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“Literature of the Holocaust” courses, whether taught in high schools or at universities,
necessarily cover texts from a broad range of international contexts. Instructors are required,
regardless of their own disciplinary training, to become comparatists and discuss all works with
equal expertise. This books offers analyses of the ways in which representations of the
Holocaust—whether in text, film, or material culture—are shaped by national context, providing
a valuable pedagogical source in terms of both content and methodology. As memory yields to
post-memory, nation of origin plays a larger role in each re-telling, and the chapters in this
book explore this notion covering well-known texts like Night (Hungary), Survival in Auschwitz
(Italy), MAUS (United States), This Way to the Gas (Poland), and The Reader (Germany),
while also introducing lesser-known representations from countries like Argentina or Australia.
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BordersAn IntroductionHilene FlanzbaumThe Case of The ReaderIn 2009, I attended a
conference with the compelling title “The Holocaust, Art and Taboo,” at the University of
Hamburg in Germany.1 The organizer, Susanne Rohr, had been inspired to her topic after
reading Melvin Bukiet’s After,2 a novel which tells the story of three Holocaust survivors who,
after the war, engage in a series of illegal and immoral profiteering—the most grievous of
which is “liberating” 18 tons of golden ingots that have been made from the fillings of dead
Jews. For Rohr, Bukiet breaks a taboo when she portrays the survivors as criminals. In
Germany, as well as in the United States, Holocaust survivors had become heroes, symbols of
courage, strength, and even saintliness. In the United States, Bukiet’s work had drawn some
favorable reviews; in Germany, however, it qualified as a major breach of Holocaust
etiquette.3Invited to the conference as an expert on Americanization, I met fellow presenters
from Northern Europe, Canada, and the United States who spoke about literature, film, and
visual art. Scholars spoke about artifacts which had, at one time or another, been viewed, in
their countries, as provocative, offensive, or even blasphemous. The curator of the Jewish
museum in New York City, for instance, recalled the uproar resulting from an artwork they had
displayed in 2002: a construction of Auschwitz made out of LEGOs.4 Upon hearing about this
exhibit, no one paused to express outrage or endorsement. As scholars of Holocaust
representation, we knew the contours of this debate too well and had not come this distance to
rehearse them. Rather, we were there to compare the differences, across borders, of what
constitutes transgression.It wasn’t, however, until I overheard a discussion among a group of
Germans scholars that I realized how personal such distinctions would become. Agnes
Mueller5 said—not as the point of her remarks but simply offered as a passing comment on
which she assumed consensus—on her way to a larger point which I cannot remember—that
Bernhard Schlink’s The Reader6 was a reprehensible text. With derision, she chided those who
taught it, implying that they were at best, misguided and at worst, suborning denial. There I
stood: A seasoned and, I liked to think, enlightened professor of Holocaust literature—who had
taught this novel at least a half a dozen times. What was I missing? What was wrong with
teaching The Reader? And how had I—respected scholar of Holocaust literature, indeed, an
invited speaker to the conference—committed such a violation? There comes in every career, if
one is paying attention, a moment of reckoning. That was mine.For those not familiar with the
criticism that surrounds this text, its clamorous reception is worth noting. Only twenty-five years
in print, The Reader has attracted scads of scholarly attention, while at the same time, it struck
gold in popular culture—not a common confluence of events. First published in Germany in



1995 and in the United States the following year, Schlink’s book sold millions of copies and has
the singular distinction of being the first book translated from German ever to reach the
bestseller list in the United States. In Germany, The Reader was called the literary event of the
decade. In that country, the reasons for its popularity are contentious and complicated (and
also beyond my expertise).7 In the United States, however, its destiny becomes inevitable
when Oprah chooses it for her famous list.While it is possible to admire many of Oprah’s
choices over the years, this particular road to popular acclaim often provokes academics to
frenzy, replaying the predictable pas de deux where arbiters of high culture feel honor bound to
cast aspersions on what general audiences admire. In the case of The Reader, Cynthia Ozick’s
review, though stronger in rhetoric, typifies the usual charges of the opposition. Her article
published in the notably conservative Commentary exclaimed, “that it was the most vile novel
she had ever read,” and her reasons amount to the usual complaint that “fiction can lie” and
that the book is not “realistic enough.”8But if this were the only reason critics shunned it, I
reasoned, I was in the clear. The demand for realism, in Holocaust representation, was no
longer compulsory. As venerable and important a critic as Ozick has been, her stipulation,
which may have been necessary when she began her career in the 1970s, was now obsolete.
Not only were audiences thoroughly familiar with what happened, in the last quarter-century,
scholars had become appropriately suspicious of modes of realism: documentaries, memory,
and even testimony itself.9 Imagining the Holocaust in fictional genres did not—had not—
encouraged denial, despite critics’ worst fears.10 Rather, Americans had been so inundated by
graphic representations—of the Holocaust and everything else—that in the twenty-first century,
artists needed to move beyond images that now seemed too familiar: The piles of hair or
shoes, the skeletal bodies, and stacks of bones that had so shocked viewers seventy years
ago had in fact become ordinary, as unfortunate as that is. While scholars always stand ready
to counter denial, they no longer unilaterally scoff at fictional representations of the Holocaust
in texts, film, graphic novels, or even social media. Instead, they devote themselves to careful
and nuanced readings of these artifacts.The Reader did draw sophisticated study. Much of the
debate centers on whether or not the text rationalizes or somehow excuses the actions of the
main character, Hannah, an illiterate former Nazi prison guard, who is involved in leaving 300
Jewish women locked in a church as it burns to the ground. During her trial, the other indicted
prison guards use Hannah as a scapegoat, accusing her of writing the order which authorized
the action. Hannah could not have done this, because she is illiterate. Ashamed to confess this
to the court, she receives a harsher sentence than those who were “more responsible.” The
novel raises complicated questions of law and ethics, among them: If the reader outside the
text, or the judge and jury inside of the text, understand why Hannah has done what she has,
does this mean we forgive her? And if we forgive her, does that mean we believe she should
not be punished? Are there extenuating circumstances which excuse criminal behavior? Is
Schlink portraying Hannah as “a good German”?11The debate over Hannah’s actions and
Schlink’s exoneration or condemnation of her has been widely and energetically waged; I
cannot settle it here.12 I do notice, however, that the most negative reactions come from
Germany. Although there have been harsh reviews from American scholars (as Ozick’s piece
aptly demonstrates), they compose a smaller sample of the pile. My reading of the interpretive
crisis aligns with that of writer and critic, Eva Hoffman, a second- generation naturalized
American citizen. While admitting that Schlink does not go far enough “into the destructive side
of the human soul,” Hoffman praises The Reader for “saying some honest things about delicate
and difficult matters.” Praising the book and simultaneously fleshing out issues of moral
complexity, Hoffman writes:How are we to understand someone such as Hanna—an ordinary



person capable of desire and yearning, who turns her hand to monstrous work for a time? By
what criteria is she to be appraised, and what would constitute true justice for her? What is
demanded of us in retribution or compassion?13I need go no further than the first question—
how are we to understand Hanna, an ordinary person capable of desire and yearning who
turns to monstrous work for a time?—to advocate for the continued teaching of The Reader in
American classrooms.This penetrating question must be confronted. Hanna is an ordinary
person—or in other words, just like you and me. For my well-intentioned and largely
unsophisticated students to understand that the performance of what they consider evil does
not always immediately appear as itself, or that is not as clearly delineated as they might wish
thought requires them to take a huge conceptual leap. As Americans, they can easily vilify and
dehumanize Nazis—a group—cast them as the enemy so far from them; they might as well
have been another species: they are little surprised by Steven’s Spielberg’s characterization of
the monstrous Amon Göth in Schindler’s List, they have been seeing Nazis depicted in popular
culture since they were born.14Moreover, my students have grown accustomed to the one-
dimensional villains they see in superhero movies and need prodding to acknowledge moral
complexity.15 Teaching The Reader, I work very hard to make Hanna’s actions human, not
because I wish to defend the Nazis (as some critics imagine I must be doing) but because my
students gain a great deal if they can accept that human beings perform evil with what they
believe to be perfectly good reasons, or perhaps what they convince themselves are good
reasons—out of convenience, or greed, or, as in Hannah’s case, shame. This does not excuse
as much as humanize her; for we gain nothing when we think of her as “a monster.” Whether
we like to admit it or not, the Nazis were—at least in the literal sense—human beings. Hitler
and his inner circle may have been sociopathic or psychopathic, yet many lower-rung war
criminals had flaws which would not put them in institutions or prisons if they lived next door to
us today. Sadly, they were just people—ambitious or thoughtless, or afraid to challenge
authority rather than confront it, who, in some cases, turned their backs on nagging questions
of moral conscience because paying attention to them meant to be severely inconvenienced,
impoverished, or even imprisoned.Many of my colleagues, here and abroad, condemn the
pivotal moment in the text when Hannah turns to the judge and asks “what would you have
done?” because it elicits too much sympathy for the character—as if to say that Schlink’s worst
sin is in creating a situation where a criminal gets to ask this question. But it is more than a
valid question; for my students, it is the most important one. They know—they know—that they
have been far from exemplary in their own behaviors—taken shortcuts, cyberbullied, used
products that were made in sweatshops. If they understand enough of themselves to realize, “I
could have done the same thing” I create a transformative teaching moment. That realization
does not excuse Hanna’s actions as much as it condemns the reader, both inside the text
(Michael, the narrator) and outside the text (you and me)—condemns us because Hannah’s
weaknesses have led her to do something monstrous. Be advised—so might yours or mine.
Her fatal flaw is illiteracy; yours is ambition; mine is laziness. It seems almost too obvious to
state—but nonetheless must be: A text like The Reader, or any other (about the Holocaust or
not) for that matter, cannot be read in Germany—where righteous citizens have viewed
themselves as perpetrators of the most barbarous crimes, heirs of guilt and shame—as it does
in the United States where readers have viewed themselves as liberators, and have been
shaped by a national ethos of blamelessness and, in the case of the Holocaust, a collective
memory of heroism.In Germany, professional readers fret that The Reader lets off its citizenry
too easily; critics worry that general readers so enjoy this novel because it offers them
exculpation—that Schlink makes Hannah’s illiteracy a “justification” for her actions, and



therefore makes it possible to excuse her and all ignorant Germans. I can appreciate this
argument in that context. Nor is the necessity of censuring one’s own people specific to
Germany—but this particular criticism is. In other words, the great energy put into either
constructing or debunking the myth of “The Good German” has none of the same momentum
in the United States as it does in Germany. In the United States, we have had no trouble
accepting the truly evil nature of Nazis: we have held them to be—in every avenue of popular
culture—the most villainous of all villains for over fifty years.Turning PointMy longer essay on
The Reader that is cited at the beginning of this essay, and the seeds of this volume, took root
at the moment that I overheard that comment. Indeed, such can be the unexpected benefits of
international meetings.16 That juncture—when I was compelled to examine the relative use of
Holocaust literature across national boundaries—became a turning point in my scholarly
career. As I understood with some force that my German colleague’s view of what was taboo—
in The Reader or elsewhere—could not realistically apply to my students in Indiana,17 I was
compelled to consider why that conclusion felt like both a revelation and a breach of Holocaust
etiquette. Why did acknowledging that novels about this topic could generate different readings
feel like perfidy when for the past forty years, literary critics had taken for granted the historical
and national contingencies of literary evaluation? Although new historicism may have its
detractors, it had been almost half a century since it had first galvanized a great number of
literary scholars; cultural critique was well-established—even if not universally practiced. Why
had Holocaust Studies been largely exempted from poststructuralism and its many offshoots?
18Once configured in those terms, an explanation emerges: the fear of giving aid and comfort
to deniers, or those that would trivialize the immensity of the Holocaust, has often prevented
scholars from engaging in contemporary strategies of reading. Many believed that the project
of memory would be threatened by any destabilization of meaning. Contingencies of value, as
Herrnstein-Smith labeled it over thirty years ago, stalwarts feared, took us down the path
toward moral relativism that in the case of the Holocaust was not only misguided—it was
evil.19 How many detractors of postmodern theory had ended their invectives by invoking
Holocaust denial as the likely destination of deconstruction?20This was the profane territory
that Rohr feared she had stepped into while reading After. Of course Bukiet’s novel did not
make her question the veracity of survivors’ stories; rather, she must have feared what others
might think. The reasoning might go something like this: “I know, of course, that survivors are
only human—not saints—but if someone more ignorant that I read it, they could think that if the
son of a Holocaust survivor portrays survivors like this, he must be right. Survivors must be
really bad people—cheaters and liars, not the heroes they are usually portrayed as. How can
we trust any of their stories?” Even if sophisticated and well-intentioned readers do not comb
artworks for evidence that supports Holocaust denial, some imagine anti-Semitic readers,
always ready to pounce, to point and accuse.Efforts to preserve the “uniqueness” argument
also pertain here. Invested in a global consensus that what happened to the Jews of Europe
was far worse than any other genocide in history, Holocaust scholars of earlier generations
argued that comparing the Holocaust to atrocities that occurred in other places and time
trivialized it—and again opened the door to denial. Such entrenched debates are too difficult to
unpack here, though, I believe that time has settled the issue in practice—if not theory. In the
twenty-first century, it has become apparent to educators and scholars—that central to the
preservation of Holocaust memory is the emphasis on similarities between it and more recent
global catastrophes. In doing so, they keep the Holocaust relevant for this generation and for
those in the future.In the past two decades, scholarly trends have sought to find among diverse
entities those issues that transcend national boundaries or ethnic categorizations. Trauma



studies, in particular, has been a windfall for scholars of the Holocaust who have seen their
subject remain integral to current conversations. For while middle-school teachers have known
for decades that the literature of the Holocaust can serve as fuel for broad-based discussions
of human cruelty and political savagery, only of late, when the uniqueness debate has faded
from favor, have such approaches been granted legitimacy among Holocaust scholars.21While
this project does not compare the genocide of the Jews to others more recent ones, the essays
herein compare different literary responses to the Holocaust and thus contribute to the ongoing
project of Holocaust memory, which is neither static nor monochromatic. From country to
country, the writers herein weigh the relative importance and multiple meanings of the event as
they analyze the various strategies of representation. And they do so confident in the
knowledge that all of its readers accept wholly and without reservation that Hitler and his
henchmen were responsible for the murder of six million European Jews.Some Personal
History and the EssaysMy first scholarly work on the Holocaust was published in the latest
1990s and dealt with how American writers represented the Holocaust.22 In the decade when I
began this work, the United States Holocaust Museum and Memorial opened; Schindler’s List
won the Academy Award for best picture, and Steven Spielberg endowed a multitude of Visual
Testimony libraries at universities across the country. Between 1995 and 2000, three of the five
documentaries awarded Oscars were about the Holocaust and another was about the founding
of the state of Israel.23 “One Survivor Remembers,” the story of a survivor that married her
liberator, won an award for best short film. The Holocaust was so pervasive in the American
consciousness that it would be quite naive of me to assume that the subject just came to me
out of the blue. Surely, it did not.Both my professional and personal life would change as a
result of the Holocaust fever that rose around me. As an Americanist scholar and a Jew, I
wanted to make sense of what this surge in popularity signified—even though I had been
trained as a scholar of poetry and had been hired to teach in that field. During that same time, I
moved to Indianapolis and shortly thereafter gave birth to two daughters—two enormous life
changes. For the first time, I lived in a city that did not have a significant Jewish population. I
had grown up in New York, and then lived in Boston, Washington DC, and Philadelphia and
was thus unprepared for the scarcity of Jewish life and Jewish people. As I thought about how
my daughters would grow up and observed the renewal of Holocaust memory all around me,
my scholarly focus changed direction and I began to question my own cultural identity.I was a
third-generation American—born half a century after my grandparents immigrated to the
United States from Eastern Europe—along with three million other Jews. But the situation of
my father’s mother differed from my other grandparents who escaped pogrom: my paternal
grandmother fled Poland to an arranged, unhappy and short-lived marriage in America—while
her mother, eight siblings, a niece, and a nephew bought their way into France—where they
believed they would be safe. Five of the eleven who emigrated to France perished there. I had
never thought of my grandmother as a Holocaust survivor; she had not survived by hiding, or
running, or enduring a concentration camp. She had been safe in Brooklyn. Yet now, as I
looked again at her life, I remembered the whispering, the conversations behind closed doors. I
saw the vestiges of terror, loss, and guilt. For the first time, I had a vision of my father’s
childhood and adolescence as partially shaped by the cataclysm that had not even touched his
native soil.My personal journey and my professional life continued to feed each other. In 1996, I
began to teach a Literature of the Holocaust course, the first my home university had ever
offered. The syllabus was not unique: Night, MAUS, The Painted Bird, Survival at Auschwitz.
Yet I soon discovered that in order to teach these books properly, I had to know enough to
answer my students’ questions.So Primo Levi was a resistance fighter? What was the



Resistance? Did other nations have them? Were they successful? Why didn’t all nations have
a Resistance, and so on.As a new student of European history, I learned the comparative
circumstances of each nation during World War II, for the first time understanding that
individual national circumstances had affected how successful Hitler had been implementing
the final solution. That the murder of Jewish-Europe had proceeded at different speeds and
with different levels of tolerance from the non-Jewish citizens surprised and fascinated me. This
realization threw light into the dark corners of my own history. Six of my grandmother’s family
survived the Nazi occupation of France and five had not. How had that happened? How does it
occur that those in the same family, living in the same apartment, were divided: half of them
escaping, half of them captured. It mystified me. I would come to realize that the version of the
Holocaust I had always known was the Holocaust in Poland—a massive, thorough and
unrelenting persecution that took every Jew with no exceptions, broke down walls, dug up
underground bunkers, and relied on the anti-Semites to inform against their neighbors.Further,
when I read the appendices to Irene Nemirovsky’s novel, Suite Française, I had learned that
the novelist and her husband had been captured and killed in Auschwitz, while her mother and
children survived. That peculiarity, added to what I had wondered about my own family,
launched the scholarly and personal journey that I am still on today, including my vision for this
book. And while this is not a history book, these chapters examine literature, film, television,
and architecture taken together, they inform us of the national frameworks that shape the
representation of the Holocaust.My contribution to this collection examines the success of two
twenty-first-century French novels, Suite Française and Sarah’s Key, in order to argue that their
popular reception is linked to France’s acceptance of their own collaboration in the murder of
its Jews—after decades of uneven and negligible acknowledgment. In the twenty-first century,
the issue of individual national culpability emerges as a central concern. In chapters by both
Holli Levitsky, about her Polish students’ reaction to Art Spiegelman’s MAUS, and in Shira
Klein’s contribution, about how and why the myth of “the Good Italian” continues to prevail in
the popular culture of Italy, despite historical evidence to the contrary, the reader is led to
consider the tendency of nations to deny or bury their own criminal behavior.In Germany,
where acknowledging culpability has at times been a national project, two contributors discuss
contemporary works written by third-generation writers. In Nora Krug’s Belonging: A German
Reckons with History and Home, Victoria Aarons discusses Krug’s inheritance as a grandchild
of those who might have been Nazis. The difficulty in negotiating the porous distinctions among
the categories of perpetrator, collaborator, and bystander mark this as a distinctly German
artifact. Agnes Mueller, on the other hand, takes up the work of third-generation German-
Jewish writers and explains how this minority group employs different strategies to topple
majority discourses. The displacement of the Jewish subject disturbs other German language
literature as well. In a study of the career of Austrian novelist Ruth Klüger, contributor Sarah
Painitz observes that in order to survive, the novelist must reconcile her disparate selves and
accept a life marked by exile, homelessness, and constant journeying.From nations that were
not conquered by Germany, and whose Jewish population was left untouched, representation
of the Holocaust acquires another layer of complexity. In a discussion of two British novelists,
Joshua Lander finds that Anglo-Jewish novelists Judith Kerr and Eva Tucker struggle to
express their ethnic ties in the face of British anti-Semitism and a pressure to Anglicize. And
yet, he simultaneously finds that new attention to colonial atrocities committed by that nation
has brought new energy to Holocaust writing. Such paradoxes also appear in artifacts from
Great Britain’s former provinces. Lizy Mostowski, writing about the National Holocaust
Memorial in Canada, finds that ambivalence and erasure are written into the design and



content of the building itself. In his study of Australian literature, Ira Nadel describes an
ambivalent mode of expression wherein popular writers like Heather Morris use documentary
evidence of the Holocaust, and then distort it in order to conform to the national tendency
toward evasion of political and social conflict.In the single contribution about South America, a
continent left ostensibly untouched by World War II, Amy Kaminsky writes about Argentinian
writer Edgardo Cozarinsky’s novel Lejos de dónde (Far from Where). Finding that Cozarinsky’s
novel elaborates upon diasporas, refractions, repetitions, and contradictions that are at the
center of Holocaust memory in Argentina, Kaminsky sheds light on the unique situation of the
nation that gave refuge to both survivors and perpetrators of the genocide.The collection
concludes with essays on Israel and the United States, nations in which Holocaust memory
has been sacrosanct for over half a century. Ranen Omer-Sherman studies several novels that
appeared in the thirty-year career of novelist, playwright, poet, and screenwriter Nava Semel.
Semel published the first Israeli second-generation novel and her attention to intergenerational
family trauma and the lasting scar of the Holocaust, Omer-Sherman suggests, is only in the
twenty-first century getting its due. In the final essay, Marat Grinberg discusses whether
shadows and images of the Holocaust in American and Israeli science-fiction television
programming can still remain vital on both a historical and aesthetic level. In the United States,
where the Holocaust is widely taught, represented, and used as both tool and metaphor by
which to measure other atrocities, this culminating question is most pressing. And yet, surely
this would not be the case in Australia, where the representation of the Holocaust is just now
becoming widespread; nor in Italy, where the popular audience does not recognize their
nation’s complicity. Undoubtedly, comparisons such as these, as well as the discussion of
previously unfamiliar materials to American readers, direct the reader to the importance and
singularity of this collection.NOTES1. The first part of this essay is partially adapted from my
earlier essay, “Reading the Holocaust: Right Here, Right Now” Hilene Flanzbaum. “Reading the
Holocaust: Right Here, Right Now,” Holocaust Studies 17, no. 1 (2011), 63–84, DOI:
10.1080/17504902.2011.110872742. Bukiet, Melvin. After. London: Picador, 1997.3. It might be
equally accurate to say that the novel drew only a meager share of attention in the US, not
even drawing a review in the New York Times.4. Polish artist Zbigniew Libera (b. 1959) created
the controversial LEGO concentration camp ‘toy’ in 1996. The kit was made to resemble an
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the Holocaust in Twenty-First-Century FranceHilene FlanzbaumIn 2018, the Polish Institute of
National Remembrance (IPN) passed a law that “Whoever accuses, publicly and against the
facts, the Polish nation, or the Polish state, of being responsible or complicit in the Nazi crimes
committed by the Third German Reich . . . shall be subject to a fine or a penalty of
imprisonment of up to three years.”1 This edict marked a notable moment in the history of
Holocaust memory, constituting a turnaround in what some viewed as progress toward
individual countries accepting responsibility for their participation in the murder of their Jews.In
1996, Hitler’s Willing Executioners2 Daniel Goldhagen advanced the supposition that Nazis so
successfully murdered Jews because the anti-Semitic Germans were glad to oblige. While
Goldhagen’s work has been subject to challenge, the major thrust of his argument has
remained intact: the efficiency of the final solution, to a large degree, depended upon whether
or not individual citizens had chosen to cooperate with the Nazis, and that choice was to a
large extent determined by how much antisemitism was a fact of national life. Legendary, for
instance, is the case of Denmark, where the king ordered all Danish citizens to wear the yellow
star, creating enough confusion for him to facilitate the safe passage of all Danish Jews into
Sweden. While this story is not factual, it does correctly characterize the extraordinary efforts
on the part of the Danish government to protect its Jewish citizens. The result was that only
120 of 7,500 Jews met their deaths, or roughly 1.6 percent.3 Stories from Poland are the stuff
of nightmare rather than legend: in both nonfiction and imagination, readers have found details
of collaboration, of neighbor turning on neighbor, of Jews murdered when they returned after
the war, of Polish indifference toward the peculiar stench of chimney smoke. To what extent
these images provide a wholly truthful picture is left to debate; however, Poland’s bad rap bears
out in the numbers: over 90 percent of their population of three million Jews met their deaths.4
And still, it is illegal for Poles to examine their own complicity in the extermination of the Jews.
Blaming the Germans for their racial policies, or not even acknowledging the genocidal aspect
of World War II (i.e., that the Jews were singled out for extermination) is an all too common
stance that scholars liken to outright denial. In 2017, American President Trump made a similar
maneuver when on Holocaust Remembrance Day: he omitted any mention of the Jews.5
Lawrence Grossman, the director of publications for the American Jewish Community,
responded by sayingPresident Trump’s statement marking International Holocaust
Remembrance Day without mentioning Jews was stunning, as was the White House refusal to
retract and clarify. . . . In doing so he joined a number of other world leaders who have already



made such denial a pattern. This year’s statement from the White House . . . is just the latest
iteration of Holocaust “memory” that “forgets” the identity of the actual victims.6White House
chief of staff at the time, Reince Priebus, shrugged these criticisms off, stating: “I don’t regret
the words. I mean, everyone’s suffering in the Holocaust.”7 Careless, inaccurate, and
insensitive, Priebus’s words demonstrate just how much can go wrong as the memory of the
Holocaust is figured and refigured. Among these issues at stake, how nations weigh their own
culpability in the execution of their Jewish citizens—as Jews (and not as Poles, or Hungarians,
or Greeks)—takes on long-ranging significance. From a global perspective, it seems urgent
that nations be able to hold themselves accountable for crimes against humanity. And yet, even
with an event as egregious as the Holocaust, the record of accountability is uneven and
inaccurate.Of the almost twenty nations where Jews were endangered, because they were
Jews, the case of France stands out. Because the political situation of that nation was unique
and complicated—involving an occupied Zone; a government-in-exile; the unoccupied “free-
France,” the Vichy government, and a strong Resistance movement—France emerged as a site
of continuing fascination and contested reality. Irregular laws and boundaries created
opportunities, and a fertile field for imagination. As early as 1942, just two years after the
Germans overran France, a movie like Casablanca, demonstrated how personal agency could
make the difference between good and evil, life, and death.8 In the film, sly Captain Renault
figures as the ideal Frenchman who manages to convince the Nazis he is cooperating with
them, when he is actually helping the hero, Rick, a Resistance fighter. Based on a true story,
and brought to life by Jewish-American screenwriters, the film not once mentions the Jews; on
the other hand, it emphasizes personal courage and independent thought as tools to fight the
Nazis. The ambiguous political boundaries of the war in France, the interstices between
collaboration and resistance, the continual pas-de-deux between German and French officials,
and the potential for individuals to be heroic, or villainous, or somewhere-in-between renders
“what happened” in France, especially subject to interpretation. Not surprisingly then,
representations of the French as heroic crowded popular literature and film for half a
century.Until the early 1990s, few French collaborators appeared in literature or film. Judging
by the artistic output in the first ten years after the war, one might have concluded that the
preponderance of French men and women fought in the Resistance.9 Films like Tonight We
Raid Calais (1943), Paris After Dark (1943), Paris Underground (1945), The Battle of Rails
(1946), and Odette (1950) created the impression that every French man and woman acted
with conscience and courage; of course, the historical record proves otherwise. Yet even these
exaggerated portrayals of universal heroism seldom included helping the Jewish population or
even an acknowledgment that there was a Jewish population, endangered or not.An early
benchmark in French representations of the Holocaust, Night and Fog, also does not mention
Jews. Among the earliest visual records of the atrocities committed, this short documentary
was financed by the Comité d’histoire de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale, (Committee on the
History of World War II) and the Réseau du souvenir (Network of Memory),10 directed by the
young Alan Resnais and written by Jean Cayrol, poet, Resistance fighter, and deportee to
Mauthausen. Today, the film still shocks for its graphic images: the clearing of bodies, giant
cranes with claws emptying bones into mass graves, the skeletal frames of the living. Thus, the
film was deemed not suitable—nor was it ever intended for—a popular audience. Its short
documentary format mandated special viewings rather than theatrical release. Since 1956,
when it was first screened at the Cannes Film Festival, however, the film had been widely
shown to generations of pupils and students.11 “Nuit et Brouillard was mostly shown in France
in schools, film clubs, universities, societies and commemorations”;12 over time; however, the



film was seen by millions of school children across the Western Hemisphere, thus making it a
cornerstone of Holocaust education.13Before the film was released even to these select
audiences, however, government censors demanded that certain pieces of footage be
eliminated. Resnais’s original version showed French police brutalizing Jewish prisoners and
offering no resistance to Nazi orders.14 In Night and Fog, then, the graphic depiction of the
atrocities covered new ground but otherwise the same myth prevailed: only the Germans were
responsible, and the victims were all the Allies. Thirteen years later, when The Sorrow and The
Pity premiered, little had changed. Through personal interviews, the filmmakers documented
the collaboration of French officials with the Nazis for unconscionable reasons, including lust
for power, cowardice, and antisemitism. Although 600,000 people saw the film in theaters and
were strongly affected, the French government refused to televise The Sorrow and the Pity,
explaining that “certain myths are necessary for a people’s well-being and tranquillity.”15Still,
scholars view The Sorrow and the Pity as a milestone toward representing the long and
tortured road toward the French acknowledgment of their own complicity.16 One might make a
similar case about Au Revoir les Enfants (1987) which although not as explicit about
collaboration reached a much larger audience and may have prompted a much larger crise de
foi. Three-and-a-half million French bought tickets to what critics called Louis Malle’s
masterpiece, a semi-autobiographical story of a young Catholic boy, Julien, who inadvertently
betrays his Jewish friend who is being hidden by the priests in his boarding school.17 Merely a
glance by Julien in the Jewish friend’s direction dooms the latter to capture and death. Julien,
the viewer is led to believe, has spent his lifetime regretting that single instant and weighing his
own complicity. Also in the film, Malle gives us a view of the honorable French—priests who
risked their lives to save Jewish children, as well as a discontented and lower-class worker who
informs against the priests. Viewers are then left to consider where they fit in the spectrum of
good and evil: the young protagonist’s unwitting denunciation of his friend generates an
emotional and intellectual crisis. By not indicting all of the French, and by presenting a dramatic
situation where collaboration can be viewed as unintentional, Malle presents a conducive
apparatus by which one can examine their own conscience, which may partially explain the
popularity of the film. It had taken the larger French audience forty-two years to get to this
crisis.Such reversals are never sudden, nor are they reversals at all. Change is gradual. It is
impossible to mark the exact moment when the French national mythos definitively alters. The
protests at the commemoration for the fiftieth anniversary of the incident at Vel D’Hiv in 1992,
for instance, may have seemed like a sudden change in public sentiment, when actually
attitudes had been slowly altering all along.Fifty-two years after the Nazis occupied France, but
only five years after Au Revoir, Les Enfants premiered in French cinemas, protesters
demanded that then-president Francois Mitterand acknowledge the nation’s complicity in the
murder of its Jews. That occasion, the fiftieth anniversary of what is known as the incident at
Vel D’Hiv, was as likely a time as any for such a movement. The first round-up of women and
children and the conditions that these 13,000 people suffered—dehydration, starvation, for
almost a week while French officers watched, awaiting further orders from the Germans—is
the most graphic illustration of French complicity in the murder of the Jews.18 Mitterand,
however, denied the public’s request, some believed due to his personal history in the Vichy
government.19 The death of Mitterand, and the succession of Jacques Chirac to the
presidency, began a new era in French politics.Chirac had been in office only a few months
before he made the now-famous public statement that the “French people ‘handed those who
were under its protection over to their executioners.’”20 This is widely viewed as the beginning
of France’s official and public reckoning with their responsibility for the murder of their Jewish



population. A landmark in French history, this admission changed France in profound ways,
and was responsible for a sea change in literary representations of the Holocaust. In the eleven
years between Chirac’s dramatic reversal and the opening of a vastly improved and expanded
Memorial and Museum de la Shoah in the fourth arrondissement,21 several groundbreaking
books appeared. Widely embraced by the public, these stories fully acknowledged the
assumption of French responsibility—and indeed, their success partly depended on this
acknowledgment. The commercial success of the novels Suite Francaise (2004) and Sarah’s
Key (2006) can be understood as culminating chapters in the torturous tale of a nation
grappling with, and then accepting responsibility for, its crimes against humanity—a feat for
which the French should be applauded, and which, arguably, few other nations have
achieved.22The enthusiastic public reception to these artistic indictments demonstrates the
extent to which the national mythos has altered; the literary marketplace, quite sensibly,
responds to changing appetites. Perhaps the strongest evidence for this comes in the
discovery of previously “lost” or “repressed” stories. Written by Jewish women in mortal danger,
books like Le Journal d’Hélène Berr and Suite Francaise would never have emerged from their
hiding places prior to 2000.23 In 2010, another forgotten memoir, A Bookshop in Berlin
recounts the life of Françoise Frenkel and her flight to safety—from Germany through France to
Switzerland. Originally published in 1945, it promptly sank into obscurity until it was
rediscovered in a jumble sale in Nice in 2010. Republished in 2015, the current edition includes
a preface by Patrick Modiano, Nobel Prize-winning author and survivor, and will no doubt
attract its share of attention.24 That these books appear, or reappear, in contemporary France,
must draw our attention.The case of Suite Francaise fascinates for several reasons: first, it
demonstrates the difference between French attitudes “then” (in 1943, when it was written) and
“now” (the early twenty-first century when it was published). And second: while the book
contains fiction, it is not only fiction. A good deal of it cannot correctly be labeled a novel, and
therefore it manages to capitalize on the blurred distinction between truth and imagination.
Suite Francaise may be best considered a collection, containing two novellas by Nemirovksy,
but also an assortment of other documents: notes for an unwritten third novella by Nemirovsky,
historical appendices, a long preface (or epilogue depending upon the edition), which recounts
Nemirovky’s fate as a “stateless Jew” in occupied France. This, along with appendix one
(Nemirovsky’s notes for the rest of the planned series and her editorial comments) and
appendix two (her husband’s correspondence with various French officials to ask for Irene’s
release), complement the novellas, supplying a jarring counterpoint to the fictional content that
was never completed. Between the same covers where the fictional narratives appear, one
sees documentation of Nemirovsky’s capture and arrest, her husband’s futile appeals to people
in high places to secure a release, her frantic search to find caretakers for her children, and
finally her execution.25Surprisingly, critics have not viewed the book as a multi-generic
document, rather they have focused only on its fictional components. They have praised the
novellas, and only glanced at the historical documents. The critic for the New York Times
mentions that Nemirovsky “wrote the exquisitely shaped and balanced fiction of Suite
Francaise almost contemporaneously with the events that inspired them,”26 and calls that feat
remarkable. Focusing mostly on the invented story, the critic is amazed that Nemirovsky can
write so well in the face of mortal danger. Fair enough; however, such praise neither accounts
for the power nor the popularity of the book as a whole. Without the appendices, Suite
Francaise would have gone the way of Nemirovsky’s earlier books: popular in their time, but
forgotten within a few years. As Nathan Zuckerman observes in The Ghost Writer, the potency
of Anne Frank’s story would rapidly fade if the world discovered she had not died in Bergen-



Belson.27Moreover, without the appendices, the book could not be correctly considered inside
the genre of “Holocaust Literature” as we now call it. The story, however intricate or subtle,
follows only French characters living under the German occupation: in the first novella, Storm,
the reader sees the German defeat of France and the behavior of those that must flee Paris; in
the second, Dolce, the author closely observes a town in the French countryside where the
inhabitants find themselves in ambiguous and ambivalent relations with their captors. A best-
selling author, Nemirovksy knew what makes popular fiction: the novellas are chock full of the
virtuous and the not-so-virtuous, the needy and the not-so-needy, the cowardice of some
French soldiers and the courage of others. It is well-written and readable, but hardly
remarkable. Not once does it refer to the fate of the Jews—her own fate—an omission that in
the twenty-first century feels noteworthy, but in the 1940s made a great deal of sense, an
argument we will follow shortly.This sixty-year period—history—between Suite’s creation and
its reception is responsible for the success of the book. When Nemirovsky senses she does
not have much time, she gives two completed sections and notes for section three (in a
suitcase) to her older daughter, Denise, who along with her sister spends the remaining war
years hiding from the Nazis, first in a Catholic orphanage (the girls had taken communion
before the war) and then in various cellars of Bordeaux. Half-a-century passes before Denise
finds the courage to look inside the suitcase her mother had given her. She recalls that she
thought the pages to be autobiographical, retelling the events of her wartime ordeal—events
that she could not bear to live through again. Only in 1992, when she is forty-six, does she look
closely enough to see that the pages inside the suitcase are fiction. Ostensibly, the manuscript
has little to do with what her family suffered. The year that Denise finds the courage to look at
the contents of the suitcase, of course, corresponds to the wider French awakening and may
well reflect Denise’s position within a cultural zeitgeist that has turned to face the past. With
relief and curiosity, Denise begins the difficult process of deciphering this inheritance—the ink
has smeared, the pages are brittle, and her mother’s handwriting is cramped and blurry.Two
years after Denise found and deciphered the manuscript, she sent it to the publisher, Éditions
Denoël, who already had a relationship with her sister.28 Almost immediately, it became a
bestseller in France and was soon translated into English and thirty-one other languages.
Undoubtedly, Nemirovsky’s two daughters and even their publishers had the noblest of
intentions when publishing it, but we should not overlook how market forces played a central
role in providing readers access to Nemirovsky’s work. Denise’s newfound determination and
the editor’s enthusiasm are not coincidental. They are undoubtedly influenced by the larger
cultural attitudes about French culpability and the publisher’s belief that she had a hot
commodity on her hands.Students of literary history should ask themselves how such fortunes
turn around, why manuscripts reappear and ignite. Such information is crucial to the
commercial market, of course, but also reveals a narrative about cultural change and vexing
questions of taste. For half-a-century, what happened to the Jews in France had been filed
under the heading of what happened to all French people during the German occupation; thus,
few would have embraced Nemirovsky’s full story. Because French attitudes toward accepting
culpability had evolved, attaching Nemirovsky’s fiction to her history and biography has
become more than likely. And quite paradoxically, then, Suite Francaise became a book—about
the murder of the Jews— despite the author’s complete omission of the topic (a subject we will
get to shortly). In its ordering of sections, the French edition of the book preempts the
possibility of misapprehending the potency of Suite Francaise. Positioning the facts before the
fiction immediately establishes the book as a product of the Holocaust and illustrates how
contemporary markets are responding to the marked increase in public interest, as well as



putting the events in the novellas into a much more dire context.For readers in Nemirovsky’s
time, and a half-century beyond, World War II was not about the murder of the Jews. It was a
much more personal tragedy: the loss of nationhood, honor, autonomy, and freedom. The
distasteful word, “collaboration,” had not been used in connection to the Jewish problem; rather,
it indicated giving aid and succor to the Germans. As Nemirovsky’s novellas properly
demonstrate, the fate of the Jews was barely on anyone’s mind. Anecdotally, I can report that
when I teach this book in my Literature of the Holocaust class, my students are confused about
why I have asked them to read it. There is no recognizable “Holocaust” in this book. It is a relief,
a brief respite in an agonizing reading list: no death, no torture, no brutal scenes of execution,
no politically incorrect antisemitism. Reading the appendices only partially illuminates them.
Even when they learn the horrible fate of the writer, they cannot attach it to the novellas,
“Storm” or “Dolce.” One could make the case that Nemirovsky’s searing indictment of her
French characters—for instance, the Catholic priest who cannot bear to be in contact with
human beings because they are too messy—indicts her countrymen, and by extension, may
extend to their callous treatment of the Jews.29 But such an explanation is subtle medicine for
a generation that has been reared on Schindler’s List and Night. For generations X and Y, in
the United States, at least, World War II is almost synonymous with discussing the Holocaust—
they know more about concentration camps than they do about the bombing of Pearl Harbor. It
is unusual to find a college-age student who has not seen Inglourious Basterds or read The
Boy in the Striped Pajamas, while the one or two lessons they might have had about the
bombing Pearl Harbor in high school history class does not often leave a similar impression.As
I have been suggesting, Nemirovsky’s decision not to mention the Jews has historical
verisimilitude but has still been controversial. Nemirovsky may have been Jewish by Hitler’s
rules, but she and her husband, Michel, had converted to Catholicism in 1939.30 These
decisions have led several critics to accuse Nemirovsky of being a self-hating Jew. Writing for
the New Republic, Ruth Franklin argued, for instance, that Nemirovsky’s blindness to Jewish
issues, her conversion and a portrayal of an unsympathetic Jewish character in an earlier novel
provided reason enough to never read anything she wrote.31 Such criticisms surprise in their
ahistoricism and obscure the importance of the book. One should compare her professional
decisions to those of other writers under threat, or in captivity. An apt comparison might be to
Phillis Wheatley whose poems appear to praise her white masters.32 In the 1960s, some
critics condemned her for toadying; Franklin is similarly ahistorical when she argues that Suite
is best forgotten. Fortunately, more informed readings of Wheatley’s work prevailed—now we
realize that Wheatley’s work would never have been printed had she criticized her white
masters, or their peculiar institution, and benefit from critical attention devoted to finding the
double-consciousness of the speaker. We could read Suite with similar intentions, for
Nemirovsky’s sharp criticism of the French bourgeoisie might well be understood as having
been aimed at that population’s refusal to risk their security for the sake of the Jews or any
other endangered party.Understanding other similarities between these two writers provides a
clearer understanding of the twentieth-century writer. Wheatley’s ability to get her poetry into
public view depended on pleasing those with the power to publish and that desire stems from
more than just the desire to be read, or even to make money. In her case, publication lifted her
from abject poverty and a lifetime of grueling work. In retrospect, literary historians have
understood how shrewdly Wheatley managed her career, given the material circumstances of
her life. Similarly, the possibility of criticizing the Nazis in print—in Nazi-occupied France—is as
impossible as it sounds. In France, of course, there was an underground press which published
sporadically and reached a select few. Those that resisted too loudly were arrested.33In order



to save her own life, Nemirovsky needed to make a splash and to stay clear of dangerous
political alliances. Her first novel, David Golder, brought her a degree of fame and fortune that
had given her access to the first tier of French society—a status she could not, as a foreign-
born Jew, otherwise maintain in 1940. In 1929, this status felt as if it were her due, necessary
to this well-born and wealthy Ukrainian. The main character, Golder is Jewish, unattractively so
—a fact that has fed accusations of Nemirovky’s anti-Semitism or fostered the notion that the
writer was “a self-hating Jew.”34 Critic Susan Suleiman has done a convincing job of
debunking these claims, arguing among other things that Nemirovksy wrote from the “inside of
a Jewish community” and might well be compared to Philip Roth who felt that he was writing
from a safe perch from which to portray Jews, with all their human idiosyncrasies intact.35 Yet
in light of what the next decade brought, Nemirovksy’s unflattering portrayal of Jews has taken
on more troubling dimensions than Roth’s—but of course, as Suleiman argues, Nemirovksy
could not have predicted Hitler’s final solution. Yet in Suite, Nemirovsky does not portray
Jewish characters at all, sparing them her usual critical scrutiny. Instead, she saves that for the
French, portraying them as, at best, passive and at worst cowardly, selfish, and vain—at the
same time, her omission of the Jewish question makes her more like her countryman, and less
likely to attract notice. Paraphrasing Sartre, Nemirovsky must have hoped that she “could enjoy
all the rights of a French citizen, as long as she wasn’t so Jewish.”In Nazi-occupied France,
status did more than satisfy vanity. Distinguishing oneself from the mass of foreign-born Jews
who had looked to France for refuge was a matter of life and death. Those who had status, or
money, or friends in high places had a much higher survival rate than those without resources
or connections. In cases of prominent Jews—that the Nazis judged to have international
significance, and whose murders might draw too much attention—emigration was encouraged.
Thomas Mann had been escorted out of Germany; as is well-known, Freud had been politely—
and then not so politely—asked to leave Austria. In Two Lives: Gertrude and Alice, Janet
Malcolm does a thorough job of explaining how Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas moved
around the French countryside with the help of some powerful friends in government and only
slight inconvenience.36Nemirovksy must have understood that she was not of Freud’s or
Stein’s echelon; still she had come from a background of wealth and privilege and her first
novel had made her name recognizable. Irene’s husband Michel tried to trade on that. Besides
being “a novelist of very great talent,” Michel wrote to the authorities, my “younger brother Paul
was a personal friend of the Grand-Duke Dmitri” and Irene’s father, he tells them, “was often
received by the Grand Duke Alexander.” He made additional pleas based on their anti-
Communist and anti-Jewish credentials: “she does not speak of the Jews with any affection in
her works,” he offers, as ammunition for her release from detention.37 His pleas, of course, did
no good. Both Irene and Michel met their end in Auschwitz in 1942. Sixty-two years after her
death, then, Irene’s wish to write a novel that lifted her from obscurity was finally
granted.Indeed, part of the miracle of Suite Francaise is that it has managed to capture the
attention of two audiences—that do not often meet at the bookstore—the first: professional
readers, literary critics, and professors and the second, a more general reading audience that
is typically female, and between the ages of 25 and 75.38What the latter group reads, of
course, is a much more accurate barometer of what the French people think about their
wartime behavior than what professors and professional historians think, or know.For that
reason, I will briefly discuss the popular novel, Sarah’s Key, which, published only a year after
Suite is an even larger blockbuster and a much more explicit condemnation of the French.
While Suite has attracted critical attention, Sarah’s Key is a book that most academics would
be happy to ignore—yet as a marker of cultural change, it is definitive. In it, two stories unravel



side-by-side: in the first, a transplanted American, Julia, now working for a French magazine. is
given the assignment of writing an anniversary piece for the 60th anniversary of the massacre
at Vel D’Hiv—an event about which she previously knew very little; the second takes place in
1943 when the eponymous Sarah and her family are captured and taken to that notorious
velodrome. Her family will perish at Auschwitz but Sarah escapes to tell the sorrowful tale. The
day of her family’s arrest, Sarah hides her younger brother in a wardrobe and locks him in,
planning to retrieve him later. His body is left to an unknown but presumably horrific fate. The
two narratives merge when Julia learns that her husband—with whom she is growing
increasingly alienated, because he is a narcissist and a philanderer—grew up in that very
apartment, unaware of what had transpired there, nor does he know anything about the
historical event. In fact, no one Julia meets in France knows about it. Thus, Julia tells the story
several times and each time she does, her listeners are astonished, but accepting—except the
bad husband. De Rosnay creates this angry, depressed, and soon-to-be-revealed adulterous
husband to represent all of his unrepentant and right-leaning French. Furious at his wife, the
husband accuses Julia of enjoying “yet another chance to show your compatriots how devious
we Frogs were, collaborating with the Nazis and sending those poor innocent families to their
death. What are you going to do? Rub our noses in it? Nobody cares.”39But of course the
reader knows the opposite to be true: everyone cares. By 2006, the villainous husband is the
outlier. Only he doesn’t want to confront the past—thereby symbolizing those French citizens
who refuse to take stock of their own culpability. As is often the case in popular novels, the
good are rewarded and the bad are punished: the family that lived in the apartment where
Sarah’s family once lived is swamped by guilt and regret. At the end of the novel, the husband
who refuses to condemn the blindness of his parents’ generation is loveless and embittered,
while the persevering heroine is rewarded with family, a clear conscience, and a renewed
sense of identity. Not to worry, readers, Julia will have a new love interest before the book
ends.One is not likely to see Sarah’s Key on a syllabus for a Literature of the Holocaust course.
The hackneyed writing, the vague scene rendering, and the happy ending (the reviled
component of so much Holocaust representation) would make it more at home in the
paperback rack of a drugstore. Yet the book’s great success must be noted. Even the “best” of
bestsellers seldom breaks convention: instead they confirm what the reader already believes—
or at least suspected or feared. Only rarely do bestsellers or hit movies neither challenge
popular notions of good and evil nor ask their audiences to question values or beliefs. Rather,
they deliver clear meanings and mete out deserved rewards and punishments, and in most
cases, reaffirm what readers already believe. Neither Sarah’s Key nor Suite Francaise could
have gathered such an audience—or in the case of the former, even been pulled out of the
suitcase, if the zeitgeist had not been right.The making of Holocaust memory in France has
been bitterly fought over for the last seventy years; its trajectory does not advance in a straight
line, but circles and curves and collapses unto itself. Any generalization one might make about
what the French believe today or even what they did in 2006 is subject to challenge and eternal
revision. And yet, having said this, one must still applaud the French for being able to face, at
least in one generation, what so many other Europeans cannot.Thirteen days before France’s
first round of voting for its 2017 presidential election, far-right candidate Marine Le Pen denied
Vichy’s presence in France, announcing on French television: “I don’t think France is
responsible for Vel d’Hiv,” an action that sparked fury among French citizens and politicians
alike.40 Jean-Maire Le Pen, Marine’s father, was an outspoken Holocaust minimizer who
founded the National Front party, which Marine led from 2012 until her presidential campaign in
2017. Like his daughter, he downplayed the severity of the Holocaust, stating that gas



chambers were merely a “detail” of World War II. Jean-Marie was punished for his statements
in 1987 when he was charged 1.2 million Francs under the Gaysott Act, which makes it an
offense to deny or question crimes against humanity, such as the Holocaust.41 Le Pen’s
presidential loss and besmirched reputation were the consequence of her own statements.42
At least for now then, France provides a lesson for all of us.NOTES1. Adam Easton, “Poland
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NotThe Myth of the Good ItalianShira KleinThe year is 1939. The place is a sleepy town
somewhere in Italy. A jovial Jewish waiter, Guido, enjoys a rare moment of rest during a busy
evening party, when another waiter comes running toward him.“Guido, I’ve looked everywhere
for you!” he says, breathless.“What is it?” asks Guido, still cheerful.“Your uncle,” pants the man.
“Something’s happened. Come outside, quickly!”Guido rushes out and sees his uncle Eliseo
and his uncle’s horse, both in a state of agitation. The horse has been painted green, its
stomach has on it the words “DANGER: JEWISH HORSE.” Guido gives it a glance, then turns
to comfort Eliseo. “Come, uncle, don’t be upset,” he says merrily. Eliseo voices some vague and
brief words of warning; soon they all return to the party.This scene takes place in Life is
Beautiful (La Vita è Bella), the1997 Italian blockbuster film about the Holocaust1 that perfectly
displays the myth of Italian benevolence toward Jews. Though Italians did far worse to Jews
than vandalize their horses, the film scarcely shows the effects of Italian anti-Semitism. This
scene, as others in the film, portrays Italian crimes toward Jews as minimal—there’s nothing so
very terrible about painting a horse, after all.Life is Beautiful illustrates a popular misconception
about Italy’s role in the Holocaust. The film features the good Italian and the warped view that
Italy treated Jews kindly in the late 1930s and during World War II. Historians have proven this
claim to be grossly exaggerated, arguing that Italians persecuted Jews vigorously. Yet popular
representations of the past—films, novels, museum exhibits, and websites—continue to give
credence to the notion that Italians were overwhelmingly good to Jews. Although France and
Germany cultivated similar self-acquitting myths in the decades immediately after the war, they
eventually moved on to accept the more difficult truths about the past. Italy, however, has not
moved on; the narrative of the good Italian is still very much alive. Life is Beautiful, the most
famous Italian production about the Holocaust to date, both reflects and bolsters this warped
view of the past. This essay surveys, first, what actually happened to Jews between 1938 and
1945 in the Italian peninsula, summarizing the broad scholarly consensus that Italy pursued a
brutal and relentless persecution of its Jews. The essay then lays out the myth of Italian
benevolence and its origins, using Life is Beautiful as an example of how the past has been
misremembered.What Really Happened to Jews in ItalyOn the eve of Italy’s attack on Jews in
1938, the Italian peninsula comprised some 45,000 Jews (a tenth of a percent of the total
population), the majority of whom were well integrated into the fabric of Italian society.2 In July
1938, the government published a manifest declaring, “Jews don’t belong to the Italian race.”3
Laws passed in September and November defined Jews biologically, expelled all Jewish
children and teachers from school, and targeted Jewish livelihoods.4 The regime forbade Jews
from owning real estate or large businesses, fired Jews working for the government and the



industries it sponsored, and expelled them from the Fascist Party and the military.5 In 1939,
the government attacked Jewish jobs in the private sector, including doctors, pharmacists,
lawyers, accountants, and architects.6 In June 1940, upon Italy’s entrance into war, the
government interned 6,383 (out of 9,000) foreign Jews in concentration camps. A further 400
Italian Jews were arrested as well.7 In 1942, the regime sent almost 2,000 Jews to forced
labor, usually involving difficult menial tasks such as lugging lumber and loading trucks.8 Italy
passed all its anti-Jewish laws, scholars have shown, with little if any pressure from
Germany.9Italy’s racial laws and regulations turned Jews into social outcasts. One decree
banned marriages between Jews and “Aryans,” another forbade Jews from changing their
surnames to “Aryan”-sounding names, publishing advertisements or death notices, or going to
vacation resorts.10 Propaganda produced by the regime showed Jews as the ultimate enemy,
as suggested by radio programs like “Judaism Wanted This War,” “Judaism Against
Civilization,” and “Bolshevik Judaism is the Mortal Enemy of Europe.”11Most ordinary Italians
either accepted or supported these anti-Semitic measures. The racial campaign certainly did
not dampen admiration for Mussolini or Fascism, who remained popular until late 1942.12
Indeed, Italians slowly but steadily turned against their Jewish neighbors, acquaintances, and
coworkers. Physical violence erupted often and spontaneously, as non-Jewish Italians sacked
synagogues, beat up rabbis, and smashed Jewish shops. Shopkeepers and café owners, with
no prodding from the law, took to hanging large placards on their facades, saying “Jews Not
Welcome,” “This Store is Aryan,” and “No Dogs or Jews.”13 Non-Jewish Italians throughout the
peninsula denounced Jews for evading the racial measures. One study found hundreds of
denunciations sent to Italian police, most often anonymous and unsolicited.14Even as Italy
persecuted Jews in the peninsula, the Fascist regime protected some Jews outside its borders,
a fact Italians would later emphasize. Between June 1940 and September 1943, when
Germany deported Jews from Italian-occupied Greece, Yugoslavia, and southern France to
killing centers, Italians secured exemptions for thousands under their control. On the other
hand, Italian authorities in Yugoslavia routinely turned away Jewish refugees at the Italian-
Croatian border, knowing that they would face death camps if caught by the Germans, and
rape, torture, starvation, and murder, if the Croatian Ustaša movement found them.15From
1943 to 1945, when German soldiers began deporting Jews from the peninsula, Italians played
a key role in the roundups. The tragic events of those years began with a seemingly promising
development in the war, the landing of the Allies in Sicily in July 1943. The king and several
Fascist officials, seeing that the tide was changing in favor of the Allies, decided to switch
sides. They ousted Mussolini, and on September 8, broadcast to the world that they had
signed an armistice with the Allies. That very same day, in response, Germany poured its
troops into Italy. The country now split in two, north and south. The Allies occupied the south,
liberating Jews as the front line inched upward.16 In the north, where most Jews lived, the
Germans ruled jointly with Mussolini, who was reinstated at the helm of a reborn Fascist
regime, the RSI (Italian Social Republic).Until December 1943, the Germans deported Jews on
their own.17 But on the last day of November 1943, the Italian authorities in the north decided
they, too, wanted a hand in rounding up Jews. “All Jews,” the RSI government ordered in a
directive known as Police Order Number 5, “whatever their nationality . . . shall be sent to
special concentration camps. All their property, mobile and real estate, shall be immediately
confiscated.”18 A neat division of labor began; Italian policemen searched for, arrested, and
imprisoned Jews, while German soldiers loaded the prisoners on convoys to Auschwitz. Put
another way, Italians delivered Jews to the Nazis for deportation. This police order was an
entirely Italian initiative—the Italians retained full control over the police—with no German



prodding.19 In fact, the Germans only heard about the order several days after it came out.
Italian police vied with German soldiers for the right to round up Jews, so as to confiscate
Jewish property at the time of arrest.20 After every arrest, Italian authorities took everything
owned by Jews, from villas to cars, from grand pianos to socks. Objects worth billions of lire
ended up in the homes of Fascist Party officials or policemen.21Italian Police Order Number 5
sealed the fate of the Jews in Italy. From December 1943 until the end of the war, Italian
policemen rounded up all the Jews they could find, women and men, young and old. While
German soldiers continued to arrest Jews as well, their Italian colleagues were far more
efficient. They knew the language and its dialects, the back allies where Jews might escape.
They received tips from informers and had census records replete with addresses. The
statistics are telling: almost half of all deported Jews that we know of were arrested by Italian
policemen working on their own or in collaboration with Germans.22Some non-Jewish Italians
did save Jews from arrest and death—a fact that Italians would highlight in the postwar years.
About 30,000 Jews in Italy, foreign and Italian, survived the war, a high survival rate compared
to tallies in eastern European countries. Many survivors received some degree of assistance
from non-Jewish Italians, in the form of fake papers, shelter, or food.23 But the relatively high
rate of survival in Italy, compared to eastern European countries, stemmed from other crucial
factors as well. The peninsula’s proximity to neutral Switzerland enabled 6,000 Jews to escape
into safety across the Alps, a non-existent option in any of the eastern European states.
Additionally, Jews in Italy could often receive help without disclosing they were Jewish,
because they blended in with millions of other displaced people, including army deserters in
hiding. Finally, the deportations from Italy only began in September 1943, almost two years
after they had started in eastern Europe, meaning that Jews in Italy had to spend far less time
escaping death.While some non-Jewish Italians helped Jews survive, others turned them in, a
point that Italians would later gloss over. Scholarship shows that without the relentlessness
collaboration of Italians, the extermination of Italian Jews would not have reached the scale it
did.24 As before 1943, Italians continued to denounce Jews to the authorities, but with far
more fatal consequences than before. Out of 428 testimonies carried out by the University of
Southern California Shoah Foundation Institute with Italian-speaking survivors, a quarter of the
interviewees mentioned a betrayal. That proportion would have increased if those who
perished in Auschwitz could have given testimony, because denounced Jews were arrested at
a greater rate. In Rome alone, postwar trials against collaborators show that over 200 Jewish
victims were either denounced or arrested by Italians, and one scholar estimated that
denunciations in the capital numbered in the “hundreds and hundreds.”25 Informing on Jews
was profitable, for the Germans offered a prize of 5,000 lire for every Jewish person delivered
to them—more than six months’ worth of a factory worker’s wages.26 Criminals made a
lucrative business of capturing Jews. Bands of violent thugs, like the Koch Gang in Rome, La
Muti in Milan, and Carità in Tuscany, blackmailed Jews in return for supposed protection. After
the Jewish captives had given all they had, the gang turned them over to the Germans and
claimed the prize.27Despite these examples, it is important to note that the majority of Italians
neither helped nor betrayed Jews; they ignored them. Among these was the Pope; as is now
commonly accepted, the Vatican did little to help the Jews—and would not even apologize for
its inaction until 1998.In the face of this historical record, one can only wonder how the myth of
good Italian prevailed, and survives, into the twenty-first century.The Myth of the Good
ItalianImmediately after the war, Italians crafted a narrative that de-emphasized their
involvement in the persecution of the Jews and highlighted the actions of the Germans.
According to Italians, their country had very little to do with the suffering of the Jews; to the



contrary, they had done everything they could to help Jews. Italy was the oddity, the Axis
country that had saved Jews. In some versions of this story, Germany bore the responsibility
for all that the Jews had suffered, and Italy was its helpless captive. In other versions, Mussolini
and a handful of his henchmen stood to blame, but the rank and file of Italians heroically
defended Jews. Either way, the Italian people featured as innocents. Historians describe these
narratives as a myth—the myth of the brava gente, “good people.”
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