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Foreword
Eva Hoffman

Nearly 70 years after the Holocaust, and as we contemplate the
enormous amounts of study and response dedicated to that event since
its occurrence, we can see that catastrophes of these dimensions and
complexity demand, and generate, not one but many kinds of investigation and genres of testimony. There was, immediately after the event,
the legal documentation of the Nuremberg Trials; there were, in the
years following the war (and before the coming down of the Iron Curtain), systematic attempts undertaken by relevant institutions in Eastern
Europe – for example, the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw – to collect survivors’ and witnesses’ oral narratives and written accounts. There
were early memoirs, many of them still pulsating with the horror and
moral uncertainties of the event, and great numbers of later chronicles,
written from a more remote distance and sometimes marked by certain
formulaic notions of how the Holocaust should be remembered. There
have been visual documentaries and massive later projects of documentation, such as the Spielberg Archives. Perhaps one should also count
among genres of response the many works of the imagination, some of
them deeply illuminating, with their transformations of personal and
collective experience into forms of literature and art.
And there has been, throughout, the invaluable work of historical
research and interpretation. This important and affecting collection of
scholarly essays reaches back, from our temporal perspective, to the dark
root of the event, and examines documents which have emerged from
the very centre of the inferno. The fragments of text under scrutiny,
produced by the Sonderkommando who worked in the gas chambers
of Auschwitz, seem to represent, especially in their half-destroyed form,
not so much acts of written recollection, as enactments of direct, almost
physical witnessing; emanations from the underworld, driven by a compelling need to reach the world above, to record and tell. Primo Levi has
famously said that the true witnesses of the annihilation did not speak.
The Scrolls of Auschwitz are as close as we can come to hearing voices
from the site of death.
What is the historical status of such documents? As some of the essays
included here suggest, there has been a long-standing controversy in
viii
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Holocaust studies (indeed, in historiographical debates altogether) about
the veridical value of personal testimony. At the same time, it is clear
that our knowledge of the Holocaust – and of other historical atrocities –
would be immeasurably impoverished without the evidence of personal
memory and witness. Various genres of documentation and testimony
provide different kinds of insight and call for different kinds of recognition. It is perhaps only from the multiple strata of knowledge and
interpretation that a fuller comprehension of the overwhelming events
can emerge. Factual and statistical information, and the understanding
of chronology, topography and overall structure of events are clearly
crucial to our grasp of the Holocaust; but insight into the victims’ experiences, as these were lived within particular situations, and from within
particular perceptions and subjectivities, is also essential to comprehend
the human meanings of atrocity.
It is the merit and interest of this thought-provoking collection that
it addresses various kinds of sources and registers of response. Included
here are analyses of historical methodology, but also reflections on film
and poetry, and the pressures on artistic form exerted by traumatic
knowledge. There are considerations, among others, of post-Holocaust
memory and its passage across the generations, the impact of fragmentary objects retrieved from catastrophe – as well as the kinds of empathy
or detached understanding which such memories and artefacts demand
and evoke.
What kind of response is called for – or possible – to the evidence
inscribed, or implicit, in the Auschwitz Scrolls? It is hard, when confronted with these shards of darkness, to avoid moral ambivalence or
confusion. The Sonderkommando, whose written traces we have here,
functioned in the blackest part of what Primo Levi called ‘the grey zone’,
and they performed terrifying tasks. The extreme ambiguities of the circumstances in which the Scrolls were written may account for the long
delay in scholarly response to them; but those ambiguities are part of
the difficult knowledge brought to us by the Shoah’s extremity.
But perhaps the most powerful aspect of the Scrolls’ significance is the
very fact of their existence. In the closest proximity to the horrifying
processes of annihilation, and facing their own almost certain death,
the scribes of Auschwitz were determined that what happened there
should not be deleted from human memory or knowledge; against all
odds, they maintained their ‘ability to think’, necessary for the act of
writing, and the desire to understand their surely nearly incomprehensible situation. Perhaps the only comparable documents to emerge from
the Holocaust are the Ringelblum Archives, discovered on the grounds
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of the Warsaw Ghetto and containing meticulously gathered information about daily life within its confines before the extinction. In both
cases, the documents testify, over and above the specific facts recorded
in them, that the need to register the evidence of suffering and terrible injustice – to give expression to one’s own existence, so that it is
not entirely lost – is a fundamental and profound part of being human.
In turn, the desire to respond to those voices – to preserve that evidence
and to restore justice even in memory – is what makes history a reparative as well as an analytical enterprise. ‘If none of us survives, at least
let that remain,’ Emmanuel Ringelblum wrote as he confronted his own
certain death. The essays in this collection augment our knowledge and
capacity to understand part of that which has remained.
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