators. 

The opening two paragraphs of the book are the key to the inentity 

of the nameless narrator who nominates the first part of the 

narrative by his laughter ann thereafter by his absence. 

He han no name , so he gave him his own. As a loan, as a 
gift, what nin it matter? In time of war every worn is as 
goon as the next. A man possesses only what he gives away. 

Gregor loven ann haten his laugh, which was like no 
other, which nid not even resemble itself. (13) 1 

The giving away of a name is significant in several ways in this 

novel. According to Jewish tradition, names are an embodiment of 

man's identity and traditional .roots. On the death of a parent or 

grandparent, the name is given to the child to perpetuate his or her 

memory ann ensure continuity in the family. The supreme importance 

of names in a pre-Holocaust world is contrasted with its loss of 

meaning after Auschwitz , when language becomes distor ted and words 

undergo a process of inversion. 

In The Gates of the Forest both narrators lose their names for 

different reasons. The real name of the young protaganist , who 

calls himself Gregor, "has gone into hiding"(22), typifying 

thousands of Jews who lived under false names and identities during 

the war. Realizing that the laws of normal life are no longer 

valid, Gregor feels that he has the right to give away his name ann 

considers himself "lucky" to present the name of his "father's 

father" to the nameless stranger. When Gregor reveals his Biblical 

name Gavriel, which is that of an angel, ann means "man of God," the 
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stranger assures him that he will not cHsclose it: "I can keep 

silent. That's what I no best. I can keep my mouth shut, even 

unner torture. Or open my mouth ann say nothing"(23). Gregor gives 

away his name just before nawn, while it is still nark, having not 

yet seen the face of the stranger. He has only hearn his soft 

"curious" voice , his laughter ann his fearful silence. The way in 

which the name is receiven in the silence of the forest prefigures 

Gavriel's simultaneous presence ann absence in the narrative ann 

establishes the inexorable link between the two men who share a name 

ann inentity. 

The loss of Gavriel's original name is presenten in an 

ambiguous way, creating a strange sense of invisibility arounn the 

nameless stranger. His real name is never nisclosen to the reaner, 

ann his ironic comments to Gregor that his name is nean ann "went 

away one nay"(19) are offeren as though a name has a fate of its 

own: "Sometimes a name ages, falls ill, ann nies much before the man 

who bears it" (19) . Ann yet, when he tell s Gregor that he has come 

from the town at the foot of the mountain, "empty of Jews" but 

"crownen with ghosts" ann "names without bonies ," he says that the 

Germans have been able to kill the Jews but "they can't finn a way 

of erasing their names"(25). In spite of the stranger 's belief that 

"every name has something immortal ann eternal about it which nefies 

time," ann is thus innestructable, the neath of his own name seems 

to contranict the inea of continuity. The burn en of his own 

survival as a messenger from the nean to the living noes not allow 

him to recover his name ann pass it on as an act of faith for future 

generations. 
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In the opening pages of the novel, Wiesel uses the scenic 

silence of the forest as an accompaniment to the strange encounter 

between Gregor ann Gavriel. Moments before their meeting on a 

moonless night, as Gregor is about to fall asleep, he hears an 

unfamiliar sounn ann feels an imperceptible presence, which he 

immeniately presumes is coming from the clouns. He looks up ann 

listens, but the clouns "were making no sounn, at least not 

yet"(14). The image of the sounoless clouos is a scenic oimension of 

the silence of the Holocaust which foreshaoows Gregor's realization 

that the clouos are not natural phenomena but are "Jews nriven from 

their homes ano transformeo into clouos"(13). He calls out: "Who's 

there?" There is no answer: "Silence. Nothing. Night, clouos, t h e 

forest"(16). The silence functions not only as a narrative oevice 

of suspense, heightening Gregor's solituoe in the oarkness of the 

forest, but becomes an essential constituent of the nial ogue between 

the strangers when they exchange names, roles ann stories. 

Before Gregor sees the stranger, he hears his laughter ann 

shuooers with fear: "Behinn every tree ano within every shreo of 

clouo someone was laughing." It was not the oroinary laughter of 

one man but "of a hunoren, of seven times seven hunoreos"(17). 

Gregor begs the man to stop laughing ano shouts to him in German : 

"Listen to the war ano you won't laugh any longer." After a lengthy 

silence as the clouns become thicker, a voice speaking in Yiooish 

answers: "I'm listening to the war ano I'm laughing." The stranger, 

believing he is the last surv ivor, thinks he has every right to 

laugh, because "to weep is to play their game"(17) . His laughter 

is at times sao, passionate or mao; he neither laughs with cruelty 

nor joy, but as a man who has known total fear ano is no longer 
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afrain of anyone or anything. When he laughs without uttering a 

worn, Gregor unnerstanns that "the event was so heavy with horror, 

experiencen or anticipaten, that worns couln not really contain 

it"(44). Gavriel 's absurn laughter echoes through the cave ann into 

the forest, ann, long after he nisappears, it continues to 

reverberate throughout the book whenever his name or voice is 

evoken. His laughter is an alternative narrative nevice of speech 

ann a constant reminner of Gavriel's haunting presence, even in his 

absence. In his article "Silence ann Laughter," Arthur A. Cohen 

nescribes some aspects of this laughter: 

There is one counterfoil to silence in Wiesel's fiction. 
When silence nries up speech ann can no longer be texturen, 
when the legenns have been toln ann the stories unravellen, 
when the silence of Wiesel's characters can no no more, 
they no something even more increnible than shut their 
mouths: they laugh. The obsessional laugh, known to me 
only in Leonin Annreyev's grotesque story The Ren Laugh, is 
the only reply. Ann to whom noes the laughter go forth? 
Whom else but to Gon. The tormentors never laugh. Wiesel 
noes not allow the persecutors to laugh. They are 
permitten everything but silence ann laughter. These are 
the weapons, the only weapons which neserten heroes ann 
foresaken martyrs can shoulner: to be silent ann to break 
their souls in laughter. (37) 

As in most of Wiesel's fiction, the reaner is given very little 

insight into the characters of the narrato rs. Th e scan t y 

nescriptions of their physical characteristics often serve to 

emphasize their elusive ann shanowy existence. Gavriel is nescriben 

as having "a thousann names" ann "a thousann voices," yet his eyes 

nistinguish him fr o m other men: they are "two firebranns which sear 

the flesh ann pierce the skin of being. They gaze upon you; you 

wil 1 never be the same" (32) . No nescription is offeren of Gregor, 

however, except that at the time of his encounter with Gavriel, his 
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age is given as seventeen. It is only in the exchange of stories of 

their past, as well as through their nialogues, that Gregor ann 

Gavriel assume separate, though interchangeable, inentities. When 

Gregor tells Gavriel stories about his father, Gavriel responns as 

though he han known him ann tells Gregor: "I like that father of 

yours"(24). Furthermore, the imaginative nialogue Gregor has with 

his grannfather, who han nien ten years previously, is an 

acknowlengement of the reason for Gavriel's presence in the forest. 

He tells his grannfather that he han met a manman "who han lost all 

ties to man ann the meaning of worns." His grannfather, with a 

smile, replies: 

Are you so sure he was man? Perhaps he was a messenger 
looking for a message , ann for that reason he han neither 
home nor name; he was one of those nreamers, who wanner on 
the mountainsine or roans the worln over , who have chosen 
exile in orner to netach themselves from time ann exorcise 
it. Are you sure, my chiln, that he was man? (22) 

Significantly, Gregor relates his stories by nay while Gavriel 

recounts his stories only when night falls. Gavriel's tales 

moreover, are always characterizen by interruptions of silence ann 

laughter. 

One sto ry, Gavriel begins hesitantly, as though he is reluctant 

to tell it, is the story of Moshe the Mute , who became his frienn, 

after they cut out his tongue. This tale, nivulgen granually in 

incomplete fragments by the omniscient narrator, not only explains 

the strange friennship between Gavriel ann Moshe, but is the key to 

the binning relationship ann internepennence of the two narrators 

who share a name. Gavriel han reason to believe that Moshe the 

Mute, who sunnenly appearen one nay in his community ann became the 
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beadle in the synagogue, was "the one for whom the world was 

waiting, as the earth waits for rain"(53). In spite of Gavriel's 

constant reproaches and pleas for his intervention as the ghettos 

were decimated and "the streams ran with blood"(55), the beadle 

remained intransigent. Soon, Gavriel discovered that Moshe, having 

acquired wealth and respectability ln the community, no longer spent 

his nights in prayer and weeping. Gavriel believed then that Moshe 

had waited too long and, "instead of saving men he had let them 

contaminate and corrupt him." His fall involved the fall of all 

generations to corne: "The Messiah carne and nothing changed," and 

"the executioner goes right on executing"(56). Even when the fatal 

day carne and the Jews were rounded up and led to the forest to be 

executed, the former beadle "looked on and did nothing." It was 

only after one of the killers cut out his tongue that he became a 

beadle again, but it was too late: "He took with him his silence, 

his secret, his shadow"(58). After the tale is told, Gavriel tells 

Gregor, with the same laugh he had uttered when he first appeared in 

the forest, that he thinks of Moshe constantly: 

I think of nothing else. That's the way we're made, I 
guess, to be blinded by presence and haunted by absence. I 
think of him all the time, and I laugh. Tomorrow you'll 
laugh when you think of me. (58) 

After hearing the story, which Gavriel urges him to rete]], "a 

dozen times, more if necessary"(58), until he understands its full 

meaning, Gregor becomes part of the tale by sharing its message of 

silence. From this point in the narrative, Gregor, too, becomes 

blinded by Gavriel's presence and haunted by his absence, which is 

precipitated by Gavriel's surrender to the approaching Hungarian 
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police to save Gregor's life. Before leaving his frieno in the 

forest, Gavriel offers him "the secret key to a secret ooor": "You 

must learn to listen. Listening gives you a key. You know that the 

man was my frieno, but you oon't realize that he's yours as 

well"(53). This lesson transforms Gregor's behaviour when he leaves 

the forest ano establishes the act of listening as an analogue to 

the narration of each story in the novel. 

As the heavy silence invaoes the forest, Gregor believes that 

"the last of the gates is closeo"(52). The silence can be seen in 

"the eyes of the oogs," ano has "the smell of torture," "the ooor of 

a prisoner who has been jeereo ano beaten ano left to oie"(52). The 

silence has penetrateo the visual ann sensory perceptions of the 

narrator, giving it an aooeo oimension. In the last woros Gavriel 

utters, he opens yet another ooor for Gregor, revealing the meaning 

of their encounter ano their parting: 

1'0 like you to know only this: separation contains as much 
of a mystery as meeting. In both cases a ooor opens: in 
meeting it opens on the future, in separation on the past. 
It's the same ooor. (59) 

On leaving his frieno in the cave, Gavriel strioes oown the hill. 

As he confronts the soloiers ano the barking oogs, "he burst 

suooenly into overwhelming laughter"(60), a souno that resonates in 

the memory of the reaoer throughout the ensuing narrative. 

with the apparent oisappearance of Gavriel from the story, the 

secono part of the book, "Summer," becomes less complex from a 

narrative point of view, ano is nominateo by the oramatic action of 

Gregor's role as a oeaf mute. After leaving the forest, Gregor 

finos his way to the village, where his family's former servant 
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Maria, lives. His father had described the exact location of the 

village and Maria's house to him before securing his safety in the 

forest. Maria, determined to keep Gregor with her until after the 

war, devises a plan that will not arouse the suspicion of the 

villagers. She gives him a new identity, a past and a story; he 

becomes her "deaf and dumb nephew, slow-witted, harmless, a little 

odd"(71), the son of her beautiful, but wayward sister, Ileana, whom 

all the men of the village desired. Maria, repeating Gavriel's 

advice to Gregor, admonishes him to listen without answering, "and 

if possible, without understanding": 

And so, by the grace and will of Maria, Gregor gave up 
speech. This was no sacrifice at all. Already in the cave 
he had become used to silence and loved it. Gavriel had 
told him: 'Men talk because they're afraid, they're trying 
to convince themselves that they're still alive. It's in 
the silence after the storm that God reveals himself to 
man. God is silence.' (71) 

Within a short time Gregor comes to know the village characters 

and becomes the best informed person in the community. He hears 

stories of their joys and sorrows, their forbidden dreams and their 

hidden love for his "mother." He becomes the receptacle for their 

inhibitions, ·guilts and anxieties because: "He knew how to listen; 

he knew nothing else"(79). Gregor is able to keep his silence not 

only because his survival depends on it, as it did in the forest, 

but because the voice of Gavriel "vibrated within him, regulating 

his breathing and giving depth to his silence"(90). 

Gregor is finally forced to break his silence after he is 

coaxed by the school teacher, Constantine Stefan, to play the part 

of Judas Iscariot in the school play. When he appears in the third 
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act, the actors and audience react violently, shouting abuse, 

spitting on him and beating him with their fists, demanding that he 

repent for betraying and murdering Christ: "Convulsed, the crowd was 

delirious with an ancient hate, suddenly reawakened"(llO). At that 

moment, Gregor sees a face in the crowd who silently, without words, 

asks him whether he needs his help. As their eyes meet "a deep and 

imperishable bond was created between them"(lll), and when Gregor 

finally breaks his pledge of silence, the words he speaks are 

directed to the stranger Petruskanu to whom he reveals his name and 

identity: 

This confession will be my last. That I am not Judas you 
already know. And I have told you that I am not Ileana's 
son, either. All I have left to tell you is this: my name 
is not Gregor. I am a Jew and my name is a Jewish name, 
Gavriel. (1l8) 

As "the executioners" move towards the stage "to avenge their honor 

in blood," Gregor's eyes again meet those of Petruskanu to bid him a 

silent farewell. But the enigmatic stranger, who curiously reminds 

the reader of Gavriel, comes dramatically to the rescue and conveys 

Gregor in his carriage to a place of safety. The brief scene of 

their encounter is told with the minimum amount of words. 

Petruskanu tells Gregor he will take him to the partisans the 

following day; his tone of voice did not call for an answer. Gregor 

wants to talk to him about Gavriel but he remains silent, thinking 

he would do so at their next meeting. The knowledge they share is 

that Petruskanu had known Ileana, but Petruskanu saves Gregor not 

only for her sake: "I liked seeing you face the crowd, face pain and 

injustice impassively, contemptuous of everything that could have 

destroyed you"(l2l). Although Petruskanu is not mentioned again in 
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the novel, his words, his silence and his sudden disappearance from 

the story, establish a link between him, Gavriel and Gregor. 

Moreover, Petruskana provides a key to the gate leading back to the 

forest where Gregor meets the Jewish partisans and renews his quest 

for Gavriel. 

"Autumn" in the forest has a narrative dimension different from 

the first part of The Gates of the Forest. The scenic silence 1S 

still an accompaniment to Jewish survival in a world gone mad, and, 

at first, the forest retains the propensity to listen and remember: 

"nothing that is said in its midst is lost"(122). But, for Gregor, 

the narrator, speech replaces silence as he bears Gavriel's message 

of the annihilation of the Jewish communities to the fearless leader 

of the partisans, Leib the Lion. His meeting with Leib, a childhood 

friend from the ghetto, is portrayed in direct contrast to his 

encounter with Gavriel whose presence he still feels in the wind, 

among the leaves, the night and the silence of the forest. Although 

Gregor and Leib share memories of their youth, Leib cannot 

comprehend Gregor's silences, needing constant reassurances with 

words that the stories he hears are based on facts and not madness. 

At first, Leib refuses to acknowledge the evidence that Gavriel had 

transmitted to Gregor: "that the earth and sky of Europe had become 

great, haunted cemetries"(123). Furthermore, Gregor repeats 

Gavriel's words to Leib that: "the Messiah is not coming; he got 

lost along the way, and from now on the clouds will obscure his 

sight"(124). Incredulous that Gregor feels the urgency to find and 

rescue Gavriel after he had been captured, Leib surmises that if 

Gavriel ever existed, he would, since then, have been deported or 
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killen by the enemy. The reply Gregor offers in nefence of 

Gavrie]'s existence reinforces the reaner's conviction that 

Gavriel's voice, though hearn through the imagination of Gregor, is 

the prenominant voice in the novel: "Sometimes I noubt the existence 

of Gregor, but never that of Gavriel"(132). Having taken over 

Gavriel's role as messenger from the nean, Gregor becomes the 

narrator of Gavriel's tales. Thus, Gavriel's absence from the story 

serves as both an eloquent ann silent presence in the narrative 

process. But, ironically, the noubts cast by Leib ann his frienns 

on Gavriel's existence are more convincing than the subsequent story 

Wiesel weaves of Leib's plan to finn Gavriel. 

Once Leib takes control, he, ann not Gregor, "reports" the 

story of the massacre of the Jews to the partisans. He announces 

his necision to launch "Operation Gavriel," finally convincen that 

it is an obligation: "To save the only Jew who has information about 

the fate of our brothers"(135). Leib's plan involves his girlfrienn 

Clara ann Gregor, who must go into the town, pretenning to be 

lovers, to gain information about Gavriel from the prison gaurn. 

After three nays, Leib plans to meet them in the main square of the 

town to assess the situation. Gregor ann Clara finn that they are 

able to converse easily with Janos the guarn, whom they convince 

through Clara's invention of an elaborate story, of their neen to 

finn a particular Jew whom they believe is in the prison. The 

nescription Gregor gives of him is that he is tall ann thin, has a 

black bearn, feverish eyes, ann: "He always laughs a lot"(142). On 

the nay they arrange to meet Leib, who noes not appear at the pre­

arrangen time or place, Janos gives Gregor the news that the Jew is 

in prison, is being interrogaten ann torturen ann will be neporten 
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the following day. However, Janos says he is puzzled by the 

description Gregor had given him, as the prisoner who was captured 

on that very day, has no beard, is fair, and does not laugh. Their 

futile search for Gavriel has led to Leib's capture. 

The gate by which Gregor re-enters the forest to bring the 

message of Leib's fate to the partisans is through speech. He is no 

longer permitted the alternative of silence as a mode of 

communication and is obliged to speak in his own voice to explain 

Leib's disappearance. As he assumes the burden of guilt for his 

complicity for Leib's imprisonment, he is compelled to repeat every 

detail of the story four times to his suspicious and grieving 

audience. Each time he completes the story he is asked to begin 

again in the hope that there will be a different ending. Gregor 

knows that "the repetition of the truth betrays it"(l65), and the 

more he talks the more he empties himself of truth. When he tells 

the story for the fourth time, adding and omitting nothing, 

repeating every word his listeners have already heard three times 

before, he changes his voice, as Gavriel used to do, and the story 

sounds new: "They listened as if they were hearing it for the first 

time" (168) . But then their questions begin, and Gregor "by hi s 

words" pushes himself "to the uttermost limits of evil"(173). In 

desperation, he confesses that he betrayed his friend Leib the Lion 

to Janos. By continually repeating his betrayal and guilt, Gregor 

realizes that "To live is to betray the dead"(174). 

Wiesel, through using different narrative strategies to tell a 

similar story, is showing how language distorts what ultimately can 

only be conveyed by silence. Gregor's first encounter in the forest 
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with Gavriel is realized through the narration of stories punctuated 

by silence and laughter, while his second encounter with Leib and 

the partisans is portrayed by repetitive language, an inadequate and 

destructive response to evil. Whereas Gavriel's presence in the 

first part of the novel enhances the silence of the forest, Leib and 

the partisans break the spell of silence in the forest in the 

"Autumn," by expressing events through words. The contrast between 

the two encounters is marked not only by the presence and absence of 

the narrative voice of Gavriel, the alternative narrator in the 

novel , but through the act of listening. Only when the listener can 

receive the unspoken words in the narrator's tale and retell it with 

words pervaded by silence can the truth of the reality be revealed. 

Gregor's quest for Gavriel continues in the fourth and final 

section of the novel. His meeting with the Hasidic community and 

their Rabbi opens a gate for him to religion through the fervour of 

dance, song and prayer. It is a gate of Hasidic faith and ecstasy 

that his grandfather had opened to him in his childhood. But 

Gregor, wrapped in years of silence and solitude, is reluctant to 

enter. He is unable to comprehend how the Rabbi can still believe 

in God after Auschwitz and behave as though nothing had changed: "To 

you everything seems simple and this simplicity hurts me"(194). He 

would prefer the Rabbi to raise his arms to heaven and cry out, "No, 

I'll have no more! I won't accept it!" But the Rabbi, weighing 

every word and pausing after every sentence, explains to Gregor that 

prayer and compassion are more powerful weapons than outcries of 

anger: 

When you come to our celebrations you'll see how we dance 
and sing and rejoice. There is joy as well as fury in the 
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hasin's nancing. It's his way of proclaiming. 'You non't 
want me to nance; too ban, I'll nance anyhow. You've taken 
away every reason for singing, but I shall sing. I shall 
sing of the neceit that walks by nay ann the truth that 
walks by night, yes, ann of the silence of the nusks as 
well. You ninn't expect my joy, but here it is; yes, my 
joy will rise up; it will submerge you. (196) 

Gregor's dispute with the Rabbi when he first meets him, 

recalls the Biblical story of Jacob's life-and-death struggle with 

the angel presented in the opening page of the novel, when Gregor is 

in the forest. Gregor imagines that if the angel of love and the 

angel of wrath were both victorious, the laughter would "rise above 

their corpses as if to say, your death has given me birth; I am the 

soul of your conflict, its fulfillment as well"(13). According to 

the Rabbi's interpretation of the story, Jacob was victorious and 

allowed the angel to go free. In showing his gratitude, the angel 

brought "Jacob a ladner on which to build a future. The Rabbi asks 

Gregor to bring him this ladder, thus offering him a way to 

transform his suffering into hope, his silence into song and prayer. 

But when Gregor asks which of them is Jacob, the Rabbi can only 

answer: "I non't know. Do you?"(198). He intimates that if Gregor 

has followed the wrong path, he must turn back and "knock at another 

door"(197), extracting a promise from him to return to the Synagogue 

and attend their celebration. 

The scene Gregor witnesses when he returns to the Hasidic 

celebration is one of joy ann ecstasy as the hasidim climb invisible 

ladders, and sing the music of the songs without words because "the 

soul has no need of words"(200). Gregor is tempted "to taste joy, 

to declare that it's man's ally and not his mirage"(20l), yet he 

remains alone and silent in the crowd. Suddenly he hears someone 
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laughing, "alien, yet familiar," and sees a man of indeterminate 

age, "tall, thin, and bearded, with a mocking smile beneath his 

mustache"(20l). He realizes that the Rabbi was right when he asked 

him to come back: 

A chance meeting can change the whole world and bring all 
things into question. Nothing exists purely on its own; 
past and future can be conceived only as a function of the 
present, a present which constantly expands and exceeds 
itself. The simple look of man in a 'crowd is enough to 
force a new beginning. (201-02) 

Gregor murmurs the name Gavriel, but the stranger seems neither to 

see nor hear him, nor does he respond when Gregor reminds him that 

he saved his life and taught him the value of silence and laughter. 

Gregor, thinking that Gavriel is mute, asks him only to listen. He 

begs the man to give back his name so that he can change, "To become 

again what I was"(203). As the stranger begins asking Gregor 

questions about his origins, his past and his beliefs, Gregor 

replies in monosyllables and short sentences, believing that his 

friend's denial and abandonment means that "you are dead in him as 

he is dead in you. No more Gavriel. No more Gregor"(205). 

However, he thinks that perhaps he is mistaken about the identity of 

the stranger: "This man who resembled Gavriel and now strangely 

recalled his father was neither"(205). And yet, Gregor feels 

compelled to tell him stories justifying his own survival, "for 

being alive instead of buried beneath the ruins"(206). Although the 

stranger is content to listen, Gregor detects a change in the way he 

listens: "You used to live them, by giving them your breath, your 

solitude, out of which they made love and prayer"(206). Moreover, 

the stranger does not laugh at his stories. 
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The story Gregor tells him of his love for Clara is related in 

the first-person, and appears in italics as chapter 2 in the section 

"Winter." The narration consists mainly of the dialogues between 

Gregor and Clara after their chance meeting in Paris after the war. 

Their incompatible links with the past, held precariously together 

through the death of Leib, are presented as fragments of 

conversation, unspoken accusations and unanswered questions around 

Leib's death and Gregor's betrayal. Neither Gregor, nor Clara are 

able to come to terms with the past. Gregor's narration of the 

uneasy relationship between them ends abruptly as the omniscient 

narrator concludes his story by informing the reader: "Soon after 

they were married. It was a rainy day, and the Rabbi said, 'That's 

a good sign"'(213). But their life together is one of anguish. 

Clara perpetually cries in her sleep for Leib, and Gregor realizes 

that he no longer lov~s her. He wants to leave her but decides to 

stay after telling his tale to the stranger. The stranger, whom 

Gregor calls Gavriel, insists on knowing more than Gregor's list of 

defeats, but then concedes by saying: "I don't like victories"(216). 

For the last time in the novel, Gregor implores Gavriel to 

acknowledge the link between them: 

Speak, Gavriel! Laugh! I want to hear your voice, to ha ve 
it trace the boundary between you and me, to confirm the 
fact that I didn't imagine your past or betray my own . 
(218) 

But the stranger remains silent, does not laugh or show a ny emotion 

- he merely listens. When he disappears from the tale, Gregor no 

longer knows to whom he had been talking, whether it was only to a 

stranger "who had borrowed the features of Gavriel"(221). 
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Only then does Gregor becomes aware that his life in the forest 

was different, that its simplicity and unity created "no divorce 

between self and its image, between being and acting"(219). He 

realizes that he can no longer live in a cloistered universe, 

choosing the path of solitude by shutting the gate leading to 

humanity. He had been sitting all night on a bench in the Rabbi's 

house. The stranger was no longer there but in his place Gregor 

sees a child staring at him who asks him to be the tenth man for the 

Minyan, the morning prayer. The boy asks Gregor his name. At first 

he gives his name as Gregor, but then corrects himself, saying: 

"Gavriel . Gavriel's my name. Gregor isn't a Jewish name, you know 

that" (222) . His repl y offers a key to the way in which the 

interchangeable roles and identities of the narrators are finally 

integrated into one narrative voice. Gregor, by taking back the 

name of his grandfather, is fulfilling the debt of continuity, a 

burden the survivor must bear alone. 

In his new role as Gavriel, the narrator is able to assume the 

responsibility of reciting the Kaddish , the prayer for the dead: 

"the solemn affirmation, filled with grandeur and serenity, by which 

man returns God his crown and his scepter"(223). As he concentrates 

on every word and syllable of the prayer, he suddenly becomes aware 

of the relationship between death and eternity, between eternity and 

the word. For the first time, he is able to pray for the soul of 

his father, God, the soul of his childhood and, "above all , for the 

soul of his old comrade Leib the Lion, who, during his life, had 

incarnated what is immortal in man"(223). 

There is no conclusion to the novel as the ending is bound to 

its beginning. Whether the stranger from whom Gregor reclaims his 
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name is Gavriel, or whether the void of Gavriel's disappearance from 

the forest creates his imaginary presence, is unimportant to the 

narrative resolution of the novel. The quest, like the unanswered 

questions and the unopened gates will continue for as long as there 

is a narrator who can tell the tale with words and silence, and a 

listener who can hear the silence in the tale. Gavriel's silent 

presence as both narrator and listener is the predominant narrative 

strategy Wiesel employs in the narration of The Gates of the Forest. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE SILENCE BETWEEN THE TALES IN A BEGGAR IN JERUSALEM 

Nowhere in Wiesel's fictional universe are his narrators portrayed 

as more enigmatic, mysterious and shadowy than in a A Beggar in 

Jerusalem. Nor has there been such a gathering of beggars and 

madmen embodying Jewish history and legend as at the recovered 

Western Wall in the heart of Jerusalem immediately after the Six-Day 

War . Wiesel seized upon the events of May-June 1967 and wrote the 

novel under their immediate impact to capture the unique 

significance of this war. As Andre Neher remarks in The Exile of 

the Word, "the granite impressiveness" of these events and those of 

Auschwitz belong together, not because "one was a compensation for 

the other, but because time will never be able to erode the 

significance of either, or the dialectical connection between them, 

even if they are ultimately both absurd"(224). 

A Beggar in Jerusalem is the most demanding of Wiesel's novels 

because of its narrative structuring, the interweaving of themes, 

the excursions into the past, the impinging of the past on present 

events, the deliberate fragmentation, the stories within stories, 

and the lack of a cohesive and unifying plot. As in most of his 

fiction, the characters are not defined and cannot be individually 

identified as they are invariably interchangeable with one another. 

They are mysterious and mythical night figures who haunt the Wall 
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and exist only in relation to it, to each other and to the stories 

they tell. But the complexity lies mostly in the multiple narrative 

voices of the central narrator, David, who not only doubts his own 

existence as a survivor, but doubts the existence of his friend 

Katriel for whom he is constantly searching after his mysterious 

disappearance in the war. David is one of the beggars who "knows 

how to wait" at the Wall, but whether he is the Beggar in the title 

of the book or whether the title refers to the mekubal, the 

mystical-visionary madman whose presence has haunted Jerusalem for 

centuries, is a matter of conjecture. In fact, the title may refer 

to an embodiment of all the beggars in Jerusalem who individually 

claim they were responsible for winning the war. 

The beggars, living in close proximity to the Wailing Wall -

those remains of the Second Temple, which Jews pray to be restored -

transmit their tales in metaphor and mystery. Each of these 

timeless and imposing wall-characters refuses to abandon the sacred 

"city of David," whose holy ground contains the secrets of 

generations. Jerusalem, "the mysterious city where time no longer 

counts"(167), is the supreme magical location where messengers, 

beggars and madmen conjure up the past, speak in prophetic spiritual 

terms and appear and disappear as matter of factly as the movement 

of the military tanks of the Six-Day War. As David says: "For my 

part, I gladly acknowledge their place in the haunted history of the 

city, a thousand times lost and a thousand times recaptured by the 

madmen, always the same madmen"(ll). And, for David, the madmen are 

always synonymous with the beggars. 

The word "beggar" is highly significant for it also means 
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"seeker." As Steinsaltz explains in Beggars and Prayers: "By 

devoting their lives to the quest for sparks of holiness that are 

immanent in the world yet exiled from it, the beggars are seeking a 

connection to divinity"(174). Jewish tradition, particularly 

Hasidic literature, reveals that the beggar may be the prophet 

Elijah in disguise, a heralder of the Messiah. Like the disguised 

Lamed-Vav Tzaddikim, the thirty-six eternally extant men without 

whom the world could not be sustained, the Messiah himself is often 

portrayed in legend as a beggar. It is hardly surprising, given 

Wiesel's Hasidic background and his immersion in Hasidic legends, 

that the motif of the beggar is incorporated so prodigiously in his 

writing. Furthermore, the recurring motif of the beggar is a link 

in the chain of storytelling that stretches from oral Hasidic 

tradition to modern fiction. 

The difficulty of assessing A Beggar in Jerusalem as "a novel of 

the Six-Day War," as it is described by Wiesel himself, is that the 

disparate elements in the narration of the story do not fuse 

together to unify its structure. As Curt Leviant writes: 

The fusion of subgenres and styles (myths, Midrash, 
folktales, philosophic dialogue, Jewish history, 
journalism, epigrams) seems artificial. Instead of an 
organic whole we get brilliant fragments. Entire sections 
are so self-contained they could be removed or placed 
elsewhere without doing harm to the narrative. (26) 

However, if the novel is assessed as a fictional tale in the Hasidic 

tradition, this fragmentation and the multiple perspectives 

intrinsic to its meaning would manifest themselves in a more 

coherent way. While I will examine the narrative process of this 

work later in the discussion, taking into account Wiesel's narrative 
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strategies ann the way in which his narrators portray silence, I 

want first to suggest that A Beggar in Jerusalem can be rean as a 

continuation of Rabbi Nahman of Bratzlav's unfinishen tale of "The 

Seven Beggars," transcriben a century ann a half before the 
1 

pUblication of Wiesel's book. 

Both stories are complex ann ambiguous, containing rich Biblical 

imagery, Kabbalistic symbols, legennary heroes, parables ann folk-

narrative elements. They have a similar narrative structure in that 

the stories have both an outer ann an inner narrative framework 

which provines the setting for the beggars to tell their tales. In 

Nahman's Tales, the outer narrative framework consists of the story 

of the king ann his son which is no more than a beginning of a 
2 

narrative that is never conclunen. The inner narrative framework, 

on the other hann, as in A Beggar in Jerusalem, comprises the tales 

toln by the beggars. The combination of these elements ann their 

multiple level s of meaning lenn a quality to these tales that can 

only be nescriben as mythic. By its very nature, myth is a 

concretization of abstract truth or notion in narrative form. It 

has been nefinen by Arthur Green in Tormenten Master as "a tale that 

bespeaks an inner truth portrayen as an ancient truth"(344). As 

such, it characteristically takes the form of a particularizing 

tale, locating the general notion it wishes to convey in the life of 

some innivinual figure who best exemplifies it. In noing so, the 

myth noes not make a claim only about that innivinual but rather 

concerning the human situation as reflecten in that innivinual. 

This theoretical notion can be explainen in a " simpler way by quoting 

the beginning of one of Rabbi Nahman's stories, a story Wiese ] 

retells in a nifferent version in A Beggar in Jerusalem: 



104 

Once upon a time there was a country that encompassen all 
the countries of the worln. Ann in the country , there was 
a town that incorporaten all the towns of the country ; ann 
in that town there was a street in which were gatheren all 
the streets of the town; ann on that street there was a 
house that sheltered all the houses of the street; and in 
that hou se was a room , and in that room there was a man, 
ann that man personified all men of all countries and that 
man laughed ann laughed - no one had ever laughed like that 
before . 
(excerpted Edelman 74) 

The telling of tales in itself was of course nothing new in the 

Hasidic world. From the time of the Ba'al Shem Tov, the Master of 
3 

the Goon Name, and down to our own day, Hasidism has been 

distinguished by its rich traditions of storytelling. Nevertheless, 

Nahman's taJes constituted a major innovation . In the early days of 

Hasidism , tales were told about the masters rather than by them. 

Nahman is the author not the subject - at least not ostensibly - of 

the tales he tells. The vast majority of the Hasidic stories 

concernen the lives of the tzaddikim, the righteous men; Nahman's 

tales dealt rather with such figures as bewitched princesses, kings 

and heroes, woon-spirits ann wizards and invariably, mysterious 

beggars. Nahman's tales partake of the world of fantasy and yet go 

beyond it, transforming the folk motif and intentional symbolism 

into myth. However, if there is a single feature of Nahman's tales 

(indeed of Nahman's life as well), that makes them unique in the 
4 

history of Judaism it is that their essential motif is the quest. 

Arthur Green suggests that the tales affirm this endless quest; 

their central figure searches for the "shekinah," the indwelling 

presence of God, "wannering through the woods or sailing the seas, 

stumbling through the kingdom of lies, or flying through the air to 
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reach the tree of life"(366). The sojourns of Nahman's heroes are 

more than the wandering of the Jew in exile - they become 

"exhilarating adventures of quest . " 

Nahman, whose life was that of a seeker, could only define his 

existence in irreducible sacred symbols or in the ultimate 

profundities of silence. He said of himself that he was most alone 

with God when in the midst of people, and that he was capable of 

crying out in such a way that those around him could hear nothing at 

all : 

Know that it is possible to let out a very great scream in 
a still small voice, in such a way that no one will hear. 
No sound actually comes out - the scream takes place within 
the silence. Everyone is capable of such a cry. You just 
imagine the scream in your mind and let its sound 
penetrate your brain. 
(excerpted Green 367) 

The cry in Nahman's Tales has been redeemed from silence. Nahman 

the silent screamer also referred to himself as Nahman the dancer, 

a dancer capable of such delicate movement that no one seeing him 

would know he had moved at all . 

There is a striking similarity between Rabbi Nahman and El ie 

Wiesel. It is obvious that Wiesel's Hasidic background in Sighet, 

the town in which he spent his childhood before the deportation of 

t h e Jews to Auschwitz, determi ned his profound love of Jewish 

mysticism. His vocation as a storyteller, no doubt influenced by 

the wealth of Hasidic tales he had heard or read, has subsequently 

led to the retell ing of these tal es in many of his books. \'ihil e 

Rabbi Nahman's tales have not, to my knOWledge, b een specifically 

compared to Wiesel's fiction, it seems that much of the mysterious 

ambiguity, the deliberate paradoxes, the allusive and obsc u re 
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stories and his choice of enigmatic narrators in Wiesel's fiction 

are a reflection of the Hasidic master he so admired. 

The paradoxical quality of their spiritual temperament led both 

Nahman and Wiesel to probe the ambiguities of man's inner nature and 

his warring inclinations toward evil and good. Solitude, silence 

and laughter are basic narrative themes in their work; but whereas 

Nahman's "surges of ecstasy" and "paroxysms of anxiety" motivated 

much of his work, Wiesel's obsession with madness has driven him to 

make the madman, who may also be the beggar, the hero or narrator of 

his tales . Nahman, described as the tormented master, believed that 

liberation through fantasy was possible: the imagination had to be 

purified so that it could become a vehicle that would lead man back 

to God. Wiesel, a tormented survivor, believes that liberation 

through an imaginary past is possible, if the imagination can become 

a vehicle to bear witness to the unburied dead , lest they be 

forgotten by God and man . Both authors are seekers and their tales 

are a series of quests. But while Nahman's tales sought to restore 

his listeners to the life of dream and take them on a journey 

through the world of fantasy, Wiesel's tales seek to restore his 

readers to the world of the dead and take them on a journey into the 

past . 

In Wiesel's A Beggar in Jerusalem, the gathering of the beggars 

at the Wall of the Old City is reminiscent of Nahman's assembly of 

beggars at the wedding feast in the tale of "The Seven Beggars." In 

Wiesel ' s narrative the celebration marks the victory of the Six-Day 

War and the rejoining of the Western Wall to the heart of Israel. 

In Nahman's tale the celebration represents the restoration of 
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harmony after a catastrophe in which only two chilnren surviven. 

Their marriage wouln provine a new generation ann a fresh start for 

humanity. In each of the narratives the beggars tell fantastic 

tales of their exploits ann prowess in a particular sphere. All 

Nahman's beggars have innivinual neformities that characterize them, 

but they are only apparent nefects. Whereas they are perceiven 

externally as faults they are really qualities that are 

intrinsically perfect. The blinn beggar has an acuity of vision so 

great that he noes not perceive the netails of munnane existence; 

the neaf beggar is unable to hear the vanities ann troubles of the 

worln; the speech of the beggar who stutters is so lofty that other 

men couln only hear fragments of it; the hunchback beggar who 

apparently can bear nothing on his back holns quality rather than 

quantity; ann the sixth beggar who has no hanns can retrieve an 

arrow after it has struck its prey. The seventh beggar, who has no 

feet, noes not arrive at the wenning feast. He is thought to 

represent the Biblical King Davin whose nancing is nescriben in the 

seconn book of Samuel. Dancing is of great significance in Hasinic 

celebrations, as nance, in bringing together all the powers of the 

feet, represents the basis of simple ann perfect faith. I wouln 

suggest that the seventh beggar in Nahman's tale, the legless 

nancer, who noes not tell his tale, is brought back into Wiesel's 

story as its central narrator. It is possible that Wiesel may have 

consineren the triumph of the Six-Day War an ineal setting to 

continue Nahman's unfinishen tale. 

In A Beggar in Jerusalem, at nightfall, in the shanow of the 

Wall, Wiesel's beggars tell their tales, recounting their exploits 

nuring the War, ann "If they are to be believen, the entire victory 
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was their noing"(6). Ezra ben Abraham, an oln man from Morocco, 

claims that it was his tears that mane victory possible: "From the 

first nay to the last I nin nothing but weep. Ann it worken"(lO). 

Velvel, the one eyen beggar with a glib tongue nisagrees vehemently 

saying that it was his rejoicing that turnen the enemy back: "I 

never stoppen nancing, even while eating, even while sleeping"(lO). 

Zanok, an emaciaten Yemenite, pronounces that victory was achieven 

through his continuous praying, night ann nay; while Moshe the 

manman, proclaims ' that it was his singing ann laughter that nrownen 

out the sounn of the cannons ann "all the noises of the earth, all 

the regrets of mankinn"(31). Yakov the Timin ventures his part in 

the victory which he believes was brought about by the war games he 

playen with the chilnren to alleviate their fear. Ann the blinn 

beggar, Shlomo the Seer, whose blinnness noes not prevent him from 

seeing himself, safeguarns his secret ann continues to wait for an 

unknown figure that has not yet appearen in Jerusalem. He says that 

here, "more than anywhere else, waiting cries out for meaning, even 

if at first there was none"(14). These pursuits of the beggars, 

whether they are through prayer, song, nance, laughter or in the act 

of waiting for the Messiah, are highly significant in Hasinic life 

as they contribute to the ethical values of innivinual existence as 

well as to the religious fervour of the community. 

But it is in the telling of tales that Hasinism finns its true 

expression. In the novel, Dan the Prince, "a vagabonn ann liar of 

consinerable talent" weaves a fantastic story of his journey to an 

enchanten kingnom, beyonn the mythical river Sambatyon, which 

separates the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel from the worln. His heroic 
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~ee~s in that magical ~omain elevaten him to the rank of a prince. 

His return to Jerusalem, as an emissary for the king "on a mission 

of unprecenenten importance" contributes to the favourable outcome 

of the war. Before the outbreak of hostilities, he bombarnen 

cabinet ministers, politicians, generals ann columnists with offers 

of financial ann military ain, which, although he anmits they went 

unanswere~, len to the optimism that accompanien victory. While his 

legennary exploits ignite the imagination of his rapt aunience; it 

is his role as messenger that is most significant for Davin: "All of 

us are messengers. If man is the messenger of man, why shouln a 

ma~man not be the messenger of Gon"(37). 

While Davin is the protagonist of the novel an~ the first-person 

narrator, the tales of the beggars which fragment his narration are 

crucial to the way in which silence is createn ann sustainen 

throughout the work. In "the city of unshakeable memory" the 

beggars' tales are the link between the legennary past, Hasi~ic 

tranition, ann the immeniacy of the Six-Day War. As Yakov the Timi~ 

says: "This is where wor~s ann sil ence come to terms" (14) . The 

beggars, both narrators an~ listeners, appear ann ~isappear, giving 

them a ~imension of timelessness ann invincibility. Davi~'s own 

involvement with his search for Katriel is given the same 

crenibility as Dan's journey to his legennary king~om, Itzhik's war 

a~ventures ann ben Abraham's encounter with "a terrible ann powerful 

sultan." The beggars are tellers of tales: "What they have to 

transmi t they no with sil ence as much as with worns" (48) . Their 

lives, their stories an~ silences are interwoven ann interchangeable 

ann moreover can never be resolve~, having like the novel itself no 

beginning ann no en~ing. 
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The opening paragraph of A Beggar in Jerusalem epitomizes the 

mysticism and allusive ambiguity of the narrator's role in the 

telling of his tale: 

The tale the beggar tells must be told from the beginning. 
But the beginning has its own tale, its own secret. That's 
how it is, and that's how it has always been. There is 
nothing man can do about it. Death itself has no power 
over the beginning. The beggar who tells you this knows 
what he is talking about. (3) 

The identity of that beggar is never disclosed but the reader is 

asked to participate in finding out who he is: "Do you see him? 

There. Sitting on a tree stump . Don't ask him, he won't 

answer: he hates answers"(3). From the outset, the narrator sets up 

a paradoxical situation in which he establishes an intimacy between 

himself and the reader, who takes on the role of the listener in the 

tale, thus creating the illusion of shared experience. At the same 

time his intangible presence makes it difficult for the listener to 

expect any consistency in his narration. He poses rhetorical and 

unanswerable questions to which silence will be the only appropriate 

response. The narrator, who is like a storyteller in Hasidic o ral 

tradition, coaxes his audience to be patient and to come closer to 

the beggar who wil l not cast a spell over them: "He is beckoni ng. Do 

you see him now? It is he. It is I"(4). The narrator may be 

talking of himself, or Katriel, who "dead or alive" will claim his 

place in the tale; or he may be referring to anyone of the beggars 

who wait at the Wall. The narrative strategy of introduc ing Da v id 

as the first-person narrator and then continually questioning his 

existence adds to the mysterious aura surrounding the teller and his 

tale. It also increases the tenuous relationship he has with his 
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listener to whom he confides that "he is sure of nothing. Not even 

the moment which unites us, you ann me"(S). Furthermore, his role 

as a beggar is not what it seems: "He neither begs nor asks for 

anything, either from man or from God"(6). 

Just as the narrator is expelled from time and prefers to avoid 

the present, the listener is urged to follow his imaginary journeys 

into the past even while being constantly reminden that the tale is 

being unfolden in the real world of Jerusalem immediately after the 

events of the Six-Day War. David's memory, however, takes him back 

to the other post-war period in Europe after the Holocaust where he 

was one of the survivors who were not allowed victory: "We were 

beggars, unwanted everywhere, condemned to exile and reminding 

strangers everywhere of what they han done to us and to 

themselves"(19). Feeling rejected by both the living and the dead, 

David decides to return to his native town without knowing what he 

hopes to find there. He learns that only three survivors of the 

Jewish community escaped deportation and that they were committed t o 

the insane asylum. He is only able to communicate with the youngest 

patient who tells David his story of his madness: 

Imagine the unimaginable. Imagin e my seeing this town 
without its Jews. It sounds inconceivable, I know . And 
yet that is how I see it, as distinctly as you see me now 

Where are the talkative tailors, the haughty 
doctors, the rich merchants and their customers, the 
wedning minstrels and the brides-to-be, the frenzied 
beggars and the secret "tzaddikim" disguised as beggars? 
Where are the Masters of silences pregnant with meaning, 
and their disciples, where are they? . They are here, 
I know, though invisible and strangely wrapped in absence. 
(24-25) 

The young madman, convinced that the hallucinations of his torment e d 
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mind are self-imposed, pleads with David to pronounce the words that 

will extricate him from his madness. But David does not answer. 

The silence then, broken by the old men's insane laughter, remains 

with the narrator and his listeners long after the tale is told. 

Thereafter, the narrator shifts the focus and returns to the 

immediate present by describing the sunset in Jerusalem. Again he 

establishes an almost teasing intimacy with his listener by evoking 

the name of Katriel and then withdrawing it by saying, "Do not ask 

me who he is, I will not tell you, not yet"(29). The scene returns 

to the Wall and the fragmented tales the beggars tell. Moshe, the 

madman, is drunk and tells of the girl he once loved, as well as his 

encounter with the Prophet Elijah who was said to have told him that 

laughter "in itself is a miracle, the most astonishing miracle of 

all"(33). Itzhik, a truck driver, tells a story out of the 

immediate present, while Zalmen expounds on his part in the Bar 

Kochba revolt against Rome. The narrator explains, almost 

apologetically, that his companions are not speechmakers: "They are 

tellers of tales. What they have to transmit they do with silence 

as much as wi th words" (48) . 

In spite of the multiple narrative voices in the novel, and the 

seeming hesitancy of the central narrator to tell his own story, 

there is a pattern that emerges in the narrative process. While 

time is fluid and the boundaries between imagination and reality 

dissolve, and the beggars in Hasidic legend merge with , the beggars 

in Jerusalem, the silence between the tales becomes the unifying 

strategy in the structure of the work. The constant shifts in time 

and place, the unresolved questions, the intangible presence of 

Katriel, the unfinished tales and the testimony of the messengers 
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and madmen, create the space for silence as a narrative device, as 

well as permitting the narrator to be silent when words are no 

longer needed to fill in the gaps and the pauses. Silence also 

serves to build up the narrative suspense of the central plot 

revolving around the narrator's meeting with Katriel and his passive 

participation in the Six-Day War. 

His visit to Lieutenant Colonel Gad's headquarters is narrated 

in a matter-of-fact reportorial style. Gad, overworked, on edge, 

"harried by his superiors, harassed by his subordinates," hardly has 

the time or patience for his friend's strange request to join the 

army and go to the war front. The opportunity arises when one of 

the men in a combat unit is hospitalized and David seizing on this 

coincidence manages to persuade Gad to allow him to replace the 

missing man. He does not continue with the story until Chapter 8, 

half way through the book, and resumes it only after the reader has 

become acquainted (through the omniscient narrator) with Katriel, 

his wife Malka and their dead son, Sasha. The third person 

narration of the night before Katriel goes to war and takes leave of 

his wife is inserted prior to David's meeting with him, as though to 

ensure the veracity of Katriel's existence, which the narrator 

himself continually doubts. 

The first-person narrator, David, who is now in army uniform, 

continues the narrative in the same journalistic style that 

characterized his interlude with Gad. He has to explain to the 

members of his unit that although he is standing in for a gunner, he 

has never touched a gun in his life. He is neither serving in 

Intelligence nor is he engaged on active duty. He is not a member 
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of the Reserves, ann has not been mobilizen in any other capacity. 

He can only tell them that he is a Jew, ann he will be "looking 

arounn." As the solniers roar with laughter at his outrageous 

reasons for being involven in the war, Katriel comes forwarn ann 

intronuces himself to Davin. He tells the solniers that they must 

not laugh: "Looking ann telling are neither easier nor less 

important than the rest"(104). While the solniers accept Katriel's 

explanation, they voice their nisapproval of his silence in their 

camp. Ann Katriel is forcen to speak up ann nefenn his silence 

although his speech is like that "of a sick man struggling to live 

ann to speak." He anmits that, "I am as responsible for my silence 

as you are for your worns"(106). The men, thunnerstruck at the 

miracle of Katriel' ability to speak, become, with Davin, the rapt 

aunience for Katriel's story, which contains the crucial message of 

the narrative process in the novel: 

I love stories, ann it is thanks to my father that I love 
them. Everything I know I learnen from him. He taught me 
to measure myself against my worns ann to attune myself to 
their silence if not always to the truth they conceal; he 
taught me how to listen . Do you know that it is given to 
us to enrich a legenn simply by listening to it? It 
belongs as much to the listener as to the teller. You 
listen to a tale, ann all of a sunnen it is no longer the 
same tale. Do you re~lize that it is in our power to 
neepen the source by simply moving towarn it? That too I 
learnen from my father. I am just repeating his worns. 
But the silence within my worns is my own. (107) 

That silence is communicaten by the narrator's following comments: 

"He stoppen. Entrancen, the men nin nothing, sain nothing which 

might break the spell"(107). Until that nay Katriel han not spoken. 

A few nays later Davin makes a pact with Katriel that whichever 

one of them survives will bear witness for the other. Katriel tries 



115 

to dissuade David by saying that he does not know anything about 

him, that words destroy what they aim to describe and alter what 

they try to emphasize. But David, convinced that it will be Katriel 

who will testify for him, and that their roles are interchangeable, 

assures him that he does know him: he knows his questions, his 

tales, the way he talks, listens and watches, as well as his passion 

for mystery and silence. Although he concedes that these are only 

elements in his personality, "Together they make up what you are, 

each expressing a particular aspect"(135). When Katriel disappears, 

almost at the same time as Gad is killed, and shortly after they 

have had their first glimpse at the Wall when Jerusalem is 

liberated, it is Katriel's silence in the mad, joyous shouting that 

continues to haunt David's life and memory. 

Like the young madman in the insane asylum, David feels that 

Katriel's presence "though invisible and wrapped in absence"(25), 

reflects a vision of reality that is hallucinatory. Even his 

meeting with Katriel's wife seems to him to have been an 

hallucination. Sitting at the Wall, as midnight approaches, 

exchanging stories with the other beggars, Katriel sees a female 

silhouette moving with "dreamlike grace" toward him. She 

mysteriously knows David's name, although it could not have been 

Katriel who told her. When the beggars ask her why Katriel is not 

with them, she answers, "Who is Katriel?"(92). In spite of the 

beggars being witnesses, Katriel's very existence is questioned once 

more. MaJka, whom the beggars call their "queen," then disappears 

from the story and reappears, perhaps at another meeting with David. 

For the narrator, as with the beggars, chronological time has no 

meaning, and the listener has to adjust to the timelessness of the 
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tale by disregarding the sequence of the story. When Malka offers 

her love to David, he asks her to dance with him "to change the 

order of the night and its disorder as well"(145). But suddenly, 

Malka's eyes became the eyes of Ileana who sacrificed her life to 

save David. Malka now becomes associated with his forbidden 

memories. At this point, the narrator again inserts a story-within­

a story that has little to do with Katriel, the war, or even the 

beggars, and serves only to fragment his narrative by bringing back 

memories of his own survival. The present and the past merge as 

Katriel's wife becomes interchangeable with Ileana, a woman he once 

loved and watched die. 

Towards the end of the novel, Malka becomes the narrator's 

listener and it is she who asks David to give up the past, telling 

him that "The dead have no right in Jerusalem"(207). But David is 

neither convinced that Katriel will not reappear one day 

under another identity, "more mysterious and more invincible" than 

before, nor is he able to distinguish between Katriel's memories and 

stories and those of his own. They are inextricably intertwined, 

and whether Katriel is alive or not is unimportant to David because 

his disappearance wou~d prove nothing except that "certain stories 

clon't have an ending. Or a beginning"(207). And "the beggar knows 

how to wait"(210). He tells Malka, or perhaps he is addressing his 

remarks to his unknown listeners, that it is his memory and the 

unanswered questions that keep him in the haunted square beside the 

Wall, "in this city where nothing is lost and nothing 

clispersed"(210): 

While accepting ambiguity and the quest arising from it, 
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the beggar at times wouln like to lose his memory; he can 
not. On the contrary: it keeps growing ann swelling, 
storing away events ann faces until the past of others 
becomes one with his own. By continuen survival, he no 
longer nifferentiates between his allies, his ghosts ann 
his guines, ann whether he owes them allegiance. For him 
everything is question, incluning the miracle that keeps 
him on the surface. (210) 

The beggar is always the link between Katriel ann Davin, the 

past ann the present, imagination ann reality. Davin remembers 

Katriel's reminiscences of his part in the siege of the Oln City 

twenty years previously, when he encounter en a beggar, who may have 

been a "mekubal," a mystical manman or a visionary who haunten the 

01n City for centuries. Katriel be1ieven that he remainen behinn, 

"hining in the confines of his invisible kingnom"(188). When Davin 

sees the army chaplain approaching the Wall carrying the Torah, like 

"a brinegroom on his wenning nay," he wonners where he han seen him 

before; whether he was the beggar, the preacher of his chi1nhoon, 

King Davin, Abraham, Katriel or the Messiah. Like Nahman's Tales, 

A Beggar in Jerusalem expresses in narrative form the life of a 

worln beyonn any orninary sequence of time ann space. When the 

stories lose that certain mysterious ambiguity they cease to be 

myth. Just as Nahman's seven beggars may be thought to represent 

Biblical figures, Ta1munic sages or even nifferent aspects of Nahman 

himself, so Wiesel's beggars can be interpreten as 1egennary heroes 

in Hasinic lore, real or imaginary man men of his chi1nhoon, 

messengers of the unburien nean or witnesses to the renemption of 

Israel. Any univalent interpretation of the stories limiting their 

multiple levels of meaning wouln rob them of their richness of 

ambiguity. It is for this reason that the most satisfying reaning 

of A Beggar in Jerusalem, whether it is seen in the context of the 
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Hasidic tradition or is assessed as a modern novel of the Six-Day 

War, is that the narrative process of the tale should be considered 

as essential to its meaning as the themes that are explored in the 

text. In this novel Wiesel offers to his reader as many 

interpretations as the multiple narrative voices of his central 

narrator allow. It is only in the telling of the tale that the 

silence can be heard, and it is the beggar who ultimately is able to 

convey the timelessness of that silence. 

There is no ending to the tale of A Beggar in Jerusalem. The 

last sentence of the novel brings its circular narrative process 

back to the beginning: "For tales, like people, all have the same 

beginning" (211) . 
, 

As Andre Neher remarks: "The last word of the book 

is an orphaned word: it is the word 'beginning.' It has been 

wrenched away from its companion, the end"(226). But in the telling 

of their tales and between their tales, the beggars of Jerusalem 

bring silence "where it is needed, when it is needed"(202). 



CHAPTER 6 

THE SILENCE OF THE NARRATORS IN THE OATH 

In his book Against the Apocalypse, David Roskies convincingly 

argues that there is a collective memory of Jewish historical 

tragedy which forms a traditional response to catastrophe . He shows 

that the force of recurrent catastrophe acts as a crucible in which 

all prior responses are refined and recombined. He states: "The 

Jewish dialectic response is at the core a profoundly neo-classical 

impulse: the greater the catastrophe , the more its victims reshape 

the ancient archetypes"(259). By examining the liturgy of 

destruction of the First and Second Temples, the lamentation 

literature of the Bible, the poetry during and after the Eastern 

European pogroms, the literary output in response to "the rape of 

the shtetl , " and the writings of the ghetto, Roskies discovers that 

there is an historical continuity in the Jewish literature of 

destruction. He maintains that even when examining the qualitative 

difference of the Holocaust catastrophe claims can be made to 

continuity in the literary themes and archetypes of destruction. 

His assumption is that: "If the Holocaust is a break, then the 

subsequent work about it should either attempt to capture it by 

entirely new modes, or face the break in great confusion"(260). In 

the examples he cites of the Jewish writers of Eastern Europe , he 

finds that while their styles may be new, the process is the same. 

I 
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He suggests therefore, that the historical break was anticipated by 

the artistic process, especially after World War 1, so that despite 

the disappearance of a culture, its means of handling catastrophe 

lingers on. 

One can neither deny the validity of Roskies' proposition, 

based on brilliant insight and careful scrutiny, particularly of the 

Yiddish and Hebrew writers of the twentieth century, nor can one 

fail to recognize the merit of Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi's comprehensive 

and invaluable study By Words Alone, in which she takes a stance in 

opposition to Roskies' conclusions. She finds that a l though 

Holocaust literature is a reflection of recent history, it cannot 

draw upon timeless archetypes of human experience and behaviour. 

Her evaluation of post-Holocaust writers shows that the development 

of the creative literature is the least consistent with traditional 

moral and artistic conventions precisely where it is most confined 

to the unimaginable facts of v iolence and horror. It is Ezrahi's 

contention that: "Even the most vivid presentation of concrete 

detail and specificity, the most palpable reconstruction of 

Holocaust reality, is blinded by the fact that there is no analogue 

in human experience"(3). In drawing a distinction between a 

collective literature and a "displaced" literature, she holds t h e 

view that for a writer set adrift by the Nazis from the source of 

life ' s continuity, the reference is usually private experience 

rather than the more generalized historical question of collective 

identity and destiny. Her conclusions lead to the underlying 

assumptions of Holocaust literature, namely that the pre-eminent 

role of Holocaust art is testimony. As an act of commemoration the 



survivor neens to bear witness ann noes this from personal 

experience. 

While in many respects Roskies' ann Ezrahi's proposals may 

appear to be contranictory for the critical evaluation of post­

Holocaust writers, both views can be accomonaten in testimonial 

literature, ann particularly in Wiesel's fictional universe. 
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The Oath, Wiesel's seventh novel, is one of the best examples in his 

fiction of a work that provokes ambiguities, sets up antimonies, 

suggests alternatives ann finally leaves the questions open-ennen. 

Wiesel's ability to note nualities, to embrace none or both, allows 

the reaner to become aware of continuities, parallels, separations, 

nisjunctions, perpetual beginnings ann inconclusions. Wiesel 

achieves these various levels of paranox not only through the 

contentious themes in the novel but through the narrative strategies 

he employs. It is his choice of narrators that finally provine the 

key to the multilevellen meanings of the book. By allowing one of 

his narrators in a specific context to recall tranitional archetypal 

mones, he is able to nefenn a response to catastrophe on a 

continuum. At the same time, another narrator in a similar context, 

can an vocate niscontinuity by nenying the efficacy of a neoclassical 

response to catastrophe . Moreover, Wiesel sets up a situation where 

there is only one survivor left to bear witness, yet imposes on him 

the oath of silence, consinering this to be the only kinn of 

testimony that is appropriate for the massacre of Kolvillag. 

For the first time in his fiction, Wiesel is confronting a 

problem not only of the inanequacy of language to express the 

inexpressible, but is questioning whether language as testimony 

shouln be usen at all. He is attempting to resolve an extreme 
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para~ox of expressing silence through language in order to show the 

possibility of communicating in silence without language. From this 

vantage point, it is no longer a question of how to tell the story 

but how not to tell it. By making the central issue of the novel 

the abdication of the word, Wiesel is embarking on a project that 

challenges the written an~ spoken word, the only tool of literary 

communication. The subsequent narration of the story would 

therefore, be a contradiction in terms. It will be my suggestion 

that while the overall impression of the story is one that is 

forbidden to be told, and the oath of silence is the prevailing 

theme of the novel, Wiesel is able to sustain the paradox by 

imposing varying degrees of silence on his narrators through the 

narrative process. 

The opening paragraph of The Oath, is a refusal by the 

storyteller to tell the tale: 

No, said the ol~ man. I will not speak. 
say, I don't care to say. Not to you, not 
now, not tomorrow. There is no tomorrow. 

What I have to 
to anybo~y. Not 
( 3 ) 

Yet, the novel is a denial of those statements. The ol~ man does 

speak, he ~oes tell the story to his listener, he does care what he 

has to say, and there is a promise of tomorrow. But in the 

narration of the tale, the old man does not lose his credibility. 

In the way in which he unfolds his story to the reader, he is able 

to transmit the overwhelming silence within the story through 

alternating narrative voices, shifts in points of view, excursions 

into the past and returns to the present. Furthermore, it is in the 

interrelationship of the narrators that the cessation of speech is 
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mos t fully realized. 

The novel begins as a third person narrative, with the authorial 

narrator creating a distance between himself and the old man. The 

words of the old man have the effect of arousing the interest and 

curiosity of the reader as to why he refuses to speak. At the 

beginning of an italicized section, immediately following the words 

of the old man, the listener, the young man, assumes the role of the 

first person narrator, thus establishing an in persona 

identification with the reader. It is the new narrator who fulfils 

the reader's expectation by providing some information in the more 

conventional format of storytel l ing, particularly that of myth or 

1 egend. He begins: "Once upon a time, long, long ago, there was a 

small town with a mysterious past, a black stain under a purple sky. 

It's name in Hungarian is Kolvillag. ."(3). He proceeds to 

. ". 
authenticate the existence of Kolvlllag by offering scanty pieces of 

information discovered in his research: a letter dated in 1822, the 

correspondence of an obscure Romanian monk, a diary of a sage who 

held court there in the sixteenth century and the liturgical 

writings of a poet in the year 5206. The effect of these vague 

hints of unimportant detail firmly establishes the old man's crucial 

role as a storyteller, and as the only link with the history of a 

town that no longer appears on the map. The young listener is aware 

that he will only be able to learn the secret of Kolvi11ag through 

the voice of the last survivor, whose name is Azriel, "and he is 

mad" (5) . 

The authorial narration, interrupted by the musings of the young 

man, and the introduction of the first person narration of the old 

man, has the effect of an unconsummated dialogue. The reader is 
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often left confused as to who is speaking and from which point of 

view the story is hesitantly and reluctantly being unfolded. In 

addition, the frequent changes in tense add to the confusion of the 

reader: the old man speaks of the past as though it is present, and 

the young man speaks of the present as though it is in the past. 

While the first section of the book "The Old Man and the Child" has 

three narrators, it would seem feasible to assume that the function 

of the authorial narrator would be to link the first person 

narrations of Azriel and the young man. However, it rarely achieves 

this because the authorial intervention is never sufficiently 

sustained to add a further dimension to the disparate stories. 

The name of the young man remains undisclosed throughout the 

book. Through his haunting and recurring recollections of his 

mother's perpetual suffering with the loss of her first child in the 

concentration camps, the reader is able to infer that the young 

narrator is the child of survivors. His anonymity is not only a 

refl ection of the survivors who lost their names in "the Kingdom of 

Night," but of the generation after, who began life without a past. 

Because of the burden of his mother's past and his exclusion from 

the Holocaust experience, his existence as an usurper , an unwanted 

replacement for his dead brother, becomes untenable and leads to his 

decision to end his own life. His only memory is that of his dying 

mother whom he could not help. The young man does not speak of his 

predicament nor of his life which remains, with his name shrouded in 

silence. His encounter with Azriel, gives him a reason to live as 

he becomes obses sed with the need to discover Azriel's past, a past 

with which he can identify and adopt as his own. He says: "By 
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allowing me to enter his life, he gave meaning to mine," making it 

possible for him "to nwell in two places" ann claim "more than one 

role"(16) as his own. Although the young man's presence is 

important in the first part of the book because it establishes him 

as the recipient of the story, infrequent reference is mane of him 

subsequently. The oln man occasionally refers to him as "my boy" as 

a reminner to the reaner that he is still part of the story. It is 

only in the concluning page of the novel that the young man's voice 

is hearn again, reinforcing the inea that his absence from the 

narrative is more like a silent presence. Thus, the reaner feels 

obligen to take over or at least share his role as listener. 

In the same way as the reaner is able to piece together a vague 

sketch of the young man through Azriel's vacillating interior 

monologues, so a blurreo impressionistic portrait of the oln man 

emerges from the musing of the young man, who has gatheren onn 

accounts of him through people to whom he has spoken. The oln man's 

life as a wannerer for fifty years after leaving Kolvillag is 

steepen in mystery, ann aoos to the enigmatic quality of the 

storyteller who may be a saint, a man man or "a Just man nisguisen as 

a vagabonn"(17). The young man oiscovers that nobony has succeenen 

in knowing him nor coulo they recall his physical features. Each 

person nescribes him in a nifferent ann contranictory way. It 

appears that Azriel is "equally at ease quoting from the Talmuo or 

Mao Tse Tung; he masteren seven ancient languages ann a nozen living 

ones" (17). He han taught philosophy to professional philosophers 

ann han lecturen to tycoons on the stockmarket. The nescriptions of 

Azriel seem to embrace all facets of life ann encompass his ability 

to commune with all people. 
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Through h i s stories, the young man is able to glimpse at some 

areas in Azriel's life which are like "a hyphen between countless 

communities"(47). The youth is told about Rachel whom the old man 

loved because she was able to make him laugh, and about his 

friendship with a revolutionary activist, Abrasha, whose dream was 

communism, which he believed would abolish "evil and suffering, 

hunger and poverty, social injustice and war"(62). Azriel recounts 

an incident where he is taken for a miracle maker, "a Just Man," to 

help the poor, heal the sick, and restore health to the afflicted. 

As the crowd gathers around him, pleading with him to use his powers 

to alleviate their suffering, he chooses "escape into laughter" 

which convinces them that he is indeed "a divine messenger"(75). 

During many visits to synagogues in various communities he is always 

asked to deliver a sermon. On each occasion he can only say: "I am 

here not to speak but to hold my tongue"(50). Wherever he goes the 

speaker became speechless. 

The only irrefutable fact the reader is able to ascertain about 

Azriel is his obsession to save the life of the young man, "not to 

offer death one more victim"(12). He tells him stories , preaches to 

him, makes him eat, drink , walk and speak because, as he ironically 

notes, "one does not commit suicide in the middle of a 

sentence"(14). He attempts to make the young man dream, to invite a 

future and deny death because again, "One doesn't kill oneself while 

dreaming"(54) . But Azriel knows that the only sure way to save the 

young man's life is to tell him the story of Kolvill~g , to break the 

oath of silence " not only to save you but also to save myself"(87). 

He says the following words silently to himself: 



127 

I'll transmit my experience to him and he, in turn will be 
compelled to do the same. He in turn will become a 
messenger. And once a messenger, he has no alternative. 
He must stay alive until he has transmitted his message. 
(33) 

. , 
Before allowing the narrators to tell the tale of Kolvlllag, 

Wiesel inserts a story-within-a-story that is crucial for an 

understanding of the way in which the story is transmitted without 

speech. It is not clear whether Azriel narrates the story to the 

young man or whether it is contained in his silent imaginary 

journeys into the past. He recalls his visit to Rabbi Zusia of 

Kolomey, an extraordinary Hasidic rabbi, to whom his disciples could 

entrust their souls, and to whom "you could reveal what you tried to 

conceal from yourself"(35). After spending Shabbat in his court and 

antagonizing the Hasidim because of his sadness and his refusal to 

rejoice, the rabbi severely reprimands him: "There is no room under 

this roof for anyone who cannot control his sorrow and prevent it 

from affecting his fellowman"(40). Azriel implores the rabbi to 

advise him whether he should speak or remain silent "without turning 

my silence into a lie or betrayal"(41). The rabbi angrily forbids 

him to vi o late his oath, but then concedes, and says: 

I shall listen to you. In my own way, not yours . Without 
words. I shall listen to what they conceal. You will look 
straight into my eyes and you will tell me everything. 
Without moving your lips, without thinking about the words 
you will use. You will relive everything before me, and 
the old man and you will become one. Go on, begin. (42) 

And so, Azriel opens his mouth without speaking and begins to relive 

and rethink the events of Kolvillag. The rabbi listens in silence 

to the tale. 
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The mute testimony of Azriel is one of Wiesel's most powerful 

evocations of silence in his fiction. The brevity of a few succinct 

phrases conjures up a multitude of visual images. The story which 

is not verbalized at this point, has a far greater impact on the 

reader than the story which is finally told at length. The fire is 

more luminous without words, and the end of Kolvillag is more final 

without language. The story is a dramatic enactment of an abstract 

notion of a voiceless narrative, a speechless tale. Added to this, 

is the presence of the mystical rabbi as well as the eloquent 

silence of Hasidic teaching. After listening to the story, Rebbe 

zusia remains silent in deep thought before finally committing 

Azriel to become a Na-Venadnik, a wanderer in perpetual exile, "a 

stranger among strangers," and "the silence between words"(43). 

As in most of Wiesel's novels the central action of the plot 

serves as a framework or a backdrop to the various levels of meaning 

in the text. It is never an end in itself, and in The Oath, the 

longest and most fully developed work of fiction he has written thus 

far, the story is a means of exploring the dialectic between 

language and silence through various narrative strategies. 

The story of The Oath is neither original nor extraordinary, and 

is not unlike any other story of a pogrom in Eastern Europe. It 

concerns a familiar world of anti-Semitism involving medieval 

accusations of Jewish ritual murder of a Christian child. The 

ancient superstition sets in motion a chain reaction of hatred and 

revenge which culminates in the destruction of the Jewish community. 

The pogrom takes place in Kolvillag, a town in the Carpathian 

mountains, shortly before Easter, in the 1920's. It follows an 

archetypal pattern: a gentile youth, in this case a hoodlum called 
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Yancsi, feared and disliked by the townspeople disappears 

"mysteriously." The Christian community turn to the "simple" 

explanation that the Jews of the town have killed him. Thereafter, 

the events leading to the apocalypse are played out according to the 

rules set down centuries before. Not even the futile gesture of 

Moshe, the madman who confesses to the murder, can avert the 

inevitability of the pogrom. The story is almost a clich~ and the 

stock characters in the action are interchangeable with all victims 

and oppressors in all pogroms, the time and place being incidental 

on the continuum of Jewish historical tragedy. As the narrator 

notes, nothing has changed since the first "ritual murder." 

There is no pretense in the narration of the story t o introduce 

exceptional circumstances, provide different motivations for 

revenge, offer other versions of the massacre, or establish a new 

archetype or paradigm of destruction. The images of ancient pogroms 

reappear: smashed doors, shattered windows, broken dishes, "a 

crushed cat, a trampled rooster," "the sobs and death rattles of the 

tortured," and "the howl ing and laughing invaders. . sowing 

terror"(269). The events of this pogrom are hardly distinguishable 

from the account s of pogroms in the Middle Ages. As Roskies states: 

"Violence was a built-in feature of Jewish l ife, a permanent albeit 

unpredictable part o f cyclical time"( 79 ). Why then is this story 

forbidden to be told? It is my contention that it is precisely 

because of its familiarity, because of the vi o lent deeds of death 

and horror which ine xorably unfold in a traditional archetypal mode, 

that Wiesel is able to use the story as a de v ice to explore new and 

innovati ve versi ons of response to cata strophe . 
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. , 
The narration of the pogrom of Kolv~llag begins in the second 

part of the novel, "The Child and the Madman," and continues through 

Part 3, "The Madman and the Book." It appears to be a predominantly 

first-person narrative, Azriel being the central narrator who 

experiences the fictional events. However, it is not only his 

narrative voice or point of view that is presented to the reader. 

In the narrative process Wiesel creates the tension by evoking 

opposing narrative voices that take on the roles of narrator. The 

titles of the three parts of the book are a key to their identity. 

In the first section, "The Old Man and the Child," the co-narrators 

are Azriel and the young man, whereas in the second part, the child 

is Azriel himself, at about the same age as the listener in Part 1, 

and the madman is Moshe, who is ultimately responsible for the story 

of the oath. In the last section, "The Madman and the Book," the 

Madman is again Moshe who is now the silent narrator, while the Book 

represents the written testimony of the scribe, Shmuel, the father 

of Azriel. 

The pivotal character in The Oath, upon whom the dramatic action 

revolves, is Moshe the Madman, a figure who appears in different 

guises and roles throughout Wiesel's fiction. In this novel, he is 

the composite of all mad Moshes, appearing first in Night as the 

original witness and yet again in The Oath, where he reverses his 

standpoint by denouncing the right of the survivor to bear witness. 

All the descriptions of him are purposefully vague and mysterious 

which give an added impetus to his climactic role as the protagonist 

in The Oath. It is Moshe, "a madman unlike any other"(122), to whom 

Wiesel entrusts his most cogent rationale for using silence as a 

means to avert further Jewish catastrophe. 
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The impact of Moshe's sermon is achieveo through the narrative 

strategies Wiesel employs in builoing up the image of the 

extraoroinary ano mystical seer. In Part 1 of the novel, Azriel 

frequently evokes his name, begging the maoman to release him from 

his oath of silence. Moshe's name, his story ano his maoness become 

synonymous with the hiooen meaning of Kolvillag. Moreover, as the 

story progresses, the ioentity of Moshe the Maoman, ano Azriel the 

storyteller, become so intertwineo that their narrative voices are 

invariably interchangeable. However, it is Azriel who furnishes the 

reaoer with the only physical oescription of Moshe. This is 

delivereo in unfinisheo sentences ano staccato phrases: "Moshe, 

forty or so. Haggaro. Unkempt, bushy bearo. Somber, haunt eo eyes. 

Intimioating ano intimioateo, harmless. Subject to oepressions, 

alternate fits of rage and enthusiasm"(119). Azriel gives more 

attention to Moshe's eyes, remembering how he fell unoer the spell 

of the inaccessible when, as a young man of sixteen, he was l'loshe's 

only pupil, elevateo to the rank of disciple: "Strange eyes, dark 

ano reo - odoly staring, unfathomable. Eyes that went straight to 

the core of things, seeing nothing but their essence. ."(121). 

These descriptions are hardly sufficient for reinforcing the 

reader's expectation of the characteristics usually attributable to 

a protagonist in a novel. The narrative device of witholding detail 

through the reduction of language allows only the essentials to be 

presented for interpretation. However, by enoowing Moshe with 

magical powers of being able to see through masks, discover hidden 

truths and uncover the inner secrets of members of the community, 

Wiesel gives him the status of a legendary hero, whom people from 
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surrounding villages came to admire and stare at "as though he had 

three eyes and two mouths"(128). But when Moshe delivers his first 

sermon at the synagogue, he begs the congregants to allow him to 

attain his goal through solitude and silence without encumbering him 

with their worship and curiosity. He shuns all recognition and 

affection bestowed on him as a saint and true tzaddik. 

The dramatization of events leading up to his second sermon are 

centred around Moshe's martyrdom and torture in prison after he has 

offered himself as Yancsi's murderer. He realizes then that words, 

as contained in his three word confession "I did it," are futile; 

that words will not defuse the onslaught of the pogrom, nor, as he 

thought, change the destiny of Kolvill~g. Moshe insists on 

addressing the community from the pulpit of the ancient synagogue. 

The tension mounts as the community gathers to listen to "the madman 

turned saint, or the saint gone mad"(162) because "none other than 

Moshe, at no other moment in his life"(234) could draw the crowds 

and create the kind of awesome silence he commands: "He communicated 

his silence, drawn from the source of his being, even before he 

translated it into language"(226). When he begins to speak from the 

depth of silence, his listeners are hardly aware he is speaking, as 

the sound of his voice is almost like a sigh, a wordless prayer. 

His rationale begins with the idea that in Jewish history there has 

always been one storyteller, one survivor, one witness to revive the 

past and to tell the tale of catastrophe. He explains that words 

have been the only weapon against death, but because they have been 

intrinsically linked with hate and destruction, they must be 

abolished to forestall future ordeals: 
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We shall innovate, do what our ancestors and forbears could 
not or dared not do. We are going to impose the ultimate 
challenge, not by language but by the absence of language, 
not by the word but by the abdication of the word. 
Let us take the only possible decision: we shall testify no 
more. (239) 

Moshe does not ask but orders the community to take the oath of 

silence under the sign of Herem, a word charged with occult powers 

and evoking eternal damnation. Each member of the community swears 

the oath accompanied by ancient ritual formulas of anathema, that if 

the oath is broken, the excommunicated renegade will forfeit his 

right to belong to any human family, living or dead. The ritual 

associated with the swearing of the oath is the climax to the 

central part of the novel. It is also one of Wiesel's most dramatic 

scenes in his fiction where silence, and not the words about 

silence, is communicated to the reader. Thereafter, in Part 3, the 

inevitable massacre of the community of Kolvillag follows, leaving 

Azriel as the only survivor and witness to carry not only the burden 

of memory but the severity of the ritual oath never to reveal what 

he has seen or heard. 

Although Moshe is the pivotal character and one of the central 

narrators in The Oath, the role of Shmuel, the chronicler of 

Kolvillag, is crucial; not only as an opposing narrative voice in 

the conflict between silence and language, but in the resolution of 

the story. Whereas Moshe advocates discontinuity through the 

abdication of the word, thus refuting a response to catastrophe on a 

continuum, Shmuel insists on the traditional neo-classical response 

of drawing on ancient archetypes to assure continuity for future 

generations. Both are witnesses to catastrophe, but Moshe is 

committed to silencing testimony, while Shmuel is determined to 
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preserve and transmit testimony through the written word. On a 

broader level, Roskies notes that the Jewish poets responding to the 

pogroms of Eastern Europe were "caught between acquiescence to an 

inherited tradition of response, which seemed only too viable - and 

rebellion against it, if only to break out of the vicious 

cycle"(83). 

Shmuel is the traditional scribe and guardian of the Book, the 

"Pinkas," the communal archive of Kolvillag. His complete 

identification with the town and his passionate need to testify in 

order to protect the sacredness of the Book is described by Azriel 

in Part 1, and in fact is the only description of him provided to 

the listener: 

My father loved to write, erase, erase some more, condense 
twenty words into a single word or preferably into a comma. 
Did he suffer? Surely. But he was too proud to show it. 
His life? Total identification with the heroes and 
characters of the "pinkas," his only reading matter. Look 
at his legible, precise handwriting. Every sentence is 
definitive. He chiseled his words and fitted them like 
stones into a gigantic tower, until they burst apart, like 
so many dismembered bodies tumbling into the precipice. 
( 79 ) 

When Yancsi disappears, it is Shmuel who tells Azriel that a 

Christian child who runs away is of more concern to the Jewish 

community than to his parents: "We have the history of our people to 

prove it and make us remember"(104). Thereafter, the events leading 

up to the pogrom are noted down in the chronicler's Book, each 

incident, every meeting of the leaders of the community, all 

conversations pertaining to safeguarding the memory of the town, are 

faithfully recorded. Moshe's first sermon is written down verbatim 

in the "pinkas" and, receptive to every vibration, Shmuel concludes 
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his entry with the sentence: "There was a long silence before the 

faithful dared look at one another"(132). Shmuel did not only 

record words and silence but he scrupulously recorded the forced 

laughter of a congregant during the discussion of the fate of 

Kolvill~g, as well as the pounding of his heart that "an obscure 

voice ordered him to record"(179). 

The conversation that takes place in the prison cell between 

Moshe and Shmuel, witnessed by Azriel, in many ways encapsulates 

their narrative viewpoints and prepares the reader for the oath of 

silence in Moshe's sermon. Moshe argues that he has ceased to 

believe in the written word, in spite of his previous teachings to 

his disciple, young Azriel, that "nothing in Jewish history is 

unconnected" (186 ) , that everything is linked, from the sacrifice of 

Isaac and the destruction of the Temple to the Ukranian and Polish 

pogroms. He claims that the words uttered by Moses at Sinai have 

become distorted and exploited, and it is only the silence 

transmitted among the initiated "like a secret tradition"(187} that 

eludes language. Shmuel's argument on the other hand is 

unequivocal: "A deed transmitted is a victory snatched from death. 

A witness who refuses to testify is a false witness"(1 87). He 

reminds Moshe of the prominent role of the witness in Jewish 

tradition and his own sacred task of consigning everything to paper 

without daring to falsify testimony or distort the truth, even at 

the risk of antagonizing those who do not want their words or deeds 

documented. He tells Moshe that it is his duty to record 

everything, "Even that whi ch is beyond understanding" (187), and 

explains that if Moshe refuses to answer a question: "I will write 
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down that you could not or would not answer"(188). Recalling this 

conversation, Azriel could not help smiling at the naivete of his 

father, the historian, who would never have guessed then that his 

labour would be in vain and that his testimony would be forbidden. 

After the dialogue that is never concluded and would not be 

resolved for fifty years, Shmuel steeps himself in martyrology as if 

to prove that the power of the written word would redeem the 

community and negate Moshe's anti-prophetic commandment. He studies 

names, dates, numbers, sources, motives and consequences. All the 

accounts of the martyrs of the pogroms follow and resemble one 
... 

another and Shmuel realizes that the name of Kolvillag will be added 

to the list. This again bears out Roskies' proposition that for the 

Jew, history conspired with literature to repeat the old archetypes 

over and over again. He states: "After all a pogrom was a 

pogrom. ."(83). Thematic formulas and details are applicable 

anywhere and only the place-names and dates would be changed. 

Throughout Part 3 of the novel there are excerpts from the 

"Pinkas" describing the martyrs of pogroms dating back to the year 

1193. They are situated in the narrative in such a way that they 

intrude on the narration of the present events establishing a 

continuity of suffering and death throughout the ages . The 

authenticating narrative device of Shmuel reading the extracts to 

his son, serves to link the historical events and characters of the 

ancient pogroms to the shadowy figures of catastrophe in the 

twentieth century. The last question Azriel asks his father on the 

eve of the onslaught is, who will write the ending of the "Pinkas?" 

His father answers: "The ending wi 11 not be gi ven" (271) . But the 

chronicler hands over the Book to his son, telling him he will know 
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what to say and what not to say, recalling Moshe's words earlier in 

the text about Rabbi Levi Yitzhak's belief that: "Man is responsible 

not only for what he says, but also for what he does not say"(154). 

The need to bear witness for the survivors of catastrophe seems 

most often related to the very reason they have been spared. 

Ezrahi, remarking on the testimonial imperative states: "The 

survivor, often the only one of his family or community to remain 

alive, almost invariably prefaced his account with a formulaic 

assertion of his vocation as a survivor: 'And I only am escaped 

alone to tell thee'''(21). She cites an example of a fragment which 

has survived from the Hebrew Lamentation literature of the 

fourteenth century, written by the only survivor of a pogrom that 

had wiped out every inhabitant and destroyed all the holy books, 

except one Bible. This man, referring to himself as "the last 

ember," wrote a brief account of the destruction of the town on the 

pages of the one remaining Bible. This sense of urgency, 

intensified by the passage of time and the tenuousness of survival, 

gives credence to Azriel's testimonial imperative and the 

predominance of first-person narration. Azriel is the last and only 

survivor and witness "to have breathed the fiery, stifling air of 

Kolvill~g"(7). His fictional silence of fifty years may also be a 

reminder of the silence in the decades following the first frenzied 

memoirs and accounts of survivors of concentration camp experience. 

However, the need to bear witness is not the only motivating force 

behind his decision to tell the story. His primary reason is to 

save the life of the young man who is on the verge of committing 

suicide. 

The thematic dialectic between life and death, and testimony and 
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silence in The Oath, could not be realized without taking into 

account the narrative process which illuminates the way in which the 

tale is told and by whom it is told. Furthermore, it is the 

interaction of narrative voices that determine the structure of the 

novel. It must be remembered that Azriel is not the only narrator 

of the forbidden story. The paradoxical illusion that he does not 

break the oath of silence while the tale is being told is achieved 

by having several narrators share the responsibility of the 

narration. In a first-person narrative situation, the reader's 

centre of orientation lies in the fictional world as recorded or 

interpreted by the narrator who is telling the story. The questions 

arise whether the narrator's point of view is maintained throughout 

the narration and how the narrator is able to produce long 

dialogues, and monologues within dialogues, as direct quotations 

when such a feat of memory is beyond the capabilities of the first­

person narrator. But the narration of the story of The Oath 

transcends Azriel's viewpoint so that the reader does not depend on 

Azriel as the only voice for its transmission. The authorial 

narrator must be taken into account, even though after the first 

section of the book, the third person narration is sporadic, only 

being discerned through brief shifts in tense and occasional changes 

from the first-person "I" to the third-person "the old man." 

Moreover, these changes often occur in the same paragraph without a 

change of focus. While the reader cannot rely on another version of 

the story from the omniscient narrator, the story is told from three 

other viewpoints. Thus, the reader's centre of orientation shifts 

between the interwoven narrations of Azriel, Moshe and Shmuel. Each 
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narrator is permitten to speak in his own voice, in his own way ann 

in nifferent contexts. Paranoxically, the oath of silence is 

sustainen even though the story is finally toln. 

From the beginning of the novel the reaner is unner the 

impression that the voice of Azriel is nivinen. When Azriel 

encounters the young man for the first time ann is asken who he is, 

he noes not reply out loun, but answers silently: "Who am I? 

Azriel? Who am I? Moshe?"(ll), suggesting that their lives, voices 

ann nestinies are inexorably intertwinen ann interchangeable. Each 

time Azriel consiners breaking the oath of silence, he evokes the 

name of his man frienn: "Moshe is not nean, I am. So go ahean 

Moshe. Speak to us . You speak, since you have sworn me to 

silence"(86). On another occasion, when Azriel attempts to tell the 

young man about the town's most famous, respecten ann mysterious 

manman, he interrupts himself by saying that Moshe is the principal 

character of this tale ann it is his story that neserves to be toln. 

Repeatenly, Azriel claims that he cannot, nor noes he have the right 

to give that which is not his. By evoking the narrative voice of 

Moshe to be the narrator of the forbinnen story, Moshe shares t h e 

liability of its telling with his nisciple. 

In the same way as Azriel cannot t ell o f the vision o f manness 

in Kolvillag without Moshe, so the tale cannot be toln without the 

worns carven by his father in the "pinkas." The testimony of his 

father is also the testimony to his father. Shmuel's existence is 

bounn up with the life of the community containen in the Book. He 

is not portrayen as a father figure but is totally inentifien with 

the town: "Whatever happens to the community I want to happen to 

myself as well"(250). When the young man asks to see the niary, 
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"the thick bound notebook, the old fashioned kind" that looks like a 

ledger, Azriel tears it from his hands and clasping it to his chest, 

reverses roles, "behaving like a father with his child"(77). Yet 

Azriel reads from the blackened pages and recalls familiar anecdotes 

with his young listener who admits: "In one night he had me adopted 

by his entire community. So much so that I could find my way in his 

town"(16). Just as Shmuel initiates Azriel into the tradition of 

the Book, so Azriel passes on to the young man the sacredness and 

value accorded to the written word. Each time the "Pinkas" is 

opened and the words are read, it is Shmuel who is speaking from the 

pages and in this way Azriel does not violate the oath of silence. 

The short epilogue in The Oath, presented in italics, is the key 

to the interrelationship of the narrators. The young man, having 

received the story assumes the role of the new narrator. His f i rst 

thought is that "Tomorrow is named Azriel." He is the link not only 

between the past, present and future but between the narrators. He, 

as the surrogate son and disciple of Azriel, is now in a similar 

position to that of the young Azriel in Kolvill~g, who having 

inherited the unfinished story from the Book, is doomed to survival 

by his father. Similarly, the young man, having received the story, 

no longer has the right to die. He will retell it, bearing 

testimony to Azriel's oath, the written word of Shmuel and the 

silence of Moshe. Ironically, the last question he asks the old man 

is, "Who is Moshe?" Azriel answers: "You. I." And, half mockingly 

he adds, "You, when you open your eyes; I when I close mine." The 

last paragraph of the book is narrated by the omniscient narrator 

and while it serves to complete the circular process of the 
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narrative, ensuring its continuity by the promise of its retelling, 

the reader is faced with a new puzzle: 

Then the young man obediently returned home, and so did the 
old man. That undoubtedly explains why they never saw each 
other again: Azriel had returned to die in my stead, in 
Kolvillag. (283) 

The question is who will die in Azriel's stead in Kolvillag? Can 

the interchangeability of narrators be such that "my" refers to the 

young man? 

The Oath is filled with questions, many of which are 

unanswerable. The conclusion remains open-ended forcing the reader 

to return to the novel ' s enigmatic beginning of denial and the old 

man's refusal to tell the story. Wiesel succeeds in creating the 

doubts and uncertainties about telling a forbidden story and 

sustains the secret silence surrounding it. Each of his narrators 

contribute to the communication of silence which is at the core of 

the novel. Moshe the Madman, is the author's advocate for a path as 

yet unexplored and untried - testimony without words. Shmuel's 

voice is the voice out of silence demanding to be heard in order to 

preserve the memory of the dead. Azriel, the silent survivor, is 

torn between his oath not to reveal the massacre of a whole 

community and his desire to save the life of one man. The young man 

represents Wiesel's listener who must inevitably become the new 

narrator forging a link between the memory of survivors of the 

Holocaust and the memory of a twentieth-century pogrom which is now 

his legacy and purpose for living. The Oath is a fictional work 

that allows a response to Jewish catastrophe on a continuum by using 

traditional archetypes, and, at the same time, through the 
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interaction of its narrators, permits their testimony, as an act of 

commemoration, to be heard within varying levels of silence. 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION: THE MUTE NARRATOR IN THE TESTAMENT 

The paradoxical intention of entrusting a mute narrator to be the 

bearer of the tale is fully realized in The Testament. As this 

novel is the last one I will be dealing with in this study, I will 

attempt to show how the narrative strategies in this work are a 

culmination of Wiesel's previous fictional techniques. I will 

briefly draw on the novels following the trilogy to illuminate the 

recurring pattern of the silent narrators and the listeners. 

As in all Wiesel's fiction, The Testament invites several 

possibilities of interpretation from the varying perpectives of its 

narrators. However, in this novel, for the first time, Wiesel 

clearly defines the function of his central narrator, Paltiel 

Kossover, and develops him as the fictional hero of the story, 

tracing his life from birth to his execution in a prison cell in 

Krasnograd. His biography is specifically located in time and place 

and is based on historical and socio-political events in Europe and 

Soviet Russia before and after the Second World War. As the thrust 

of the novel is directed to the written testament of Kossover, which 

comprises most of the book, the reader is inevitably drawn to his 

version of the story, authenticated by history, in preference to the 

other narrators, who, by fragmenting the sequence of the narrative 

do not appear to have the same authoritative appeal. While in many 
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respects this work, because of its articulate protagonist, is less 

demanding of its readers than the other novels, Wiesel is at the 

same time using the narrative strategy of the mute narrator who is 

ultimately responsible for retelling the tale. 

The Testament has been described by Rosenfeld in "The Need to 

Transmit," as "a novel devoted to commemorating the tragedy that 

overtook Jewish cultural life in Soviet Russia"(S1). The historical 

background of the novel is certainly authentic and invites a reading 

of it on the level of history. Moreover, in 1965 Wiesel visited 

five cities in Russia and wrote a personal report on Soviet Jewry 

(originally intended as a series of articles), and later published 

in book form under the title The Jews of Silence. While Paltiel 

Kossover is a fictional character in The Testament, he is 

representative of some 30 Jewish writers who were executed on August 

12, 19S2 in the Soviet Union, their crime being "nothing more or 

less than that they were Yiddish writers, and as such were judged 

guilty of 'nationalism' or 'cosmopolitanism' and hence condemned as 

enemies of the Soviet state." As Rosenfeld goes on to explain: 

"Hundreds more - poets, novelists, essayists, editors, actors, . 

artists, and musicians - preceded or were soon to follow them into 

death, victims of the Stalinist liquidation of Russian Jewish 

culture"(S1). Furthermore, after the revolution in Soviet Russia, 

and the defeat of Nazism , Jewish intellectuals believed for a while 

that it was possible to live as both Communist and Jew, upholding 

the beliefs of the Soviet state as well as contributing to Jewish 

cultural sur vival. The dialectic between Communism and Judaism is 

an important thematic consideration of the novel and structures the 
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dramatic action of Kossover's story. 

The title of the novel is also the tit l e of the book within the 

novel, "The Testament of Paltiel Kossover," which is divided into 

nine clearly demarcated sections corresponding to various stages in 

the poet's life. The "book" is a written confession commissioned by 

Kossover' s interrogator, the Citizen Magistrate, to whom most of his 

story is addressed. In part 1 of his "Testament" Kossover expresses 

his gratitude to his interrogator for allowing him to continue to 

exercise his profession in prison, and as a gesture of appreciation, 

admits his guilt to all charges, with the exception of those 

implicating others. He introduces himself by name to the magistrate 

who obviously is fully aware of his identity, having interrogated 

him "a thousand times on the crimes"(41) for which he stands 

accused. Kossover, not only furnishes the magistrate with exact 

details of the date and place of his birth but offers him personal 

memories of his Talmudic teacher, and describes the pogrom 

perpetrated in his home town of Barassy. The reader becomes aware 

that the "Testament" of Kossover , while deliberately being directed 

to Citizen Magistrate, is written for a wider audience. 

Part 2 of "The Testament" is a continuation of the first-person 

narrator's recollection of his family's traumatic move from Barassy, 

later known as Krasnograd, to Liyanov, a small town on the Romanian 

border. He recalls the celebration of his Bar Mitzvah, the speech 

he delivers to the congregants, as well "the most exalting" phase of 

his life in the House of Study after he is chosen to be the disciple 

of Reb Mendel -the-Taciturn. His meeting with Ephraim, for whom a 

glorious career as a rabbinic judge is predicted, proves to be the 

turning point in young Kossover 's life. Slowly and systematicall y 
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Ephraim instils in his frienn the concepts of Communism which 

"allows man to overcome oppression ann inequality swiftly"(78). In 

Part 3 he takes leave of his Talmunic stunies; his tranitional 

Hasinic upbringing ann his family to join Ephraim in his pursuit of 

the ineals of the Revolution. 

The episonic narration of his journeys ann anventures as a poet 

ann an arnent Communist in Berlin, Paris, Palestine ann Spain, where 

he fights as a solnier in the Spanish War of Liberation, spans the 

perion from 1928 until his return to Russia shortly before the 

outbreak of war against Nazi Germany. This necane reflects the 

loves, hopes ann beliefs of the protagonist ann enables the reaner 

to gain insight into his personality ann the motivation behinn his 

involvement in the ineals of Communism, which reflect his nilemrna of 

rejecting his tranitional religious upbringing. Ironically, his 

testament, which purports to be a confession, furnishes personal 

netails of his life in Europe but noes not contain any relevant 

information on his allegen "crimes" against the Soviet Union. Many 

of the people he names, who may be of interest to his interrogator, 

are the victims of purges or have alreany been liquinaten or 

imprisonen by the NKVD. Similarly, in part 8 of his confession, he 

writes about his necision to settle in Soviet Russia ann the 

"miraculous" intervention of the war which saves him from 

imprisonment, ann allows him to serve the Ren Army as a stretcher 

bearer. In the last "chapter" of "The Testament of Paltiel 

Kossover," he informs the Citizen Magistrate of his hospitilization 

in Lublin after being seriously wounnen in the war, his meeting with 

Raissa who becomes his wife, ann his necision to finally join the 
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communist Party. The publication of his collecten poems, "I Saw My 

Father in a Dream," the birth of their son, Grisha, ann the events 

leaning to his arrest ann imprisonment are narraten hurrienly as 

though he is aware that this wouln be the final installment of his 

testament. At no time, however, noes he realize that the prison 

where he is being torturen, interrogaten ann is finally executen is 

in the town of his birth, ann that his life story has ennen where it 

began. 

This brief outline of the substance of Kossover's testament is 

intennen to show that the narrative situation of the narrator when 

telling his story conforms to a typical epic situation in fiction. 

As Bertil Romberg points out in Stunies on the Narrative Technique 

of the First Person Novel, the most common epic situation is the 

fictitious memoir, where the narrator nepicts his own life: "From 

his epic situation the narrator sees the events in retrospect. 

He can present the full range of experiences in quite as sovereign a 

manner as the omniscient author"(36). Moreover, he can point 

forwarn to coming events in the course of his narration for the 

benefit of the reaner or to heighten tension. The natural nualism 

in the figure of the narrator is brought about because, as Romberg 

points out, "he both narrates ann experiences, he is both oln ann 

young." Of all Wiesel's fiction, it is the self-containen "book" 

within The Testament that can best be applien to the epic situation 

that "necessitates the work of a narrator sitting at his writing 

nesk"(35). In this case, Kossover's nesk is a table in a prison 

cell where he is writing his memoir. 

Unlike Wiesel ' s other narrators, Kossover believes that it is 

possible to nie of silence, "as one dies of pain, of sorrow, of 
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hunger, of fatigue, of illness or of love"(210). After his period 

of solitary confinement in the prison's "isolator," where there is a 

complete absence of sound, even from the guards who glide 

noiselessly past the cells "in special slippers," and give their 

orders in sign language, Kossover realizes that "silence was a more 

sophisticated, more brutal torture than any interrogation 

session" (208): 

[Silence] acts on the soul and fills it with night and 
death. [I]t is not words that kill, it is silence. It 
kills impulse and passion, it kills desire and the memory 
of desire. It invades, dominates and reduces man to 
slavery. And once a slave of silence, you are no longer a 
man. (209) 

A completely different dimension of silence is conveyed in A Town 

Beyond the Wall, when Michael says, "It's when I'm silent that I 

live; in silence I define myself"(103). Michael endures his torture 

in prison because "silence was not an emptiness but a presence," 

which he could fill with memories of his past and re-enact dialogues 

with his friend, Pedro, who helped him discover the texture of 

silence. 

However, it is not only in prison that Kossover discovers that 

silence could be "nefarious, evil, that it cou l d drive man to lies, 

to treason"(207). As a child he remembers the density and pressure 

of silence before the pogrom in Barassy that is "a source and 

harborer of hostility and danger" preventing him from "breathing, 

from living"ISl). And yet it is that silence imposed by his father 

that miraculously saves his family fr o m the massacre. Kossover's 

paradoxical experience of silence before the pogrom, which is 

declared a miracle by one of the Tal mudic students who believes that 



149 

God's intervention has made them mute, is not shared by Azrie1, one 

of the narrators in The Oath. He describes the silence within 

silence at midnight before the onslaught in Kolvillag when, "The 

Angel of Death chooses its prey and proclaims mourning"(266). The 

enemy is the sound of the silent midnight wreaking destruction on 

the town and its Jewish inhabitants, leaving only one survivor, 

whose testimony is sworn to silence. 

When Kossover is nineteen and living in Berlin he begins 

writing poetry in order to express himself, and say what he thinks 

and feels about people, "not for the industrial tycoons with their 

pompous, sinister manners, but for their pitiful slaves, the 

wretches like myself"(109). His friendship with Bernard Hauptman, 

an eloquent speaker and polemicist, as well as his love affair with 

Inge, Hauptman's former girlfriend, influence the young Talmudist's 

views on silence when he becomes an active supporter of the 

Communist Party. At a political meeting, Inge commands Kossover to 

shout loudly, to yell, to "make some noise," reprimanding his 

silence by saying: "To keep quiet is an act of sabotage"(116). He 

continues writing poetry and newspaper articles, and enjoys 

attending public meetings, where speakers "preach, lecture, teach, 

thunder, vociferate, condemn and make demands depending on the 

slogans of the day"(137). In Paris, when several of h is poems and a 

short story are published by a newspaper, the editor adds a note o f 

introduc t ion for his readers: "Pal tiel Kossover, Jewish by birth and 

poet by profession, had abandoned the God of his ancestors for the 

working class, the superannuated Torah for the Co mmunist ideal, idle 

contemplation for the class struggle . . "(171) . This opinion d oes 
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not disturb Kossover, nor is he concerned with the mediocrity of his 

early poetry: "What was important for me was to be publ ished" (171). 

A reader of Kossover's first poems is a "mysterious messenger" 

called David Aboulesia, who, in his endless search for the Messiah, 

appears and disappears throughout Kossover's journey. On reading 

Kossover's poem, he sadly remarks that "a poet who doesn't look 

beyond the wall is like a bird without a song"(172). He is the 

voice and the conscience of Kossover's traditional past , and reminds 

him of his former teacher Rebbe Mendel-the-Taciturn. Although 

Aboulesia is a madman and a wandering beggar, Wiesel does not 

develop him as a character or a narrator in the novel, and in fact 

uses him, at times, as a vehicle for his ironic humour. Aboulesia's 

fleeting presence remains shrouded in obscurity until the examining 

magistrate discovers his name in Kossover's "Testament . " Each time 

his name is mentioned, the magistrate flies into a rage. This 

"incredible, impossible character" seems to appear unexpectedly, "in 

the weirdest, most outlandish places, be it in the market in Odessa 

or a brothel in Paris"(216). The magistrate, convinced that 

Aboulesia is responsible for organizing an international network of 

spies and has accomplices inside the Kremlin walls, orders a search 

to be carried out by special agents. Although "never uncovering the 

slightest clue,"(216) this investigation goes on for months. The 

existence of this elusive stranger remains an enigma, not only for 

the narrator and his interrogator but ironically for the reader as 

well. 

When in Spain, Kossover meets a man, who resembles David 

Aboulesia, bearing a message of reprimand, and reminding Kossover of 

his responsibility as a Jew: "It's the Communist who came here to 



shed his name and his past in order to become an international 

soldier"(236). But, Kossover believes that he is fighting for 

"everything that stands for the honor of being a man"(229). 
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However, on his return to his deserted childhood home after the war, 

he feels the "dark mass of infinite, unspeakable, tumultous 

sadness ," which he can only contain in silence, and later expresses 

in a poem to his father. Kossover who regards words as his l ife 

considers himself to be the victim of his poetry. The last 

paragraph of his prison writings reflect not only the fear of not 

being heard or understood but express an optimism for the 

immortality of the word: "Tomorrow I shall go on writing the 

'Testament of Pal tiel Kossover,' filling it with details, turning it 

into a document of the times - in which the experiences of the past 

will serve as signs for the future"(336). Kossover, at the end of 

his life, in many ways is the antithesis of Azriel in The Oath, for 

whom there is no tomorrow because the past can never serve as a sign 

for the future. For the old man, silence is more powerful than the 

word, "it draws its strength and secret from a savagely demented 

universe doomed by its wretched and deadly past"(8). 

It must be taken into account that while Kossover's testament 

constitutes the major part of the novel, and Kossover is both the 

author of the document as well as the centra] narrator of 

The Testament, Wiesel structures the nove] in such a way that the 

other narrators who fragment the story provide the essence of its 

meaning. Before the novel begins, the author, Elie Wiese], inserts 

a short introduction authenticating the existence of Grisha 

Pa]tie]ovich Kossover who arrived at Lod airport in Israel in Ju]y 
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1972. After making a few cursory enquiries from an official, he 

discovers that the young man is Paltiel Kossover's son, that he 

comes from Krasnograd, and that he is mute. The author realizes 

that the poet was executed at the same NKVD dungeons in Krasnograd 

as the more illustrious writers of that period. Although Kossover 

was a lesser known poet than well known figures such as Peretz 

Markish and Dovid Bergelson, the author nevertheless admits that he 

admires his only published work, "I Saw My Father in a Dream." 

Furthermore, he maintains that he was responsible for having had 

eight of his poems translated into three languages. He invites the 

boy to stay with him in his apartment in Jerusalem, thinking of the 

arduous task ahead of him, "getting his mute son to talk"(16). This 

introduction, both casual and conversational, has the impact of 

immediacy on the reader, particularly as it is signed by the 

initials of the author, "E.W.". The authority of his concealed 

presence in the subsequent narration imposes a reality not only on 

the events of the story, but also on the narrators themselves. 

Towards the end of the novel, the author makes one further 

in persona appearance, when he informs Grisha that his mother will 

not be arriving in Israel. 

Wiesel uses several other authenticating narrati ve de v ices 

before the novel begins. He inserts a letter written by Kossover t o 

his son, Grisha, whom he had not seen since he was an infant, in 

which Kossover doubts whether the boy will receive the letter, and 

whether the contents of his "Testament" wi 11 be transmitted. He 

attempts to explain to his son that his poems are neither a 

spiritual nor a poetic biography, "they're simply songs offer e d to 

my father, whom I had seen in a dream"(20). He informs him that he 
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has pleaded guilty, not to the charge that has no meaning for him, 

but for not having lived as his father did. He ironically states: 

"I lived as a Communist and I die as a Jew"(21). The letter, 

written just before Kossover's death, is a personal and emotional 

legacy of a father to his son, and is offered as a separate document 

which permits the reader the privilege of sharing it with Grisha. 

In addition to the letter, Wiesel includes a map of the pre­

World War 11 frontiers of Europe and Russia, to enable the reader to 

follow the "Travel s of Pal tiel Kossover." Whereas in The Oath, the 

young man pours over maps in a futile search for the town of 

Kolvillag, the reader of The Testament is able to trace each 

destination of Kossover's journey, verifying the authority of the 

narrator and his story. A third authenticating narrative strategy 

Wiesel employs is the inclusion of several of Kossover's published 

and unpublished poems. Under each poem Wiesel inserts in 

parenthesis the phrase, "Translated from the Yiddish," which gives 

an added veracity to Kossover's profession as a poet, albeit a 

second-rate poet. 

However, it is the omniscient narrator who sets the opening 

scene of the novel and introduces the reader to Grisha who is 

reading and rereading his father's "Testament." In the first 

paragraph of the book, the name of Victor Zupanev is mentioned, "the 

man who could not laugh - who passes on to him the story of the 

story of the Jewish poet slain far away"(25). While Zupanev appears 

only in the imagination and memory of Grisha, who continually hears 

his hoarse staccato voice, he is the invisible narrator who 

orchestrates the narration of the entire novel. Although the 
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narrative structure of the novel is dependent upon and unified by 

the third-person narrator, the reader is constantly alerted to the 

crucial role of Zupanev who is telling the story to Grisha, his only 

listener . As the teller of the tale, it is incumbent upon Zupanev 

to transform his listener into the narrator, despite Grisha's 

muteness. 

The authorial narrator moves back and forth in time and place, 

changing tenses and continually shifting the focus of the story. He 

is able to report on events in Jerusalem, visualize Kossover's dream 

moments before his arrest by the Secret Police, imagine Grisha's 

early childhood in Krasnograd, interpret Raissa's thoughts and 

feelings, and reproduce dialogues between the characters in the 

book . The past and present merge in the telling of the tale, and 

the reader is forced to abandon the boundaries of time and space. 

The narrator, for instance, begins a sequence of events in Jerusalem 

on the night before the expected arrival of Grisha's mother from 

Vienna, continues with a vivid scene from Grisha's youth, interposes 

a monologue of Kossover in the first-person, and returns to the 

immediate present of Grisha's relationship with Katya, a young 

widow, who lives across the street. He then reverts back to his 

interpretative role of omniscience remarking that Paltiel Kossover 

in writing his "Testament," sought precision: "Every word contains a 

hidden -meaning; every sentence sums up a wide range of experiences." 

Almost as an afterthought, he adds that Kossover hints at this 

somewhere in the document, "Page . which page? . There on 

page 43, at the bottom"(29). Not only does the narrator continually 

reinforce Kossover's status as the author of the book but he firmly 

establishes his own illusion of credibility. 
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At times the third-person narrator acts as the narrative voice 

of the speechless youth who would have liked to have been the 

narrator of his father's "broken life and his hidden death": "Your 

son, your heir, can articulate only unintelligible sounds; your only 

son is mute" (31). And yet, when Grisha meets Katya, who is mute in 

her own way, never talking of her husband killed in the war, he 

realizes that he is unable to tell her of his own life, his father's 

work, his feelings for his mother, or Zupanev, the old watchman of 

ghosts: "Even if he were not mute he would have remained silent" 

(34). The only time Grisha breaks his silence in the novel is when 

his friend Zupanev asks him how he became mute. 

The story Grisha writes in a notebook given to him by Zupanev is 

yet another narrative device Wiesel uses for verifying his tale. 

Not only does it serve as an alternative narrative view point but it 

prefigures Grisha's role as the narrator of his father's testament. 

Zupanev, aware of the reversal of roles he wishes to impose on the 

boy, tells Grisha that he will keep the notebook "together with 

those of your father"(301). Grisha writes his story briefly, almost 

dispassionately, in short concise sentences as though to measure 

each word against the silence that engulfs him. He begins by making 

a short statement about Dr Mozliak, his mother's lover, whom he 

suspects of working for the Security police, and admits, without 

remorse, that he hates him. Grisha realizes that the physician's 

frequent visits to their apartment while his mother is ill, are for 

the purpose of interrogating him about his father. At first he 

withdraws into absolute silence, but Dr Mosliak is a "specialist" 

ann "extracted words from me, sentences, shrens of' silence. The 
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more I spoke, the less I existen; he robben me of what I cherishen 

most" (304). Sunnenly, one nay, "the miracle occurren": "overcome by 

rage, an uncontrollable spasm mane me close my jaws over my tongue. 

I cut it in two. I lost consciousness ann from then on I have been 

incapable of pronouncing a worn"(305). 

Grisha conclunes his story by telling Zupanev that han he not 

been mute, their paths wouln not have crossen ann, "I wouln have 

known nothing but silence ann ashes"(305). The gravity of his 

nesperate action is conveyen to the reaner through the immeniacy of 

Grisha's narration of the story in his own worns rather than through 

the thirn-person narrator. Grisha uses language in such a way as to 

transmit his speechless worln. In The Gates of the Forest, this 

experience is reversen after Gregor gives up speech to play the role 

of the mute in the village where he is being hinnen. It is unner 

extreme provocation that he breaks his silence to neclare that he is 

a Jew. Grisha, on the other hann, in orner not to betray his father 

whose existence is inextricably linken with his own, nestroys his 

faculty of speech to become a mute. But, ironically, because he is 

mute, Victor Zupanev is able to tell him the story of his father's 

life ann arranges his escape from Russia. 

Zupanev is the emboniment of all Wiesel's elusive narrators in 

his fiction. He is a listener who has been tranformed by the act of 

listening into a teller of tales. He is a messenger from the nead 

to the living, a teacher who transmits his knowledge gained from 

silence. He is ageless with no nistinguishing physical 

characteristics. His face is so expressionless, and his feafures 

are so "monotonous" that the only appropriate nescription of him 

would be "anonymity"(102) . He is like Azriel in The Oath, whose 
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physical features no one could recall: "Some spoke of his round, 

puffy face while others described it as angular and expressive"llB). 

He has the enigmatic quality of Gavriel in The Gates of the Forest, 

who is either mad or exceptionally intelligent. Whether Gavriel's 

stories are intended to teach a lesson, convey a recollection, 

transmit a message or "make some dangerous and terrible 

confession"(27), is never made apparent to the listener because he 

has "a thousand voices." The description Zupanev gives of himself 

to Grisha, is however, more explicitly stated than in the other 

novels where the identity of the narrator often remains unknown. He 

admits that no one ever looks at him as he blends into the 

landscape: "I don't attract attention. I'm a human chameleon 

Everything about me is so ordinary that people look at me without 

seeing me." But he sees them: "After all, a watchman's duty is to 

watch"II02). However, before becoming a watchman in Krasnograd, 

Zupanev was a stenographer in the prison court during the 

interrogation of Paltiel Kossover. 

It is the quality of invisibility that enables Zupanev to learn 

the full story of Kossover ' s life. From his corner in the court 

room, where he takes notes as a clerk, he is able to observe the 

prosecutor, the magistrate, the colonel and the accused without 

being seen by them: "I was a piece of furniture. An instrument. 

Part of the scenery. The invisible man from whose attention nothing 

escaped" (202) . Zupanev, I ike Shmuel, the scribe of the "Pinkas" in 

The Oath, transcribes everything he sees and hears, "at first for 

them, later for your father." He records "the hunger pangs, the 

agonies of thirst, the wounds of memory"(2 06) and even describes the 
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test of silence which Kossover manages to overcome. As the 

interrogation drags on, Zupanev notes that Kossover's case was 

unique in the annals of the court. The entire apparatus of the NKVD 

is placed in jeopardy. Zupanev, having been conditioned by his 

profession, assures his listener that he does not wish to exaggerate 

or embroider upon the prisoner's resistance to interrogation, and he 

writes down only the facts "as in a police report." Yet, when he 

tells Grisha how his father is finally manipulated by the 

magistrate, who discovers Kossover's weakness, he can no longer play 

the part of the dispassionate court reporter. He admits: "My idol 

became a puppet. The writer in him succumbed to the temptations of 

writing, to the mysterious spell of the word" (214). But, just as 

the poet relents to the project of writing the story of his life, so 

Zupanev, through reading "The Testament," is transformed from the 

invisible scribe to Kossover's messenger. He has learned to 

understand how "one can live with words alone"(203). He discovers 

how to ask questions, and through his writings Kossover teaches 

Zupanev how to care. 

This element of change brought about in the listener through 

having heard the tale is crucial to an understanding of the role of 

the narrator in Wiesel's fiction, and is the key to Zupanev's 

pivotal role in The Testament. In spite of his being a minor 

character in the novel, it is from Zupanev's point of view that the 

narrative process of the novel is revealed. Kossover's "Testament" 

is the tale that Zupanev retells to his mute son. ",hUe his 

infrequent and sporadic appearances, contained in the italicized 

sections of the novel, intrude into the first-person narration of 

Kossover's story and often obscure the point of view of the 
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omniscient narrator, they provine the meaning for the strange 

relationship that nevelops between Zupanev ann Grisha, the teller 

ann the listener. 

Towarns the beginning of the novel, Zupanev intronuces himself 

by saying, "I have never laughen in my life"(28) ann asks his 

listener whether he has met anyone else who is incapable of 

laughter . This inability to laugh nifferentiates him from all 

Wiesel's other fictional narrators. As laughter is such an 

important theme ann is usen as a narrative nevice in the place of 

language, particularly in The Gates of the Forest, where Gavriel's 

laughter echoes throughout the narrative, Wiesel is offering a new 

ann nifferent nimension to "the extraorninary oln man" who bears 

witness. Each time he appears (which is clearly nemarcaten in 

italics to emphasize the nifference between his narrative voice ann 

the voices of the other narrators), he mentions this unique 

nisability. The change that occurs when Zupanev learns to laugh 

noes not in any way affect the resolution of the central story, but 

it is the netermining factor in the narrative process, influencing 

the way in which the tale is retoln. Zupanev explains to Grisha 

that his parents, neighbours, anversaries, noctors, ann even his 

teachers trien to make him laugh through various means, even 

nepriving him of foon, water ann sleep. Nor nin the "fortune­

tellers, showmen, monks, scounnrels, witches, acrobats, clowns, 

fakirs" have any success. Ann because he nin not know how to laugh, 

he han "no real frienns, no real enemies , no mistresses, no 

illegitimate chilnren - I han no one, I was no one"(63). But then, 

"a poet, nifferent from the others, a crazy Jew, burst into my life 
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and changed it by telling me about his own"(29). 

In retelling the tale Zupanev adds a new dimension to The 

Testament, not only by supplementing it with events of Kossover's 

life during his imprisonment, but through telling Grisha stories of 

his own. As a watchman, he is aware of the private lives of the 

people in Krasnograd, and takes a particular interest in Grisha's 

family. He knows about "prisons and torture sessions, judges and 

clowns" and even has access "to the forbidden memories of an entire 

people reduced to silence"(106). As a storyteller he has the 

qualities of Wiesel's beggars, madmen and messengers who weave 

fantastic stories from the past to bring them into the present, or 

tell stories of the present as though they are legends . He speaks 

of others to avoid speaking of himself: "A whole procession of men, 

well known and obscure, ordinary and odd, peopled his stories"(104). 

As a teacher, he explains to Grisha the events of the day, Russian 

politics, the problems of emigration to Israel, episodes of Jewish 

history and the rudiments of Yiddish. He recounts stories that 

Grisha does not know "and should know"(102). 

When Zupanev first meets Grisha he tells him that he has learned 

"to hear the words people leave unsaid, to read the words one 

promises oneself never to utter"(100). Like Rabbi Zusia in The 

Oath, who commands Azriel to speak without words, so the old 

watchman persuades his mute listener to "make believe" that he is 

speaking and he will be heard. One of the stories he tells Grisha 

concerns the enforced silence of an historian, Hersh Talner, 

incarcerated in prison. One night, through some "miracle," the 

historian is given a pencil stub and a single sheet of white paper . 

Conscious of his mission, his memory overloaded with facts and 
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images, the prisoner realizes the torturous task of conveying "the 

haunted faces and broken bodies, the confessions and denials, the 

testimony of the dead and the appeals of the r'lying" without 

mutilating their memory. When r'lawn breaks, he has not yet written a 

single sentence, but Hersh Talner's red hair had turner'l completely 

white. Zupanev, in explaining the significance of this story to 

Grisha, says that it is not only the crazy historians who will bear 

witness, but it is the mute orators: "the mute poets will cry forth 

our truth" (108) . 

Zupanev's life anr'l the way in which he narrates his stories 

carry the meaning of silence in the novel. In choosing Grisha to be 

the recipient of his tale, Zupanev is ensuring the silence 

needed not only to preserve the memory of the dead poet and the 

r'leath of the Jews but for survival without worr'ls. Moreover, he is 

entrusting his role as narrator to his mute listener who will, in 

turn, become the new teller of the tale. Before his r'leparture for 

Israel, Grisha memorizes every page anr'l verse of his father's 

"Testament." As the watchman reads in his low, monotonous voice 

from the notebooks, he is aware that: 

Grisha was listening, committing every sentence, 
every comma to his memory, r'lisciplining his minr'l, 
motionless, his lips half open, tenser'l to the breaking 
point. He listened, he listened gravely, intensely, barely 
breathing. Only his eyes mirrored life; he listener'l with 
his eyes, he listened, registering every worr'l, every 
nuance, every hesitation. He ower'l it to himself to 
remember it all, to store it all, to let nothing slip by. 
Nobor'ly listened the way he r'lir'l; no other memory was equal 
to his. (301) 

Zupanev acknowler'lges how fortunate it is that Grisha is mute. He 

says: "They are letting you go. They do not suspect the power of a 
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mute." Nor, in fact, did the authorities suspect the power of 

Zupanev, because for them a stenographer is "just barely a living 

object" (301) . 

The final section of The Testament belongs to Zupanev's 

narration, in which he describes the last night of Kossover's life 

and how he witnessed the execution, carried out before dawn in 

Kossover's cell. The order had come from Stalin, and the examining 

magistrate, annoyed and frustrated that he could not bring the trial 

to its proper conclusion, gives Zupanev permission to be present at 

the execution. The idea occurs to the stenographer that he would 

like to reassure Kossover that his writings are being well 

protected, but he realizes it would be cruel to warn the poet he is 

about to die. He also has a desire to ask Kossover whether he has 

ever really laughed: "either you don't speak of it because you have 

never laughed, or because you have laughed so much that it does not 

occur to you to mention it"(340). But Zupanev keeps his silence, 

which is shattered by Kossover's unfinished sentence before he is 

shot: "You must understand, the language of a people is its memory, 

and its memory. . " (345) . Zupanev, the invi sibl e wi tness to their 

"filthy business," tells Grisha that "on the day your father's song 

will come to haunt them from all corners of the globe," he will 

laugh at last, "for all the years I tried so hard to laugh and did 

not succeed"(345). With the death of Kossover, Zupanevexperiences 

a strange sensation: "my heart is broken but I know that I shall 

laugh"(346). He suddenly understands that the dead poets will force 

men like himself to laugh, and that is why he says: "I implant in 

you his memory and mine, I must, my boy, you understand, I must. 
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Otherwise . ."(346). The book enns with a sentence that has just 

begun. The ellipsis promises continuity: the new narrator will 

retell the tale. 

This reversal of roles between the listener ann the teller is 

essential to the narrative process in Wiesel's fiction, particularly 

after the trilogy. The change that occurs carries with it the 

silence that is integral to the act of listening, ann has a crucia l 

bearing on the way in which the tale is narraten. In The Gates 

of the Forest the first part of the novel is nevoten to the 

relationship between Gregor ann Gavriel in the forest, where Gregor 

is the listener to Gavriel's stories. When Gavriel nisappears, 

Gregor, continually haunten by his absence becomes his messenger ann 

retells his tales. Michael, the narrator in The Town Beyonn 

the Wall, relives his past in orner to ennure his present torture in 

prison, ann imaginatively interchanges his own life ann stories with 

his frienn Penro, who is both listener ann teller. A Beggar in 

Jerusalem is fillen with storytellers ann listeners but it is Davin, 

the central narrator, who is forcen to exchange roles with Katriel 

after he vanishes in the war, ann is the one to bear witness for 

him. The narrative strategy in The Oath is more explicitly realizen 

than in Wiesel's previous novels. The oln man, Azriel, breaks his 

oath of silence to tell the tale of Kolvillag to his young listener 

who must retell the story. Each of these novels, in its own way, 

through the narrative process, expresses nifferent nimensions to the 

silence of the narrator ann the listener. 

It is, however, in The Testament that the most convincing 

portrayal of the mute narrator is offeren . Zupanev tells Grisha: 

"Since they cannot make you talk, you shall be the ineal messenger 
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just as I was. Nobody will suspect you, just as nobody suspected 

me"(338). Although, Grisha is literally mute, and the reader cannot 

doubt the silence that will be transmitted through the retelling of 

the tale,. this novel in many ways offers a concl usion to the central 

concern of this project: it is not only what Wiesel says but the way 

In which he says it that . is of the greatest interest in his fiction. 

Wiesel's stature as a novelist in the literature of testimony 

is accomplished through the creation of his own fictional universe 

in which he presents fragments of his individual vision in book 

after book. Through the narrative process, the reader, like the 

listener of his tales, can share the idea Keats expressed: "of 

being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable 

reaching after fact and reason"(308). 



APPENDIX: 

INTERVIEW 

My conversation with Elie Wiesel took place in his New York 

apartment overlooking Central Park. His handshake was warm as he 

graciously welcomed me into his study where books, manuscripts and 

journals lined the walls from floor to ceiling. His quiet, 

melodious voice, his deeply lined face and modest manner reminded me 

of the charismatic effect he had on me during my first persona] 

encounter with him in Johannesburg in 1975, when I was privileged to 

interview him for The Jewish Times. I explained that I had recently 

begun research for an academic thesis on the literary aspects of his 

novels. This is an adaptation of the tape recording of our 

conversation: 

M.B: 

E.W: 

In Dimensions of the Holocaust you stated that there is no 

literature of the Holocaust, in that it is a contradiction in 

terms. You explain that one cannot write about a situation 

which goes beyond its very description: "a novel about 

Treblinka is either not a novel or not about Treblinka." You 

do, however, say there is a literature of testimony. 

regard this as a new genre? 

Do you 

Yes. I think it is a new genre because the event is such an 

exceptional event. That is why silence plays such an 
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important part in testimony. We have to invent a language, 

and that is always a philosophical problem. 

M.B : I will return to the question of silence later, but at this 

point I would like to ask whether you think that the witnesses 

are the only ones who can write the literature of testimony? 

E.W: As testimony, yes. There is a great controversy going on: who 

should write, who has the right to deal with the Holocaust? 

Only those who were there? Others can, and should, if there 

is enough respect in dealing with the question. Even then, it 

is not testimony. A poorly written book by a sur vivor is more 

important than an excellently written book by a great writer. 

As testimony, not as literature. In literature, of course , 

the writer is more important. 

M.B: In his book, In Conversation with Elie Wiesel, Harry James 

Cargas, a leading Christian theologian, refers to your writing 

as belonging to the genre of Lazarene literature. Do you 

accept this term? 

E.W: Francois Mauriac mentions that. He was the first to call it 

Lazarene literature. I do not like it. I do not like tne 

Christian connotation applied to my work. He put it in his 

preface to Night. 

[Mauriac wrote that he was first drawn to the young Wiesel 
by "that look, as of Lazarus risen from the dead, yet still 
within the grim confines where he had strayed, stumbling 
among the shameful corpses"(9).] 

Mauriac went even further - he dedicated his book on Jesus, 
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The Son of Man, to me, and said something like Elie Wiesel was 

a crucified Jewish child. I do not like this Christological 

vocabulary. I have my own. So I don ' t like the term 

Lazarene. 

M.B: Why do think that so many non-Jewish scholars have not only 

written a great deal about you, but seem almost to have 

"adopted" you? 

E.W: Perhaps they need someone. 

~1.B: Almost all your work - your novels, plays, poems, dialogues, 

E.W: 

essays and even the articles you write for newspapers and 

journals - is written in French and then translated into 

English. Do you feel that French, the language of adoption, 

helps to convey your message and is less of a betrayal than 

your mother-tongue? 

I have dealt with this question in the Cargas book of 

Conversations. I explain it all there. 

Had I wanted to write in Hungarian I would have had an 
easier task but I didn't want to; I even tried to forget 
Hungarian. The Hungarian language reminded me too much of 
the Hungarian gendarmes and they were brutal.-- . It's 
easier to learn a new language than to forget an old one. 
I could have written in Hebrew or Yiddish. Why I chose 
French, I don't know; maybe it was because it was harder. 
I'm sure that symbolically it meant someth i ng to me: it 
meant a new home. The language became a haven, a new 
beginning, a new possibility, a new world. To start 
expressing myself in a new language was a defiance. The 
defiance became even stronger because the French language 
is Cartesian. Reason is more important than anything else. 
Clarity. French is such a non-mystical language. What I 
try to transmit with or through that language is mystical 
experience. So the challenge is greater. (65-66) 
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M.B: Were you influenced by many French writers? 

E.W: 

M.B: 

E.W: 

M.B: 

E.W: 

Yes, the modern writers. Camus and Malraux much more than the 

others. Mauriac, of course. That was a great period in 

French literature. But my real influence came from the Jewish 

writers and Jewish religious literature. 

Are you satisfied that the translations of your work are a 

true reflection of your writing? 

Some yes, some no. Some are better than others, 

unfortunately. It is very hard for an author to judge for 

himself. Some are written in English anyway. Four Hasidic 

Masters and Five Biblical Portraits are written in English. 

Furthermore, there are translations in other languages which I 

cannot judge: in Japanese, for instance. But, the English 

translations, at least the later translations, I am more or 

less satisfied with. I have collaborated on two -

A Beggar in Jerusalem and The Jews of Silence. Since then my 

wife has done the translations. I would like some of the 

earlier ones redone. Night should be redone. 

In my research I have found that the literary critics and 

commentators have dealt mainly with the themes and theological 

aspects of your work. I am particularly interested in the 

narrative strategies in your novels. Is your narrative style 

deliberately complex or is it a result of the ineffability of 

the Holocaust experience. 

You know, it is very rarely I speak of my work. I do not know 
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how to speak of it. Morally it is verynifficult, but my 

books explain themselves. I write every book three times. 

The first time more easily, since the emphasis is on 

conversation. It is three quarters of the size. The inea is 

of course to obtain simplicity. Ann simplicity shouln be 

establishen. But some are very complicaten, very complex, in 

fact. 

Is this the reason why some of the critics interpret this 

narrative complexity as "lapses of voice," referring I think 

to your constant journeys into the past, into Hasinic tales 

ann legenns? 

Perhaps that is so. 

M.B: Do you think they prefer your first novel Dawn to some of your 

later fiction because of its compact style ann the seeming 

simplicity of the story set in Palestine at the time of the 

British occupation? Or is it perhaps that in your more 

complex novels there is a refusal to recognize that the 

narrative technique is part of your message? 

E. ", : The technique comes later. The message has its own 

importance. Ann that is why the thirn version I write must be 

a subconscious version. The seconn time the book is alreany 

looking at itself. 

M.B: You have us en many literary mones in your writing ann often 

what you say in your essays is not only nifferent but 

contranictory in the context of your novels. Is it because 
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your narrators can assert things in a work of fiction that you 

cannot say in an essay? 

E.W: That is why I choose essays, poems, plays, novels and even 

commentaries on the Bible - .1 have covered everything. I did 

not want to leave anything out. I am even trying to invent a 

genre - the Dialogues. Anything that exists I want to try 

out. 

M.B: 

E.W: 

In every work there is a Hasidic story. 

truth? 

Is it your base of 

It is the nerve centre, but it is also the oeuvre I try to 

create. The work of a writer is not simply the sound of his 

voice. I tried to create a uni verse, and to recreate a 

universe; to find a bearing, to find stories, a pattern. I 

have had all the opportunities from the writers in the world 

to say that two and two are five . It is my project as a 

writer, and I must keep to it. If I say on page 1 that two 

and two are five, then I must say it on page 6. 

create my own pattern. 

I have to 

M.B: There is a kind of timelessness in your narratives. They move 

from the immediate present to the near past, to the historical 

past, to the legendary past. This shifting time scheme is 

often a problem for the reader. 

E.W: Except on the clock time; there it is always the same 

time. There are twenty-four hours; one day and one night. 

There are three laws of Aristotle; the unity of time is one of 
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present to past in the tenses. Switching tenses is very 

important to create the time change. 
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M.B: The characters in your novels are never well defined or fully 

E.W: 

M.B: 

drawn. Is it because they are universal characters? 

It is possible, because every character purports to be 

acknowledged as a character. This is simply because we are 

living at a time where we are so discreet, or should be 

discreet . Nobody wants to feel himself or herself to be 

a character who is not like someone today. 

In The Oath the old man tells the story of the devastation of 

the town of Kolvill~g to a young man. This young listener has 

neither an age nor a name. Why is it that we know so little 

about him? 

E.W: He is young and tragic. 

tragic. 

If he had a name he would not b e that 

M.B: Is naming very important? 

E.W: In Jewish tradition, yes. 

M.B: The Gates of the Forest is very much about names. The 

protaganist Gregor gives away his Hebrew name, Gavriel, to a 

stranger. After the war he searches everywhere f or Gavriel in 

E.W: 

order to recover his name. 

still have an identity? 

If you do not have a nam~, do you 

Identity, yes. Names are something else. Identity is the 
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self; names are the past event of the self. After all, in our 

generation, the Jewish chilo actually bears the name of 

someone who oieo. So there is the same name after a few 

generations. Ano so we can have ioentity without names, but 

the names are that which culminates everything. 

M.B: Some of your novels are not locateo in a particular place or 

E.W : 

M.B: 

even in a fictionalizeo setting. In The Oath for example, one 

critic maintains that the story was locateo in a mooern 

metropolis. Woulo you agree with this interpretation? 

It coulo be anywhere because it is really the whole worlo -

the problems, the oespair . 

In every novel, you seem to have at least one beautiful 

character, like Peoro in The Town Beyono the Wall. 

E.W: Yes. Otherwise, if it is to create more ugliness, what for? 

The Town Beyono the Wall has been my favourite novel. 

it. 

I love 

M.B: Why is it that the structural organization of Town, which is 

oivioeo - into four parts of equal leng t h, is so oifferent from 

The Oath, with its uneven oivision into three sections? 

E.W: I wanteo to create oiversity . In The Town Beyono the Wall 

there are four prayers; in The Gates of the Forest there are 

four seasons. In A Beggar in Jerusalem there is something 

else; it is like Dawn with all the complexities: there is a 

mixture, chapters upon chapters. The Testament, of course, is 
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different. 

same place. 

It is to find something new, not to stay in the 

In your fiction, the listeners and narrators seem to have 

interchangeable roles. Is it because once the listeners 

have heard the story, they become narrators in order to retell 

the tale? 

E.W: You are very perceptive. It's true, because it is based on 

what I believe to be the foundation of storytelling: that 

anyone who listens becomes the narrator. As for testimony 

itself, it becomes a link among generations. So one 

generation talks, another listens. We are a listening 

tradition, and it is still based on the transmission of what 

we have heard. 

M.B: The central theme of your work seems to be silence. But, the 

multidimensional perspectives c reated from the use of your 

various narrators to tell the tale , seem to convey silence not 

only as a theme, but as a narrative technique. 

E.",: Perhaps that is so. Silence is one of the main themes. 

M.B: In The Oath, one of your narrators says that for your silence 

to have meaning you must stay alive. There is a different 

kind of silence in The Testament. I think it is Kossover who 

says: "I didn't know that it was possible to die of 

silence"(210). Are these paradoxic~l aspects of silence? 

E.W: Silence is a universal silence. Just as there is time and 

space, there is silence, which means that there is life in 
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silence ano oeath in silence. There is torture in silence. 

Actually, it is an aoaptation of silence. How 00 you fino 

silence in silence? 

M.B: There is still another variation of silence in The Town 

Beyono the Wall. Michael, the protaganist, says: "It is when 

I am silent that I oefine myself"(103) - that I live. Are you 

saying that it is not only in life, but it is also in oeath? 

E.W: Yes . You cannot live without water, you cannot live without 

sil ence. 

M.B: Ano yet, in The Oath, you explore the narrator's oilemma of 

E . W: 

living with silence. In his sermon before the massacre, Moshe 

the Maoman explains that there must always be one storyteller, 

one survivor, one witness. He says: "To forget constitutes a 

crime against memory, against justice: whoever forgets becomes 

the executioner's accomplice"(237). He then proclaims that 

silence will be the new way: "We are going to impose the 

ultimate challenge, not by language but by the absence of 

language, not by the woro but by the aboication of the 

woro"(239). He maintains furthermore, that the only possible 

solution is to testify no more. 

of silence as testimony? 

Is this another manifestation 

It is a variation of silence. Silence shoulo become another 

way. I am trying to go oeep.er into the same oath, the same 

woro, the same approach, the same question. 

M.B: After the 010 man breaks the oath of si l ence by telling the 
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throughout his lifetime? 
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E.W: There are two things to remember: one may do anything, one 

must do anything to save a life. Nothing is more sacred than 

saving life, even in the regions of death. The point is that 

once the narrator speaks, the other one must become the 

narrator. He is forcing him. And it is always in the context 

of Jewish tradition. We were forced to reveal it; we were 

condemned to accept it. Once we have accepted it, we are not 

free to resist. He did not really want to be in that state. 

He wanted to die. The purpose is not to have heard. 

M.B: 

E. W: 

M.B: 

In that sense, is no survivor or witness free? 

In no way. Survival imprisons. It tries to set up witnesses. 

It seems that the reluctance of the narrators to tell the 

story is part of the dilemma. Is it because the true story is 

always an impossible one to tell, and that you are continually 

searching for other ways of telling it? 

E.W: Of course. 

M.B: I am intrigued with the narrative devices you use in your 

latest novel, The Testament. The preface is signed E. W.; the 

setting is at Lod airport on a particular afternoon when a 

group of Russian Jews arrive in Israel. There is the 

implication that the narrated events actually occurred. You 

present documentary evidence such as a letter, a map, a book 
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of poems and the testament of a prisoner incarcerated by the 

K.G.B. 

E.W: They are creating the roots. It is done for that. In fact, 

in the French version, I d i d not sign the preface E . W. It 

was simply "The Author." But I wanted to make it even 

stronger in the English version. It is true I have followed 

this noma for some time already. There is not a person, but a 

character. So the problem is how do you take something that 

did not happen and make it happen. 

[At this point Wiesel showed me the French and English edition 
of The Testament and pointed out other significant differences. 
Only the Engllsh version of the novel contains a map which was 
suggested to him by his American publisher. The French version 
ends with a full stop , while the English version ends with: 
"Otherwise. . "J 

M. B: Your use of different kinds of dialogues in The Testament is 

an interesting narrative device. Why is the dialogue between 

Zupanev, the court stenographer, and Grisha, Pal tiel 

Kossover's mute son , in italics? 

E . W: It is another technique . It is also called the "universing of 

time . .. 

M.B: On the other hand, the dialogue between Ko sso ver and the Chief 

Magistrate is rooted in time and place. Is it possible that 

during the Stalinist regime, such a dialogue would have taken 

place between the accuser and the accused in the K.G.B.? 

E.W: It is possible. It wasn't the Chief Magistrate, it was a 

Citizen Magistrate. They have their own system. They did not 
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interrogators ann usually they choose interrogators from 

people who know something. They can be psychologists, 
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psychiatrists . They nO create a universe. The question 

is not that it took place, but how no we know about it? I han 

problems, great problems. The funny part is that I anmiren 

two writers amongst those who were killen. One was a poet, 

the other was a novelist ann a mystic. I actually trien to 

make Paltiel Kossover something like them. When the book came 

out in France, I gave a lecture at the University of Geneva. 

Someone came to me afterwarns ann sain: "How nin you know my 

father so well?" I ask en him who he was, ann he answeren: 

"Shimon Markish : " Ann not only that: he corroboraten all that 

I han felt intuitively, even that he han returnen to religion 

in the last years . It's increniblel Even more than that: 

I asken how he knew his father was t h ere? Han he gone back? 

Din he talk to his mother? Din he ta1k to his father? How 

couln he think ? He sain: "You see, they brought us 

there, in the K.G.B. office." I have just publishen an 

intronuction to the poems of Peretz Markish ann in it I tell 

the story of how I met Shimon Markish.
1 

In The Testament there are several poems written by your 

fictive poet Kossover. At the enn of each poem is the phrase: 

"Translaten from the Yinnish." Is this none to make them more 

authentic? 

E.W: There was a tremennous response to the book in France. I have 

han letters from people who wanten the original copies o f 
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Kossover's poems ann wanten to know where to finn them. I 

fell in love with Pal tiel Kossover. I was so much taken by 

him, I nin not want to finish the book. 

In the novel, you explore the motif of laughter, or rather the 

absence of laughter. Why is it that Zupanev cannot laugh? 

It is really for narrative purposes. I neenen to finn a way 

out, to get this book out as testimony. Nobony can say why 

Zupanev cannot laugh , except possibly Zupanev. I wrote this 

book over 15 years , until I founn a way. I nin not know how 

to turn this project into a story. Once I han necinen that 

the only person who surviven all this prejunice was one who 

cou1n not laugh, then why shou1n he? At that point, the 

anecnote becomes part of the story. This means that I take it 

from one level ann shift it to another. The importance of 

technique is that once it has been fi11en, I can turn to other 

consinerations: my obsession with laughter. 

M.B: Ann is it Zupanev who puts the whole thing together? 

E.W: He is the one. He says in the beginning: "I can't laugh" ann 

he sees the whole thing, only because he can't laugh. 

M.B. Is it perhaps his glimpse of manness? 

E.W: Oh, he cannot laugh because he sees too much. He sees the 

weakness of man. He writes. He is a stenographer in the 

K.G.B. He sees the change in man. You asken a very fine 

question. It goes back to the inea that I try to expose: that 
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one person can change everything. 

M.B: The inea that the listener, the mute, Kossover's son, is going 

to be the new narrator . 

E.W: That is the real paranox. If he were not mute, he wouln 

speak. It is only because he is mute On the other 

hann, how can we transcenn such a state? 

September 8, 1981 



NOTES 

Introd uction 

1. Langer points out in The Holocaust and the Literary Imagination 
that the title of Borchert's essay intensifies the paradoxical 
quality of his work, since May represents Spring, the time of 
renewal, as well as the collapse of the Third Reich and the end 
of the war. Borchert returned to his homeland after the war, 
broken physically and spiritually, and died in 1947, at the age 
of 26. 

Chapter 1 

1. In "Elie Wiesel and Jewish Theology," Sherwin agrees with 
Steven S. Shwarzchild who called Wiesel "the high priest of our 
generation." Sherwin states: "Perhaps Wiesel is the rebbe. 
Perhaps he is our rebbe." In his essay, Sherwin develops the 
notion that Wiesel's stories are his prayers. (Responses to 
Elie Wiesel, 133-49.) 

2. T. W. Adorno was one of the first critics to express the view 
that it was not only impossible but immoral to write abou t the 
Holocaust. He was referring particularly to Paul Celan's poem 
"Todesfuge" which he found incongruously, and even "obscenely," 
lyrical. (Rosenfeld, "The Problematics of Holocaust 
Literature," 3.) 

3. Among the best-sel'ling novels of the Holocaust are Gerald 
Green's Holocaust, Les lie Epstein's King of the Jews and 
William Styron's Sophie's Choice. Green's novel, based on the 
recent controversial television "docu-drama," attempts to 
encompass the totality of the Holocaust through various members 
of the Weiss family. As Barbara Foley states: "Green at once 
reduces agony to the status of melodrama and distorts the locus 
of historical responsibility"(355). The King of the Jews, 
while belonging to the irrealistic mode of fiction, leads to 
historical absurd ism when applied to the fate of the city of 
Lodz. Sophie's Choice, a pseudo-factual novel, which has also 
received acclaim as a film of the Holocaust, misrepresents the 
event it claims to describe. 
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Chapter 2 

1. Gail is not typical of "the messenger" in Wiesel's other 
novels, where he is usually presenteil as a stranger who brings 
the message from the ileail to the living. In Dawn he is one of 
the leailers of the resistance movement in Palestine, anil 
similarly, in A Beggar in Jerusalem, Gail is a Lieutenant 
Colonel in the-Israeli army. 

Chapter 3 

1. Wiese l has useil the Dialogue as a narrative form in two of his 
non-fiction works. In A Jew Toilay he presents three 
"Dialogues": "A Father anil His Son," "A Mother anil Her 
Daughter" anil "A Man and His Little Sister." The form of the 
ilialogues suggests they took place in a concentration camp at 
the moment of separation between the speakers. In 
One Generation After, Wiesel ilevotes a chapter to "Dialogues 2" 
in which he presents eight short dialogues. This condensed 
moile of narrative is similar in many ways to a short poem. 

Chapter 4 

1. A parallel can be ilrawn between the first lines of The Gates 
of the Forest anil the opening sentence o f Melvi l le's Moby Dick: 
"Call me Ishmael." Ishmael is a fictitio u s name of Bibl i cal 
origin; no one in the novel calls the narrator Ishmael, only 
the reailer is askeil to ilo so. It is Ishmael, the only survivor 
of the Pequoil catastrophy, who will retell the tale, echoing 
Job's words: "Anil I am escaped alone to tell thee." 

Chapter 5 

1. Rabb i Nahman's il i sciple, Nathan o f Nemir o v, preser ved thirteen 
tales, publisheil in 1815 uniler the title Sippurey Ma'asiyot . 
Most scholarship concerning Nahman's tales is focusseil on the 
original thirteen tales, which were originally p rinted in both 
Hebrew and Yiililish. Nahman h i mself designateil these "accounts 
of deeds" as mythic tales. 

2. In his commentary in Beggars anil Prayers, Steinsaltz maint ains 
that Nahman's final t ale liThe Seven Beggars," is "without doubt 
a magnificent conclusion to his work anil a mas t erpiece from the 
point of view of both content anil literary sty l e"(171). It 
combines Biblical, Talmudic and Kabbalistic sources with 
worlilly wisil o m and elements of folk tales. 
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3. Ba'al Shem TOv, the Master of the Good Name, is the founder of 
Hasidism and great grandfather of Rabbi Nachman. 

4. The motif of spiritual quest is not common in the literature of 
Judaism. As Arthur Green points out in Tormented Master: "The 
idea that human life is a constant search for a hidden God 
would have struck most pre-modern Jewish authors as a rather 
strange one. God has already spoken, already revealed Himself 
and issued His command. The Jew, who has already stood at the 
foot of Sinai, does not usually see himself as a pilgrim"(366). 

Interview 

1. Peretz Markish, born in 1895 in Soviet Russia, was a Yiddish 
poet, playwright and novelist, who expressed the modern trend 
in Yiddish and acclaimed the new Soviet revolution. His epic 
poem, "Brider" was among his best known published works. He 
was executed together with other Jewish writers in 1952. 
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