
‘Poetry After Auschwitz?’: Son of Saul and 

the Problems of Holocaust Representation



Theodor Adorno:
“Cultural criticism finds itself with the
final stage of the dialectic of culture and
barbarism. To write poetry after
Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes
even the knowledge of why it has
become impossible to write poetry
today.”
- Theodor Adorno, ‘Cultural Criticism and Society,’ Prisms translated 

by Samuel & Sherry Weber (London: Garden City Press, 1967). p. 
34



•What representations of the 
Holocaust are you familiar with?



Two key approaches have predominated in writing and thinking about the 
Holocaust:

REALIST vs ANTIREALIST“The 
banality 
of evil”
(Hannah 
Arendt)

“Auschwitz 
cannot be 
explained 

nor 
realised”
(Elie Wiesel)



These map onto some of the debates surrounding Holocaust cinema:

REALIST vs ANTIREALIST



REALIST vs ANTIREALIST

“[The Holocaust is] unique in that it erects a ring of
fire around itself, a borderline that cannot be crossed
because there is a certain ultimate degree of horror
that cannot be transmitted. To claim it is possible to
do so is to be guilty of the most serious
transgression.”

- Claude Lanzmann (1925–2018), ‘Holocauste, la 

representation impossible,’ Le Monde, 3 March 1994; translated as ‘Why Spielberg 
Has Distorted the Truth," Guardian Weekly, 3 April 1994. Cited by Miriam Bratu

Hansen, ‘Schindler's List Is Not Shoah: The Second Commandment, Popular 
Modernism, and Public Memory,’ Critical Inquiry 22:2 (Winter, 1996), p. 301.



REALIST vs ANTIREALIST

“Lanzmann radically distrusts Spielberg's untrou-
bled accessing – or, as Lanzmann calls it,
‘fabrication’ – of a visual archive: ‘If I had
stumbled on a real SS film – a secret film, because
filming was strictly forbidden – that showed how
3,000 Jewish men, women and children were gassed
in Auschwitz's crematorium 2, not only would I not
r1ave shown it but I would have destroyed it.’”

- Claude Lanzmann (1925–2018), ‘Holocauste, la representation impossible,’ Cited 
by Hansen, ‘Schindler's List Is Not Shoah, p. 301.



REALIST vs ANTIREALIST
Where do Primo Levi and Son of Saul fit on this continuum?



Primo Levi (1919–1987)

• Born to liberal, secular Jewish family in Turin
• Member of Fascist youth militia – expulsed according to 1938 Italian Race Laws
• During WWII, Levi part of Italian Resistance – captured by German forces and 

interned
• Transported to Auschwitz Feb 1944; remained there until evacuation of the camp by 

death march in Jan 1945 
• Memoir If This Is a Man [Se questo è un uomo] published in Italian in 1947 (English 

version 1959) followed by The Truce [La tregua] in 1963 (English 1965)
• Reputation enhanced by The Periodic Table (1975)
• Committed suicide in Turin 



“We know that we will have difficulty being understood, and this
is as it should be. But consider what value, what meaning is
enclosed even in the smallest of our daily habits, in the hundred
possessions even the poorest beggar owns: a handkerchief, an old
letter, the photo of a cherished person. These things are part of us,
almost like limbs in our body; nor is it conceivable that we can be
deprived of them in our world, for we immediately find others to
substitute old ones, other objects that our ours in their
personification and evocation of our memories.

“Imagine now a man who is deprived of everyone he loves,
and at the same time of his house, his habits, his clothes, in short,
of everything he possess: he will be a hollow man, reduced to
suffering and needs, forgetful of dignity and restraint … he will be
a man whose life or death can be lightly decided with no sense of
human affinity.”

- Primo Levi, ‘On the Bottom,’ If This is a Man and The Truce (London, 1979), p. 33

Primo Levi 
(1919–1987)



“In 1944, the Nazis blew up the gas chambers and crematoria
at Auschwitz, but the ruins remain … the Warsaw ghetto, after
the famous insurrection in the spring of 1943, was razed to the
ground, but thanks to the superhuman efforts of a number of
fighter-historians who made certain in that rubble, often many
metres deeps, or smuggled beyond the wall, testimony
survived, other historians could rediscover, how day by day, the
ghetto lived and dies. All the archives in the Lagers* were
burned during the last days of the war, and that was truly an
irremediable loss, so that even today there is discussion as to
whether the victims were four, six, or eight million.”

- Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved (London: Abacus, 1988), p.2

*Lager = “konzentrationslager” (concentration camp) 

Primo Levi 
(1919–1987)





Primo Levi, 'The Grey Zone,' The Drowned and the
Saved, translated by Raymond Rosenthal (London:
Abacus, 1989), pp. 22-51.

• What is ‘The Grey Zone’ to which Levi refers, 
and what examples does he provide of its 
existence?

• What does Levi have to say about guilt and 
judgement in ‘The Grey Zone’?

Primo Levi 
(1919–1987)



Primo Levi, 'The Grey Zone,' The Drowned and the
Saved, translated by Raymond Rosenthal (London:
Abacus, 1989), pp. 22-51.

• How might Levi’s chapter illuminate your 
understanding of Son of Saul? In what sense 
might the film be conceived as being about 
‘The Grey Zone’?

Primo Levi 
(1919–1987)





Andrew Pulver, ‘László Nemes: “I Didn’t Want Son of Saul to Tell the 
Story of Survival,” Guardian, 14 April 2016

• What types of sources does Nemes mention as 
having been used to help research the storyline 
and setting of Son of Saul?

• What cinematic techniques does Nemes discuss 
in the interview, and what was his rationale for 
using them in Son of Saul? What did ideas did he 
want the film to express about the Holocaust, 
and why?



Sonderkommando
photographs Auschwitz-
Birkenau State Museum



Sonderkommando photographs 
Auschwitz-Birkenau State 
Museum

“We integrated this moment into the 
heart of the film, as it corresponds to 
a segment of Saul’s journey through 
the camp when suddenly, just for a 
moment, he participates in the 
construction of our view of the 
extermination. And also, because of 
the representation of the image 
within itself, we are, at that point and 
only then, questioning the very status 
of representation.”
- László Nemes, cited by Chari Larsson, ‘Making 
Monsters in László Nemes’ Son of Saul,’ Senses 

of Cinema 81 (December 2016)

http://sensesofcinema.com/2016/feature-articles/son-of-saul/#fn-28598-22


Auschwitz Scrolls



Miklós
Nyiszli
(1901–
1956)



The title of the UK version of If This is a Man is a
direct translation of the original Italian Se questo è
un uomo, whereas US editions label the book
Survival in Auschwitz. Similarly, The Truce [La
tregua] is The Reawkening in American editions.
What do you make of these variations?











Andrew Pulver, ‘László Nemes: “I Didn’t Want Son of Saul to Tell the 
Story of Survival,” Guardian, 14 April 2016

• How did Nemes seek to differentiate his film 
from other Holocaust films? What similarities 
and differences might there be between Son of 
Saul and other depictions of the Holocaust that 
you are familiar with?


