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A question that has been raised periodically in class as we read new works is a question of why.  Why has the author of this diary, this journal, this book or poem chosen to write their work?   Another question that one would ask going hand in hand with the first would be to ask why the author has chosen to publish their work.  Why share with the entire world horrible things that you saw happening and  that happened to you, that most people seem to want to forget? In some cases, of course, the decision was not made for the authors, and their works were published after their death and without their knowledge.  However, I would like to look at authors who have made the conscious decision to write their stories and the stories of the people they knew, and to share those stories, and what influenced their decision to share.  I would like to know what drove them to write, and what factors persuaded them to publish.  In this essay, I would like to compare two different types of writings, and explore the authors’ reasons for writing and for publishing their works.  The first, Days and Memory, a book by Charlotte Delbo, and the second a collection of stories from the memorial books found in From a Ruined Garden. 

 I would like to propose that Delbo’s main intent in writing was therapeutic.  In order to help herself get over the tragedies that she had witnessed and suffered, she wrote everything down to get it out of her mind and on paper.  In contrast, the writers of the memorial books had a completely different mindset when writing down their histories.  Their main purpose, among others, in writing the memorial books was exactly as it sounds: to memorialize the dead.  I would like to argue that although to memorialize the dead was not Charlotte Delbo’s first instinct or concern, her works in themselves became a memorial to the dead, showing that although these two different works had different intents and purposes, that in the end they are quite similar in their meaning to the readers.

Beginning with Delbo’s book, I would like to go over her reasons for writing out her stories in the way that she did.  To start out, early on in the book, as a reader you can tell that literature has had a great impact in her life.  It is mentioned in the preface, and also in her book itself on page two.  Delbo says, 

When I would recite a poem, when I would tell the comrades beside me what a novel or a play was about while we were digging in the muck of the swamp, it was to keep myself alive, to preserve my memory, to remain me, to make sure of it.

This quote assures me that she knew how important literature had been to her before her arrest, and how important it was to her survival, and knew that it quite possibly had the same impact on other prisoners and survivors.  I think she took this feeling with her when she was liberated from the camps, and knew that her own literature could have a similar effect on those who read it.   I think that Delbo was naturally a writer and that writing about her experiences was the natural thing for her to do.   But her main reason for writing her works was to reconcile herself with the tragedies she had been witness to.  It is widely believed that writing in itself is a form of therapy.  Writing something down helps bring closure to an issue, and I believe this is the reason why victims of violent crimes and abuse choose to write about their experiences, and the reason why Charlotte Delbo chose to write about hers.  Writing was a form of communication that she felt comfortable with, and that she could bare her soul through.  Interestingly enough, after she wrote her first book about the Holocaust, None of Us Will Return, she put it away and didn’t work on it or publish it for twenty years.  I think this in itself testifies that just in writing the book, and putting her thoughts on paper, helped her to heal.  Days and Memory, the book I am quoting from, was published after her death in 1985 (with her knowledge that it was going to be published).


It was said in class that through Delbo’s use of many voices she set the stage for a sort of group therapy.  I feel that the only person she was trying to provide therapy for was herself.  I think that by writing the stories, some of which were her own, some of which belonged to others, she tried to relive all the important moments and memories of the camps and write them down.  In some instances she writes very clearly about her feelings and experiences, and in some she writes poetry, or we get more of a stream of consciousness feel to her writing.  I think this shows how difficult it was for her to write down these memories.  Many of her vignettes were written in the form of a conversation, usually between herself and the person whose story she was telling.  She never states in her book if the conversations were real.  She never states which vignettes are her own and which are stories she is telling for others.   I think one of the main reasons why she never distinguishes between her stories and the others is because to her, it really doesn’t matter if the story happened to her or if she just witnessed it.  I think that in her mind, the pain of hearing the other victim’s tales was no less than the pain of her own tale.  Telling the stories of the other men and women she encountered was just as much therapy as telling her own story.


On page three Delbo says:

… when I talk to you about Auschwitz, it is not from deep memory my words issue.   They come from external memory, if I may put it that way, from intellectual memory, the memory connected with thinking processes.  Deep memory preserves sensations, physical imprints.  It is the memory of the senses.  

I believe what she is saying here is that she has used her deep memory to create her written works.  In order to stay herself, and to try and have some semblance of a normal life, she has taken her deep memories and put them down on paper, and left them there.  She uses only her sensations from her intellectual memory to carry on conversations about Auschwitz with others.  Instead of having to repress those memories in an unhealthy way, she chose to write them down, and this gave her the closure that she needed to continue her life after Auschwitz.

I have said that Charlotte Delbo’s main intent in writing her books was to form closure about her experiences and to move on, providing therapy for herself.  But I also think that she had another intent behind Days and Memory, and that was to tell the stories of people who were unable to tell their own.   Without Delbo’s work we would never have the image of the Gypsy woman carrying her dead baby, or of the women who all worked together to save each other.  Each vignette she gives us is in itself a memorial to those who died without being able to tell their own story.  Although Delbo’s purpose was not to memorialize these victims, she does so unknowingly, and this is where I feel that her work is similar to the Polish memorial books in From a Ruined Garden.  

 The Polish memorial books were written for a very specific and stated purpose, and that was to mourn those who died in the Holocaust.  Not just to mourn them, but also to tell their life stories and, in some way, to give them a proper burial.  The vast majority, and perhaps even the entirety, of those who died in the concentration camps did not have a marked grave or a religious ceremony.  Their friends and family had no time to mourn them or to prepare themselves for death. There was no time to pay tribute to the dead.  Many times families and friends were separated, not knowing where or how those they loved had died.  These books attempt to take the place of that by celebrating Jewish life before the Holocaust.  The authors of these memorial books know they can never go back to give their mothers, fathers, friends, and neighbors burials.  They can never have the chance to mourn them properly.  By writing these books, by telling one small anecdote about someone in their town, or by relating the story of the burial society in their town, they pay tribute to the dead.  They do the only thing left they can do, and in doing so give a gift to all the survivors and their families. In contrast to Delbo’s telling the stories of inside the camps, the memorial books tell the story of normal Jewish life in small towns.  

The memorial books attempt to preserve not only the stories of people, but also of towns that were completely destroyed during the Holocaust.   In the first story on page 53, Leybl Shiter tells the story of his town’s pinkes, which he says is “the only remnant that remains of our beloved hometown”.  This small story is something he writes because he knows how important it is to him, and how important it will be to any remaining townspeople.  He feels the need to write it down to pay tribute to his town, and his family.  Although the other authors may not specifically state in their writings the importance of their stories, it is obvious that these stories about Jewish life are very meaningful.  Some of them take place during the war years, and some much earlier, but all have the same importance.  

Another reason I feel that these writers chose to share some of their fond memories, or even some of their angry memories, was for their historical value.  The children of survivors, and their children, and all the ones to come will never know a world that has not been tainted by the Holocaust.  They will never know a  time without it.  These stories are all that remain to tell about Jewish life before the Holocaust.  Not only as a memorial to the dead friends, family, and towns, these stories serve to teach.  Without these writers who were brave enough to write and share their writings, histories and records would be lost.  Whole towns would have been destroyed, but even with these few tidbits at least their memory lives on.

The introduction to From a Ruined Garden states: “Survivors felt obliged not only to bear witness to the Nazi destruction but to the world the Nazis sought to destroy”.  I think this obligation felt by survivors prompted them to write and to tell the stories of their parents, and grandparents, and towns.  They felt obligated to write about their own families but also to tell stories of people they had encountered, and the customs of their towns.  They knew that unless someone wrote these things down, they would be lost, and the Nazis partly would have had another victory, in the annihilation of traditions and customs.  We should see these books and these stories as a memorial not only to those who died but also to what they died preserving.  I believe that when writing these stories, publication was never really a question as it was for other Holocaust authors.   Even if they did not mean for their memorial books to be mass published and produced, they did mean for them to be seen, and read.

Charlotte Delbo and the many authors of the memorial books are only some of those who survived concentration camps and decided to write.  Many other have told their stories for numerous reasons, and I believe everyone who wrote and shared their story did so at least in part for closure, and also to memorialize those they spent time with in the camps.  A great example would be Primo Levi’s Survival in Auschwitz, which we discussed, and decided that a great deal of his writing was a tribute to his friend Alberto.  Talking about how perhaps he felt a responsibility to the dead ties in perfectly with what Delbo and the memorial book authors felt when they were writing.

The decision to write is a personal one, and the decision to share your writings even more so.  Those who have written about such deeply personal topics and experiences must have given a lot of thought as to whether or not they really wanted to share their feelings with the world by letting their works be published.  I feel that Charlotte Delbo could have accomplished the healing her books gave her without ever having had a single one of them published.  The writers of the memorial books could have memorialized the dead by keeping the books within their towns and families and without letting others read them.  However, I feel that by publishing their works they were able to accomplish even more of their goal then intended.  Even if we, as readers, can never know what it was like to be in Auschwitz, and never know what Jewish life was like before Auschwitz, we can try to understand, and we too can mourn and memorialize the dead.

