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Writing the “Abyss”: Literary Representations of the Shoah 

 
Course Description: 
The enormity of the Shoah (Holocaust)—the catastrophic destruction of 6,000,000 Jewish men, 
women, and children in Eastern, Central, and Western Europe; the annihilation of an entire Jewish 
world; the incineration of continental European civilization—overwhelms. Claude Lanzmann, 
documentary chronicler of the events of 1939-1945, in an attempt to fathom the fundamentally 
unintelligible nature of the most significant event of the twentieth century, writes: "'The destruction of 
Europe's Jews [. . .] cannot be logically deduced from any [. . .] system of presuppositions.  [. . 
.]  Between the conditions that permitted extermination and the extermination itself—the fact of the 
extermination— there is a break in continuity, a hiatus, an abyss.'  That abyss forms the essence of the 
Holocaust.” 
 
The Shoah "is a novel event and a new marker in history" (Raoul Hilberg). Faced with the fact of Nazi 
German genocide, perhaps the most eloquent response is silenceâ€”dead silence.Â  Indeed, critic 
George Steiner writes that his "own (provisional) feeling [is] that silence is the only, though in its way 
suicidal, option."Â In a similar turn, Saul Friedländer claims that "[s]ilence [. . .] is possibly the most 
explicit narrative of all." However, silence, no matter how tentatively suggested as a possible response 
to the Shoah, would be a profanation of the sacred memory of the six million dead.  Aharon Appelfeld, 
the distinguished Israeli writer and survivor, notes that "[a]rtistic expression after the Holocaust seems 
repugnant, disgusting.  The pain and suffering called either for silence or for wild outcries."  Writing 
can be just such an outcry in response to the Shoah, a way "not to comprehend or transcend it, but 
rather to say no to it, or resist it" (Emil Fackenheim). 
 
This course is an introduction to the studying and close critical reading of literary representations of the 
abyss of the Shoah by both those who experienced it directly and those who did not.  The course will 
examine various literary forms such representation has assumed—novel, short story, poetry, 
autobiography, survivor testimonial—and the problems incumbent in writing such a catastrophic and 
“fundamentally unintelligible” event. 
 
Required Texts: 
[Please use the ISBNs shown.] 

 Levi, Primo.The Drowned and the Saved (Random House; 067972186X) 
 Schwarz-Bart, André.  The Last of the Just (Overlook Press; 1585670162) 
 Spiegelman, Art. Maus: A Survivor’s Tale I and II (Random House; 2-vol. set; 0679748407) 
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 Brett, Lily. What God Wants (Custom Course Package) 
 Michaels, Anne. Fugitive Pieces (McClelland and Stewart; 0771058853) 
 Teichman, Milton and Sharon Leder, eds. Truth and Lamentation: Stories and Poems on the 

Holocaust (U of Illinois P; 9780252063350) 
 Various handouts 

Pre-reading of the course texts (in the order shown) is strongly recommended. 
 
Course Requirements: 
Each student is expected to participate fully in all class activities (reading, writing, discussion, groups, 
Vista, etc.).  Each student will sit the Mid-term Examination, write a Term paper, keep a Response 
Journal, participate in the online component of the course through Connect, give a collaborative Oral 
Presentation, and sit the Final Examination. 
 
Attendance: 
Because English 474 is conducted as a participatory, hands-on course, regular and punctual attendance 
is mandatory.  To succeed in this course, students must attend every class, on time, and well prepared, 
participate co-operatively in group work, and consistently contribute to the initiating and sustaining of 
small-group, class, and Connect discussions.  Please register for this course only if you are able 
to make this commitment. 


