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_puct the question. even more audaciou

by the task of teaching?’

" rechink it through some striking literary |

- mony—that of bé

. history, which routinely use itin the
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d the very enterprise of education? To
sly and sharply: Is there a relation’
traumartic century; a century chat

. Ts there a relation berween crisis an

between trauma and pedagogy? In a post- : :
has survived unthinkable historical catastrophes; is there anything thac we

have learned or that we should.learn about educatian, that we did not know .
before? Can trauma instruct pedagogy, and can pedagogy shed light on the
mystery of trauma? Can the task of teaching be instructed by che clinical
experience, and can the clinical experience be instructed, on the other hand,

Il as other disciplincs of human mental welfare,

Psychoanalysis, as we ]
atients. Can educators be in turn

proceed by taking testimonies from their p
edified by the pracrice of the testimony, while attempting to enrich ic and
essons? What does literature tell us

about testimony? What docs psychoanalysis tell us about testimony? Can the
d the literary lesson about testi-

implicarions of the psychoanalyrtic lesson an
mony interact in the pedagogical experience? Can the process of the testi-
ng:Witness:to & crisis ora trauma—be made use of in the.
classroom s‘ituacion?'What, indeed, does testimony mean in general, and

what in general does itatrempt to do? In 2 pOst-traumatic century, whatand
how can testimony teach us, not merely in the areas of law, of medicine, of
ir daily practice, butin the larger areas of

historical, berween the literary and

the interactions besween the clinical and the
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Shoshana Felman

THE ALIGNMENT BETWEEN WITNESSES

In his book entitled Kafkas Other Trial, writer, critic, and Nobel prize

laureate for literature Elias Canecti narrates the effect that Kafka’s correspon-
dence has had on him:

I found those letters more gripping and absorbing than any literary work
I have read for years past. They belong among those singular memoirs,
autobiographics, collection of letters from which Kafka himself drew
sustenance. He himself . . . [read] over and over again, the letters of
Kleist, of Flaubere, and of Hebbel. . ..

To call these letters documents would be saying too licdle, unless one
were to apply the same title to the life-testimonies of Pascal, Kierkegaard,

v rhar rhese lerrers have

N e, lews TS s sarc. | can anlv ca
1Y say thart these’! crters hay

and 1s0STOEYSKY. (00 my y"xL, + Can ¢on

£ pcnzrmt'cd me like an acrual life. (Canetd, 1974, 4; emphasis mine)

—
Oy TO 0 3 - v s 2 % . B 1 ~
A life-testimony” is not simply a testimony to a privare life, bur a point of -

_"A,conﬁatiorll_bcmrccn text and life, a textual testimony which. c¢an penetrate tis
like an actual life. As such, Kafka’s correspondence is tes timony not merely to
the life of Kafka, bur to something larger than the life of Kafka, and which

‘Canerti’s tide designates, suggestively and enigmatically, as Kafkas Other
Trial. Both through Kafka’s life and through his work, something crucial
takes place which is of the order of a rrial Canerei’s very reading of Kafka’s
correspondence, in line with Kafka's reading of the letcers of Kleist, Hebbel,
and Flaubert, thus adds its testimony—adds as yet another witness—to Kaf-
ka's Trial Canecrei writes:

In the face of life’s horror—luckily most people notice it only on occa-
" sion, but a few whom inner forces appoint to bear witness are always
conscious of it—there is only one comfort: its alignment with the horror
~'lcxpc’rz'c’nced by previous witnesses. (ibid.; emphasis mine)

How is the act of writing tied up with the act of bearing witness—and
with the experience of the trial? Is the act of reading literary texts itself
inherently related to the act of facing horror 1f literature is the alignment

besween winesses, what would this alignment mean? And by virtue of what
sortof agency is one appointed to bear witness?

THE APPOINTMENT

‘ It is a strange appointment, from which the witness-appointee cannot
relieve himself by any delegation, substitution, or represencation, “If some- :
one else could have written my stories,” says Elie.Wiesel, “I would s have
‘written them. I have written them in order to cestiijAnd this is the origin of
i gl s PO

Csilences” (19843 my translation)

' (Aschenglorie [‘Ashes-Glory”]:

“him. Because the witness has sai

- testimony is addressed to others, u ;
‘own stance, is the vehicle of an.occurrence, a reality, a stance or a dimension
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h of my sentences, in each of my
annot be simply re-
osing its function as

the loneliness that can be gl_impscd in eac
. Since the testumony ¢

layed, repeated, or reported by another without thereby |

‘the burden of the witness—in spite of his or her alignment wich
is a radic: 'y.iiniq-uc, noninrerchangcable, and solicary bur-
‘ * writes the poet Paul Celan

a testimony, urden o
other witnesses—is a radicall

- )
N [ = . S
den. “No one bears witness for the witness,” W. 2
“Niemand zeuge fir den zeugen”) (Celan,
s ) ; i el s B

1980a). To bear'witness 1s to bear the Jolztu_a'c’ of:a responsibility; and to
the rc;pon:iﬁi/z’z{y, prcc‘iscly, of that solitude. i l
And yet, the appointment 1o bear witness is, paradoxically enough, an
appointment o LrANSEress the confines of thar isolated stance, to speak for
losopher Emmanuel Levinas can chus

others and 0 others.- The French phi Leyipas e
suggest that ¢ Be c 2! xvcry‘ii‘cﬁmmoﬁnj?ﬁanscends
hewitnes m

The witness,” writes Levinas, “testifies to what has been 1 i
d ‘here I.am’ before the other” (Levinas,

MonyE

; emphasis mine). By vircue of the fact thar the

1982, 115, my translation ue. - :
. the witness, from wichin the solitude of his

“beyond himself -

Is the appointment to the testimony voluntary or involuntary, givcnlta
or against the witness’ will? The contemporary writer oftcn. dramatizes the
predicament (whether chosen or imposed, whether conscious or uncon-
scious) of a voluntary or of an unwitting, inadvertent, and sometimes i1~
voluntary witness: Witness o a trallma, o a Crime, Of tO an OULrage; WItness to
2 horror or an illness whose effects explode any capacity for explanation or

rationalization.

THE SCANDAL OF AN ILLNESS

In Albert Camus’ The Plague, for instance, the narrator, a physician by
profession, feels historically appointed—by the magnitude of the catastrophe
he has survived and by the very nature of his vocartion as a healer—rto narrate
the story and bear witness to the history of the deadly cpidemic that has
struck his town: '

. This chronicle is drawing to an end, and this seems to be the momcnc_for

Dr. Bernard Rieux to confess that he is the narracor. . . . His profession

put him in touch with a great many of our townspeople whil'c Plaguc was

raging, and he had opportunities of hearing their various opinions. Thus

he was well placed for giving a true account of all he saw and heard. . . .

5 i ST 15



-~ nated witness might suggest that the capacity to witness and the 4

”é’riaiéf a radical hurl_q__y_l;gg_{l_gl_j_gi‘o__rl; éfffé?.s}ffe and vulnerabilicy, |

Summoned to give evidence [appelé & témoigrer] regarding whar was
a sort of crime, he has exercized the rescraine that behooves a conscien-
tious witness. All the same, following che dictates of his heart, he had
deliberately taken the victims’ side and tried to share with his fellow
citizens the only certicudes they had in common—Ilove, exile, and suffer-
ing. . .. Thus, decidedly, it was up to him to speak for all. . . . Dr. Rieux
resolved to compile this chronicle, so thar he should noc be one of those
who hold their peace bur should bear witness in favour of those plague-
suricken people; so that some memorial of the injustice done them might

endure. (1972, 270, 287)

Camus’ choice of the physician as the privileged narrator and the desig-
ctofbearing
ualiggand belong already, in

resence of the doctor as key

Fettredial

B
0]

ur

witness in themselves embody some
obscure ways, to o calingtproces

witness also tells us, on the other hand, that whar there is to witness urgently
in the human world, what aleres and mobilizes the attention of the witness

- and

s

le—is itself

IN AN ERA OF TESTIMONY

Oftentimes, contemporary works of art use testimony both as the sub-

ject of their drama and as the medium of their literal transmission. Films like

Shoah by Claude Lanzmann, The Sorrow and the Pryy by Marcel OphuIS, or

Hiroshima mon amowur by Marguerite Duras and Alain Resnais, inscruce us in

the ways in which testtmony has become g crucial mode of our relation to
events of our times—our relation to the traumas of contemporary history:
the Second World War, the Holocaust, the Nuclear bomb, and other war
atrocities. As a relation co events, testimony seems o be composed of bits
and pieces ofa memory that has been overwhelmed by occurrences chat have
not secded into undcrstanding or remembrance, accs thac cannoc be con-
strued as knowledge nor asstmilared into ful] cognition, events in excess of
our frames of reference, 7

What the testimony does noc offer js, however, 2 completed statement, 2
totalizable account of those events. In the testimony; Ianguagc Is in proc.css
and in trial, it does nog possess itself as a conclusion, as the constatation of a

16

w d)\é’impcratiyc of bearing Witgfg_???/hkh here proceeds from the contagion of -
s ) s : i b0 O the contagion of |
A chc—l_?lagucfffonrthc-crupn 0T an evil thar is radically incurab

“somchow a _pbilosoPhicaJ»:and"'echi‘cal"torrelé‘cii/c.b_f__g_ situation wgth no cure, -

what necessitates the testimony is always fundamcncaﬂy, in one way or

@9.5}}5?5@.¢§.§!D_@E‘;1};,ﬁ ness, of a metaphoricalor literal disease; and thar

|
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verdict or the self-transparency of knowledge. Testimony Is, in ochcr words, 2
discursive practice, as opposed to a pure theory. To testify—to vow to tf{é to

romise and produce one’s own speech as material evidence for truth——@ o
accomplish a speech act, rather than to simply formulace @ statement. As'a
performative speech acr, tesumony in effect addresses whar in hlstov is
action that exceeds any substantialized significance, and WI}&E in happcmn_gs -
is impact that dynamically explodes any conceptual reifications and any

constative delimitations.

CRISIS OF TRUTH

[chas been suggested chat testimony is the licerary—or discutsive—mode
par excellence of our times, and that our era can precisely be defined as the age
i L

of testimony. “If the Greeks inventedtragedy, the Romans the epistle, and the

Renaissance the sonnet,” writes Elje Wiesel, “our generation invented a new

literature, thar of testimony” (1977, 9). What is the significance’ of this
growing predominance of testimony as a privileged contemporary mode of
transmission and communication? Why has testimony in effect become ar once so
L'Eflfrﬂ/(ln[{J'O 0771771_}'9/‘55[.'771‘1’71 our fffc’ﬂt al/[ll?ﬂ[ﬂ[fOli)Z[f UfOTlrft’L/Uf_f.')

In its most traditional, routine use in the legal context—in the court-
room situati0In¥testixxlony is' provided, and is called for, when the facts
upon which justice must pronounce its verdice are not clear, when historical
accuracy is in doubt, and when both the truch and jts supporting elements of
evidence are called into question. The legal model of the trial dramatizes, in
this way, a con.faincd, and culturally channeled, insticucionalized, crisis of
truth. The trial both derives from and proceeds by, d crisis of evidence, which

the verdict must resolve,
What, however, are the stakes of the larger, more profound, less defin-

able crisis of truth which, in proceeding from ‘contemporary trauma, has

the testimony to the fore of the contemporary

brought the discourse of
fcations of its limited, restricred

cultural narradive, way beyond rhevimpl
usage in the legal contexc? ’

11X

THE STORY OF A CLASS

As a way ofinvcstigacing the significance of such a question, as well as of

the questions raised in the beginning of this chaprer concerning the incer-

action between ‘the clinical and che historical and the instructional relations
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but frora the descruction and the devastacion which the Second World War

and in partcular, the Holocaust, have set in motion. In exploding, once

again—in the footsteps of the lesson tatight by Mallarmé—its own poetic
n language and in breaking down its own

medium, in dislocating its ow
verse, the poetry of Paul Celan gives testimony, in effect, no longer simply to

what Mallarmé refers to as an undefined,
specific, more particularly crushing and more recen
breakdown, to the individual and the communal, massive trauma of a cata-
fate in which nothing any more can be con-

strophic loss and a disastrous fa
strued as accident excepy, perhaps, for the poets own survival. Mallarmé’s crisis

i i ;
fyerse has come now to express, concretely and specifically, Celan’s particu-
o

generic “accident,” but to a more
¢, cultural and historical

ar hiscorical reality and his literally shatcering experience as a Holocaust
g e . : : ;
survivor, The breakage of the verse enacts the breakage of the world.
Like Mallarmé, the witness to the accident, Celan, the witness to catas-
- |

trophe, is in turn a traveler, a witness-traveler whose poetry precisely is

researching, through its testimony; the obscure direction and the unknown
«

1 § ok r‘h- . “r j e ) ]
destination of his journey. “I have written poems,  says Leian, $C a5 10
{ v

If, to explore where I was and was meant to go, O

iy

speak, to orient myse

skerch out realicy for myself” )
1 . . o9 [ [ 3 W . »
however, who brings “surprising news” to England as an invited craveler

(“an inviced traveller who, withour delay, in breathless gasps, discharges
himself of the testimony of an accident known, and pursuing him”), Celan’s

witness is not that of an “invited,” but rather thar of an evicted, traveler, one

(see Felstiner, 1982, 23). Unlike Mallarmé,

_whose journey has originated in the constraint of deporracion, in the throes

atf=miection from his native country.

= G%"PZLLI Ancel, who will after the war rename himself—anagrammatically—
Celan, was born to-German-Jewish parents in 1920 in Czernowitz, Buko-
vina, 2 northern province of Romania. In July 1941 an S.S. Einsaizgruppe,
aided by Romanian troops, began destroying Czernowitzs Jewish commu-

nity. In 1942, Celan’s parents were deported to a concentration camp. Paul

Celan managsd to escape, bur was senc to a forced labor camp, in which he

_ hauled debris and shoveled rocks for eighteen months. The only letter Paul

. o , o s )
received from his morther informed him that his facher, totally spent, had

been killed by the S.S. A few months later, Paul learned from an escaped

cousin that his mother was in turn murdered, shot through the back of the

neck. A story publishcd in 2 German newspaperin the late seventies suggests .
that Celan (uncannily .not unlike Dostoevsky) escaped execution in the

camp by crossing over a dividing line—by switching places i extremss from'a-

' formarion marked for death to one designared for the fate of slave labor.

T = o
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In 194 nowitz, whicii

, rerurns to- Czer has been liberated by
e
L

S &l '  ham ra Vienna, at
Soviet troops. After the war, he moves to Bucharest, then to ¥ienmd,
. o N ) . - ] ]
fnally setcles in Paris in 1943. His poetic translations from French, English
)
and Russian into German, accompany the pu

rara ™7y

works, which win him boch prestigious literary p
' 7 oo

acclaim in the Geprian-speaxing world.
In April 1970, at the age of forty nine,

blication of his cwn poeuc

3 3 are

: 8]
fizesand meﬁdlaw criticail

sits suicide by

Paul Celan com

drowning himselfin the Seine.

In spite of his mastery of

literatures, in spite ofhis own ;hoice ro live In

Erench culture, Celan could not give up writing
n poeury,” he said, inreply to a

ces. “Poerry—that is the fareful uniqueness of

»). To his biographer Tsrael Chalfen, Cel

fuency in many

with

Paris and to be conversant wita

o

i
many languages and of his

in German. “I do not believe

in bilingualness in

question about
1
2

i %

o)
b
[

=

O
[}
ON
o |
®
2

rman: “Only in one’s mother tongue can 0ae cxpress
L3 b2 3 ,j'\l

n language the poet lies (see Washburn, 1986, vit). Ve,

! e i e ; e sooken lezacy
other tongue, this intimate connection to e spoken legac
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ative, is also, quite unbearably, an ipdi;solgbie connection |

of the murderers of his own parents, 2 s_b)_glnm to the ver :

which death, humiliation, torture 2od destruction issued, in a verdict of his
iring therefore struggles with the Germa
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own annihilation. Celan’s poetic wr e

« annihilate his own annihilation in it, £0 regp}_ggggr_igggﬁ_d}g  language that

arked his own exclusion: the poems dislocare the language.so 25 1O

o radically shift t grammacical assump tions iﬂd
et

it to radically shift its semantc and
emnalce—creatively and cridically—a new po
 Mallarmé’s crisis of language here becomes
s the very language in which restz-

e given. This radical,

ic language entirely Celan’s
own the vital effort—and che
critical endeavor—to reclaim and reposses
cannot simply and uncritically—b
exacting working through of language and of memory at 0nce, takes pl.ace
through a desperate poetic and linguistic struggle to, precisely, reappropriate
the very language of onc’s own expropriation, o reclaim che German from its

Nazi past and to retrieve the mother tongue—the sole possession of che‘
N Y .3 13
:«ficred. “These,” says Celan, “are

maorny must—and

dispossessed——fxom the Holocaust d i

the efforts of soméone . . . shelrerless in a sense undreame of dill now . . . who

goes with his very being to language, stricken by and seeking reality”:
Wichin reach, close and not lost, there, remained, in the midst of the

losses, this one'thing: language.

W
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was not lost but remained, yes, in spice of every-

This, che lunguage,
hing. But it had co pass through its own answerlessness, pass through a
ful falling mure, pass through the thousand darknesses of deach-

frighdfu
bringing speech. Ic-passed chrough and yiclded no words For‘_ what was
happening—buct it went chrough those happenings. Went through and
could come into the light of day again, “enriched” by all char.

In chis language I have sought, then and i_n the years since then, to
cems—so as o speak, to orient rg)ﬁeri_g_for explore where Jovasand
ali

This, you see, was event, m vement",_iuiﬁgi;.c
to gain direction. And if I ask about its meaning, I think [ must say that

)

write p 7
was meant to gO, to SkC{Ch.Q‘gC FC

tunder 'ivay, an atcempe

this question also involves the clockhand’s meaning.
- —_— 3 (i £ 1

These are the efforts of someone coursed over by
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now and thus most uncannily out in the open, who goes wi
being to language, stricken by and seeking reality [wirklichkeis:

Tirklichkeir suchend). {see Felstines, 1982, 23)

To seek reality is both to set our to explore the injury inflicred by it—to

d to try to penetrate, the state of being siricken, wounded

swund]—and to attempt, at the same time, to re-

turn back cn, an
by realicy [wrrklichkeir
emerge from the paralysis of this state, to engage reality [ Wirklichkeiz su-
chenel] as an advent, 2 movement, and as a vital, critical necessicy of moving
o7, beyond the shock of being stricken, bur nonetheless within the
wound and from within the woundedness that the event, incomprehensible
though it may be, becomes accessible. The wound gives access to the dark-
ness that the language had to go through and traverse in the very process of
its “frightful falling-mure.” To seek reality through language “with one’s very
being,” to seck in language what the language had precisely to pass #hrough, is
thus o male of one’s own “shelterlessness”—of the openness and the ac-
cessibility of one’s own wounds—an unexpected and unprecedented means
of accessing reality, the radical condition for a wrenc.:hing exploration of the

testimonial function, and the tescimonial power, of the language: it is to give

s

reality one’s own vulnerability, as a conditional of exceptional availability -

and of exceptionally sensitized, tuned-in atcention to the relation between

language and evenss.
One such poem that attempts to probe precisely this relation between

language and events is Todesfuge (“Death Fugue”), Celan’s first published
- poem, written toward the end of 1944, immediately upon the poer’s own
emergence from his devastating war experience. The poem dramatizes and

34

evolees a concentration camp experience, not directly and explicitly, lxc?‘fw'cw,fe}’,
not through linear narrative, through personal confession or througn.te‘smv'
monial reportage, but elliprically and circulatly, thro:.'gh the poly_pho‘mc but
ironically disjointed art of counterpoint, and through the obsessional, com-

' iti igl cplosi a2 mad song whose la-
pulsive repetitions and the vertiginous explosion O.{:d. T HDI i
ment—half-blasphemy, half—p:aver—bursts 4t Once LNto a SPEEciiess, Yol I
; ‘ 1 W e 4
less cryingand into the dancing cumult of drunken celebration. Amcazmg.y
4 lepi unthi mplexicies of horre
enough, che poem that depicts the most unthink able complexities of horro
egrading depths of suffering is nota poen

¢y

and the most outrageously degs cri B .
L .1 [ NI S TS = elation {and
killing, bur, primarily, a poem about drzneing, and about the relation {
g ) . . » L 3
the non-relation) berween “drinking” and “wriuing.
il ST
Dlack mix
we drink it _E
L !f’" )

! ve diz a erave in che breezes there one Les
we diga grave in tf ezes

F hj
unconnned

A man lives in cthe house he plays with the serpents

he writes
L 1 h o o T b
. he writes when dusk faiis

ot

hair Margaret

e e o
. ke whistles his Jews curin

grave

he commands us strike up o5

o 4
he writes when dusk falls to Germany your golden -
hair Margarete
your ashen hair Shulamich we dig a grave in the

breezes there one lies unconfined. (Celan, 19802, 51)

ance of the act of drinking, traditionally a poeuc metaphor

The perform dido: -
for yearning, for romantic thirst and for desire, is here ‘transFormc into
L isingly abusive A £ ~llass sarrre and 2 limidess expo-
the-surprisingly abusive ngure G an Smaiess SeEbaag anc 1L i i :
sure, 2 foure for the impotent predicament and the unbearable ordeal of

absorb, continue to ke inwith no end and no limic. This

lcenness of torture ironically perverts, and ironically de-
; : S

the Hellenic-mythic connotation ok libidinal,

d poétiy, and on the other

having to endure,
image of the drun
mystifies, on the one hand,
euphoric Dionysiac drinking of both wine an

(XY
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he whiscles his Jews out in earth has th g i
he whistles his Jews out 10 ear
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and, the Christian connortation of rirual religious consecration and of Eu-
7 i CE grave
he - vy [
he commands us strike up for the cance

charistic, saé:rgd_ drinking of Christ’s blood—and of Christ’s virtue. T
however, that the enig-

prominent underlying Eucharistic image suggests,
maric drinking that the poem repetitiously invokes is, indeed, essentially

He calls out jab deeper into t
;

mec

others sing now and play

drinking of blood. '
T The é‘e';/ersiom of the metaphor of drinking is further aggravated by the e ¥ o T o
 enigmatic image of the “black milk,” which, in its obsessive reperitions, # jabldéipcr you lot with your spades you others play

suggests the further underlying—though unspeakable and inarticulated— on for the dance

image of a child striving.to drink from the mother’s brcas»g.ﬁu_zﬁ:h He calls out more sweedly play dearh death isa

natured “black milk,” tainted possibly by blackened, burnr ashes, s prings not _ master frorm Germany

from the mother’s breast but from the darkness of murder and death, from " he calls out more darkly now stroke your st

the blackness of the night and of the “dusk” that “falls to Germany” when @ chen as smoke you will rise inco air

! black : then 2 grave you will have iz the clouds chere one
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L INZEsUng tirough tae liguened
tartl 1 lies unconfined
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thus eéstpmesicizea and

milkc at once dark blood and burnt ashes, the drinking rakes place no
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o dislocate chis masqueraae of cruelty
( chis estheticization, by opposing the melodio
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, not resurrection and historical

(o F

made thus ro include, within the woun )
transcendence, but the specificity of history—of the concrere hiscorical réal- sz tis : ; — S Pt i) 1nesia
- e i e 2 R R violence of his verbal abuse, and by reinuroducing into the amnesia 0
ity of massacre and race anniHilafioi—as unerasable and untranscendable S = { e PR ki
“fucue”’—into the obliviousness of the a7t ‘ L
""" = a5 | of i 3 reprieve Irom
of forgerting and of getting 2 r»%m\-

black milk as the impossibilisy o 9
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What Celan does, in this. way, is to force the language of the Christian
the sinister, insistent, #

metaphorics to wirness in effect the Holocaust, and be in turn witnessed ' ) i
by it. ) suﬁ“.;mng and memory, and as th
Th, 1 e ; I ; ; vhar the estheric pleasure bas forgorten.
The entire poem is, indeed, not simply abour viclence bur abour the WBE L SR ASE G
we drink and we drink you

A man lives in the house he plays with the serpents

he writes
he writes when dusk falls to Germany your gol

hair Margarete
your ashen hair Shulamith we dig a grave in the
brecze there one lies unconfined

Black milk of daybreak we drink you at night -

we drink youatnoon . . .
; we drink and we drink you

relation between violence and language, about the passage of the language
through the violence and the passage of the violence through language. The
violence enacted by the poem is in the speech acss of the German master, thy

commandant who directs the orchestra of the camp inmates to musically

-accompany their own grave-digging and to celebrare, in an ecstatic deach -
~fugue, ar once the wounding of the earth and their own destruction and
annihilation. But it is already in the very practice of his language thar the
-commandanr in effect annihilates the Jews, by actively denying them as
subjecss, by reducing their subjective individuality to a mass of indistinc,
debased, inhuman objects, playthings of his whims, marionetces of his own

pleasure of destruction and musical instruments of his own sadistic pas-

i}

aen

deach is 2 master from Germany his eyes are blue "
" Ite striles you with leaden bullers his aim is true .

sion.
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Your golden hair Margarete
vour ashen hair Shulamich

. d ; . -
The entire poem is contingent upon various forms of apostrophe and of

address. The dehumanizing and annihilating interjections of the murderous

address—"you lot, you others”-—the address that institutes che other nor as
subjecs but as sarger (“He strikes you with leaden bullers his aim i true’),
meets and clashes with the dreamy vearnings of the desiring ad '

24,50 i 4
iésire and, as sucn, a
i

response, or a called-for znswer,

'

your golden hair Margarete -

-your ashen hair'Shulamirh

Marguerite, Faust’s object of desire and Goeche’s incarnation of romantic
love, evokes at once the general tradidon of German liverary yearning and

the acrual longing—possibly of the commandant—for his German beloved.

Shilamich, a female emblem of both beauty and desire celebrated and ad-

mired in The Song of Songs, evokes the Jewish biblical and literary yearning

h beloved. The invocation of the cherished

and the longing for the Jewish
rged wich the

name is traversed by the same depth of joy and sadness, cha
same energy of human longing and desire. The yearnings, as such, resonate
with one another, And ver, a bitter difference and shocking irony resound

~ ¥o1e ¥ o f = & P
trom within this cchomg resemblance. In contrast to the golden hair of

Marguerite, the ashen hair of Shulamith connotes not just a mark of racial

 difference between the fair haired maiden of the Aryan ideal and the ashen
pallor of the Semitic beauty, bu the hair reduced to ashes, the burnr hair of
one race as opposed to the eschetic idealization and self-idealization of the
other race. Like the light of “daybreak” turned into nightand into darkness,
the dissonance ofgoldcn and of ashen thus produces, once again, only “blaclk

,milk” as an answer to one’s thirst, one’s longing, one’s desire. The cali o
Shulamith—beauty reduced to smolce—is bound to remain unanswered.

Blaclk milk of daybrea_.l\: we drink you at night

we drink and we drink you

i

EpvucaTioNn AND
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" very essence of the violence, and 1

) % 4 5 .
consumed and too hastily reduced to a summary dismissal of Celan’s trou-

ives in the house he plays with the serpents

he writes
he writes when dusk falls to Germany your g
hair Margarete ' %
your ashen hair Shulamich we dig a grave in the

" breeze there one lies unconfined
The w,o[iﬁa within the culrure opens up in the discrepanc
ness, the";;brupt disjunction, not only between “Marguerite” and
mith,” but, primarily, between “we drink” i .
open wound is:marked within the language
LL;Qz’z'es:', precisely, in this poem of apostrophe and o
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ign locates e
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this radical disruption of address between the “we
] cop o1 (4 BT 1 alk “ . 4
and the “be” (who “writes L wi

eath is z master from ¢

Glall

that it brings death and that
addition, in the sense that it p
F r Ao wwpbe o
singer, master of arts who stii
ger,
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insidiously pervades the whole of culture and the
project.

¥ 1 o
henceforth its

The necessity for art to de-esthericize itsel
own existence, has been forcefully articulared b

, f 4 LN LR ) 1 T
which has become itself (perhaps too readily) a cricical cliché, too hastly

: S - T L S G FE
bling poetic efhicacity in poems like “Death Fugue”; “After Auschwitz, it is
) » 5 L« - . ¢

no longer possible to write poems” (Adorno, 1973, 362): “The esthertic princi

ple of stylization,” writes Adorno, “. . . make[s] an unthinkable fate appear to

have had some meaning; it is transfigured, something of IEF horror is re-
moved. This alone does an injustice to the victims. . . . [Some] works . . . are |
- = . " . N 4 A

even willingly absorbed as contributions to clearing up the past” (Adorno,
1982, 313). In Adorno’s radical conception, it is, however, not just _thcsef
specific works, nor simply lyric poetry as genre, bur all of chinking, all of

wiiting that has now to think, to write agains isself:

- 3 s e e s
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thinking is to be true—if ic is to be true today, in any case—ic musc be
thinking against icself. If thought is not measured by the extremicy chac
- eludes the concepe, it is from che outset in the nature of che musical
accompaniment with which the SS liked to drown ouc che screams of its
victims. (Adorno, 1973, 365) i
Adorno himself, however, will return to his statement about poetry and
Auschwitz in a later essay, to redefine its emphasis, to underscore the apore-
tic, and not simply negative, intention of his radical pronouncement, and
to emphasize the fact (less known and more complex) thar, paradoxically
enough, it is only arc that can henceforth be equal to its own historical

impossibilicy, thatarc alone can live up to the task of contemporary thinking
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I 'have no wish to soften the saying thar to wrice lyri
witz is barbaric. . . . But Enzensberger’s recort als

lirerature must resist this verdict. .. . It is now virtually in arr alone chae
: fo Sl

L imnmegiatel

suffering can still find its own voi
being betrayed by it

Today, every phenomenon of culture, even if a model of integrity, is
liable to be suffocated in the cultivation of kitch. Yet paradoxically in che
same epoch it is to works of arc thac has fallen che burden of wordlessly
asserting what is barred to politics. (Adorno, 1982, 312, 318)

- . ; . .
The whole endeavor of Celan’s poetic work can be defined precisely, in

S : ; o 5 , .
Adorno’s terms, as poetry’s creative and selfcritical resistance to the verdict

that it is barbaric, henceforth, to write lyrically, poetically; a verdicr thart
poetry receives, however, not from the outside bur from inside itse
verdict that “Death Fugue” encompasses already, and in fact enaces and secs
In motion through the master’s usurpation of the singing of the inmares.

IS

* Something of that usurpation has, however, inadvertently reproduced
itself even in the very destiny of “Todesfuge,” whose immense success and
frequent anthologization in the German-spealing world has soon turned
Celan into something like anocher celebraced “master.” Celan himself, in
later years, thus turned against his early poem, refused to allow its reprinting
in further anthologies, and changed his writing style into a less explicir, less
mclg‘dious, more disrupted and disruptively elliptical verse: i,

. dumb ones?
Seventeen.

Your question—your answer.
Your song, what does it know?

o
Degpinsnow,

nOT ITS MUSic

oedic language for Celan—

o

B s fr i
but 2 certain pred v melodious musicality.

Celan’s own words, the verse
- bl

on having its ‘musicality’ placed in
= R YW
f

in common with that ‘melodious sound’ which m
sounded side by side with the greatest horrot. The concern ©
is, in all che unalterable multivalence of the ex

2
al

pression, precision. It d
ces” (Celan, 1980b, 23; em-

3

al

e s -
transfigure, doesn't ‘poeticize,” it names and pl
phasis mine).

-

Deep in Time's crevasse
"by the alveolare

walits, a crystal of breatl

ugd

)

your irreversible

(L,el;m,

witness.

- Y . “ o
The quest for musical precision—which shuns melody and which refrains,
above all, from “poecticizing”—is, however, coupled witch a tendency toward

“silence. “Tendency toward silence,” notes Celan, “—this, too, can’t be said

just so. We mustn’t create new fetishes. Even the anti-fetish can become 2
fetish” (x980b, 43). ‘

S8AND ART, O

“One of the truths hardest to demonstrate,” writes Pierre Boulez in an
. : . % T
analysis of contemporary music that could apply as well to Celan’s revised

- poetic musicality; “one of the truths hardest to demonstrate is that music 15

not just the Art of sound’ —that it mustbe defined rather as a counterpoint

,41
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of sound and silence. [Contemporary musics] rhythmic innovation is tais
conceprion whereby sound and silence are linked in a precise organization

b g e o 2 p 5 .= - . .
directed toward-the exhaustive exploiration of our powers of hearing” (see

“Washburn, 1986, xxv). ‘

* By introducing silence as a rhythmic breakdown and as
counterpoint to sound not just in berwesn his stanzas and his verses, buteven
in the very midst of the phonetic flow and the poetic diction. of his words
(“You my words being crippled / together with me. . . / with the hu, with the
man, with the human being” (Celan, 19803, 151)), Celan strives to defetishize

a

displacing

T4 L ke AT W )
Through their very breakdown, the sounds

. - - i) ! 1 e
NnY INLo, tRELr OWDL buried depths of silence.
b=

/our question—your answer.
e g . .
Your song, what does it know?
Deepinsnow,

Eepinnow,
Ee—i—o.

i e o B T o i et ” ]
Bur this breakdown of the word, chis drift of music and of sound of the

s gl bl st :
song thar resists recuperation and that does noc know, and cannot own, its

o
: iy ; . .
meaning, nonetheless reaches a yow, attains the hearing—and perhaps <h
: g t
- o fag 1 ¢ . .
question, or the answer, of an Other: “ Your question—your answer / Your
er the

song.” The poem strives toward the Dw, the you, the listener, ov
historical abyss from which the singing has originared and across che vio-
lence and the unending, shattered resonances of the breakage of the word. “A’
poem,” writes Celan, “as a manifest form of language and thus inherently
 dialogue, can be'a message in a borde, sent our in the (not always greaty
‘hopeful) belief that it may somewhere and sometime wash up on land, on

“ heartland perhaps”:

Poems in this sense i
his sense are always under way, they are making toward some-

thing.
‘ > : : sk
Toward Nbat. Toward something standing open, occupiable, per-
1 <« »
haps toward a “thou” that can be wddressed, an addressable realivy. (sec
=4y / ol

Felstiner, 1982; emphasis mine)

A

Asan event directed toward the recreation of a “thou,” poetry becomes, pri'e—.
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cisely, the event of creating an address for the specificicy of a historical experi-
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fuge’s executioner, (Comman
. precisely that a master is @
one cannot siy “yon,” Celan’s poet
seelc 6t the responsive you, to recreate the liste
w0 dislocate and to displace the
mastery by transforming poetry—as breal
" mony—into an inherentand unprecedent

des-

y possibility of address. Ifthe lesson ofdeatn (70
was

danr, and maestro)—the lesson of the master—
the one to whom. -

tlared an
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he one who cannot be addressed,
ry now strives not simply, as is often said, t0
ner, the hearer, but to subvert,
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cage of the word and as drifting resti-
oF address.

ted, testimonial projecs of aadres:
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As one speaks to stone, like
you,
c oo chacrn. F6
from tié chasra, (X0
I 1
a2 home become 2
toward me, you,
:

rou that long ago

gag

ou in the nothingness of a night
o

- en
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vou ia the multi-night en-

countered, you

mulci-you—

and ar cimes when
che void stood berween us we got

ne

only
all the way to each other.

CROSSING THE VOID, OR PCEZX
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Along with the above-sketched journey of the various writers, theorist

and poets, the class waveled its own path. Opened

touched by the concrete peculiarities of lirerary, clinical, historical, an
poetic testimornes; captivated and surprised by the unexpected ways in
which the very different texts nonetheless unwittingly evolved into cach
other, came to engage each other’s depth and put cach other in an increas-
ingly complex perspective, the students reemerged from each texrual en-
counter somewhat changed. The formal and historical vicissitudes of Celan’s
poetry found them ready: ready co receive the silent counterpoints of the

nd of the poeny’s broken sounds; ready to be solicited

brealkage of the words and

by the namelessness of Celan’s expericnce; ready, in ocher words, to assume
the position of the “thou,” to become the “you” that “in the nothingness of .
the night” the poetry was seeking. Through its responsive yet subdued,
contained vibrations (vibrations evident both in the students’ writing and in
lassroom discussions), the class became, 1 -

[a¥

the keenness of atrention in the ¢
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