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Abstract 

The discourse surrounding the Holocaust is one of the unapproachable, the unknowable, 

and the unimaginable. Over the last seventy years the Holocaust has been compared to an 

earthquake, another planet, another universe, a rupture, or void. It has been said to be 

beyond language, or else have its own incomprehensible tongue, beyond art, and beyond 

thought. In fact, though the terminology differs, it has consistently been rendered as Other. 

Thus it seems peculiar that very few studies have been conducted on Holocaust literature 

which is non-mimetic in nature; that is, the impulse of literature which is not concerned 

with mimicking reality but which routinely engages the Other, the uncanny, the grotesque, 

and the inhuman. Certainly there is no shortage of primary material. 

This thesis will establish a foundation for future discussion of the non-mimetic and the 

Holocaust, surveying a wide range of common themes and approaches to the genocide in 

Anglo-American fiction. By analysing this fiction, this thesis aims to examine contemporary 

relationships and attitudes to the Holocaust, revealing how the writers (and perhaps their 

societies) comprehend the incomprehensible, and in what ways Holocaust memory has 

changed and is changing, particularly in the modern era. The texts in this thesis are drawn 

from a wide range of authors and hierarchies within the literary sphere, as such in order to 

impose a structure of sometimes disparate narratives, I have proposed several themes. A 

number of theoretical readings have been consolidated into the thesis from mainstream 

Holocaust studies, trauma studies, science fiction studies, and more; with some texts 

receiving their first in depth critical analysis. 

Ultimately, this thesis aims to prove that non-mimetic fiction can relativise the traumatic 

occurrences without normalising them. Thus, though a vastly understudied body of work in 

this context, non-mimetic fiction is in fact a crucial component in our understanding our 

relationship to the Holocaust, and perhaps to traumatic events more generally. 
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Introduction 

0.1 The Aims of this Thesis 

In the chapters which follow, this thesis will present some of the prevalent themes in the 

non-mimetic fictive representations of the Holocaust. In doing so I will examine the 

effectiveness of non-mimetica in conveying anything meaningful about the Holocaust, or 

our post-war relationship to it, and thereby suggest alternative ways of reading the 

Holocaust itself through a non-mimetic lens. Whilst many of these texts would not be what 

we might normally consider Holocaust fiction (almost none feature scenes inside camps or 

ghettos) they nonetheless touch on the genocide, allowing us to read around the edges of 

the unspeakable in a manner enabled by their assorted non-mimetic techniques. 

This thesis aims to offer a survey of a vastly understudied, but considerably large, 

body of literature. Whilst the study of Holocaust fiction and trauma fiction has developed 

considerably over recent decades, hand-in-glove with the crystallisation of trauma studies 

as an important and rewarding vein of critical examination, this study of fiction has limited 

itself predominantly to mimetic attempts at capturing experience and conveying meaning 

(or deliberately not doing those things, as the case may be). As shall be shown below, the 

study of the Holocaust, draws upon an implicit assumption that its traumatic experiences 

cannot, and perhaps should not, be conveyed through art in any sort of accurate manner.1 

Nonetheless these texts persist, perhaps as an artistic expression of the Freudian concept 

of “working through” still at the core of popular understandings of trauma.2 This thesis will 

demonstrate that non-mimetic fictions are not only capable of conveying meaningful 

narratives about the Holocaust but that they may well be essential components for the 

communication of those narratives, especially as we move into a post-survivor era. 

This thesis does not argue that non-mimetic methods of writing are somehow 

better for conveying trauma and communicating the Holocaust than their mimetic 

counterparts, nor is it my intention to suggest that the study and analysis of mimetic texts 

is without merit, or overdone: there is great work in this field and much more left to do. 

What this thesis does seek to argue is that if the purpose of trauma fiction and Holocaust 

                                                             
1 It should be noted that whilst I may suggest that the Holocaust should be read as an integral 
subsection of the body of trauma studies, this thesis does not seek to engage with trauma theory 
directly except through the medium of the selected texts. See: Ch0.5, for a brief discussion of the 
dangers inherent in applying trauma theory to the Holocaust. 
2 See: Sigmund Freud, ‘Remembering, Repeating, and Working Through’, in Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle and Other Writings, trans. by John Reddick (London: Penguin, 2003), pp. 33-42. 
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fiction is to convey some small insight into the horror of the traumatic event, however 

fleeting, then by neglecting non-mimetic fiction from study we are only receiving half of a 

dialogue, as if deliberately depriving ourselves of one of our senses. As this thesis shall 

show, non-mimetic fiction does not decode the uninterpretable elements of traumatic 

experience, rather it offers new insights whilst maintaining its Otherness. Non-mimetic 

texts do however contradict another of the persistent dialogues of Holocaust theory, that 

of exceptionalism which seeks to set the Holocaust apart from other traumas, even other 

genocides, as an Other amongst Others, outside of understanding but also outside of 

history and beyond comparison.3 Finally, if there is value in the literature of trauma 

because of its affect upon the reader, a generating of empathy and understanding in an 

attempt to bring us closer mentally to the victims of trauma and genocide, then this thesis 

suggests that all of the tools of Western literature should be employed in this effort, not 

merely those which are mimetic, nor those considered “literary”. 

This thesis is also, self-consciously, an exercise in taxonomising. It seeks to bring 

the texts concerned into a common frame of reference and, whilst not exhaustive in its 

selection (far from it), form a literary context through which further analysis and 

exploration of these texts and others like them can be conducted. And whilst some such as 

Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow (1991) approach being considered mainstays of discussion of 

Holocaust literature, others, such as R. A. Lafferty’s The Three Armageddons of Enniscorthy 

Sweeney (1977), are texts rarely considered in academic studies and certainly not within 

this sphere. However, before progressing any further it is important to establish a clear 

understanding of the key terms which define this study. 

 

0.2 On the Use of Terms: 

Non-Mimetic Writing 

Mimesis is a theory of how literature can represent the world that is as old as literary 

theory itself. From the Greek mimēsis, conventionally translated as ‘imitation’, it was first 

reconfigured into a literary term by Plato as ‘the artistic representation – be it visual or 

                                                             
3 Alvin H. Rosenfeld, for example, writes that Holocaust literature ‘occupies another sphere of study’ 
compared to other topical literatures about ‘the family, of slavery, of the environment, of World 
War I or World War II’ continuing that Holocaust literature ‘force[s] us to contemplate what may be 
fundamental changes in our modes of perception and expression.’ (Alvin H. Rosenfeld, A Double 
Dying: Reflections on Holocaust Literature (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1988`), p. 12). 
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verbal – of agents and events in the world. The literary author imitates or, more precisely, 

represents these things in the medium of language.’4 Millennia later and for Erich 

Auerbach, in his magnum opus Mimesis (1946), the term has come to represent a form of, 

if not a synecdoche for, literary realism.5 Indeed turn to mimesis in many dictionaries of 

literary or critical terms and you are more often than not confronted with entries along the 

lines of ‘see IMITATION, REALISM, TYPICALITY’.6 

 Non-mimetic writing would therefore seem to be the antithesis of these faculties, 

of imitation, realism, and typicality. However, to categorise it as such verges on the 

simplistic. A change of terms offers different insights. In Anatomy of Criticism (1957), 

Northop Frye identified the ‘mimetic tendency’ as being ‘one of the two poles of literature. 

At the other’, he writes, ‘is a tendency to tell a story which is in origin a story about 

characters who can do anything, and only gradually becomes attracted toward a tendency 

to tell a plausible or credibly story.’7 Frye cannot name the other pole, although he 

recognises it as being connected with myth. This thus separates non-mimetic fiction in this 

thesis from those varieties of fiction which eschew realist modes of narration as well as 

attempts to replicate the linearity of personal experience which nevertheless retain a 

realist overall mode. Such texts are more commonly considered based on their historic 

relationship to literary movements such as modernism or postmodernism, rather than on 

their relationship to two poles of mimesis or non-mimesis. 

Rather than describing it as one of two poles, Katheryn Hume describes mimesis as 

one of two impulses of fiction, the other being non-mimesis. However, she does not 

designate the latter as such, but instead terms it fantasy. Mimesis she describes as ‘the 

desire to imitate, to describe events, people, situations, and objects with such 

verisimilitude that others can share your experience; and fantasy, the desire to change 

givens and alter reality – out of boredom, play, vision, longing for something lacking, or 

need for metaphoric images that will bypass the audience’s verbal defences.’8 Hume’s 

concept of impulses is more attractive than Frye’s notion of polar opposites because it 

                                                             
4 Andrea Nightingale, ‘Mimesis: ancient Greek literary theory’, in Literary Theory and Criticism, ed. by 
Patricia Waugh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 37-47 (p. 38). 
5 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2003). 
6 Roger Fowler, ed., A Dictionary of Modern Critical Terms (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 150. 
7 Northop Frye, ‘Historical Criticism: Theory of Modes’, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2000), pp. 31-67 (p. 51). 
8 Katheryn Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis: Responses to Reality in Western Literature (New York: 
Methuen, 1984), p. 20. Emphasis in original. 
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seems more easily adaptable to the notion that mimetic literature and fantasy are co-

dependant rather than antagonistic. As Brian Attebery writes: 

Mimesis without fantasy would be nothing but reporting one’s perceptions of 

actual events. Fantasy without mimesis would be a purely artificial invention 

without recognizable objects or actions. […] Fantasy depends on mimesis for its 

effectiveness. We must have some solid ground to stand on, some point of contact 

[…]. Less obviously, mimesis depends on something akin to fantasy for its ability to 

organize and interpret sensory data, because every organizing schema is the 

product of imagination rather than simple observation.9 

Thus, non-mimetic writing, rather than being the opposite of mimetic writing, is more of a 

travelling companion to it, not shunning imitation, realism or typicality, but employing 

them as means to different ends. 

 Both Attebery and Hume, as well as other critics whose work I include in this thesis, 

refer to the phenomenon I am identifying as fantasy; the next obstacle for me to address 

must then surely be why I cannot follow suit. Fantasy, despite being a problematically wide 

label for those who write about it, with numerous volumes and essays devoted to its 

definition and refining a poetics, is too narrow a term for the primary texts employed 

within this thesis. Only the broadest definition of fantasy would encompass truly fantastic 

texts about wizards, tales of unexplained supernatural phenomena, time machines, 

alternate histories, and dystopian futures. Anyone who employs fantasy in such a manner, I 

would argue, is not talking about fantasy at all but perhaps about what John Clute has 

more recently called ‘Fantastika’, that is the assemblage of writing we call speculative 

fiction, or sf.10 Indeed, I take solace in critics such as Seo-Young Chu who understands sf as 

‘synecdoche for the sum of so-called non-mimetic genres’.11 So too Mark Bould who writes 

that all of the fantastic genres ‘require and allow imaginary world building: none of them 

take place in a world which pretends to straightforward mimesis’.12 

                                                             
9 Brian Attebery, Strategies of Fantasy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), p. 4. 
10 John Clute, Pardon this Intrusion: Fantastika in the World Storm (Harold Wood: Essex Beccon, 
2011). 
11 Seo-Young Chu, Do Metaphors Dream of Literal Sheep: A Science-Fictional Theory of 
Representation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), p. 74. 
12 Mark Bould, ‘Introduction: Rough Guide to a Lonely Planet, From Nemo to Neo’, in Red Planets: 
Marxism and Science Fiction, ed. by Mark Bould and China Miéville (London: Pluto Press, 2009), pp. 
1-26 (p. 4). Bould continues however to say ‘this does not prevent them being, in various senses, 
verisimilitudinous, realistic or mimetic’, which alongside his suggestion that mimetic fiction only 
‘pretends’ towards mimesis underlines that all literature feeds of both impulses of mimesis and non-
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 Speculative fiction may have been another possible term I might have employed in 

the place of non-mimetic, except that whilst it adequately encompasses many of the 

fictions I have utilised, there is still some resistance amongst writers of certain types of 

alternate history to being classified as sf (albeit because they are normally unpacking it as 

science fiction). A more pragmatic reason for not choosing the speculative fiction label is 

the context of this thesis. Internet searches with the keywords “speculative” and 

“Holocaust” very quickly lead to disturbing and repulsive websites questioning, or simply 

denying, the truth of the genocide. The results are even starker should you choose the 

term “fantasy” or any of its derivatives. Such appropriation of terms is beyond problematic, 

it is a terrifying example of the continuation of problems of anti-Semitism and intolerance 

that many of the texts in this thesis are highlighting. 

 To reverse Seo-Young Chu’s statement in order to provide a clean definition: in this 

thesis non-mimetic writing refers to the sum of sf, or speculative fictions, including but not 

limited to fantasy, supernatural fiction, science fiction, alternate history, and fairy tale. This 

thesis is not, however, an analysis or attempt at poetics of the non-mimetic. It suits my 

needs that the term is suitably large and ranging, allowing a certain leeway akin to Damon 

Knight’s definition of science fiction: non-mimetic fiction ‘means what we point to when we 

say it.’13 

 

The Holocaust 

The term “Holocaust”, especially in its capitalised form, is a relative newcomer to the 

discussion of the genocidal events that were inflicted upon Jews under Nazi rule in 

Germany and other occupied territories between the introduction of the Nuremberg Laws 

in 1935 and the dismantling of the Nazi State by the Allies in 1945. It seems likely that the 

oldest term must be that of the Nazis themselves: Endlösung or the “Final Solution” to the 

Jewish problem. 

The Jewish people applied their own nomenclature to the horrors being visited 

upon them by the German state. The oldest name in common usage was the Yiddish 

Churbn and its Hebrew counterpart Churban, meaning destruction. Specifically, the word 

                                                             
mimesis and that no literature is truly one hundred percent mimetic just as nothing comprehensible 
can be one hundred percent non-mimetic. 
13 Damon Knight, In Search of Wonder: Essays on Modern Science Fiction (Chicago: Advent 
Publishing, 1956), p. 1. 
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has religious associations with the long history of Jewish catastrophe and coping with such 

events such as the destruction of the Temples in Jerusalem. As Levi and Rothberg note, this 

tendency ‘to assimilate the genocide into previous, incommensurable disasters’ makes it an 

unsatisfactory nomenclature for a modern scholar.14 Indeed, James Young points out that 

even in the midst of the catastrophe, the religious associations of Churban were 

unpalatable to some Jews, and insufficient in severity for others.15 As a result, another 

Hebrew word for destruction, Sho’ah, became more commonly adopted, appearing in 

reports and speeches made by Jews in response to the events in Nazi-occupied Europe 

even as those events were occurring.16 Shoah became more widely recognised as a term 

outside of the Hebrew-speaking community largely due to Claude Lanzmann’s 1985 

documentary film which received international recognition and critical acclaim.17 

The more general term for the event in question is of course genocide, itself a 

relatively recent term, once labelled the ‘crime without a name’ by Winston Churchill.18 

Genocide – from the Greek genos, race or tribe, and the Latin -cidium, a killing – was coined 

by Polish Jew Raphael Lemkin, spurred on by his reading of the suffering of Christians in 

pagan Rome, the fates of the Aztec and Inca, the Ottoman destruction of Armenian 

Christians, and the pogroms against his fellow Jews. It was the Holocaust itself, and the 

slaughter of the Second World War more broadly, which led to the formal acceptance of 

Lemkin’s terminology, its use in the Nuremberg Trials, and in particular its enshrining in 

international law in 1948 with the adoption of the Convention on the Prevention and 

Punishment of the Crime of Genocide by the General Assembly of the United Nations.19 

 Holocaust’s etymology comes from the Greek holokauston, meaning ‘whole burnt’, 

the Oxford English Dictionary defines it, based on the oldest usages, as ‘a sacrifice wholly 

                                                             
14 Neil Levi and Michael Rothberg, ‘Theory and the Holocaust’, in The Holocaust: Theoretical 
Readings, ed. by Neil Levi and Michael Rothberg (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003), pp. 
1-22 (p. 20). 
15 James Young, Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust: Narrative and the Consequences of 
Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), p. 86. 
16 For an excellent and well-sourced history of the naming of the Holocaust, and the problems, 
controversies, and critiques associated with selecting appropriate nomenclature see: ‘Names of the 
Holocaust: Meaning and Consequences’, chapter five of Young’s Writing and Rewriting the 
Holocaust, pp. 83-98. 
17 Shoah, dir. by Claude Lanzmann (New Yorker Films, 1985). 
18 James T. Fussell, ‘A Crime Without A Name’, PreventGenocideInternational 
<http://www.preventgenocide.org/genocide/crimewithoutaname.htm> [accessed 1 May 2016] 
19 Adam Jones, Genocide: A Comprehensive Introduction, 2nd edn (London: Routledge, 2011), pp. 8-
15. 
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consumed by fire; a whole burnt offering.’20 The element of sacredness in this meaning, 

unsurprising given its roots in the Greek translation of the Bible, adds to the uncomfortably 

dehumanising image that the Jews were somehow an offering, sacrificed before a higher 

power; it ‘imports an inappropriate suggestion that there was a meaning or logic to the 

murder of the Jews.’21 Yet despite this, it is the term of choice amongst both Jews and 

scholars (and indeed scholarly Jews). The implementation of the term has altered the 

meaning in popular conception and the word “holocaust” is now in common general usage 

as a term of mass annihilation, for example: nuclear holocaust. The metatextual 

implications for the manner in which the way the word “holocaust” has altered in usage are 

fascinating. As Zev Garber and Bruce Zuckerman write, the Jewish genocide by the Nazis is 

‘taken to be the archetype, the prime case, against which all secondary applications of 

“holocaust” are measured and from which they each draw their sense of meaning. It is for 

this reason that one rarely sees this preeminent genocide designated as “the Jewish 

holocaust” – the qualification seems redundant. Instead, one simply acknowledges the 

primacy […] by capitalizing the “T” of “The” and the “H” of “Holocaust.” Beyond the 

resulting, unadorned “The Holocaust” nothing more needs to be said.’22 

 Yet, just as Garber and Zuckerman do indeed feel more needs to be said (their 

statement comes from the opening of their essay), there is more about the Holocaust that 

demands clarification here. Firstly, what is evident from the above naming debate is that 

the Holocaust is a specifically Jewish phenomenon (although the definition of Jewish 

becomes somewhat more problematic when we realise that the victims of the Holocaust 

were the Nazis’ definitions of Jews which included individuals who neither thought of 

themselves as Jewish nor may be considered Jewish by many other Jews. Jean Améry is one 

well-known case in point23). The Jewishness of the Holocaust is often taken as self-evident 

by many of the writers of fiction included in this thesis, and justified as such by a great 

many of the historians and literary critics.24 Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel, in his capacity as 

                                                             
20 ‘holocaust, n.’ OED Online. Oxford University Press (2016) <http://www.oed.com> [accessed 13 
July 2016] 
21 Levi and Rothberg, ‘Theory and the Holocaust’, p. 20. 
21 Young, Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust, p. 86. 
22 Zev Garber and Bruce Zuckerman, ‘Why Do We Call The Holocaust “The Holocaust?” An Inquiry 
into the Psychology of Labels’, Modern Judaism, 9, 2 (1989), pp. 197-211 (p. 197). 
23 Jean Améry (1912-1978), born Hanns Chaim Mayer, was half-Jewish, but on his father’s side, 
excluding him from orthodox matrilineality, he was raised in the Catholic faith of his mother. See: 
Irѐne Heidelberger-Leonard, The Philosopher of Auschwitz: Jean Améry and Living with the Holocaust 
(London: I.B.Tauris, 2000) 
24 See: Martin Gilbert’s The Holocaust: The Jewish Tragedy (1986) and many more. However, this 
position is by no means definitive and undisputed. 
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chairman of The President’s Commission on the Holocaust, wrote to then President of the 

United States Jimmy Carter on this matter. The Commission of 34 members was charged 

with submitting a report recommending the establishment and maintenance of an 

appropriate memorial for those who perished in the Holocaust. Wiesel wrote: 

Granted that we must remember, Mr. President, the next question your 

Commission had to examine was whom are we to remember? It is vital that the 

American people come to understand the distinctive reality of the Holocaust: 

millions of innocent civilians were tragically killed by the Nazis. They must be 

remembered. However, there exists a moral imperative for special emphasis on the 

six million Jews. While not all victims were Jews, all Jews were victims, destined for 

annihilation solely because they were born Jewish. […] The universality of the 

Holocaust lies in its uniqueness: the Event is essentially Jewish, yet its 

interpretation is universal.25 

I shall certainly and necessarily return to the issues of universality and uniqueness. Since 

this thesis is an examination of the phenomenon of the Holocaust in fiction, rather than 

history, testimony, or other documentation, I do not want to devote too much time to a 

discussion of the Jewishness of the Holocaust. Nearly all of the sources cited in this thesis 

use the term Holocaust exclusively, or when they use variations they choose terms which 

are clear synonyms for the Holocaust as a Jewish event such as “the destruction of 

European Jewry by the Nazis”, or even the Final Solution. Similarly, the significant weight of 

most of the primary sources is towards the Jewish suffering under the Nazis over other 

victims. Thus, to avoid confusion, I too will take Holocaust to mean the deliberate 

extermination of six million Jews by the Nazi state. 

Nonetheless, it seems to me to be crucially important to remember that something 

in the region of eleven million people were exterminated by Nazi Germany: some six 

million were Jews from across Europe, but the remaining millions were comprised of Roma 

and Sinti (Gypsies), homosexual men, Slavs, communists and socialists, Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, the handicapped and infirm, and more.26 Much of the criticism used in this 

thesis, and indeed most of the primary texts themselves, ignore the additional five million, 

                                                             
25 Elie Wiesel, ‘Covering Letter’, President’s Commission on the Holocaust: Report to the President 
(Washington, DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1979), pp. i-iv (p. iii). 
26 For essays on many of these groups in a single volume, see: Michael Berenbaum (ed.) A Mosaic of 
Victims: Non-Jews Persecuted and Murdered by the Nazis (New York: New York University Press, 
1990). 
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some even deny them access to the term genocide.27 In my opinion this forgetting of 

millions of lives is a worrying and unacceptable diminishing of the scope of the Nazis’ 

hatred and a future study of literature pertaining to these persecutions is both necessary 

and desirable.28 

It is also important to realise that the Holocaust is not only the gas chambers. 

Though, ‘Auschwitz’ is often used as metonym for the Holocaust, the latter is not solely 

constituted by this extermination camp, nor Belzec, Chelmno, Majdanke, Sobibor, or 

Treblinka. It encompasses the precursors to these: the concentration and transportation 

camps more widely, the gas vans, the pogroms, the Einisatzgruppen (paramilitary death 

squads), sites of mass shootings like Babi Yar, Rumbula, and Ponary, the ghetto, the 

Nuremberg Laws, and the anti-Semitic ideology that was one of the cornerstones of the 

Third Reich. As Timothy Snyder writes, there is a paradox with Auschwitz in particular; it 

has become synonymous with the Holocaust because of the stories which have emerged 

from survivors there, yet it represents just a small fragment of the Holocaust narrative: 

Some Jews survived Auschwitz because it remained, to the end, a set of camps as 

well as a death facility, where Jews were selected for labor as they entered. Thus a 

story of survival at Auschwitz can enter collective memory. Almost literally no Jews 

who stood at the edge of a death pit survived, and almost literally no Jew who 

entered Treblinka, or Belzec or Sobibor or Chelmno survived. […] the vast majority 

of Jews had already been murdered, further east, by the time that Auschwitz 

                                                             
27 Whether the term genocide can be applied to groups other than racial or national ones, ie. groups 
such as homosexuals or Communists, has been a pressing debate since Lemkin coined the term. For 
a summary of the foundations of this debate, and indeed the entire field of genocide studies, see: 
Adam Jones Genocide: A Comprehensive Introduction which more than earns its subtitle. At the 
extreme opposite end of this discussion would be a figure such as Steven T. Katz whose The 
Holocaust in Historical Context (1994) denies most other historical atrocities use of the term 
genocide, demoting them examples of mass murder. 
28 Particularly, one must think, in relation to the Romani and Sinti peoples, whom we refer to as 
gypsies. Their experience of Nazi genocide, which is known in Romani as the Porajmos (destruction 
or devouring), comes closest to the Jewish experience of a people targeted for complete destruction 
and indeed by most reckonings their numbers, whilst far lower than the six million Jews removed 
from the face of the earth, were a higher percentage of the total population in Europe and indeed 
globally. Nonetheless the roots of the Porajmos run almost as deeply as those of the Holocaust, for 
example in 1937 Heinrich Himmler published a polemic entitled ‘On Combating the Gypsy Plague’. 
See: Ian Hancock, ‘Responses to the Porrajmos: The Romani Holocaust’, in Is the Holocaust Unique?: 
Perspectives of Comparative Genocide, ed. by Alan S. Rosenbaum (Cumnor Hill: Westview, 1996), pp. 
39-64. 
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became a major killing facility. Yet while Auschwitz has been remembered, most of 

the Holocaust has been largely forgotten.29 

Embracing this wider understanding of what we mean by “Holocaust”, many of the primary 

texts selected for this thesis do not necessarily feature an account or even a reference to 

the extermination camps, but all deal with the issue of the Holocaust more widely, and the 

circumstances, mentality, and ideology that allowed it to occur. 

Clarification is also required as to the extent of the Holocaust fictionality presented 

in this thesis. Despite all being non-mimetic in nature, the texts I am discussing are 

nonetheless explicitly connected to the Holocaust as a historical event. What are not 

included are narratives which lack a historical anchoring point, which take inspiration from 

the Holocaust but are not about the genocide, that draw on the horrors of fascism but are 

not actually about Nazi Germany. An example of this type of excluded text might be the six 

book ‘Darkness’ series by Harry Turtledove, beginning with Into the Darkness (1999), which 

retells the Second World War using fantasy kingdoms. Similarly, there can be no denying 

the influence which the Holocaust had upon the imagination of Mervyn Peake. Peake’s 

time working as a War Artist in Belsen (he was one of the first civilians to witness the camp 

as the British Army liberated it) fed into the twisted gothic imagery of the Gormenghast 

fiction and other his works, an influence with much still to tell scholars who are inclined to 

decipher it.30 Works such as these have been excluded not because I consider their non-

mimesis as a step too far, but because their detachment from a common historical focal 

point blurs or obscures the historicity of the narrative. 

Finally, at this juncture I would like to make a personal statement. I am not Jewish 

nor, to the best of my knowledge, do I have an ancestor who was a victim of Nazi atrocity in 

any venue atypical for a British citizen of the time. The history these texts refer to is my 

history only in the sense that it is the history of mankind and the chronicle of human 

suffering and to the extent that it has become entwined within Anglo-American historical 

consciousness. Though I deal with fiction, and often fiction written by those themselves 

removed from the genocide, I am conscious of the sensitivity and reality of the Holocaust. 

It could be tempting to believe that in reading this fiction I was able to lose sight of the 

                                                             
29 Timothy Snyder, Black Earth: The Holocaust as History and Warning (London: Vintage, 2015), p. 
207. 
30 As a starting point see, for example: Tanya Gardiner-Scott, ‘Belsen Recast: An Exploration of 
Holocaust Themes and Images in Mervyn Peake’s Titus Alone’, Holocaust Studies Annual, 3 (1987), 
pp. 93-105. 
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historic reality that lays at the foundation of the fiction, this could not be further from the 

truth. I have striven at all opportunities to remind myself that though non-mimesis is to an 

extent an escape from reality the Holocaust was very much a reality. Furthermore, I would 

like to make abundantly clear that no offense or distress is intended in my analysis of these 

texts, I am making no judgement or reading of history. 

 

Anglo-American Fiction 

The final term used in the title to this thesis which may require some justification is that 

which describes the sample size of my texts. By Anglo-American Fiction, I mean 

predominantly novels (although some shorter fiction has been included) published and 

originating in the UK and/or the United States between 1945 and 2015. Given the 

international impact of the Holocaust, and in particular the movements of people, 

especially Jewish people, in the wake of the war the concepts of nationality are difficult to 

pin down but where the writers are not of British or American nationality they are 

normally, at the time of publication, long-time resident in one of the two nations. Certainly 

the publishing houses for all of the major texts of this thesis are in cities in the UK or USA, 

and all of the texts are published in those countries in English before appearing in 

translation elsewhere. 

 The motivation for this choice of filter comes partially from my own linguistic 

impotence, but it also presents an interesting sub-section of Holocaust engagement worthy 

of investigation in its own right. Culturally, the Anglo-American experience of the Second 

World War, and especially the Holocaust, is different from that of other European nations 

that experienced either occupation or collaboration. One of the questions which drove 

Peter Novick to write his book The Holocaust and Collective Memory (1999) was the puzzle 

of “why here?”: 

The Holocaust took place thousands of miles from America’s shores. Holocaust 

survivors or their descendants are a small fraction of 1 percent of the American 

population, and a small fraction of American Jewry as well. Only a handful of 

perpetrators managed to make it to the United States after the war. Americans, 

including many American Jews, were largely unaware of what we now call the 

Holocaust while it was going on; the nation was preoccupied with defeating the 
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Axis. The United States was simply not connected to the Holocaust in the ways in 

which these other countries [Germany and Israel, particularly] are.31 

Similarly, Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen raise a similar point with regards the United 

Kingdom: 

One might immediately question why the Holocaust should become a central part 

of British memory culture. […] Mainland Britain, of course, was geographically 

removed from the killing sites, unencumbered by occupying Nazi forces and neither 

perpetrator nor collaborator in the crimes of the Third Reich. As a result, the nation 

has not had to endure the same painful, soul-searching questions as Germany, 

Austria or the former occupied territories. In many ways the Holocaust was, and 

remains, a distant event for the British population.32 

Nonetheless both works from which I have quoted present the truth that despite this 

dislocation of Geography, experience, and of culture, the Holocaust has become a 

prominent part of Anglo-American cultural identity. Thus the writers I have called upon in 

this thesis are writing from a culturally unique position, both disconnected and yet also 

connected; voyeurs to a genocide which happened in a distant land. Some of these writers 

in this thesis have a more visceral connection, they are the children or grandchildren of 

those affected by the Holocaust, but the narratives which they have produced are 

nonetheless tempered by, and marketed to, a culture which has a very different 

relationship to the Holocaust than any other in Europe.33 

 I am not blind to the proliferation of non-mimetic fiction about the Holocaust 

outside of the Anglo-American, even English speaking, sphere. Indeed, the influence of 

writers outside of this sphere upon the writers included within my thesis cannot be 

discounted, not least the likes of Jorge Luis Borges or Franz Kafka but also, of course, the 

survivors themselves who often published first in German, French, Italian, Dutch, and other 

tongues. Yet whilst a study of these texts, even those translated into English, would be 

rewarding, those in English were most appropriate for this study. 

                                                             
31 Peter Novick, The Holocaust and Collective Memory (London: Bloomsbury, 2000), p. 2. 
32 Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen, ‘Introduction’, in Britain and the Holocaust: Remembering and 
Representing War and Genocide, ed. by Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen (Houndsmills: Palgrave, 
2013), pp. 1-10 (p. 2). Emphasis in original. 
33 There are outliers in this set, and similar studies could likely be done with Irish, Canadian, 
Australian, and New Zealand authors, who likewise were disconnected and who share a linguistic 
heritage. Nonetheless, for the sake of simplicity I have restrained myself to the nations which are 
culturally the dominant pair. 
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 Finally, I would like to clarify my selection of the medium being discussed in this 

study. Almost purely as a filter to limit the quantity of texts under consideration, I have 

elected to work on fiction presented as printed text, that is novels and short prose. Again, I 

am well-aware of the considerable non-mimetic work outside of this body of texts, 

including amongst graphic novels, video games, film and television, and poetry.34 Indeed, 

this shall be that rare beast – a study of contemporary representations of the Holocaust in 

popular culture which does not include a large section on Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1980-

1991). 

 

0.3 The Holocaust as Unimaginable and Unrepresentable, and the Ethics of 

Representation 

One of the most familiar arguments in the study of the Holocaust’s representation in post-

war literature is to deny the possibility of representation. The Holocaust, for many writers 

and critics – some of them survivors themselves – represents a failure of imagination and 

understanding which fiction, even human language, is incapable of approaching. The 

presence of survivors in this discussion creates a dynamic which is in itself unique, even 

when compared to other literatures of violent trauma such as that of the First World War. 

In this discussion, the writings of survivors themselves have been placed in a position of 

primary importance over the works of most historians and certainly over writers of fiction, 

mimetic or otherwise. As Gary K. Wolfe observes:  

the most commonly applied critical test of any text that presumes to represent the 

Holocaust is to measure it against the words of the survivors, or to ask what 

survivors might think of it. It may be that no other modern historical event has laid 

such a privileged claim to language and imagination.35  

Such a privileging of voice becomes particularly problematic for writers of fiction when 

some of the most prominent voices are declaring their work invalid, immoral, or insulting. 

Elie Wiesel is the foremost of these writers; he declares that the title of his important essay 

                                                             
34 I have, in fact, written on the Holocaust in non-mimetic comics and have planned forthcoming 
pieces on its role in visual media. See: Glyn Morgan, ‘Speaking the Unspeakable and Seeing the 
Unseeable: The Role of Fantastika in Visualizing the Holocaust, or, More Than Just Maus’, The 
Luminary, 6 (2015) <http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/luminary/issue6/issue6article3.htm> [accessed 20 
August 2016] 
35 Gary K. Wolfe, ‘Fantasy as Testimony’, in The Fantastic in Holocaust Literature and Film, ed. by 
Judith B. Kerman and John Edgar Browning (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2015), pp. 7-12 (p. 10). 
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‘The Holocaust as Literary Inspiration’ is an impossible contradiction. ‘Wouldn’t that mean, 

then’, he writes ‘that Treblinka and Belzec, Ponar and Babi Yar all ended in fantasy, in 

words, in beauty, that it was simply a matter of literature?’36 Wiesel equates literature with 

beauty, with words, crucially with fantasy, it is not that equation that he finds abhorrent, 

rather the translation or transmutation of the Holocaust into those things. It is a position 

he has developed and defended across numerous volumes of writing across post-war 

decades: 

One generation later, it can still be said and must now be affirmed: There is no such 

thing as a literature of the Holocaust, nor can there be. The very expression is a 

contradiction in terms. Auschwitz negates any form of literature, as it defies all 

systems, all doctrines. [...] A novel about Auschwitz is not a novel, or else it is not 

about Auschwitz. The very attempt to write such a novel is blasphemy.37 

Despite this, Wiesel himself has written extensively about the Holocaust both in essay, 

memoir, and fiction. He describes himself as a writer who arrived at writing not through 

worship, or anger, or love, but ‘through silence.’38 

 Silence is a persistent theme in the study of the Holocaust. Saul Friedlander writes 

that in some ways the silence is even older than the Holocaust itself; it can be found in the 

response to the pervasive antisemitism across Europe at the time, but it is also a presence 

in the absence of direct, traceable orders linking the genocide to Hitler himself: 

Eight months before the war began, Hitler told the Reichstag: “If Jews are 

responsible for a new war [...] the result will be the extermination of the Jews.” 

Once again words; at the time only words. No decision seems to have been taken. 

For another two years the threats delivered in the Reichstag are not yet policy. 

Then comes the decision, in silence; the setting in motion of the machine of 

destruction, in silence; the end, in silence. Not even words written in an order, 

                                                             
36 Elie Wiesel, ‘The Holocaust as Literary Inspiration’, in Elie Wiesel et al., Dimensions of the 
Holocaust (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1977), pp. 5-19 (p. 7). 
37 Elie Wiesel, ‘For Some Measure of Humility’; quoted in Rosenfeld, A Double Dying, p. 14. Wiesel 
returns to many themes, expressions, and motifs regularly throughout his writings, the idea that ‘a 
novel about Auschwitz is not a novel, or else not about Auschwitz’ finds its earliest expression (to my 
knowledge) in this quote, but it’s more famous form comes from ‘The Holocaust as Literary 
Inspiration’: ‘A novel about Treblinka is either not a novel or not about Treblinka’, less commonly 
quoted is the next sentence which continues, ‘A novel about Majdanek is about blasphemy. Is 
blasphemy.’ (p. 7. Emphasis in original). 
38 Elie Wiesel, ‘Why I Write’, in From the Kingdom of Memory (New York: Summit, 1990), pp. 9-20 (p. 
9).  
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nothing. Not even the direct evidence of an oral order. […] Sinister hints, horrifying 

in what is left unsaid, what is left to the imagination. […] Brief passages in a speech, 

no more than the muted accompaniment of silence.39 

I use the seemingly oxymoronic construction ‘a presence in the absence’ deliberately 

because it encapsulates the nature of the discussion. Contrasts are commonly drawn 

between the level of Holocaust consciousness we now possess in Europe and America 

versus that in the more immediate aftermath of the war. Levi and Rothberg describe a near 

consensus amongst scholars who describe ‘an interval that many think of as a kind of 

“latency period” but which might also be thought of in terms of what Marxist cultural 

theory describes as the inevitable “cultural lag” between the emergence of the new and 

the development of a vocabulary – be in conceptual or artistic – to describe it.’40 The 

absence of critical attention given to non-mimetic fiction with regards the Holocaust is an 

example of a conceptual lag which, as this thesis shall propose, has not been in step with 

the artistic developments of the genre. This latency period between the event of the 

Holocaust and its emergence into popular consciousness should not, as Levi and Rothberg 

go on to write, be confused with another form of silence. 

 David Cesarani is one key figure who has challenged the ‘myth of silence’ in the 

early post-war decades, noting that towards the end of the 40s there was a wealth of 

material recording and discussing the Holocaust in most of the languages of Europe, 

including English. However, he concedes that going into the 50s there was a ‘recession of 

interest in the story of the Jewish suffering and struggle’ suggesting that ‘quite simply, 

enough was enough. However, this regression should not be equated with “silence” or lack 

of awareness.’41 Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that though testimony and fiction had 

begun to appear in the first decades it was not until later that it became part of a wider 

cultural identity.42 

                                                             
39 Saul Friedländer, Reflections of Nazism: An Essay on Kitsch and Death, trans. Thomas Weyr (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1984), p. 80-81. Emphasis mine. 
40 Levi and Rothberg, ‘Theory and the Holocaust’, p. 6. 
41 David Cesarani, ‘Challenging the “Myth of Silence”: Postwar Response to the Destruction of 
European Jewry’, in After the Holocaust: Challenging the Myth of Silence, ed. by David Cesarani and 
Eric J. Sundquist (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), pp. 1-38, p. 30. 
42 There are of course outliers, Cesarani and Sundquist’s collection contains essays detailing many 
and varied examples of Holocaust testimony, documentary, and fiction in the immediate post-war 
era. This in addition to well-known and well-publicised incidents such as the Nuremberg trials 
themselves; the publication, translation, and adaptation, of Anne Frank’s Diary of a Young Girl 
(published in Dutch in 1947, English in 1952, adapted as a radio play in 1952, and for stage in 1955, 
the first film adaptation in 1959) is another example; as is the publication in French of Elie Wiesel’s 
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 That identity emerges in the late 1950s, early -60s as a result of a number of 

factors, the relative importance of which is a subject for debate elsewhere. Chronologically 

the first of these is the Berlin crisis of 1958, culminating in the construction of the Berlin 

Wall, which some scholars such as Gavriel D. Rosenfeld credit with refocusing the West’s 

attention on Germany’s recent history.43 More concretely, in 1960 William L. Shirer, a CBS 

correspondent in Berlin during Hitler’s rise to power, published The Rise and Fall of the 

Third Reich. The book is monumental in its influence, with authors throughout this thesis, 

from Philip K. Dick to Stephen Fry, citing its significance in their acknowledgments. It 

became an international multi-million bestseller garnering effusive reviews from 

mainstream press such as The New York Times who proclaimed it ‘one of the most 

important works of history of our time.’44 It sold over a million copies in its first year alone, 

and upon being condensed and serialised in Reader’s Digest, became one of the best-

selling history books of all time.45 Far less commonly known, the following year, in 1961 

Shirer would also go on to write a counterfactual history essay, “If Hitler Had Won World 

War II”, described as ‘an historical fantasy’.46 The essay extrapolates the behaviours of Nazi 

forces occupying the United States by extrapolating from real-world events during the 

European occupation. Pre-empting the non-mimetic fiction to come, Shirer’s essay features 

a United States divided between Japan and Germany, with the Japanese the comparatively 

benevolent rulers. Meanwhile, the Germans impose an iron rule, culminating in the razing 

of Washington D.C. and importing of the Holocaust to American shores: 

Here in America, no Jews have been included in the first transports to Germany. 

[…] Later, we learned why. Hitler and SS chief Heinrich Himmler […] have decided 

that the Jews are to be liquidated in the United States. It is more economical. […] A 

few gas chambers and ovens are still functioning at Auschwitz. Eichmann has been 

overheard to say that the Führer, in his next New Year’s proclamation, will proudly 

announce that Europe has at last been made Judenfrei – free of Jews.47 

                                                             
own Night (Fr. La Nuit, 1958; English translation in 1960), although this was itself a heavily adapted 
version of a little known earlier text published in Yiddish, Un di Velt Hot Geshvign (1956). 
43 Gavriel D. Rosenfeld, The World Hitler Never Made (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), p. 46. 
44 Orville Precott, ‘Book of the Times’, The New York Times, 17 October 1960, p. 27. 
45 Deborah Lipstadt, ‘America and the Memory of the Holocaust’, Modern Judaism 16, 3 (1996) pp. 
195-294 (p. 204). 
46 Harry J. Stern, ‘5 Million Jews Would Have Perished If Hitler Had Won War, Shirer Says’, The 
Canadian Jewish Chronicle, 15 December 1961, p. 9. 
47 William L. Shirer, ‘If Hitler Had Won World War II’, Look, 25, 26 (1961), pp. 27-44 (p. 28-29). 

Emphasis in original. 
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The essay switches frequently between Shirer’s contemporary commentary (‘Such an 

account of what might have happened is not as fanciful as it sounds. I have seen Hitler’s 

secret plans for his regime of terror in Great Britain.’48) and the writings of his alternate 

self, living in this nightmarish America: 

The figures for those gassed at the great extermination camp in New Jersey have 

never been published. Eichmann, who was in charge of the grisly business, recently 

boasted [...] that they amounted to nearly five million. […] After the Jews in the 

United States, it was the turn of the Negroes.49 

Whilst far from the first alternate history narrative to feature a United States conquered by 

its Second World War foes (indeed, such works were being produced even during the 

war50), it is no coincidence that the publication of both Shirer’s historical magnum opus, 

and his alternate history essay, coincided with a growing closeness both culturally and 

strategically between the United States and West Germany, which became a member of 

NATO in 1955.51 It can also not be written off as coincidence that these events and 

publications all occur immediately prior to the boom in Holocaust interest in the West. 

 The most significant factor in the Holocaust’s “rediscovery” however seems to be 

the 1960 capture in Argentina of Adolf Eichmann, the Holocaust architect aforementioned 

in Shirer’s essay. His trial in Jerusalem pushed consciousness of the Holocaust to 

unprecedented levels and caused a new generation of historians and commentators to 

consider the mechanisms behind genocide in greater depth than ever. However, whilst this 

process is traceable, and seems to have developed significant consensus, it is worth 

pointing out the abnormal route into memory the Holocaust has taken. Peter Novick 

highlights the peculiarity of this in the introduction to his seminal study of the Holocaust’s 

role in American culture: 

Generally speaking, historical events are most talked about shortly after their 

occurrence, then they gradually move into the margin of consciousness. [...] The 

                                                             
48 Ibid., p. 29. 
49 Ibid., p. 42. 
50 See: Fred Allhoff, Lightning in the Night (1940), amongst others. 
51 As an indication of the raw emotion this event touched upon: the BBC reported that at the military 
ceremony ‘a British band played the German national anthem – better known as “Deutschland 
ueber Alles”. A French band had refused to play the music because of its Nazi connotations.’ ‘On This 
Day: 1955: West Germany Accepted into Nato’, BBC News, 
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/may/9/newsid_2519000/2519979.stm> 
[accessed 20 August 2016]. 
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most-viewed films and the best-selling books about the Vietnam War almost all 

appeared within five or ten years of the end of the conflict, as did the Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial in Washington. With the Holocaust the rhythm has been very 

different: hardly talked about for the first twenty years or so after World War II; 

then, from the 1970s on, becoming ever more central in American public discourse 

– particularly, of course, among Jews, but also in the culture at large.52 

Returning to the theme of silence, S. Lillian Kremer writes of the trial’s literary impact that 

the ‘post-Eichmann transformation from Holocaust silence to expression in Israeli literature 

was paralleled in American writing.’53 This move away from silence as an adequate mode of 

expression was not without controversy however. Leslie Epstein was in the process of 

researching and writing his Warsaw ghetto tragi-comic novel King of the Jews (1979) when 

he that he had ‘come, finally and reluctantly, to the conclusion that almost any honest eye-

witness testimony of the Holocaust is more moving and more successful at creating a sense 

of what it must have been like in the ghettos and the camps than almost any fictional 

account of the same events.’54 Nor was this seemingly contradictory position of proclaiming 

the ineffectiveness of writing about the Holocaust whilst writing about it limited to Epstein 

or Wiesel himself. Cynthia Ozick, now renowned for her Holocaust fiction and with her best 

known piece, the novel The Shawl (1980), still in her future, stated that she is ‘with 

Adorno’s famous dictum: after Auschwitz, no more poetry.’55 That she is ‘not in favour of 

making fiction of the data [of the Holocaust], or of mythologizing or poeticising it.’56 

Similarly, Gwyneth Bodger tells of the presence of silence in the classroom when teaching 

the UK’s first course on the Holocaust at the University of Sheffield. She writes that:  

Silence in the classroom when teaching Holocaust studies cannot be simply 

dismissed as the product of unprepared or uninterested students. [...] The silence 

                                                             
52 Peter Novick, The Holocaust and Collective Memory (London: Bloomsbury, 2001), pp. 1-2. 
53 S. Lillian Kremer, Witness Though the Imagination: Jewish American Holocaust Literature (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1989), p. 16. 
54 Leslie Epstein, ‘Writing about the Holocaust’, in Writing and the Holocaust, ed. by Berel Lang (New 
York: Holmes & Meier, 1988), pp. 261-270 (p. 261). Emphasis in original. 
55 Theodore Adorno’s phrase is itself the site of controversy and debate and I shall return to it below. 
56 Raul Hilberg, Cynthia Ozick, Aharon Appelfeld, Saul Friendländer, ‘Roundtable Discussion’, in 
Writing and the Holocaust, ed. by Berel Lang (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1988), pp. 273-289 (p. 
284).  
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actually represents a participation in the silence that is so often encountered in 

responses to the Holocaust.57 

Silence has its place in our society as a mark of respect, and there is surely something of 

that in the silence called for regarding the Holocaust, but it is also something more. In a 

moment’s silence we are frequently called upon to reflect, so absolute is the silence of the 

Holocaust that it confounds reflection, the auditory equivalent of a black hole. The role of 

silence is complicated and is changing, has changed, since the war ended. Perhaps, as Dori 

Laub suggests the most important element is not an entreaty for silence but a call to 

listen.58 Indeed, Wiesel himself has remarked that ‘he who listens to a witness becomes a 

witness.’59 

Writers of the Holocaust exhibit a self-consciousness in defying the call for silence, 

even if the material they are producing is calling for it. This paradoxical relationship is best 

summed up in Art Spiegelman’s Maus. Art’s psychiatrist, himself a Holocaust survivor, 

suggests that ‘the victims who died can never tell their side of the story, so maybe it’s 

better not to have any more stories.’ Art replies: ‘Samuel Beckett once said: “Every word is 

like an unnecessary stain on silence and nothingness.” […] on the other hand he said it.’60 

  For Wiesel, silence is an intrinsic element of the Holocaust experience. It is a 

recurring theme of his work and one which he has connected to the motifs of night, smoke, 

flame, and deicide from his earliest writings: 

Never shall I forget that nocturnal silence which deprived me, for all eternity, of the 

desire to live. Never shall I forget those moments which murdered my God and my 

soul and turned my dreams to dust. Never shall I forget these things, even if I am 

condemned to live as long as God Himself. Never.61 

Elsewhere, he remarks that he never intended to become a novelist and yet found himself 

unable to bear being silent. He writes ‘in order not to go mad. Or, on the contrary, to touch 

                                                             
57 Sue Vice and Gwyneth Bodger, ‘Issues Arising from Teaching Holocaust Film and Literature’, in 
Teaching Holocaust Literature and Film, ed. by Robert Eaglestone and Barry Langford (Houndmills: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 15-27 (p. 18). 
58 Dori Laub, ‘Bearing Witness or the Vicissitudes of Listening’, in The Holocaust: Theoretical 
Readings, ed. by Neil Levi and Michael Rothberg (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003) pp. 
221-226. 
59 Elie Wiesel, ‘Foreword’, in Terrence Des Pres, Writing in to the World: Essays, 1973-1987 (New 
York: Viking, 1991), p. vii. 
60 Art Spiegelman, The Complete Maus (London: Penguin, 2003), p. 205. Emphases in original. 
61 Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. by Marion Wiesel (London: Penguin, 2008), p. 32. 
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the bottom of madness.’62 For Wiesel the silence of the Holocaust is both necessary and 

tortuous, writing about the Holocaust is both maddening and an attempt to maintain 

sanity. If I seem to lean heavily on Wiesel’s words to make my point it is only because he is 

by far the most pre-eminent figure in the discussion of the Holocaust over the last seventy 

years, his words find their echoes in similar arguments by Nora Levin, Deborah Lipstadt, 

Cynthia Ozick and more besides, but Wiesel’s position is a unique one, ‘For many, he is the 

conscience and expression of all Holocaust survivors.’63 Whilst his considerable influence on 

discussion of the Holocaust’s interpretation is not without its detractors, the presence of 

that influence cannot be denied and the tone of his argument filter through to other 

scholars, the wider consciousness, and thus the fiction.64 Unlike many who support his 

arguments however, Wiesel has a position of terrible privilege in the debate due to his 

status as a Holocaust survivor. This provided him a formative experience denied to many 

other writers: 

Let us repeat it once again: Auschwitz is something else, always something else. It 

is a universe outside the universe, a creation that exists parallel to creation. 

Auschwitz lies on the other side of life and on the other side of death. There, one 

lives differently, one walks differently, one dreams differently. Auschwitz 

represents the negation of human progress and casts doubt on its validity. Then, it 

defeated culture; later, it defeated art, because just as no one could imagine 

Auschwitz before Auschwitz, no one can now retell Auschwitz after Auschwitz. The 

truth of Auschwitz remains hidden in its ashes. Only those who lived it in their flesh 

and in their minds can possibly transform their experience into knowledge. Others, 

despite their best intentions, can never do so.65 

The invocation of the metaphysical or cosmic territories of the Holocaust, the ‘universe 

outside the universe’, is another staple of Wiesel’s writings and, as with the theme of 

silence, they find themselves repeated in the works of other survivors and commentators. 

Perhaps expressed earliest by David Rousset when he coined the phrase L’Univers 
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Concentrationnaire.66 Rousset, a non-Jew, was writing shortly after returning to Paris of the 

camp he survived, Buchenwald (although over his sixteen-month imprisonment he was also 

held in three other camps); a camp focused on imprisonment and concentration rather 

than the extermination machines of the East, yet he still recorded horrors: 

The next morning, they battered bodies in the ditches. At Wöbbelin, guards, armed 

with clubs, will have to be posted over the dead to kill those who eat the scrawny, 

fetid flesh of the cadavers. Amazing skeletons with empty eyes trample blindly over 

heaps of stinking corruption. They lean against the beam, heads sunken on their 

chests, and stand motionless and mute, one hour, two hours. After a while, the 

body has crumpled to the ground. A living corpse has become a dead one.67 

Whilst emphasising the realist nature of his experience, Rousset also couches his 

descriptions in metatextual terms describing how the ‘inmates of the camp belong to a 

world of Céline with overtones of Kafka’ and how ‘[Alfred Jarry’s] Ubu and Kafka cease to 

be fantasies and become component elements of the living world.’68 The evocation of 

Jarry’s proto-surreal Ubu Roi (1896) and particularly the works of Kafka is echoed by later 

writers on the Holocaust. Harold Bloom refers to Kafka’s ‘uncanny prophecies’, whilst 

George Steiner asserts that ‘Kafka heard the name Buchenwald in the word birchwood’.69 

Jean Améry wrote of his experiences that his captors ‘had tortured me and turned me into 

a bug, as dark powers had cone done to the protagonist of Kafka’s The Metamorphosis’.70 

Despite these invocations of the surreal and bizarre, alongside descriptions of the camps as 

‘a universe apart, totally cut off, the weird kingdom of an unlikely fatality’, Rousset still 

intended his account to have a utilitarian aspect. He called into question the uniqueness of 

the Holocaust and the Nazis, writing that ‘the social conditions which gave rise to the Third 

Reich are to be found in many other sectors of world society […] It would be blindness – 
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and criminal blindness, at that – to believe that, by reason of any difference of national 

temperament, it would be impossible for any other country to try a similar experiment. […] 

Under a new guise, similar effects may reappear tomorrow. There remains a very specific 

war to be waged. The lessons learned from the concentration camps provide a marvellous 

arsenal for that war.’71 

The concept of l’universe concentrationnaire finds its echo in the language of other 

survivors, for example the composer Szymon Laks called Auschwitz, where he was a 

prisoner, as ‘un autre monde’, ‘another world’, ‘a distorted mirror’.72 It was most famously 

articulated in the testimony at the 1961 trial of Adolf Eichmann by of Yehiel Dinur, who 

wrote under the pseudonym Ka-Tzetnik 135633. In his testimony, when asked why had 

written under this title he replied: 

It was not a pen name. I do not regard myself as a writer and a composer of literary 

material. This is a chronicle of the planet of Auschwitz. I was there for about two 

years. Time there was not like it is here on earth. Every fraction of a minute there 

passed on a different scale of time. And the inhabitants of this planet had no 

names, they had no parents nor did they have children. There they did not dress in 

the way we dress here; they were not born there and they did not give birth; they 

breathed according to different laws of nature; they did not live - nor did they die - 

according to the laws of this world.73 

Dinur continues, ‘I believe with perfect faith that, just as in astrology the stars influence our 

destiny, so does this planet of the ashes, Auschwitz, stand in opposition to our planet 

earth, and influences it.’74 The concept of Planet Auschwitz exerts an influence upon 

historians. In the introduction to her book The Holocaust: The Destruction of European 

Jewry, 1933-1945 (1968) Nora Levin, founder of the Holocaust Oral History Archive at Gratz 

College, writes that the Holocaust is incomprehensible because ‘ordinary human beings 

simply cannot rethink themselves into such a world and ordinary ways to achieve empathy 
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fail. […] The world of Auschwitz was, in truth, another planet.’ 75 The image of Planet 

Auschwitz is one meant to convey the truly incomprehensible nature of the Holocaust (for 

which Auschwitz has become a metonym). If the “foreign country” of the past is difficult to 

understand then the alien world of the Holocaust is impossible.76 Arthur A. Cohen writes 

that: 

The death camps are a reality which, by their very nature, obliterate thought and 

the human program of thinking. We are dealing, at the very outset, therefore, with 

something unmanageable and obdurate – a reality which exists, which is 

historically documented, which has specific beginnings and ends, located in time, 

the juncture of confluent influences which run from the beginnings of historical 

memory to a moment of consummating orgy, never to be forgotten, but difficult to 

remember, a continuous scourge to memory and the future of memory and yet 

something which, whenever addressed, collapses into tears, passion, rage.77 

The entreaty to remember in face of the ‘continuous scourge to memory’, an event which 

‘obliterate[s] thought’ recalls Orwell’s conception of history in the hands of Big Brother as 

‘a palimpsest, scraped clean and re-inscribed exactly as often as was necessary.’78 Yet 

rather than being at the mercy of an insidious regime – ironically – the Holocaust requires 

continuous attention because of the manner in which it induces a sense of obtuseness, a 

deficit of understanding, in those who approach it. It is a constantly shifting cipher, 

revealing something awful about humanity’s capacity for cruelty, one that Wiesel denies us 

the possibility of being able to crack: ‘We speak in code, we survivors, and this code cannot 

be broken, cannot be deciphered, not by you no matter how much you try.’79 Elsewhere he 

writes that the Holocaust is ‘beyond our vocabulary.’80 To some extent language is always 

an insufficient tool to capture the reality of an experience, which is why non-mimetic 

impulses need to be harnessed to some degree alongside their mimetic counterparts to 
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achieve any semblance of communication. Ultimately, we cannot argue when Hayden 

White reminds us that ‘real events do not offer themselves in the form of stories.’81 

However, similarly to Wiesel, Primo Levi writes of the specific inadequacy of words such as 

‘hunger’, ‘tiredness’ and ‘pain’: ‘They are free words, created and used by free men who 

live in comfort and suffering in their homes. If the Lagers had lasted longer a new, harsh 

language would have been born; and only this language could express what it means to toil 

the whole day in the wind, with the temperature below freezing, wearing only a shirt, 

underpants, cloth jacket and trousers, and in one’s body nothing but weakness, hunger and 

knowledge of the end drawing nearer.’82 

Even whilst compiling and editing a collection of criticism on the topic, Harold 

Bloom confesses that he ‘[does] not know exactly what “Holocaust literature” is’.83 Though, 

Bloom continues, if it is possible to represent the Holocaust ‘in imaginative literature’ then 

the ‘very rare achievements in this traumatic area would include the stunningly oblique 

poems of Paul Celan.’84 Celan himself recognised the importance of silence and the 

incapacity of language to overlay meaning onto the Holocaust, yet he suggests this was 

part of a process: 

Only one thing remained reachable, close and secure amid all losses: language. Yes, 

language. In spite of everything, it remained secure against loss. But it had to go 

through its own lack of answers, through terrifying silence, through the thousand 

darknesses of murderous speech. It went through. It gave me no words for what 

was happening, but went through it. Went through and could resurface, “enriched” 

by it all.85  

Jean-François Lyotard the Holocaust is something new to history, that from it ‘a différend is 

born from a wrong and is signalled by a silence’.86 He presents the difficulties in discussing 

the Holocaust, and the traumatic implications for survivors and those attempting to 

understand them, as a force of nature: 
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Suppose that an earthquake destroys not only lives, buildings, objects but also the 

instruments used to measure the earthquakes directly and indirectly. The 

impossibility of quantitatively measuring it does not prohibit, but rather inspires in 

the mind of the survivors the idea of a great seismic force.87 

By obliterating language, the tools of thought, in its earthquake, the Holocaust comes to 

exist in lacunae of human understanding. It surely is no coincidence that Lyotard chooses 

an earthquake for his metaphor, invoking the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 which caused its 

own philosophical re-examination of ethics and morality for the likes of Voltaire, Rousseau, 

Kant, and others. Whereas the philosophical concerns of the eighteenth-century were on 

the nature of good and evil with respect to God, the Holocaust is an evil entirely of 

mankind’s own making, thus the questions it raises for contemporary philosophers and 

thinkers is of a different order of magnitude. Similarly, George Steiner proclaimed that ‘the 

world of Auschwitz lies outside speech as it lies outside reason.’88 He wonders, can we who 

‘come after’ contemplate a world where we ‘know now that a man can read Goethe or 

Rilke in the evening, that he can play Bach and Schubert, and go to his day’s work at 

Auschwitz in the morning.’89 

 And yet, despite all of this, Holocaust fiction does exist. If anything it thrives. I will 

turn now to a broad examination of the phenomenon of Holocaust literature before, 

finally, turning to the non-mimetic form as a crucial and critically undeveloped component 

of the genre. 

 

0.4 Fictionalising the Holocaust 

Alvin H. Rosenfeld begins his seminal study of Holocaust Literature, A Double Dying, with 

the same anxiety as Harold Bloom: ‘Just what is Holocaust literature?’ Like Wiesel he 

senses the stupefying power of the event and writes of ‘the need to see Holocaust 

literature against the history that has produced it, a history that reduces the expressive 

powers of language almost to silence.’90 He theorises that Holocaust literature ‘occupies 

another sphere of study’ compared to other topical literatures about ‘the family, of slavery, 

of the environment, of World War I or World War II’, that Holocaust literature ‘force[s] us 
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to contemplate what may be fundamental changes in our modes of perception and 

expression.’91 He continues in this vein: 

The human imagination after Auschwitz is simply not the same as it was before. Put 

another way, the addition to our vocabulary of the very word Auschwitz means 

that today we know things that before could not be even be imagined. Stunned by 

the awesomeness and pressure of event, the imagination comes to one of its 

periodic endings; undoubtedly, it also stands at the threshold of new and more 

difficult beginnings. Holocaust literature, situated at this point of threshold, is a 

chronicle of the human spirit’s most turbulent strivings within an immense 

historical and metaphysical weight.92  

There is the potential for this weight to be too much to bear for some, especially given all 

of the dangers which come with it. As Alan Berger warns, ‘is there not a real danger in 

trying to appropriate for oneself symbols of an experience that the witnesses themselves 

contend is beyond the imagination?’93 ‘There is something disagreeable, almost 

dishonorable’, writes Lawrence Langer, ‘in the conversion of the suffering of the victims 

into works of art, which are then, to use Adorno’s pungent metaphor, thrown as fodder to 

the world that murdered them.’94 Berger and Langer’s warnings are from similar moulds as 

Gary K. Wolfe’s statement above, but rather than a critical test, what is being applied is an 

ethical one. ‘The danger here’, continues Berger, ‘lies in trivializing the Holocaust.’95 Even 

disregarding the moral and ethical implications for a moment, perhaps there are practical, 

artistic grounds for steering away from the Holocaust. Perhaps, as Michael Wyschogrod 

asserts, it is simply not a suitable source of inspiration for good art: 

I firmly believe that art is not appropriate to the holocaust. Art takes the sting out 

of suffering. [...] It is therefore forbidden to make fiction of the holocaust [...]. Any 

attempt to transform the holocaust into art demeans the holocaust and must result 

in poor art.96 
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Wyschogrod is falling back on the familiar language of the sacred, but there is also an echo 

here of Adorno’s famous (and famously misrepresented) dictum about barbarism and 

poetry after Auschwitz.97 George Steiner may have considered Auschwitz ‘outside speech’ 

and ‘reason’, but he also seems to be disdainful of the attempt to bridge these divides, 

writing that ‘in the presence of certain realities art is trivial or impertinent.’98 

In 1987 Terrence Des Pres identified three core rules or prescriptions that seemed 

to be required in any piece aiming to be considered a successful example of Holocaust art. 

Writing in the introduction to a posthumous collection of Des Pres’s essays, the poet Paul 

Mariani wrote that ‘Language, […] used with reverence and precision, might – might – 

allow him to pay a respectful, tentative homage to what would otherwise be better served, 

as Elie Wiesel as said, by the final authority of silence.’99 Wiesel himself described that on 

first meeting Des Pres he saw ‘a young college professor of remarkable erudition and 

intelligence, eager for silence: at once its protector and detractor.’100 The ‘prescriptions’ 

Des Pres identifies are: 

1. The Holocaust shall be represented, in its totality, as a unique event, as a 

special case and kingdom of its own, above or below or apart from history. 

2. Representations of the Holocaust shall be as accurate and faithful as possible 

to the facts and conditions of the event, without change or manipulation for 

any reason – artistic reasons included. 

3. The Holocaust shall be approached as a solemn or even a sacred event, with a 

seriousness admitting no response that might obscure either its enormity or 

dishonour its dead. 101 
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Des Pres saw a potential for art beyond these prescriptions and was no strict adherent to 

these rules. Greatly moved by the works of Solzhenitsyn, he disagreed with Elie Wiesel 

about the uniqueness of the Holocaust, indicating that the Russian Gulag and Auschwitz 

were ‘two injustices [which] reflected the self-same evil, if not the same malediction.’102 

Similarly, ‘Holocaust Laughter’, the essay in which Des Pres cites these rules (which he does 

with the intention of dismantling them) is an exploration and defence of certain ‘comic 

works of art, or works of art including a comic element’ about the Holocaust.103 David H. 

Magilow and Lisa Silverman note the ‘ironically biblical tone’ of these prescriptions, whilst 

insisting that ‘while there are certainly many examples of Holocaust representations that 

merit attention […] it is equally important not to dismiss tacky, insensitive, or even 

humorous Holocaust representations out of an irrational fear that they will open the 

floodgates for Holocaust denial or irreparably “undermine its gravity” and devalue the 

meaning of genocide.’104 

 In more recent decades the dialogue has shifted from the rhetoric of 

unrepresentability of the Holocaust into a more open and normalised perspective.105 Thus 

Berel Lang justified Holocaust fiction as an ethical necessity, writing that ‘the Holocaust is 

speakable, has been spoken, will be spoken […], and, most of all, ought to be’.106 He makes 

an important point which offers validity to the texts discussed in this thesis, that they 

counter the claims in unrepresentability and calls for silence not simply by existing, but by 

necessity because of the very dangers that silence presents. Whilst it may indeed be 

possible to capture the essence of the evil of the Holocaust in writing, ‘one could concede 

the possibility of this failure and still hold that such writing is justified – because of the 

menace of the alternative; that is, the silence into which the Holocaust would otherwise 

disappear.’107 So too whilst many of these comments may seem to refer more specifically 

to nonfiction than fictive representations, the line between these two categories has been 

blurry from the outset. Wiesel’s own Night is normally referred to as a Holocaust memoir 

yet many critics have identified its fictive qualities. Ruth Franklin points out that it, ‘like the 
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stories of Tadeusz Borowski, the autobiographical work of Primo Levi, and virtually every 

other important work of literature about the Holocaust – has been understood, at different 

times, as both a novel and a memoir.’108 There is a slippage of terminology and 

classification, aided by the insistence of impossibility, the reliance on highfalutin quasi-

religious statements – often ironically poetic in their insistence of the futility of poetry – 

and made more complicated still by infamous examples of forgery.109 A slippage which 

seems to support the insistence that the Holocaust truly is something different as a source 

material for humanity’s writing, that the standard tools are no longer adequate, but that 

does not mean that we are without resources. 

 In response to Lyotard’s tool-destroying earthquake analogy, Geoffrey Hartman 

insists that ‘the after-shocks are measureable; we are deep into the process of creating 

new instruments to record and express what happened.’110 It is perhaps insufficient to 

‘record’, but certainly in terms of its capacity to ‘express’ an old instrument, fiction, has 

been heavily utilised and this thesis will show the extent to which the techniques of the 

non-mimetic can make new this old instrument and so better ‘express what happened.’ 

 These calls for representability have been mirrored in a slow but steady shift in the 

moral perception of those claims themselves. For example, Raul Hilberg makes an 

interesting point about that the inexpressibility of the Holocaust is also true of other 

events:  

“If you were not there, you cannot imagine what it was like.” These words were 

said to me in Düsseldorf some years ago by a one-legged veteran of the German 

army who had been trapped in the Demyansk pocket on the Russian front at the 
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end of 1941. The man had been wounded six times. One cannot deny that he had a 

valid point.111 

So too, Saul Friedlander writes that there is an ‘inadequacy […] between language and 

certain events’, one that ‘began well before Auschwitz, perhaps with the First World War, 

only to reach its culmination with Auschwitz.’112 Peter Novick expands upon this anecdote 

by unwrapping its most worrying consequences: 

That the experience of Holocaust victims is uniquely unrepresentable carries with it 

a corollary, doubtless often unintended by those who make the claim: whereas the 

terror and horror of Tutsi mother seeing her child hacked to pieces with machetes 

is representable, that of a Jewish mother in analogous circumstances is not.113  

These moral concerns, that the Holocaust’s primacy amongst genocides has led to a sense 

of exceptionalism which though born of a desire to protect the primacy of Holocaust 

victims, actually has damaging implications for the empathic reception of other atrocities; a 

concern much of the non-mimetic Holocaust fiction included in this thesis picks up on. 

 Shoshana Felman, in explicit contradiction to the rhetoric of unrepresenatability, 

writes that the Holocaust ‘does not kill the possibility of art – on the contrary, it requires it 

for its transmission, for its realization in our consciousness as witnesses.’114 Felman argues 

that Holocaust art is not only possible but that it is necessary. The recent passing of Elie 

Wiesel, as this thesis was being completed, reminds us that this becomes a more pressing 

point as we approach the modern day; as the day on which not a single survivor, resistor, 

perpetrator, bystander, or collaborator is left to tell us their story first hand is fast 

approaching.115 

 In the face of this other absence, the following sentiment from Hilda Schiff 

becomes all the more important. Schiff begins the introduction to her compilation 

anthology Holocaust Poetry with the statement ‘the Holocaust was a unique epoch in the 
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experience of mankind.’116 The poems in the collection are, she writes, ‘a fundamental aid 

to historical understanding’ and as with any literature of a period, they are ‘integral part of 

that period’, allowing us ‘to understand historical events and experiences better than the 

bare facts alone can do because they enable us to absorb them inwardly. In involving 

ourselves in the authentic literature of the Holocaust, we come as close as we can to 

entering psychologically into those unique events as they were actually felt by those 

individuals who experienced them.’117 Of course it would be a horrendous undertaking to 

truly experience the feeling of the Holocaust’s events personally, we nonetheless strive for 

something like an empathic understanding.  

 

0.5 Matching the Holocaust with the Non-Mimetic 

The Holocaust has been described as beyond imagination, representation, understanding, 

language, another planet, another universe. These descriptions amount to a process of 

Othering. Auschwitz is Other as an environment of death, survivors and victims are Other in 

their suffering, perpetrators are Other in their evil. The central proposal of this thesis is that 

non-mimetic fiction has something useful to tell us about the Holocaust and can represent 

it in appropriate manners which mimetic fiction cannot access. One of the primary reasons 

for this is that non-mimetic fiction was already a mode of literature steeped in representing 

the concept of The Other even before the Nazis rose to power and has only deepened its 

capacities for representation in the decades since. 

 After all, the non-mimetic is a mode of writing in which a prevalent theme are 

narratives portraying the dangers of technology; it would therefore seem particularly 

suited to considering this most industrialised of genocides. It is also a mode of writing to 

which Kingsley Amis would refer to in a book entitled New Maps of Hell (1961), his was a 

survey of science fiction, but it seems an appropriately chthonic title for a genre capable of 

representing the Holocaust. Amis is primarily interested in exploring the satiric and 

dystopian aspects of science fiction, and it is the latter capacity that retains some truth for 

this thesis. In reference to apocalyptic fiction, Amis identifies ‘one possibility of science 

fiction as a literary mode: as a forum, if not a podium, for the discussion of topics as what 

happens when our society breaks down.’118 This possibility is equally true (for all non-
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mimetic fiction – Amis is perhaps unfair to fantasy in his book) of the historic breakdown of 

a moral society, in a totalitarian nightmare, that occurred in Europe. 

  In his Metamorphoses of Science Fiction (1979), Darko Suvin describes science 

fiction as a ‘literature of cognitive estrangement’.119 A concept which he says owes a debt 

to a technique of estrangement which Bertolt Brecht called Verfremdungeffekt, itself 

rooted in the Russian Formalist device of making strange or ostranenie.120 Brecht describes 

the effect of images which employ this technique: ‘A representation that alienates is one 

which allows us to recognize its subject, but at the same time makes it seem unfamiliar’, he 

continues that they are ‘designed to free socially-conditioned phenomena from that stamp 

of familiarity which protects them against our grasp today.’121 Non-mimetic fiction is thus 

able to employ such devices to take the expected images of fascism, Nazism, anti-Semitism, 

the Holocaust, and re-transcribe them in a manner which pays tribute to the dialogue of 

Otherness whilst still conveying a digestible narrative with the capacity to say something 

meaningful about the Holocaust and our relation to it. Gerry Canavan alludes to this 

capacity when he describes SF as operating ‘in the paradox of the realistic dream, the 

dream that is or might be (or could yet become) real.’122 

 For Suvin the element of cognition in his definition of science fiction is what 

distinguishes the genre from myth, folk or fairy tale, and fantasy; whilst ‘Estrangement 

differentiates from the “realistic” literary mainstream’.123 Given the wide net of “non-

mimetic” employed in this thesis, it is clear that it is the element of estrangement which is 

more pertinent to this study, rather than necessarily cognition. Discussing magic-realist 

narratives, Jenni Adams notes that ‘Given the frequent (antirealist) theorization of the 

Holocaust as a traumatic event resistant to narrative integration, the magical […] can be 

read as a dramatization of the event’s traumatic dimension – the irruption of unreality 
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functioning as a symbolic substitution for the unknowable and unnarratable historical 

extremity.’124 For Adams the estrangement effect of magic within magic realism allows the 

non-mimetic texts of her study to integrate with the unknowable and unnarratable 

discourse of the Holocaust whilst still offering texts which contribute to our understanding 

and remembrance of the genocide. The other key component in Suvin’s theorisation of sf is 

the novum, the new thing, and in this instance the Holocaust assumes that crucial role for 

the fiction. As Steven Katz writes, ‘the novum that is the Endlösung [Final Solution] reveals 

the dark eccentric essence of Nazism.’125 Indeed, given the desire to remember and 

understand, which accompanies the Holocaust into fiction, a more accurate formulation 

with regards Suvin is that non-mimetic fiction of the Holocaust is estrangement seeking 

cognition. That the ultimate achievement of non-mimetic Holocaust fiction is to allow us to 

learn something about the Holocaust, to come closer to understanding it, whilst 

maintaining the Otherness (estrangement) which the topic insists upon. A side effect of this 

is that through estrangement, non-mimetic fiction can push back against ‘the 

homogenization of Holocaust comprehension that eschews difficult testimony or stories 

that fall outside of accepted narratives’, which Zoë Vania Waxman amongst others 

recognise as a side effect of ‘the collectivization of Holocaust memory’.126 

 A central concern of contemporary Holocaust writing is the issue of transference.127 

With the number of survivors (and indeed perpetrators and bystanders) dwindling, the 

maxim of remembrance has taken on a new urgency. Never Forget is itself a problematic 

slogan and one which some of these texts directly critique (see, for example, Shalom 

Auslander’s Hope: A Tragedy in Ch1.2), but controversy aside, it leads us to the question of 

how are successive generations supposed to remember something which it is impossible to 
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understand, communicate, or imagine? Whether rightly or wrongly, mimetic and non-

mimetic fictions play a crucial role in continuing the legacy of the Holocaust. In 1982 the 

historian Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi remarked that although the Holocaust has been the 

subject of more historical research than any other moment in Jewish history, even then he 

had no doubt that ‘its image [was] being shaped, not at the historian’s anvil, but in the 

novelist’s crucible’.128 As a historian it is perhaps understandable that we can detect the 

disapproval in Yerushalmi’s comment, the difference between ‘iron-hard history and the 

concoctions of the novelist’s imagination’.129 Yet as Michael Bernstein observes, the two 

fields are not inseparable: 

Although the responsibilities and the decorum of the two genres should never 

simply be collapsed together, neither is Yerushalmi’s distinction between the 

historian and the novelist as absolute as his antithesis requires. In both kinds of 

writing, when the subject is an event as grievous as the Shoah, the carefulness of 

the imagination must accompany the carefulness with which the evidence is 

assembled and analyzed.130 

It would be easy to assume that an attraction of the non-mimetic for authors would be that 

it liberates them to some extent from this duty of care, but this is largely a fallacy. The 

Holocaust, by its gravity, compels ‘carefulness of the imagination’ even if that imagination 

is unfettered from mimicking historical truth. Thus, given the playfulness of the non-

mimetic, authors of Holocaust narratives rely on paratextual material to express their 

dedication to this carefulness.131 In Ch1.1 I refer to the author note by Barbara Hambly, 

whilst Stephen Fry’s note is referred to in Ch3.3. The common contents of these 

acknowledgements, forewords, afterwords, and author notes are declarations of respect 

for the Holocaust, signalling of serious intentions to refute the bias that non-mimetic fiction 
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is somehow less serious, and lists of key sources.132  Non-mimetic fictions are in this way 

not so different from their mimetic counterparts of which Jerome De Groot writes, 

‘historical novels are obsessed with paratexts.’133 De Groot suggests that the paratextual 

note has become a genre convention for historical fiction since its inclusion at the 

beginning of the genre’s entry into the English Language novel with Walter Scott. He writes 

that, by emphasising historical validity through their paratexts, early authors such as Scott 

are attempting to make the fiction seem almost educational, ‘in order to defend the novel 

from accusations of frivolity and femininity (novels were associated with female readers in 

the eighteenth century)’.134 Whilst femininity is no longer something a novel might need to 

defend itself from, accusations of frivolity are very much a concern when writing about the 

Holocaust and for non-mimetic fiction this seems particularly important. This is especially 

true for alternate histories which for some time have been engaged with their mimetic 

counterparts in a struggle to be taken seriously.135 Famously the historian E. H. Carr 

referred to the counterfactual (a particular sub-genre of alternate history which normally 

takes the form of a non-fiction essay, usually by a historian): 

What I may call the ‘might-have-been’ school of thought – or rather emotion. [...] 

one can always play a parlour game with the might-have-beens of history. But they 

have nothing to do with determinism [...]. Nor have they anything to do with 

history. 136 

Whilst the main source of Carr’s oft-quoted ire are historians engaging in a ‘parlour game’, 

the accusation of a lack of seriousness has been felt in the psyche of the writers of fiction 

too. Robert Harris’s Fatherland (1992) is an interesting case in point. Harris follows the 

traditional line of laying out the true histories of major players whose timelines he 

manipulates in the alternate history. However, he also makes a case for the historical 

authenticity of his non-mimetic fiction: 

Those named as having attended the Wannsee Conference all did so. [...] The 

following documents quoted in the text are authentic ... Where I have created 
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documents, I have tried to do so on the basis of fact – for example, the Wannsee 

Conference was postponed [...] The Berlin of this book is the Berlin that Albert 

Speer planned to build.137 

What makes Harris’s comments particularly interesting is that his author note is echoed in 

similar language in the paratexts of his later mimetic historical fiction: 

This novel [Enigma (1995)] is set against the backdrop of an actual historical event. 

The German naval signals quoted in the text are all authentic. The characters, 

however, are entirely fictional.138 

Although Imperium [2006] is a novel, the majority of the events it described did 

actually happen; the remainder at least could have happened...139  

This is a novel [Lustrum (2010)] not a work of history: wherever the demands of the 

two have clashed, I have unhesitatingly given in to the former. Still, I have tried as 

far as possible to make the fiction accord with the facts, and also to use Cicero’s 

actual words...140  

Harris himself is an interesting figure, though not atypical for this thesis, in that he is not a 

writer who has defined his career through writing non-mimetic fiction. He is a writer of 

alternate history, secret history, historical fiction, political thriller, popular history, and 

journalism. That the Holocaust, and the Second World War more broadly, has attracted 

such diverse figures as Harris, as well as Pulitzer Prize winners such as Michael Chabon, 

literary notables such as Philip Roth, entertainment personalities such as Stephen Fry, and 

more – and enticed them to use non-mimetic techniques no less – speaks to an urge to say 

something about the genocide which transcends the field of literature.141 
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 The propensity towards a pre-emptive defence of one’s fiction through a 

paratextual citing of sources reveals an author anxiety concerned with accusations of 

making light of the history through non-mimetic devices. As shown in my discussion of the 

texts of this thesis, this is not always sufficient to deflect criticism (see in particular of 

Michio Kakutani’s rebuke of Stephen Fry’s Making History discussed in Ch3.3) but that such 

an attempt is made at all suggests a defensiveness anticipating both the tired criticism of 

non-mimetic fiction as not being serious literature, and the negative responses of those 

who worry about making light of the Holocaust. 

 Ray Bradbury writes that ‘science fiction’, and I would argue in this instance non-

mimetic fiction as a whole, ‘is, after all, the fiction of ideas, the fiction where philosophy 

can be tinkered with, torn apart, and put back together again, it is the fiction of sociology 

and psychology and history compounded and squared by time. It is the fiction where you 

may set up and knock down your own political and religious and moral states.’142 Yet this 

admirable intellectual aim seems to be incompatible with the Holocaust for some: the 

arguments for its exceptionality as a historical event double as arguments for its 

exceptionality from rational thought. Yet, to return to the problem of transference, such 

analysis of the Holocaust and the way in which we discuss it takes on a sense of urgency as 

we move into a post-survivor era. 

 When addressing the issue of transference, the silence of the Holocaust, so central 

to its discussion, becomes less than ideal. Some, Elie Wiesel himself for example, place 

silence so centrally that it paradoxically becomes meaningful. Terrence Des Pres writes of 

Wiesel as having ‘mobilize[d] silence’, to the extent that he is able ‘to use silence as a 

category of relation to primary aspects of the Holocaust experience; to render silence in 

ways that make it – and therefore what it embodies – present and meaningful to us. His 

job, as a writer and witness,’ Des Pres continues, ‘has been to make silence speak.’143 For 

others, and in other circumstances, this has however become problematic. Henri 

Raczymow, the French-born child of Polish survivors, asks ‘What did I know about Jewish 

life in Poland? What had been told to me? Once again, nothing – or next to nothing.’ He 

does write that ‘The unsaid, the untransmitted, the silence about the past were themselves 

eloquent’, but he also writes that Jewish memory ‘is shot through with holes. The memory 
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has burst, as a balloon bursts’.144 Raczymow sees the role of the fiction writer as being to 

attempt to compensate for this effect: 

we spend our time sewing it back up. Sewing is an old tradition among us. In fact, 

sewing scraps together is every writer’s task, a hypothetically endless task, an 

impossible task. That is why my work consists in presenting the scraps in all their 

diversity, in their disorder, in their diaspora – if I may use that well-worn 

metaphor.145 

Marianne Hirsch writes most crucially about this issue, referring to “postmemory”. Albeit 

the term is employed ‘with some hesitation’, Hirsch is clear to point out that by 

postmemory she does not mean post- as in beyond memory or even history, but rather 

that ‘Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow up dominated by 

narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by the 

stories of the previous generation shaped by traumatic events that can be neither 

understood nor recreated.’ 146 With particular attention to the role that photographs play, 

Hirsch writes about the ‘indirect and fragmentary nature of second-generation memory.’147 

 Whether the postmemory effect can be said to be damaging in and of itself, in the 

manner of experiential trauma, is debatable. Hirsch illustrates her argument with examples 

from Art Spiegelman’s Maus. Art (through his mouse-headed representative in the graphic 

novel, Artie) is certainly someone who has experienced postmemory, yet by its very nature 

it is so engrained into his character that it becomes difficult to distinguish which elements 

of his life are a result from it, and which have other sources. Another, albeit fictional, 

example is Hope: A Tragedy’s Solomon Kugel who is also brought up in an environment of 

postmemory (itself a fictional construct fashioned by his deluded mother), presented with 

photographs said to show dead relatives, or artefacts constructed from their remains, and 

Kugel is broken and dysfunctional man.148 For artists and writers working in a post-war 

environment, moving into a post-survivor era, the problems of postmemory – balancing 

coping the secondary trauma with communicating and remembering the historical source, 
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whilst also not allowing it to dominate and block out existence in the present – become 

wider cultural problems. 

The Holocaust as conceived in the commentary cited in this thesis thus far may well 

be a Jewish catastrophe, but it is also a human atrocity, increasingly central to Western 

cultural identity. The Holocaust is intrinsically tied into a long history of anti-Semitic 

thought in Europe, but the dangers of a second Holocaust-like event need not come from 

the same place. Timothy Snyder asserts that one of the things that made the Holocaust 

possible was the belief amongst some that ‘the Jews were understood as the makers and 

enforcers of a corrupt planetary order.’ On the possibility of a second Holocaust Snyder 

continues, remarking that ‘Jews can again be seen as a universal threat, as indeed they 

already are by increasingly important political formations in Europe, Russia, and the Middle 

East.’ However, Snyder also sees a universal danger, pointing out that ‘So might Muslims, 

gays, or other groups that can be associated with changes on a worldwide scale.’149 Thus 

the Holocaust could happen again to Jews, but also to other groups. History has already 

shown with depressing regularity that genocide can and will happen again, Snyder’s 

assertion that a genocide of the scale and industrial nature of the Holocaust could be 

repeated however is truly disturbing. 

Taking Snyder’s statements into account: the wider cultural application of the 

lessons learnt from postmemory, the records of survivors, historians, and other writers, 

take on a new urgency. Yet, as the Holocaust becomes reduced to a set of identifiable 

tropes (ghettos, camps, skeletal survivors, the SS, manual labour, etc.…), and as survivors 

themselves are no longer around to offer fresh insight, alternative methods of transmitting 

knowledge, understand, and perhaps even a cultural trauma, must reinvigorate the 

narrative. Non-mimetic fiction thus helps to fill what I argue is a vital position in 

contemporary Holocaust studies. Whilst we may never truly relate to the Otherness of the 

genocide, and indeed may not want to for to do so might necessitate calling down such a 

trauma upon ourselves, non-mimetic fiction through its unique engagement with the Other 

can at least bring us closer to an empathic understanding. 

 The Otherness of the Holocaust is, at its root, the Otherness of trauma. Indeed, as 

Ruth Leys writes, the Holocaust contributes vastly to our understanding of trauma, whilst in 

turn benefits from an improved awareness of conditions such as Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder, meaning that ‘the Holocaust now appears, retroactively so to speak, […] to have 
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been the crucial trauma of the century.’150 Some commentators, as already shown, would 

argue that due to its scale, extremity, intention, and results, the Holocaust is exceptional 

versus all other traumas, even other genocides, and thus is incomparable to them. Many of 

the fictions within this thesis have the effect of to some degree repudiating this. They re-

insert the Holocaust into a chronology of human trauma and genocide, placing it alongside 

other atrocities fictional or historical, personal or global, implicitly or explicitly inviting 

comparative examinations which have the effect of relativising the event. 

It is important to clarify the use of the terminology of relativising in the context of 

this thesis. When used here I refer to the relativising of the event alongside other events of 

trauma, in conflict with the dogma that the Holocaust is exceptional and incomparable to 

any other event. This is not the same manner of relativising that leads to an inability to 

distinguish fact from fiction, memoir from novel. As Gillian Banner writes, ‘The tendancy to 

relativism which counts Sophie’s Choice and If This is a Man as equally “fictitious” or “true” 

does a disservice in the case of this particular genre [Holocaust literature].’151 It is an 

important aspect of this thesis because by relativising the Holocaust, by de-exceptionalising 

it, these texts draw attention to other traumatic incidents. In doing so, and unlike some 

historians and commentators, they do not seek to make a moral judgement based on 

value, but to highlight the shortcomings of our attentions to other atrocities which receive 

less attention than the Holocaust. In Plato’s Gorgias, Socrates points out that ‘you can’t 

compare two miserable people and say that one is happier than the other.’152 Nor can we 

truly compare two traumas and say that one is worse than the other as by their very nature 

we can never understand the impact of the traumatic effect of either on the individual. We 

can, however, use comparisons to attempt to analyse our own responses to those events 

and detect our own shortcomings. 

 The danger of considering the Holocaust as trauma is expressed by Robert 

Eaglestone who worries that ‘if it is invoked with all the rest of the analytical and 

therapeutic tools, trauma theory will overcode the accounts of the Holocaust with a 

discourse of healing analysis or therapy, and so pass over both the epistemological and 

ethical impossibility of comprehending the survivors’ testimony by seeming to grasp and 
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resolve it’.153 Attempting to ‘resolve’ the Holocaust is particularly troubling were it to come 

from, as those in this thesis, a collection of Anglo-American writers, many of whom are not 

Jewish and have no direct connection to the genocide. Eaglestone’s concerns are powerful 

and valid, however they play little role in this thesis. Non-mimetic fiction commonly does 

not seek to resolve the trauma of the Holocaust because it does not attempt to ‘grasp’ it. It 

makes no overtures to an accurate representation, and though it may strive for something 

approaching realism within its non-mimetic world, the rejection of mimesis thus renders 

impossible any attempt to apply any sort of ‘healing analysis’ to actual survivors or employ 

‘therapeutic tools’ on the historical Holocaust.154 Slavoj Žižek writes that ‘The point is not to 

remember the past trauma as exactly as possible: such “documentation” is a priori false, it 

transforms the trauma into a neutral, objective fact, whereas the essence of the trauma is 

precisely that it is too horrible to be remembered, to be integrated into our symbolic 

universe.’155 Non-mimetic fiction performs this delicate balance, remembering whilst not 

remembering too precisely, talking about the Holocaust without talking about it, tracing 

the edges of the trauma to give us some indication of its shape if none of the details.156 

Non-mimetic fiction has the potential to be deliberately situated within the paradoxical 

aporia of imagining and the unimaginable, and can emerge relatively unscathed whilst still 

respecting the legacy of the genocide.157 For this reason, though this thesis focuses 

exclusively on the Holocaust, non-mimetic fiction has something of value to tell us about 

other traumas whether they be other wartime atrocities such as the firebombing of 

Dresden, or the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, other genocides such as those 

in Rwanda, Cambodia; or more personal traumas, no less earth shattering for survivors, 

such as rape or child abuse. 
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 Non-mimetic fiction functions in this thesis in a similar manner to what Michael 

Rothberg refers to as “traumatic realism”, ‘a realism in which the scars that mark the 

relationship of discourse to the real are not fetishistically denied, but exposed; a realism in 

which the claims of reference live on, but so does the traumatic extremity that disables 

realist representations as usual’.158 For Rothberg, the literature of traumatic realism is the 

most suited literature to represent the ‘concentrationary universe’.159 

 In the absence of testimony, literature becomes simultaneously a method of 

transferring a trace of trauma across generational, cultural, and sociological boundaries, 

whilst simultaneously “working through” that trauma within an imaginative landscape. 

Non-mimetic fiction, in its alternative approach to these traumas, less burdened by the 

critical discourses associated with mimesis and the Holocaust, brings a much needed 

diversity to the literature of trauma and the Holocaust. A process of unravelling problem of 

having a surfeit of memory (a symptom of a culture saturated with imagery) whilst 

simultaneously being denied direct access to that memory.160 Whilst largely unrecognised 

as a set by scholars in these fields, these texts provide a vital modification of existing 

paradigms enabling a reinvigoration of existing narratives (and a reorganisation – 

potentially bringing undernourished narratives such as those of women or homosexuals 

closer to the fore), ensuring the narratives of the Holocaust remain active and fluid rather 

than ossified within history books. Susan Sontag expressed similar concerns with relation to 

photography, writing about a developing ‘pseudofamiliarity with the horrible [which] 

reinforces alienation, making one less able to react in real life’, as repetition of images and 

material receive diminishing returns of shock from the audience.161 

 Taking Sontag as an impetus to step back from literature for a moment, we can 

consider a similar effect in museums and sites of learning. ‘Mirroring Evil: Nazi 

Imagery/Recent Art’ was a controversial exhibit of nineteen works by thirteen artists, 

Jewish and non-Jewish, all born since 1945, put on display at the Jewish Museum in New 

York from 17 March until 30 June 2002.162 Brooklyn Assemblyman Dov Hikind led protests 

                                                             
158 Michael Rothberg, Traumatic Realism (Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota University Press, 2000), p. 
106. 
159 Ibid., pp. 99-106. 
160 The surfeit of memory is Charles S. Maier’s term. See: ‘A Surfeit of Memory? Reflections on 
History, Melancholy, and Denial,’ History and Memory, 5 (1992), pp. 136-151. 
161 Susan Sontag, On Photography (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977), p. 41. 
162 ‘Mirroring Evil: Nazi Imagery/Recent Art’, The Jewish Museum (2002) 
<http://thejewishmuseum.org/exhibitions/mirroring-evil-nazi-imagery-recent-art> [accessed 24 
August 2016] 
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outside the museum and called for a city-wide boycott.163 James E. Young reports that in 

2001, before there was even an exhibition to review, a Wall Street Journal article compared 

‘Mirroring Evil’ to the notorious Saatchi exhibition which had been at the Brooklyn 

Museum.164 That such reactions occurred before the exhibition had even been displayed 

betrays the truth that these were objections based on ideological, rather than aesthetic, 

grounds. 

In defence of the exhibition, Norman Kleeblatt, the chief art curator at the Jewish 

Museum said that ‘our duty is to let Jewish artists ask us the next level of questions, which 

are going to percolate up anyway’. He added, ‘They know more about the Holocaust 

through pop culture, film and TV than through serious educational initiatives. Some of the 

images have become depleted of their power through overexposure.’165 Similarly, Rabbi 

Irwin Kula, president of the National Jewish Center for Learning and Leadership, questions 

the use of traditional methods of transmitting the Holocaust, asking ‘Who wants to say 

we’ve spent hundreds of millions of dollars on Holocaust museums [and] all of those 

images are so hackneyed and banal that they don’t move us anymore? […] When you see 

the victims’ bodies they should actually outrage you, but let’s face it, they don’t. You look 

at the victim, remember the evil, you pass judgment on some distant event and you forget 

that the potential for evil, small or large, is within us. This is the untold secret.’166 Through 

these statements, both Kula and Kleeblatt are demonstrating recognition of the need to 

maintain a sense of the Holocaust as Other in order to maintain its emotionally and 

intellectually stimulating power, to maintain outrage. The museum is in search of new 

methods of estrangement whilst retaining a cognitive element which allows public 

engagement and rational discourse. Rabbi Kula continues, ‘I love the Holocaust Museum [in 

Washington DC]. It’s a sacred place. But let’s be honest. People do the pilgrimage to it, they 

cry, then they go out to eat that evening. It doesn’t affect anything. It doesn’t create 

empathy. It creates sentimentalism.’167 

                                                             
163 Dora Apel, ‘Art’, in The Oxford Handbook of Holocaust Studies, ed. by Peter Hayes and John K. 
Roth (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 461-477 (p. 467). 
164 James E. Young, ‘Looking into the Mirrors of Evil’, in After Eichmann: Collective Memory and the 
Holocaust since 1961, ed. by David Cesarani (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), pp. 157-166 (p. 157). 
165 Norman Kleeblatt, quoted in Michelle Goldberg, ‘No business like Shoah business’, Salon (2002), 
<http://www.salon.com/2002/04/03/mirroring_evil/> [accessed 20 August 2016] 
166 Irwin Kula, quoted in Goldberg, ‘No business like Shoah business’. 
167 Irwin Kula, quoted in Goldberg, ‘No business like Shoah business’. Nor is this an exclusively 
American, or Anglo-American, issue. Similar sentiments can been found in the words of curators of 
Holocaust-related sites all over the world. Even at Auschwitz where Piotr Cywiński, director of the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, remarks that ‘the exhibition at Auschwitz no longer fulfils its 
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 Such approaches are not without their risks. Museums, perhaps particularly those 

that become ‘sacred’ sites of ‘pilgrimage’, seem to leave themselves particularly open for 

criticism in taking such approaches to the Holocaust. Even Art Spiegelman cast ire upon the 

‘Mirroring Evil’ with his New Yorker cartoon which depicted a far-right skinhead spraying 

swastika graffiti onto a wall before discussing it with patrons in the exhibition.168 

Nonetheless, the intentions stated by Kleeblat find easy kinship with the effects produced 

by the non-mimetic narratives of this thesis, and whilst some of these texts have attracted 

vocal criticism comparable to ‘Mirroring Evil’, most have been published (and in some cases 

gone out of print) without so much as a murmur.169 Geoffrey Hartman, in his essay ‘The 

Book of Destruction’, ponders the relationship between mimesis and the Holocaust, asking 

‘is it a certain type of mimesis that troubles us, so that a more abstract or mythical art 

might escape our discontent?’170 This ‘abstract’ and ‘mythical’ art is the art of the non-

mimetic and it may well have escaped the discontent of traditional Holocaust scholars, but 

it has also largely escaped their notice, something this thesis will seek to remedy. 

 

0.6 Pursuing Infernal Cartographies 

Chapter one of this thesis will survey a broad array of possible themes. Each theme could 

certainly support further research in greater depth but the purpose of the chapter is to 

demonstrate the wide range of fictive approaches to the Holocaust which non-mimetic 

fiction allows. Each of the themes has its own sub-section devoted to it. The first of these 

turns to the far-end of the non-mimetic and examines the use of fairy tale and magic in 

relationship to the Holocaust, this section will be dominated by a reading of Lisa Goldstein’s 

The Red Magician and Barbara Hambly’s The Magicians of Night (1992). From these texts I 

will demonstrate that there is significant narrative potential in applying fairy tale and magic 

to the Holocaust but that this potential does not come without danger. The next section 

offers an examination of the use of a specific character in non-mimetic fiction: Anne Frank. 

                                                             
role, as it used to […] people go to such exhibitions around the world today, they cry, they ask why 
people didn’t react more at the time, why there were so few righteous, then they go home, see 
genocide on television and don’t move a finger. They don’t ask why they are not righteous 
themselves.’ Quoted in Michael Kimmelman, ‘Auschwitz Shifts from Memorializing to Teaching’, 
New York Times, 18 February 2011 <http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/19/arts/19auschwitz.html> 
[accessed 1 September 2016]. 
168 Art Spiegelman, ‘Duchamp Is Our Misfortune’, in MetaMaus (London: Viking, 2011), p. 71 
169 For a rare instance of vocal opposition see in particular my discussion of Martin Amis’ Time’s 
Arrow in Ch2.4. 
170 Geoffrey Hartman, ‘The Book of Destruction’, in Probing the Limits of Representation, ed. by Saul 
Friedlander (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), pp. 318-334 (p. 321). 
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As an avatar of the Holocaust there are numerous ideological, artistic, and emotional 

reasons for employing her image in contemporary culture. I will use two particular non-

mimetic representations, those found within Philip Roth’s Ghost Writer (1979) and Shalom 

Auslander’s Hope: A Tragedy (2012), to demonstrate how Anne Frank is perhaps uniquely 

suited to represent a particularly American reaction to the Holocaust and the relationship 

of American Jews to the genocide, particularly those too young to remember it even as 

bystanders. The third section considers another character: Adolf Hitler. In particular, I 

examine Ira Levin’s The Boys from Brazil (1979) as a particularly influential case study of a 

form of highly popular non-mimetic literature which speculates on a Fourth Reich. Most of 

this fiction glosses over the Holocaust’s implication of a resurgent Reich and a returning 

Hitler, preferring to grandstand the existential evil threat of Nazism without pausing to 

think about the specific crimes, Levin’s novel is however a notable example of a minority 

which speculates on the possibility of dystopia without necessarily portraying it, and 

examines the morality of evil. Finally, I turn to a related fantasy: the pursuit of justice and 

‘the gray zone’ (to borrow Levi’s famous term) where that crosses over with revenge.171 

From this very popular theme, I examine three texts in particular which take the concept in 

very different directions: C. S. Forester’s ‘The Wandering Gentile’ (1954), Jesse Bier’s 

‘Father and Son’ (1964), and George Steiner’s The Portage to San Cristobal of A.H. (1981). 

Through these texts this thesis attempts to demonstrate how non-mimetic fiction can 

relativise the Holocaust by insisting on its re-insertion into the catalogue of human atrocity, 

a theme that subsequent chapters will build upon. Thus, having provided a brief overview 

of some of the possibilities of the non-mimetic form, the thesis will then turn to look at two 

dominant themes in greater detail. Those two dominant themes are opposite sides of the 

same coin; they use non-mimetic fiction to pose a counterfactual thought experiment 

which asks on the one hand “what if the Holocaust hadn’t happened”, and on the other 

“what if it had been worse?” The following chapters take each of these questions in turn. 

Chapter two focuses on a series of non-mimetic texts which explore the idea of a 

world in which the Holocaust did not happen, or in one exception – was diminished. The 

first of these texts is Norman Spinrad’s metafictional science-fantasy alternate history The 

Iron Dream (1972) which posits a world in which Adolf Hitler pursues a career in America as 

a science fiction writer. This is followed by the magic realist-like novella ‘The Three 

                                                             
171 Levi coined the term ‘Gray Zone’ to describe the morally compromised position of Jews who 
worked with the Nazis in the hope it would improve their chances of survival. Primo Levi, The 
Drowned and the Saved, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (London: Abacus, 2010), pp. 22-51. 
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Armageddons of Enniscorthy Sweeny’ by R. A. Lafferty (1977), in which the Holocaust is one 

of a series of twentieth-century global traumas (including both World Wars, the Great 

Depression, and a potential nuclear conflict) which are prevented from happening by a 

magician-opera composer. Both of these narratives point to deep-seated human failures of 

compassion of which the Holocaust is but one example, and globalise them away from 

being an exclusively German-Jewish issue. The third text is the novel Elleander Morning 

(1984) by Jerry Yulsman. Similarly to the previous two texts, it shows a world in which the 

Holocaust is diverted, however unlike the others it offers direct comparison with our own 

world through the adaptation of a time travel trope. In directly contrasting the two worlds, 

mimetic with non-mimetic, Yulsman’s novel demonstrates the manner in which the 

traumatic memory of the Holocaust can taint even a seeming utopia. The next novel 

discussed is different to all of the others as it is not set in a world without a Holocaust but 

rather undoes the Holocaust through its non-mimetic technique of being narrated in 

reverse from the point of death to point of birth. Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow skirts the 

boundaries of texts acceptable for this thesis, offering an alternative mode of narration for 

an otherwise realist narrative. However, it just leans more towards the non-mimetic side of 

the spectrum due to Amis’s decision to make the narrator of the novel the detached spirit 

of the central character. Through this necessarily naïve and innocent narrator, combined 

with the unconventional direction of narrative flow, Amis temporarily deconstructs the 

Holocaust in order to cause the reader to more thoroughly examine their ideologies of the 

nature of evil. The penultimate text is again exceptional, both because it focuses on the 

victims of the Holocaust rather than the perpetrators or bystanders who are the foci of the 

preceding novels, but also because it does not stretch to totally undoing the genocide, 

instead merely reducing it. Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policeman’s Union (2007), as a 

result of this differing focus, and influenced by the author’s own Jewish heritage, uses the 

non-mimetic technique of diminishing the effectiveness of Nazi Germany’s extermination 

project in order to further relativise the Holocaust amongst other historical genocides. 

Within this alternate history Chabon is able to offer a critique of America’s relationship to 

the Holocaust, Israel and Global Judaism that stands apart from most other non-mimetic 

texts and is certainly beyond the capacity of mimetic fiction. Finally, Lavie Tidhar’s A Man 

Lies Dreaming (2014) returns the focus to the perpetrators, specifically to Hitler, exposing 

the underlying anti-Semitism of British and European societies and relativizing the evil of 

the Nazis and Hitler himself by showing them as having tapped into and exploited a pre-

existing phenomenon. Like the preceding works it relativises and so problematises our 
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notions of an ultimate or pure evil, but also questions the image of Jewish innocence, and 

contemporary human rights issues with regards migrants or refugee populations. 

Each of the texts in chapter two, though from different periods, for different 

audiences, with different approaches and authors of different backgrounds, takes a 

scenario which on its surface we would expect to by utopian: the undoing of the Holocaust. 

Chapter three inverts this scenario to examine by far the most common depiction of the 

Holocaust in non-mimetic fiction and that is one which is made worse or completed. 

Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962) is the quintessential “Hitler Wins” 

alternate history. Dick’s novel portrays the Nazis as inherently evil and unstable, a threat to 

the entire world, yet he also uses the mechanics of the alternate history and the 

metatextual presence of his novel-within-a-novel, ‘The Grasshopper Lies Heavy’, to cast 

doubt on the solidity of history, and to problematise notions of authenticity and historical 

narrative. In doing so, Dick implicitly calls into question the narrative of the Second World 

War and as a result the Holocaust. He also explicitly relativises the Holocaust through 

references to other, even more atrocious, crimes committed by the victorious Germans 

within the fictional world of the novel. The next novel discussed is Robert Harris’s 

Fatherland (1992) which, like the Chabon’s, bends the tropes of the detective novel into 

the by now familiar alternate history scenario. Harris cleverly subverts the detective format 

by having his protagonist uncovering a conspiracy which he cannot conceive of, putting the 

reader ahead of the detective as we begin to recognise the Holocaust before him. 

Fatherland too questions our notions of validity and historical truth, directly contrasting the 

notion of the Holocaust as an unimaginable event with the fictional reality of its secret 

completion, as well as with historical truth through Harris’s careful research and meticulous 

dedication to genuine historic documents in plotting the novel. Stephen Fry’s novel Making 

History (1996) also calls attention to historical fact, and problematises the notion of 

historical narrative, this time through a protagonist who is a historian. Fry uses an adapted 

time travel trope to create an alternate world without Hitler but with a more effective 

genocide and Nazi military dominion. In doing so Fry undermines the Carlylian notion of 

“great men” of history, subscribing instead to something closer to Daniel Jonah 

Goldhagen’s thesis in Hitler’s Willing Executioners (1996) of a collective responsibility for 

the Holocaust. Fry, like Harris, foregrounds the Holocaust in his narrative, relativizing it 

against not only an even more lethal version of itself but, in Fry’s case, comparing the 

suffering of the Jews with the suffering of other groups: specifically, the homosexual 

community. The next section takes three texts: Guy Walters’s The Leader (2003), Philip 
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Roth’s The Plot Against America (2004), and Jo Walton’s Farthing (2006) all three texts shift 

the focus from Germany’s role in the Holocaust to an examination of the Anglo-American 

position in a “Hitler Wins” scenario. The three texts undermine any sense of moral 

superiority felt by Anglo-American readers and call into the question the role of the nations 

as liberators and bystanders. They also highlight a common anti-Semitic cultural presence 

which echoes the more infamous varieties displayed in Germany and occupied continental 

European nations. The final text of the thesis seizes on this aspect in particular, basing its 

entire premise on the prominence of anti-Semitism in the United Kingdom. Howard 

Jacobson’s J (2014) stands apart from the narratives which precede it in the chapter as it is 

not an alternate history or a “Hitler wins” scenario, rather it is a near future dystopia 

extrapolating forward from our own timeline.172 As such its relationship to the Holocaust is 

different as it does not alter the historical fact of the genocide as do the other texts in 

chapters two and three, but rather it posits a scenario where history could easily repeat 

itself. In doing so, Jacobson’s novel calls into question the morality of contemporary British 

society, whilst raising issues of remembrance, forgetting, unspeakability, and tolerance 

which speak powerfully to the Holocaust concerns of the preceding novels of this thesis. 

Chapters two and three combined offer diametrically opposed views of the 

Holocaust’s course through a non-mimetic history, yet their texts take the genocide in a 

familiar direction. The narratives deconstruct the idea of the Holocaust as an absolute evil 

by demonstrating its mutability within the historical timeline. Many of them also relativise 

it by drawing it back into historical chronology and offering comparisons between the 

Holocaust and other atrocities committed by humanity. In doing so they refuse the 

arguments of exceptionalism and encourage a remembrance and an attempt at 

understanding that respects silence and a lack of direct representation but which integrates 

that into a more global, complex world view. A world view perhaps better suited for a post-

survivor twentieth- or twenty-first-century environment and which certainly speaks to 

Anglo-American concerns about their own roles in the history of the Second World War, 

and more recent historical (particularly militaristic) endeavours. 

All three chapters offer a view of non-mimetic narratives whose only true common 

feature is their variation. This thesis seeks to demonstrate the scope of non-mimetic 

                                                             
172 I refer to the title of Jacobson’s novel as J but it is more accurate title is a unique symbol: a letter J 
which has been twice struck through. It occurs throughout the novel and is signified by the 
protagonist Kevern (and before him, his father) running two fingers over their lips as they say words 
beginning with the letter. 
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fiction, and its capacity to contribute to the cultural dialogue on even the most serious of 

topics, flouting the perception of non-mimetic as being escapist, non-serious, or purely for 

entertainment. To return to the imagery Amis suggests in the title of his book: non-mimetic 

fiction is a mode of writing ideally suited to attempting a cartography of Planet Auschwitz, 

of suggesting a map of the constellations in L’Univers Concentrationnaire. 



 

Chapter One: A Plethora of Non-Mimetic Themes 

My use of the term “non-mimetic” is as a broad category which encompasses a great many 

genre forms, mostly perceived by the literary establishment as being non-literary. As Roger 

Luckhurst observes these genres are ‘typically regarded as a very low literary form, often 

completely ignored or edged to the margins of literary study or intellectual history’.1 In 

bringing them closer to the fore with this literary study, there is a danger of the label of 

non-mimetic fiction being so vast as to lose all usefulness, a different label might be 

alternate histories. 

 Conversely, in a keynote paper given at a recent conference on alternate histories, 

science fiction author Steven Baxter explored how far the label of alternate history can 

stretch and made a case that should the cognitive framework of the text be sturdy enough 

then a great many science fictions and fantasies could be considered alternate history.2 

Since all of the texts in this thesis have a common grounding in historical fact, no matter 

how far they remove themselves from the mimetic impulse, this would seem more 

applicable here than in most instances. However, I shall use the term only sparingly 

throughout the thesis, partly because the scholarship on alternate history has not yet 

caught up with the wider scholarship of science fiction and fantasy; and partly because, 

Baxter’s paper aside, many of the texts in this thesis do not fit the standard definitions for 

alternate history.3 

The first sets of texts I shall examine below are a case in point. A very generous 

interpretation of alternate history could suggest that these are texts set in a world in which 

magic is real and that this creates the alternate universe of the narratives. However, an 

alternate history needs a point of divergence and in the absence of a rational point in the 

history of the universe when magic might have been made possible, but was not, they 

surely invalidate themselves from the category. A marginally more appealing label might be 

secret history. A secret history is a sub-genre of alternate history crossed with conspiracy 

fiction, it requires no point of divergence because history is not altered, the narrative of the 

                                                             
1 Roger Luckhurst, Science Fiction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005), p. 2. Luckhurst is referring to ‘SF’, 
as indicated in the previous chapter, within this thesis I interpret that term as a synonym for non-
mimetic. 
2 Steven Baxter, ‘Alternate Cosmologies’, keynote lecture delivered at Sideways in Time: Alternate 
History and Counterfactual Narratives Conference (University of Liverpool), 30-31 March 2015. 
Published proceedings forthcoming from Liverpool University Press. 
3 For a concise explanation of such definitions see: Karen Hellekson, The Alternate History: 
Refiguring Historical Time (Kent, OH: The Kent State University Press, 2001). 
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text is merely giving us a glimpse into events which were not recorded. Neither of the 

major texts I shall study below alter the historical timeline in any significant manner and 

thus the label is not immediately inappropriate, however it is a secondary concern. What 

these texts really are, are fantasies. By employing magic these texts are amongst the least 

mimetic of all those referenced in this thesis, as such they are an interesting case study into 

how far the non-mimetic impulse can push a topic such as the Holocaust before it becomes 

ineffective as a container for fiction. 

 

1.1 Fairy Tales, Magic and the Holocaust 

Fantasy ‘can provide a place to stand and judge the canon’, writes Brian Attebery, allowing 

a new perspective on literary works.4 So too fantasy, or non-mimetic fiction more broadly, 

can provide a new perspective on history when its narratives incorporate the historical as 

plot elements. However, precisely because of the grounds which see the fantastic excluded 

from the contemporary literary canon, that is: a misplaced notion that such fiction prizes 

entertainment at the expense of insight or intent, or that there is a tendency to infantilise; 

the application of this genre to living, and particularly traumatic, history is greeted as at 

best irrelevant and at worst insulting. This is certainly the case with the Holocaust; whilst a 

small selection of the texts in this thesis have attracted serious attention from literary 

Holocaust scholars, most find their first such airing here. This seems particularly true of 

those sub-genres of non-mimetica which employ magic or the supernatural within their 

narratives. 

 Magic is one of the archetypal tropes of fantasy fiction and, perhaps more than any 

other, its presence in a text is normally an indicator of genre to a reader. In the context of 

the Holocaust however the use of magic in a narrative has potentially damaging 

implications. Magical or supernatural Nazis, employing fantasy or horror tropes, risk 

aligning themselves with morally simplistic stock fantasy villains, repeating and reinforcing 

the concept of the Nazis as a trope: the epitome of evil. The first danger here is in 

classifying an entire movement by a single rationale, removing the possibility of moral 

complexity and the “good Nazi”. This streamlines the narrative which may be useful for 

thrillers or other suspenseful fictions, but it is both intellectually, cognitively, and perhaps 

morally, unsatisfying. Roger Luckhurst comments on the long relationship between Nazis 

                                                             
4 Brian Attebery, Strategies of Fantasy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), p. ix. 
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and zombies, for example (albeit primarily in comics and cinema and thus beyond the remit 

of this thesis). He writes: 

The zombie Nazi simply conflates two unqualified mass evils. It stays away from the 

‘living dead’ of [Holocaust victims], but evokes them by inversion, switching victims 

for perpetrators. Viewers are morally freed twice over to enjoy the spectacle of (re-

)killing. Nazis, after all, come in masses too.5 

Perhaps more worrying is the use of unqualified evils to not only place Nazis on the far end 

of a good-evil spectrum, but to place ourselves (that is, Anglo-American readers) at the 

inverse position. To use the “ultimate evil” of occult/satanic/zombie Nazis as an 

opportunity to present Anglo-American conduct in the Second World War, and indeed in 

other parts of history, as necessarily virtuous, good, and even holy. Invoking black magic in 

the employ of the Nazis automatically also invokes the tropes of good versus evil, and thus 

places the conflict within a familiar but potentially damaging narrative framework. As 

Michael Butter writes in his study of the figure of Hitler in American popular culture, 

‘American culture uses the discourse of uniqueness and good and evil to displace and 

disremember the more problematic aspects of its own history.’6 This remains true, if we 

broaden out Butter’s category to Anglo-American fiction. A writer can exploit this 

expectation to great effect as can be seen in many of the texts in this thesis, but there is 

nonetheless always the danger of presenting the Second World War, and thus the 

Holocaust, within a simplistic narrative which the reader ultimately expects to lead to 

“happily ever after”. There is, of course, no such neat narrative wrapping-up within 

history’s narrative. Even after the Second World War ends, Hitler dies, and the 

concentration camps are liberated, the victims of atrocity still have to wrestle with their 

trauma, perpetrators elude justice, underlying factors such as historical anti-Semitism 

persist on into the modern day, and new conflicts begin every day. Nazis have become 

shorthand for evil and are frequently employed as such in popular culture fiction, cinema, 

video games, and comics. The Indiana Jones films, for example, evoke the now classic 

atmosphere of Nazi occultism when a member of the United States government tells Jones 

that for ‘the last two years the Nazis have had teams of archaeologists running around the 

world looking for all kinds of religious artefacts. Hitler’s a nut on the subject, he’s crazy. 

                                                             
5 Roger Luckhurst, Zombies: A Cultural History (London: Reaktion, 2015) p. 116. 
6 Michael Butter, The Epitome of Evil: Hitler in American Fiction, 1939-2002 (New York: Palgrave, 
2009), p. 16. 



59 
 

He’s obsessed with the occult.’7 In fairness, Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) features the 

enigmatic archaeology foiling Nazis in 1936 to keep the Ark of the Covenant out of their 

hands, but it also alludes to the murky practices of the US government as they shutout the 

hero at the film’s conclusion telling him the Ark is no longer his concern and will instead by 

studied by anonymous ‘top men’.8 Doctor Jones’s next encounter with the Nazis, in The 

Last Crusade (1989), set in 1938 features Nazis who are even more archetypal in their 

pursuit of occult power (in this case the Holy Grail), they even have an Austrian castle as a 

base of operations. At the film’s climax, Indiana and his friends once more foil the Nazis 

and literally ride off into the sunset. Earlier in the film we see a book burning in Berlin, 

which even features a brief appearance of Hitler himself, but we are discouraged from 

dwelling too long on the implications of this scene, and certainly are not meant to consider 

what other crimes the Nazis are conducting in 1938, “The Fateful Year”, as the hero makes 

his triumphant exit.9 

 These problems are far more pronounced when the subject matter is the Holocaust 

specifically, rather than the more general threat of Nazism or the Second World War more 

broadly. It is likely for this reason that magic, or the supernatural, and the Holocaust are 

relatively infrequent partners within the sweep of Anglo-American non-mimetic fiction. 

There are, however, a few examples of text which employ these elements, with varying 

degrees of success, though they seem under studied by literary scholars even by the 

standards of other non-mimetic fictions. It is difficult to see a reason for this neglect, 

beyond the general neglect of the non-mimetic in talking about the Holocaust. It could be 

that the overtly fantastic nature of the novels in question is too alien to scholars who do 

not normally specialise in the non-mimetic, whereas the more traditional alternate history 

narratives whilst critically undernourished as a discipline are more accessible to critics with 

only a narrow familiarity of sf scholarship, for example. 

 Whatever the reason there is scant secondary criticism to draw upon when writing 

about fantasy and the Holocaust, despite a reasonable selection of texts. Jerry Yulsman’s 

Elleander Morning (1984) features a character who alters the course of history through 

                                                             
7 Raiders of the Lost Ark, dir. by Steven Spielberg (Paramount Pictures, 1981). 
8 Although the final shot depicting the Ark being deposited in a warehouse of identical looking pine 
boxes suggests that a tendency towards inefficient bureaucracy which somewhat tempers the 
audience’s distrust of the United States government if not Jones’s. 
9 ‘Nazi Germany and the Jews 1933-1939; 1938 – “The Fateful Year”’, Yad Vashem: The World 
Holocaust Remembrance Center, 
<http://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/holocaust/about/01/crucial_year.asp> [accessed 20 August 
2016]. 
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psychic will alone, time travelling into their own past to prevent the Second World War, 

however despite its purely fantastic grounding for time travel (rather than the quasi-

scientific trappings of Stephen Fry’s Making History, for example), the more significant 

aspect of its narrative is the alternate history and so I shall discuss it in greater length in 

chapter two alongside more similar texts. 

Similarly, Jane Yolen’s two Holocaust novels employ fantasy in vastly different 

manners. The Devil’s Arithmetic (1988), a highly successful young adult novel, adapted for 

screen in 1999, features a young protagonist who inexplicably time travels from her 

family’s Passover Seder in modern New York, to a Polish village in 1942 where she is 

absorbed into the life of Chaya, a girl who is caught up in the Holocaust. Despite the 

dislocation of the modern American teenager into the young Polish girl’s body, as the novel 

progresses the distinction between Hannah and Chaya becomes ever more diminished, 

until there is only the faintest trace of Hannah’s memories in Chaya’s mind. Ultimately 

Chaya is killed in the camp and Hannah is transported back to the present, with no time 

lost, but now fully imbued with an appreciation of the horrors her grandparents survived. 

Whilst the time travel is definitely fantastic in nature, it plays little role beyond providing 

the plot device to combine modern and Holocaust narratives. 

 The fantasy is even less prominent (to the point of absence) in Yolen’s other novel, 

Briar Rose (1992). The novel, ostensibly for adults but again popular with older teens, is not 

actually a non-mimetic Holocaust narrative at all, despite receiving a positive reception – 

including genre specific award recognition – from the sf community.10 Indeed, Gary K. 

Wolfe references its inclusion on the 1993 World Fantasy Award shortlist as evidence of 

fantasy as a genre beginning to evaporate into broader literature, he describes the novel as 

being ‘meticulous in its historical realism’.11 It is, however, an interesting example of a non-

mimetic narrative being employed to talk powerfully and poignantly about the Holocaust, 

atrocity, and personal trauma. The difference being that, unlike the other texts in this 

thesis, the non-mimesis is entirely intra-textual, that is: between fictional characters within 

the novel rather than directly between author and reader. The novel centres on a young 

journalist, Rebecca, and her relationship with her grandmother Gemma. When Gemma 

dies, Rebecca is drawn to the mystery of Gemma’s past and her journey to America, 

                                                             
10 Like The Devil’s Arithmetic, Briar Rose was nominated for a Nebula Award by the Science Fiction 
and Fantasy Writers of America. It was also nominated for, and won, the Mythopoeic Award for 
Adult Literature. 
11 Gary K. Wolfe, Evaporating Genres: Essays on Fantastic Literature (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 2011), p. 33. 
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particularly because of Gemma’s life-long repetition of an unusual and seemingly 

personally adapted version of the Briar Rose fairy tale. Through a journey to Poland and 

conversations with locals, who are often reluctant to talk to her, Rebecca learns that 

Gemma is a survivor of Chelmno extermination camp, and that the fairy tale maps over her 

life.12 Thus the fairy tale, rather than an instance of non-mimesis in the text, is revealed to 

be, as Vandana Saxena writes, ‘a medium to narrate events that defy the teller’s 

understanding and comprehension and hence the conventional modes of narration.’13 In 

other words, the non-mimetic narrative framework of the fairy tale is used to transmit the 

untransmittable traumatic rupture of the Holocaust from the grandmother to a future 

generation. 

 While both Yolen’s novels are remarkable instances of the Holocaust in fiction, the 

actual relevance of the non-mimetic elements of their fiction, whilst fascinating in different 

ways, is far less than some other fantasy texts.14 In addition to this, Yolen’s texts have 

already attracted significant critical attention, at least relative to other fantasy texts which 

engage with the Holocaust, and so in the interests of restraining the scope of this thesis. 15 

An alternative candidate could be a text such as Joseph Skibell’s A Blessing on the Moon 

(1997) which draws on Talmudic fables, Eastern European and Yiddish mythology, and 

fantasy to create a non-mimetic rendering of the author’s great-grandfather Chaim 

Skibelski, having him die in a mass grave but crawl out of it nonetheless to tell his story, 

accompanied by his also-dead rabbi who has taken the form of a talking crow. A 

fascinatingly surreal novel, which S. Lillian Kremer labels ‘a novel of magic realism’, I will 

                                                             
12 In reality there were no known female survivors of Chelmno which leads Wolfe to remark of the 
novel that ‘At its most fantasy, it’s a very minimalist alternate history’. Wolfe, Evaporating Genres, p. 
33. 
13 Vandana Saxena, ‘Mother Goose Tales: Integrational Storytelling and the Holocaust in Jane Yolen’s 
Briar Rose and Peter Rushforth’s Kindergarten’, in The Fantastic in Holocaust Literature and Film, ed. 
Judith B. Kerman and John Edgar Browning (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2015), pp. 122-136 (p. 123). 
14 It remains to be seen whether this will continue to be the case in Yolen’s forthcoming House of 
Candy which again returns to the Holocaust drawing on the tale of Hansel and Gretl as a non-
mimetic touchstone. 
15 For examples of the more extensive scholarship regarding Yolen’s novels see: Ellen R. Weil, 
Vandana Saxena, and Carol A. Senf’s chapters in The Fantastic in Holocaust Literature and Film, ed. 
by Kerman and Browning. It is significant that three of the four chapters in the part of this work 
dedicated to ‘The Holocaust and Fantasy Literature’ deal either heavily or exclusively with Yolen’s 
work. Amongst other sources see also: Elizabeth R. Baer, ‘A Postmodern Fairy Tale of the Holocaust: 
Jane Yolen’s “Briar Rose”’, Studies in American Jewish Literature (1981-), 24 (2003), pp. 145-152. 
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instead focus on two texts which, through their direct employment of magic and magicians, 

are far more traditionally fantastic novels.16 

The first of these two texts is the one that has the most surprising dearth of 

scholarly attention: Lisa Goldstein’s 1982 novel, The Red Magician, despite winning the 

National Book Award. The issue of genre-snobbery aside, the lack of attention the novel 

has received, at odds with its success, can perhaps be explained by its uneasy market and 

genre classifications the short novel has encountered: is it adult or children’s fiction?17 

Fantasy or magic realism? Farah Mendlesohn might consider it an ‘intrusion fantasy’, 

although it also has characteristics of a ‘liminal fantasy’.18 Regardless, what remains true is 

that the novel is a fascinating blending of the traumatic, the Holocaust, and the fantastic. 

 The novel is narrated from the point of view of a schoolgirl, Kicsi, in a Jewish-

Yiddish village in wartime Hungary. A girl who daydreams about exotic locations such as 

Paris, London, Arabia, etc... For this reason, she is drawn to a stranger who visits the village, 

a fellow Jew named Vörös. He is well-travelled and mysterious, fulfilling all the standard 

criteria required for a teenage crush. He also turns out to be a magician capable of, 

amongst other things, prophesising the future. Of course, the future he glimpses is one of 

darkness and destruction, an approaching all-consuming evil that will wipe the village off 

the face of the earth, but his warnings go largely unheeded by anyone except Kicsi. 

 Like the warnings of Moshe the Beadle in Elie Wiesel’s Night, or perhaps even more 

appropriately the anticipatory dream-vision of Mrs. Schächter, in that same book, Vörös’s 

warnings are not only ignored, they are denigrated, downgraded, and actively opposed.19 

The leader of this opposition is the village’s rabbi, himself a Kabbalistic mage of some 

power. Thus Vörös’s attempts to save the village are thwarted by the Rabbi’s attempts to 

not only preserve his power in the community, but also to isolate it from external change, 

even if that change presents itself as benevolent or a salvation. In this way the conflict 

                                                             
16 S. Lilian Kremer, ‘The Holocaust in English-Language Literatures’, in Literature of the Holocaust, ed. 
by Alan Rosen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 131-149 (p. 147). 
17 Now we might classify it as YA fiction, but no such marketing category existed in 1982. 
18 See: Farah Mendlesohn, Rhetorics of Fantasy (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2008) 
19 Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. by Marion Wiesel (London: Penguin, 2008). Moshe the Bard, as a 
foreigner is deported before the rest of young Elie’s village, survives a mass shooting in the forest 
and returns to warn the villagers but they ignore what they see as his attempts to extract pity or 
money from them, others think him simply mad (pp. 6-7); Mrs. Schächter sees fire and flame 
devouring her and fellow Jews as they are transported in cattle trucks, she loudly screams her 
visions, pointing towards Auschwitz, the other Jews in her cattle truck pity her and assume she has 
gone mad from the heat, dehydration, and stress of the situation (pp. 24-26). 
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between the magicians can be characterised as one of conflicting ideologies of youthful 

international dynamism versus older, more rural conservatism. 

 Judith Kerman, one of the few critics to give Goldstein’s novel any real attention, 

remarks that it ‘speaks directly to the ontological question of the Holocaust, which is real 

and what is fantasy, in several places’. ‘But’, she continues, ‘in spite of evidently higher 

ambitions, The Red Magician fails to rise above genre fiction.’20 The notion of rising above 

genre fiction is an interesting one, suggesting a higher plane of literary worth, yet Kerman 

is no literature snob seeking to put non-mimetic fiction in its place, instead she sees in 

Goldstein’s novel a relatively shallow fiction lacking in the depth of character or story to 

convey the intended Holocaust narrative: 

The reader consensus on which the high fantasy genre depends, in fact, is precisely 

that its devices are not real; but the reader of The Red Magician viscerally 

understands the urgency of the historic context and the actual mystery of the 

historic evil. This historic reality flattens out any inherent moral resonance the 

genre devices might have still carried, demanding that the author penetrate the 

genre to its deeper meanings, not only in occasional statements but in every detail 

and movement of the story. Unfortunately, by this standard The Red Magician fails. 

Although its characters ask some of the central ontological and moral questions, 

the structure and texture of the story itself do not.21 

Kermen argues then not that fantasy is inappropriate or incapable of discussing the 

Holocaust, but rather that the ‘historic reality’ renders standard fantasy tropes as flat and 

that deeper, more penetrating, devices are required to produce a successful narrative. This 

may go some way to explaining the scarcity of more traditional fantasies amidst non-

mimetic Holocaust narratives (versus, for example, the alternate histories in see chapters 

two and three). Ellen R. Weil, on the other hand, points out that the fantasy elements of 

The Red Magician are ‘not only rooted in Jewish mystical tradition, but are carefully 

confined to events before and after the protagonist’s internment in a concentration camp, 

which is described in a single realistic chapter in the center of the narrative.’22 This framing 

                                                             
20 Judith B. Kerman, ‘Uses of the Fantastic in Literature of the Holocaust’, in The Fantastic in 
Holocaust Literature and Film, ed. by Judith B. Kerman and John Edgar Browning (Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland, 2015), pp. 13-24 (p. 17). 
21 Kerman, ‘Uses of the Fantastic in Literature of the Holocaust’, p. 18. 
22 Ellen R. Weil, ‘The Door to Lilith’s Cave: Memory and Imagination in Jane Yolen’s Holocaust 
Novels’, in The Fantastic in Holocaust Literature and Film, ed. by Judith B. Kerman and John Edgar 
Browning (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2015), pp. 111-121 (p. 115). 
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of the mimetic section of the novel, describing the emptying of the village into cattle cars 

and the internment of Kicsi and the others at an unnamed camp, gives the novel a central 

realism which deliberately undermines the fantastical magic of the magician and the rabbi. 

The magician tries to build a golem to defend the village but is prevented from doing so by 

the rabbi who destroys it, yet even if the magician had succeeded the more mimetic 

chapter of the novel suggests it would not have been enough to save the villagers. Unable 

to keep everyone safe, Vörös instead gifts Kicsi with a necklace to help protect her and 

keep her safe but when she arrives at the camp it is taken from her. 

Slowly Kicsi opened her hand and showed the woman the star. The silver glistened 

in the dim light. […] The woman put her hand on the star and turned to go. The star 

did not move. […] The woman tried once more to take the necklace. “Have you got 

it glued to your hand, then?” she said. Her eyes narrowed. She pulled harder. A 

drop of red blood appeared at one of the points of the star and clouded the silver. 

Kicsi cried out in pain. The star began to come loose, leaving deep welts where it 

had been. Blood welled up from the scars.23 

Ultimately the necklace does help to save Kicsi’s life but only because Vörös, helping in the 

camp infirmary after it is liberated, happens to see the scar on her hand and realises the 

young woman who is not expected to last the night is his friend. The magician takes her out 

of the infirmary to the barracks and manages to save her life. That Kicsi survives, and that 

several other patients make quicker than expected recoveries, causes Vörös to be labelled 

a miracle worker by the Red Cross nurses, yet there is no evidence that he does any magic, 

only caring for them in the mundane fashion and feeding them aspirin. It would require a 

very generous reading to suggest that the charm of protection had done its job for Kicsi, in 

fact the magician’s magic, though presented as preferable to the rabbi’s by the narrative, 

was equally as unable to save those whom he cares about. 

 The preservation of the concentration camp as a space devoid of magic adds to the 

power of the sections set in this hellish locale. Robbed both of the childhood innocence 

Kicsi had before she knew magic, and of the wider fantasy world Vörös has presented to 

her, the girl is exposed to a traumatic reality more difficult to comprehend than any fantasy 

magic. As is common in Holocaust literature of all varieties, a crucial exchange between 

                                                             
23 Lisa Goldstein, The Red Magician (New York: Orb, 1995), pp. 102-103. 
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two fellow internees, when Kicsi is at her lowest point in the camp, revolves around 

survival, remembrance, and futility: 

“If you hate people so much why don’t you just kill yourself? Make it easier for 

them?” 

 “Why?” The gray-haired woman grinned triumphantly. “To spite them, 

that’s why. Every day I stay alive is a victory. I don’t worry about tomorrow.” 

 “I try to stay alive because – well, so I can tell someone.” Said Rachel. “To 

be a witness.” 

“Fool!” the other woman said again. “Who will you tell? You’ll never get 

out of here. And even if you do, no one would believe you. Hell, I wouldn’t believe 

it myself if anyone told me.”24 

Just as the Holocaust experience is a lacuna or traumatic gap in the reality of victims’ lives, 

incommunicable and unbelievable, so too does Goldstein present it as a gap in the magic of 

the novel, thus the fantasy deepens the contrast between the everyday pre-Holocaust and 

the Holocaust scenes themselves. This turn to mimesis, a temporary severance with the 

non-mimetic, is perhaps reflective of the personal nature of the story for Goldstein: both of 

her parents were European Jews held in concentration camps, her mother was Hungarian 

and provided the basis for much of the novel.25  

 Goldstein’s novel is also impressive in the manner in which it communicates the 

traumatic influence of the Holocaust through Kicsi after she is reunited with Vörös. What 

follows in the novel’s second half is an extended meditation on guilt, the experience of the 

survivor in the face of trauma, and the weight of history. 

 The Kicsi whom Vörös nurses back to health in the camp infirmary is a shadow of 

her former self. Even when she is briefly reunited with her sister who she had considered 

dead, she spends most of her time in a catatonic state, giving blunt, monosyllabic replies to 

the magician’s efforts to bring her out of herself. She feels that should not have survived 

when others died and eventually admits to Vörös ‘All I want to do is die. That’s all.’26 The 

                                                             
24 Ibid., p. 110. 
25 Earl Ingersoll and Nancy Kress, ‘Seeing the Magic in Everyday Life: A Conversation with Lisa 
Goldstein’, SFRA Newsletter, 184 (1991) pp. 7-19 (p. 8). 
26 The Red Magician, p. 156. 
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section can be summed up in an exchange between Vörös and Kicsi in which they each lay 

out their viewpoints on how to exist in a post-Holocaust world: 

“I mean that the past is over, and to sit and talk about what might have happened 

is useless. Less than useless. A man is dead because of what I did – I must accept 

that and go on.” 

“No,” said Kicsi. “I don’t think I’ll ever accept Ali’s death. Ali’s and all the 

rest of them. Why am I alive when they are dead? I’m not worthy. I’m not as good 

as Ali was, or my mother, or – or anyone that died.”27 

In his attempts to draw her out of herself Vörös mistakes the new Kicsi for the old one, he 

shows her illusions that make it feel like she is traversing time and space, seeking to appeal 

to the young girl who wanted to escape her village. None of these sights of distant marvels, 

nor glimpses of something greater (he shows her an angel with a flaming sword guarding 

the Garden of Eden), appeal to her because she is no longer the same girl who had such 

dreams, she has not only been stripped of her naivety but also of her aspirations. 

Nonetheless, the things which Vörös show her have an effect on the narrative, if not on the 

protagonist. One of the things Vörös begins to show Kicsi, before changing his mind, is 

Egypt at the time of the Jew’s enslavement there. They briefly watch the Great Pyramid 

being built before Vörös remarks ‘I don’t think we should be showing her this. It reminds 

her too much of what she has been through.’28 In saying as much, Vörös is comparing the 

narrative of the Jewish people’s historic suffering with the Holocaust experience, thus 

relativising the latter as just the latest in a chronology of generational suffering. 

 This motif is returned to with relation to another character struggling with survivor 

guilt: the rabbi. The last act of the novel revolves around the final showdown between the 

magician and the rabbi. By this point any possible analogy of either character representing 

either dynamism or conservatism has collapsed in on itself, the simple metaphors of the 

first half of the novel, pre-Holocaust, have no handhold in the world of the survivor. Initially 

the rabbi blames everything that has happened on Vörös but as their duel develops he 

comes, no more accurately, to blame himself. He confesses that he too ‘saw the flames and 

the furnaces’ but says ‘I did not believe.’29 Once again the Holocaust is seen as something 

harder to believe in than magic. It is Kicsi who talks him into beginning to forgive himself, 

                                                             
27 Ibid., p. 151. 
28 Ibid., p. 131. 
29 Ibid., p. 176. 
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and in doing so finally internalises Vörös’s attempts to help her overcome her guilt. Before 

this moment, however, Vörös and the rabbi are forced to work together to battle against 

the spirits of long-dead Jews which the rabbi had bound to him as a weapon to use against 

the magician but which are now beyond his control. The spirits are a straightforward 

metaphor for the dangers of seeking vengeance, they are a literal realisation of the toxicity 

of the rabbi’s approach to his grief which has turned around to destroy him in turn. 

However, like the vision of the Pyramid, they are also a connection between the Holocaust 

and atrocities and hardships in the Jewish past. As the rabbi tells Vörös: ‘These are the 

unavenged dead […] They have been killed in wars or in pogroms. Some have been killed so 

long ago that only they remember the name of their oppressor.’30 

 Vörös seeks to bargain with one of the dead who tells him that he was killed in a 

fire over a hundred years ago: 

They came in the night, on horseback, setting fire to our horses, stealing our cattle. 

I was powerless against them. All my life I have felt powerless, and never so much 

so as at the moment of my death.31 

Despite the gap of centuries, fire and powerlessness invoke the experience of the 

Holocaust victim and it is only Kicsi the Holocaust survivor coming to his aid that saves 

Vörös’s life, but not before she mentally replays a version of the argument about why to 

survive the camps. Ultimately she rediscovers the will to live, if not necessarily the reason. 

By invoking the victims of pogroms past Goldstein’s novel explicitly places the Holocaust in 

a relativistic position as the latest atrocity committed against the Jewish people (the 

deadliest atrocity, but an example of a pre-existing phenomenon nonetheless, undermining 

arguments about its uniqueness and its inexplicability). The manner in which this is done is 

so powerful and effective precisely because of the non-mimetic techniques used: the 

summoning of ghosts to speak about the terrors of the past and invoke them in the 

present. Similarly, the crucial role of a Holocaust survivor in overcoming these ghosts of the 

past speaks to the notes of hope which Vörös attempts to imbue in Kicsi, that the world will 

recover and the Jews will find new homes: 

“But the wounds will heal, Kicsi. See, the land revives. And the people – already the 

people are finding new ways of life, leaning to live again.” She saw a tracery of 

green spread across the land, a slow stain of healing. People greeted relatives 

                                                             
30 Ibid., p. 166. 
31 Ibid., p. 167. 
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thought to be dead, rejoiced, moved in a great stream away from the burned lands, 

out toward the new lands of Palestine or America. “That is how it has always been. 

And underneath it […] is a kind of joy. The joy of life.”32 

Survivor guilt and an absence of reason to go on living are the real antagonists of The Red 

Magician, the Nazis are largely faceless figures in the background, oppressive and terrible 

but without character or focus, whilst the rabbi is shown to be a tortured figure with a 

much more complex morality than his status as Vörös’s counterpoint might suggest. As 

such Kicsi’s triumph, even over the supernatural spirits, is dissimilar from traditional magic 

fantasy novels, and whilst she gets a happy ending of sorts – sailing for a new life in 

America with her sister – it is tinged with sadness because Vörös insists he is unable to 

accompany her. 

 In presenting such an ending, Goldstein sidesteps a significant problem in 

combining fantasy and the Holocaust: the narrative drive of fantasy, particularly that with a 

Young Adult slant, towards a happy ending. To impose a truly happy ending on the novel 

would jar with the suffering which Kicsi has endured and undermine the power of the 

novel’s Holocaust sections. In The Red Magicians magic is used to offer perspective on the 

Holocaust, but not to assuage it. The fantasy is used to examine questions of survival and 

adaptation in a post-Holocaust environment, condensing philosophical and ethical 

complexities down into a narrower timeframe in a manner which feels neither rushed nor 

arbitrary. The second novel I would like to examine at some length here also uses its non-

mimetic fantasy to offer new perspectives, though overall its use of magic is less successful 

and more problematic with regards the Holocaust content of the novel. 

The Magicians of Night (1992) by Barbara Haley uses fantasy to offer a particularly 

unique take on the Nazi programme. The sequel to a fairly typical secondary world 

immersive fantasy, The Rainbow Abyss (1991), Magicians of Night offers resolution of a 

prominent plot point but in a most unexpected manner. In The Rainbow Abyss, the wizard 

Jaldis had ‘opened a Dark Well and through it […] seen into the Void which lies between all 

the infinite number of universes of which the Cosmos is made! And in that Void […] [he] 

heard a voice crying out of a world where magic had once existed, but now exists no 

more.’33 At the end of the novel, Jaldis and his apprentice Rhion embark through a portal to 

the magicless world, though Jaldis dies in the attempt. The Magicians of Night begins 

                                                             
32 Ibid., pp. 127-128. 
33 Barbara Hambly, The Rainbow Abyss (New York: Del Rey, 1991), p. 4. 
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almost exactly where its predecessor lets off, but without his master Rhion is trapped on 

the strange magic-less world, inverting the standard portal fantasy narrative. He awakes in 

the care of strange men, the magicians of the alien planet. Unfortunately, it soon becomes 

clear to the reader, if not to Rhion, that the strange world is Earth, and the magicians are 

Nazi occultists. Thus the series title, “Sun-Cross”, takes on a new sinisterism, as Rhion 

describes the emblem of these strange magicians it is quickly apparent to the reader what 

he is looking at: 

the sun-cross wrought huge in black upon a white circle against a ground of bloody 

red. 

The sun-cross, Rhion noticed for the first time, was reversed, so that it 

turned not toward light, but toward darkness. 34 

Under their leader von Rath, these Nazi magicians, the ‘Occult Bureau of the Ancestral 

Heritage Division of the Protection Squad’, seek to harness magic in order to win the war.35 

Von Rath explains the standing of the occult within the Reich: 

Germany is the only realm now whose rulers believe in magic, who will support 

wizards and them give them aid and help. And now her enemies have declared war 

on her and are massing on our borders, ready to attack as soon as the weather 

dries. It is essential that we recover magic, learn what became of it and how we can 

bring it back. For, if they conquer, even what belief still exists will perish and there 

will be nothing left – only those mechanistic bureaucracies, those believers in 

nothing, who seek to destroy what they cannot understand.36 

The magicians are not all German but they are all sponsored by the SS and subscribe in 

varying degrees to the Nazi occultism characterised by a sense of Aryan supremacy, and an 

anti-modernist, theosophic obsession with symbols and mythology which is preserved in 

contemporary popular culture. ‘Magic’ one of them argues, ‘is a quality of the vril, the 

mystical power inherited by the Aryan Race from the men of Atlantis whom Manu, the last 

[of] the Atlantean Superman, led across Europe to the secret fastnesses of Thibet.’37 

                                                             
34 Barbara Hambly, The Magicians of Night (New York: Del Rey, 1992), p. 7. 
35 Ibid., pp. 7-8. 
36 Ibid., pp. 12-13. 
37 The Magicians of Night, p. 48. Emphasis in original. ‘Vril’ is a reference to an alleged secret society 
which actually finds its roots in the 1871 novel The Coming Race by English novelist Edward Bulwer-
Lytton, though some pseudoscientists considered to be revealing of some deeper spiritual truth. 
Also worth noting here is that Himmler did actually sanction at least one expedition to Tibet in 1938. 
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Von Rath thus appeals to Rhion as an ally, a fellow magician, for aid in 

reinvigorating and harnessing magic. Rhion naturally sees something of himself in fellow 

practitioners of magic, empathising with their struggle, as it is presented to him. He shivers 

at the thought of ‘what it must have been to be born with the power of wizardry – as he 

had been born – in a world where magic no longer existed – where such power, such 

longing, such dreams, could never be consummated and could never be anything but the 

slow oncoming of madness.’38 Nonetheless, it soon becomes evident to Rhion that 

something is not right with his hosts. He is prevented from exploring by armed guards, and 

though it is explained that this is for his own protection the experience startles him. More 

significantly however he comes to realise that he is being presented with a false image of 

the Reich’s benevolence, that the SS is not the generous supporter of magic that it is 

presented to be. There are continuous moments of ominous doubt, such as when 

examining a gemstone which forms part of a failed attempt to create a talisman of power, 

Rhion wonders ‘where the Occult Bureau got the gems it sent them.’39 He comes to realise 

that the Dark Well that transported him to Earth is still intact and that whilst unconscious 

he was moved to a different building in order to persuade him that his only method of 

returning home was lost to him unless he could coax actual magic out of Von Rath and his 

men. There is magic in the world but, Rhion determines, ‘the power levels […] had sunk, as 

water sinks back into the earth in drought, but it was still there’.40 

The Nazis come to realise that they can access limited but fleeting quantities of 

power through human sacrifice, turning their attention to the concentration camp to which 

their unit is ostensibly attached. Rhion of course objects, he has humanitarian fears which 

he has already learnt not to voice, but he also warns them of the instability and 

unpredictability of that particular brand of magic. Von Rath and his men are however not 

to be deterred and their willingness to engage in human sacrifice is only the most extreme 

example of how their ideologies differ from the magicians of Rhion’s home, alongside other 

elements which vary from repulsive to cringe-worthy, a dismissive attitude that ‘Woman 

have no place in magic’ being an example of the latter.41  

 Ultimately Rhion intuits that his best hopes for escape, and indeed survival, are 

not with the Nazi magicians but with the Jews and Allied forces he has been told to distrust. 

                                                             
38 The Magicians of Night, p. 11. 
39 Ibid., p. 66. 
40 Ibid., p. 58. 
41 Ibid., p. 68. 
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Karen Hellekson points out that across the two Sun-Cross novels Hambly’s overarching 

theme is that in any world, magical or otherwise, there are those who wish to control 

others and cast them as less-than-human and without rights. She writes that ‘Wizards and 

Jews have much in common: both are killed with impunity in their world; neither are 

considered human; neither have rights. It’s no coincidence that Rhion is thought to be a 

Jew while in Germany.’42 Hellekson’s reading is certainly supported by the text, and we can 

readily compare the violence treated on magician characters in The Rainbow Abyss (such as 

Jaldis himself who has had his throat cut to remove his voice and so has to carry a box of 

magic flutes which speak for him), with the glimpse of the treatment of Jews which Rhion 

encounters. For example, Rhion breaks his eyeglasses and is offered a selection of others 

until a prescription pair can be manufactured for him: 

Rhion put his hand into the box and nearly threw up with shock. 

The psychic impact was as if he’d unsuspectingly plunged his arm into acid. 

[…] Hands shaking, sweat standing cold on his face, Rhion looked back at the box. 

For a moment it seemed to him that those flat, folded shapes of metal and glass 

were the skeletons of men, stacked like cordwood for burning, sunken eyes sealed 

shit and mouths opened in a congealed scream of uncomprehending despair.43 

This is clear Holocaust imagery, from the stacked masses of emaciated corpses, to the 

image of them burning like firewood. That Rhion alone feels the psychic connection 

enforces the idea of an affinity between him and the victims whose glasses these once 

were. This is emphasised when Rhion is told that a pair he chooses make him ‘look like a 

damn rabbi’.44 

The image of victims in the camps as wood for burning repeats in the novel. After 

Rhion uses magic to look into Kegenwald, the nearby camp, he sees the uncovered corpse 

of a woman beaten and tortured before being killed as part of the SS magician’s 

experiments. The image haunts him long after the vision ends, ‘the mutilated body of the 

woman, like some twisted shape of driftwood’.45 There is an extent to which the use of 

concentration camps in this way is problematic. By having the SS magicians employ the 

camps to generate magic via human sacrifice the Hambly is ascribing meaning to a 
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slaughter we would otherwise consider meaningless. It is of course a fictional meaning, no 

more valid than the self-justifications of the Nazis regarding security or racial purity, but 

given the discourse of unknowable evil surrounding the Holocaust there is a danger of Von 

Rath and his men becoming a new face for the genocide which distracts from the historical 

event rather than offering a new perspective to it in the manner of other non-mimetic 

fictions. Hambly neatly sidesteps this by highlighting the ignorance and incompetence of 

the magicians, most of whom are charlatans who would have no actual magical talent even 

if they were on a world with magic. Any power they come to is accidental, misunderstood, 

and the slaughter in the camps predates their realisation that death can be harnessed in 

this way. The SS magicians’ preferred choice of victim being those Jews, gypsies, or 

Germans who defy them, who have some magical ability of their own (crystal ball fortune 

tellers, psychics, etc.) edges the narrative still further, albeit only slightly, from the standard 

Holocaust narrative. 

 Nonetheless Hambly’s novel clearly exploits the trope of the Nazi as techno-pagan, 

a villain from a morally simplistic pulpish mould. Von Rath is typically devoid of moral 

compass, though at times he seems concerned for Rhion’s well-being, as the novel 

progresses it becomes clear he only sees him as another tool to personal gain. When 

questioned about his use of human sacrifice for raising magical power, von Rath points out 

that ‘they were not true human beings. The women were gypsies, the boy a Jew.’46 Though 

it is doubtful that von Rath would have many compunctions against using ‘true human 

beings’ either if it was the necessary means to his ends. As he comes closer to achieving his 

aims, von Rath’s true nature is revealed. During one encounter with Rhion near the middle 

of the novel the wizard looks into the SS officer’s face and sees ‘nothing human in von 

Rath’s eyes’, a choice of language which presents the Other as evil, echoing the Nazi’s own 

dehumanising language.47 Similarly, by the novel’s end, in the final explosive conflict 

between Rhion and a now magically empowered von Rath the latter is described as ‘Lucifer 

ascendant in fire and shadow and rage.’48 

 Derek J. Thiess writes that popular culture transmits historical myths, such as that 

of the techno-pagan Nazi, without thought or recourse to its accuracy. However, he goes 

on to point out that ‘the sf alternate history’, which Magicians of Night can be considered 

to be (although I feel secret historical fantasy would be a more accurate a label), ‘also seeks 
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to innovate upon that image and to problematize it. In contrast to the revisionist narrative 

of Nazi history, even as it is found in popular forms, the sf alternate history […] trends 

“toward the unknown”.’49 Hambly’s novel problematises the image of the techno-pagan 

less than the true alternate history novels Thiess cites (he specifically references Fatherland 

and The Man in the High Castle, see chapter three), indeed one of von Rath’s acolytes 

expresses disgust for the ‘Jewish-Christian Church’. When Rhion points out that ‘Christians 

spent the last ten centuries killing the Jews’, the acolyte dismisses his argument declaring 

that ‘They all come from the same source. […] They hate and supress m-magic, the same 

way they’ve tried to suppress the pure Aryan Race, whose birthright true magic is.’50 Both 

by employing the techno-pagan mythos, and through evocative comparisons such as those 

between von Rath and Lucifer, Hambly reinforces the position of the SS magicians as being 

at the extreme end of a morality spectrum, simplifying the moral picture and thus reducing 

von Rath to a “Dark Lord” fantasy trope. 

 Within the context of this thesis however, more worrying are the specifics of the 

novel’s finale. Von Rath is defeated in a mystic duel resulting in a suitably gruesome 

demise, wreathed in a magical fire as Rhion turns his power back upon him, he screams 

‘like twenty men screaming, a hundred – dunked into acid, eaten by rats, rolled in fire that 

wouldn’t die. […] von Rath screaming, screaming like the damned in their long plunge to 

hell.’51 The screaming and melting is reminiscent of the fate of the Nazis who gaze into the 

Ark of the Covenant in Raiders of the Lost Ark, one of the films Thiess highlights as doing 

the most to propagate the techno-pagan mythos. For the reader this hideous killing is a 

cathartic irony, that a torturer who inflicted such pain and suffering on those he sacrificed 

for magical gains should have such pain inflicted upon him by the source of that magic 

seems fitting. This however plays into narratalogical fantasies of justice, common to fantasy 

but often absent in history. An even greater problem is encountered however in the way 

Hambly wraps-up the Holocaust elements of her novel. 

 In Rhion’s efforts to get home he recruits a secretly Jewish tavern-maid, together 

they break her father, Leibnitz, something of a magician himself, out of the local 

concentration camp. He is being held as part of von Rath’s efforts to gather all of the 

‘specially designated’ inferior humans with magical potential that he can, in order to 
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sacrifice them to gain power. In turning von Rath’s power back on itself Rhion inadvertently 

causes a surge in magical power on Earth temporarily activating those with magical 

potential all over the world, isolated cases of magic being performed, from Siberia to Haiti, 

are reported through an intelligence briefing in the novel’s final pages.52 Another of these 

instances of magical prowess is featured in the report:  

The reports spoke of a massive series of escapes from concentration camps and 

labor camps throughout Germany: during an outbreak of inexplicable fires at 

Dachau […] kept the guards too busy to notice the departure of eighty-seven Jews 

led by three of von Rath’s “specially designated” Kabbalists; unexplained quarrels 

amongst the guards at Buchenwald that amounted to a campwide riot during 

which fifty-four Polish, Jewish, and gypsy children vanished from the camp along 

with a “specially designated” gypsy witch; the execution of three guards at Gross 

Rosen for neglect of duty in allowing twelve Jewish and Polish occultists apparently 

to cut the wires literally under their noses and walk out; and others; many others53 

Whilst satisfying on the level of fantasy, imposing a happy ending of this nature upon the 

Holocaust is seriously problematic, and made more so by the references to real camps such 

as Dachau and Buchenwald rather than fictitious camps such as Kegenwald which feature 

more prominently in the novel. Such moments diminish the horrifying reality of the 

Holocaust, sacrificed in pursuit of a more satisfyingly upbeat ending one must imagine, 

recalling the ‘sweetening or sugar-coating’ of the Holocaust which Gary Weissman 

identifies in some post-war efforts to experience or understand the genocide.54 The 

reported escape of the anonymous captives is damaging to the novel’s representation of 

the Holocaust in a manner not applicable to the happy ending of Rhion arriving home, or 

Leibnitz and his daughter being admitted to the United Kingdom as refugees, because 

whilst those represent the closure of character arcs, the escapes are an otherwise 

superfluous aside which serves no narrative function other than to make a happier ending 

for the novel. 

 Hambly herself expresses an awareness of this danger in the author’s note which 

functions as an afterword to the novel: 
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What I did want to do was to do justice to those topics [the Holocaust, the SS, 

occultism, [etc. …] where they touched upon my own piece of magical fantasy, 

without being led too far astray. This I hope I have accomplished – I certainly did 

the best I could. […] To those who lost family and loved ones in the disasters of 

those years, who might feel that I have trivialized of their deaths by turning the 

whole thing into background for what is, basically, entertainment, I apologize 

sincerely. I lost no one – my mother’s family left Poland years before, and it could 

be justly argued that I operate from a position of ignorance.  

My intention is, as it has always been, strictly to entertain – but in doing so, 

at least I have tried not to gloss over facts, or do violence to the truth as I could 

learn it. I hope that I have succeeded on both counts.55 

This afterword is telling in its anxiety regarding the novel’s content. With its apologies and 

hopes for an understanding of intent, it shows similarities to author notes in other 

Holocaust fictions (mimetic or otherwise), rather than those of conventional fantasies. The 

acknowledgement, ‘I lost no one’, that she has no personal connection to the Holocaust, 

contrasts with the concentration camp experience of Lisa Goldstein’s parents just as the 

presence of magic in the camp is a contrast between their two novels. As a Second World 

War magical fantasy or occult thriller, along the lines of Dennis Wheatley’s They Used Dark 

Forces (1964) or Katherine Kurtz’s Lammas Night (1983), The Magicians of Night would be 

a fairly typical but enjoyable adventure. However, by explicitly connecting the narrative to 

that of the Holocaust it centres itself within a different critical sphere, one more honest 

about the implications of Nazi rule, but also one less forgiving of artistic license. 

 However, whilst the ending of the novel is certainly problematic, The Magicians of 

Night has a more nuanced relationship with the Holocaust throughout the rest of the 

novel. The aforementioned horror and disgust that Rhion experiences in his encounters 

with evidence of the atrocity, which at the time the novel is set would only have been in its 

earliest, relatively less deadly, stages, underline the fundamental inhumanity of the 

Holocaust. Rhion, a trusting human from another world, devoid of cultural context, takes 

the SS magicians at face value but is quick to recognise their immoral actions for what they 

are and to distance himself from them. That he considers himself a coward for not being 

able to stand up to von Rath, internally berating himself at numerous moments in the 

novel, casts Rhion as a flawed but human hero, a counterpoint to the Secret Service officer 
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who provides them with aid and a means of escape in the novel’s second half (an American 

volunteer, of course). Similarly, as the happy ending insists that Rhion makes it back to his 

home world, it is not a heroic exit riding into the sunset, or a recue from a ‘fiery chariot’ as 

one character imagines, but rather he has simply disappeared from the ritual stone, leaving 

the grass around the stone and its gentle layer of frost undisturbed.56 Finally, the 

realisation of the reader, if not any of the characters in the novel, that the SS magicians 

would have not amounted to anything, never have seized any real power had it not been 

for the teachings and devices constructed by Rhion.  

Whilst the likes of von Rath as a truly evil fantasy villain ensnare the novel in a 

pattern which seemingly demands a happy ending, it also has the effect of relativizing the 

Holocaust’s own evil. When Rhion rescues Leibnitz he hides the elderly Jew in a barn used 

by one of the SS magicians for furtive secret rituals away from von Rath. Leibnitz comments 

that ‘that place makes me want to wash more than nine months in the pigsty of their 

camp.’57 Yet just a few lines later he also credits Rhion with delivering him ‘from hell’.58 The 

juxtaposition of comments such as these imply that the black magics being performed are 

more evil, more hellish, than even the concentration camps being used at that time. Such a 

comparison draws the Holocaust backwards from being the very epitome of evil by placing 

something even worse at the furthest end of the moral spectrum, albeit something still 

aligned to the SS, Hitler and the Nazi Reich. 

Overall, Hambly’s novel is less successful than Goldstein’s The Red Magician in its 

intertwining of magical fantasy and the Holocaust. A significant factor in this is The 

Magicians of Night taking magic within the confines of the concentration camp in a 

significant manner, something which The Red Magician at most alludes to but largely 

avoids. There is perhaps actually more magic in Goldstein’s novel than in Hambly’s, which 

contains a lot of talking about magic, but it is the context of the magic juxtaposed with the 

Holocaust narrative which are Hambly’s biggest failings. There is insufficient space available 

at this juncture to properly initiate a discussion of magic and the Holocaust in order to 

determine if attempts to take magic within the confines of a camp are always doomed to 

fail, or if it is Hambly’s execution of the fantasy in this instance which is problematic. 

Certainly, both novels discussed here demonstrate that magic and the Holocaust need not 
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be mutually exclusive in the narrative as a whole, and indeed can successfully engage 

commentary with the trauma through their non-mimetic devices. 

 

1.2 Anne Frank in Non-Mimetic Fiction 

Another narrative theme with scope for discussion in greater depth is non-mimetic fiction 

about Anne Frank. She is the single person most synonymous with the Holocaust in 

Western (and possibly global) imagination, and certainly the most synonymous Jew. From a 

single diary, published by her father after she and her sister died in Bergen-Belsen, she has 

become a figure of popular consciousness that has been represented in every medium of 

art from theatre and film to graphic novels and manga. In June 1989, to coincide with what 

would have been her sixtieth birthday, the then Mayor of New York Edward “Ed” Koch, 

officially declared the week beginning 12th June as Anne Frank Week.59 Naomi Alderman 

compares her to Richieu, Art Spiegelman’s older brother who died during the Holocaust 

before Art was born, his absence in the present-day sections of Maus actually a haunting 

(and on some level taunting) presence, a spectre of childhood potential that Art has always 

felt himself measured against and necessarily fallen short of. So too, Alderman writes of 

Anne Frank: 

She, with the translucent ghosts of her unwritten books on the shelf, will always be 

a better writer than us, with our tawdry, mundane, completed works, each one a 

small failure. She, with all the suffering, will always deserve success six million 

times more than us — we have survivor guilt for managing to do what she could 

not. She, with her purity, her innocence, will always be there to say, in the back of 

our minds: “how can you write that? I would have written it different, better. My 

books should take the place of yours.” Yes, if we’re going to be Jewish writers, 

we’re going to have to talk about Anne Frank.60 

A single figure who looms so large over contemporary Jewish writing, and who is like 

Richieu a blank-slate of sorts. Yet Frank is also a paradoxical figure, writing about the 

Holocaust without writing about it. Hidden with her family, Frank has moments where she 
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imagines a future for herself. The Anne Frank of the diaries had not yet experienced the 

worst that the Holocaust could provide. As Lawrence Langer writes: 

She is in no way to blame for not knowing about what she could not have known 

about. But readers are much to blame for accepting and promoting the idea that 

her Diary is a major Holocaust text and has anything of great consequence to tell us 

about the atrocities that culminated in the murder of European Jewry.61 

Perhaps the absence of the Holocaust’s most extreme realities, and yet the knowledge that 

they exist beyond the pages, in Frank’s future, explain enduring popularity of the Diary. 

Regardless, Anne Frank is now well and truly a figure of collective cultural memory and 

imagination. With so much untapped potential, it is hardly surprising that non-mimetic 

material has also been produced, to imagine a potential future for the young girl. 

Perhaps the most famous example would be the non-mimetic fantasies within the 

otherwise mimetic Ghost Writer (1979) by Philip Roth in which the protagonist Nathan 

Zuckerman becomes obsessed with a fantasy that the young woman he’s met, Amy 

Bellette, is in fact a mature Anne Frank. Zuckerman imagines marrying Anne and thus 

putting his Jewishness beyond doubt, it having been called into question by the publication 

of a story which seemed to confirm certain racial stereotypes and, despite its success, had 

drawn the ire of his family and the influential community rabbi. Frank is thus presented as a 

redeeming force and a paragon of Jewishness, as Zuckerman imagines: 

Oh, marry me, Anne Frank, exonerate me before my outraged elders of this idiotic 

indictment! Heedless of Jewish feeling? Indifferent to Jewish survival? Brutish 

about their well-being? Who dares to accuse of such unthinking crimes the 

husband of Anne Frank!62 

Elsewhere, Zuckerman supposes that Anne Frank might be ‘some impassioned little sister 

of Kafka’s, his lost little daughter’, in saying so he is blurring the lines between literary 

criticism as fantasy, imagining a scenario whereby this might be true. Invoking Kafka is not 

only the invocation of another titan of twentieth-century Jewish literature (the novel also 

features appearances from several fictitious authors who Zuckerman regards with almost 
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equal awe), but also a titan of the non-mimetic form.63 In Ghost Writer Roth is clearly 

toying with the non-mimetic whilst not completely committing to the mode. Yet, his 

deliberate gestures in that direction are visible in Amy/Anne’s first appearance in the text: 

immediately after the resident author, Lonoff, insists ‘I’ve been writing fantasy for thirteen 

years’.64 

 Another example, more overtly non-mimetic in its narrative, is Shalom Auslander’s 

Hope: A Tragedy (2012) which imagines the protagonist, Solomon Kugel, relocating his 

young family out of New York to the rural location of Stockton. The Holocaust is a constant 

presence in the novel, and Kugel’s mother is a caricature of the second-generation 

American Jewish relationship with the Holocaust: she respects it, is in awe of it, and on one 

level feels robbed of the formative experience of being a part of it. In one of the more 

dramatic instances of this, George Steiner described himself as ‘maimed for not having 

been at the roll call.’65 Kugel himself is a mess of indecision, paranoia, morbidity, and the 

perfect embodiment of someone surrounded by the ‘cloud of neurosis’ which Henri 

Raczymow called post-Holocaust Jews’ ‘only legacy’.66 The true shock of the novel, 

however, and its break from mimesis, comes when the family find Anne Frank still alive in 

their new farmhouse attic. However, gone is Anne Frank the hopeful youth snuffed out at 

the very moment of her blossoming, sixty years have passed and this Anne Frank is a foul- 

mouthed geriatric who eats dead birds and the neighbour’s cat to survive, ceaselessly 

typing. 

The novel is woven with controversial approaches to the Holocaust which vary 

between thoughtful and humorous, all of which have a normalising effect on the genocide. 

For example, when Kugel is discussing hope with his psychiatrist, Professor Jove, who 

considers Hitler the last century’s greatest optimist: 

Hitler was the most unabashed doe-eyed optimist of the last hundred years. That’s 

why he was the biggest monster. Have you ever heard of anything as outrageously 

hopeful as the Final Solution? […] The only thing more naively hopeful than the 
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Final Solution is the ludicrous dictum to which it gave birth: Never Again. How 

many times since Never Again has it happened again? Three? Four? That we know 

of, mind you. Mao? Optimist. Stalin? Optimist. Pol Pot? Optimist.67 

Such moments, including almost every interaction with Kugel’s mother, relativise the 

Holocaust. In the above example it is through re-inserting it into a chronology of genocide 

that suggests it was not the first and shows it was not the last, highlighting the 

ineffectiveness of an empty gesture of Never Again. The re-contextualisation of the 

Holocaust attempts to reverse the exceptionalism that declares the Holocaust unique and 

inexplicable, or at least to question the process which led to that point. But also through 

the treatment of Hitler and the notion of the Final Solution, not as an infernal evil 

unparalleled in human history, but as some manner of twisted joke. When Kugel as a child 

is taken to visit Sachsenhausen concentration camp by his mother he automatically smiles 

for the camera when she takes a photo of him next to the ovens. She storms off telling him: 

‘I hope you’re happy […] You ruined the whole concentration camp for me, you know that? 

You ruined the whole damn camp.’ This is one of many funny scenes in the novel, and yet it 

is set in and around a concentration camp (a real one, just north of Berlin), and chooses as 

its target the controversial phenomenon of Holocaust tourism. Kugel’s mother’s 

enthusiastic passion for all things Holocaust goes beyond fanaticism and slips into mania. 

She is a caricature of the over-zealous post-war American Jew of the kind described by Ruth 

Wisse as ‘[having] lately appropriated the Holocaust to their own needs of self-

identification, and begun to wrap themselves in its historical mantle.’ Wisse goes on to 

warn that ‘Commemorating the Holocaust does not require its placement at the center of 

Jewish experience. A community otherwise so ignorant of its sources that it becomes 

preoccupied with death and destruction is in danger of substituting a cult of martyrdom for 

the Torah’s insistence on life.’68 

 The totalising symbol of this normalising critique however is the treatment of Anne 

Frank. Even Kugel’s mother, previously her most devout attendee, calls her a ‘lying old 

whore’, a ‘bitch’, after reading her most recent manuscript and finding it ill-fitting of the 

idealised Frank: ‘Anne Frank would never write those things,’ she insists. ‘Anne Frank 

would never think those things’.69 Non-mimetic fiction of Anne Frank, whilst limited in its 
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quantity, is thus a powerful and effective example of non-mimetic fiction of the Holocaust. 

A significant component to its effectiveness is that, through Anne Frank as a character, it is 

able to tell stories which are not set in or around a concentration camp but are still very 

much about the Holocaust as an event. Emily Miller Budick writes that novels such as The 

Ghost Writer and Hope: A Tragedy expose ‘not only the manipulative, fantasizing, 

exploitative dimension of the public’s imagination of Anne and the Holocaust but also a 

parallel obsession with Anne and the Holocaust on the parts of even those writers who are 

critical of the public fascination with Anne’.70 Though this thesis rejects the implication that 

to fantasise is necessarily synonymous with exploitation or manipulation in the negative 

sense, Budick’s point does convey the self-entangling nature of writing about the Holocaust 

creatively, and of critiquing contemporary relationships to it. These stories are the non-

mimetic equivalent of a story such as Nathan Englander’s ‘What We Talk About When We 

Talk About Anne Frank’ (2012). The characters in Englander’s story talk about Anne Frank 

and discuss who might hide them if they needed to try to survive a Holocaust event, and if 

one of them were gentile would they hide the others, but they are really talking about 

contemporary American and Israeli politics, about Jewishness and Jewish identity, about 

the stereotypes that Jewish humour is based on, and about the difference between 

generations.71 Yet even Englander’s characters still employ a “what if?” hypothetical 

question, the cornerstone of much, if not all, non-mimetic writing. 

 

1.3 Hitler Strikes Back 

Another common narrative is that of the Nazi refuge or resurgence story. Far from 

fantastical flights of fancy, the idea of a Fourth Reich was a very real concern for many. In 

the final stages of the war, understanding that defeat was no longer an impossibility, many 

senior Nazis and particularly SS and Gestapo leaders were issued with false documents by 

the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA, equivalent to the Interior Ministry of the SS). 

Simultaneously, wealthy German individuals and industries were funnelling money and 

materials into neutral or friendly non-belligerent nations. Holocaust survivor and Nazi-

hunter, Simon Weisenthal references a U.S. Treasury Report in 1946 which lists some 750 

companies set up around the globe by Germans with German money, in Spain, Portugal, 
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Turkey, Argentina, Switzerland and elsewhere. He writes of minor SS officials who were 

known to have received substantial sums of money as early as 1944 and speculates that if 

an SS Obersturmbannführer (lieutenant colonel) received an anonymous deposit of 

2,600,000 marks the sums given to higher-ranking officials must have been vast. To him, he 

says, ‘it proves that before the war ended the Nazis set up large, hidden funds for the 

building of a Fourth Reich.’72 

 The untraceable nature of the fiscal transactions and the mysterious cloak-and-

dagger existence of ODESSA-like groups, who arranged the transport, safety, and 

resettlement of top Nazis, provides ample material for writers of fiction. After all, the basis 

in fact is proven by numerous Nazis surviving for many years after the war outside of 

Germany’s borders such as the commandant of Sobibor and Treblinka, Franz Stangl, who 

was arrested in Brazil in 1967; the infamous Angel of Death of Auschwitz, Dr. Josef 

Mengele, who lived in South America under his own name from 1950 until his death in 

Brazil in 1979; and most famously Adolf Eichmann who was captured in 1960 in Argentina. 

The existence of these historical precedents, and the possibility of others, has provided fuel 

for non-mimetic plots to which many dramas and conspiracy thrillers have gravitated. Like 

other thrillers of the Second World War the majority do not explicitly reference the 

Holocaust nor offer any significant insight into the implications of a Fourth Reich for our 

relationship with the Holocaust. Nonetheless, there are exceptions. 

Ira Levin’s thriller The Boys from Brazil (1976) is the pre-eminent example. Levin’s 

novel takes as its basis Mengele’s history of human experimentation in Auschwitz, 

particularly his obsession with genetics, to suggest that he continued to work in Brazil to 

create a clone of Adolf Hitler who would lead a Fourth Reich. The novel’s protagonist is 

Yakov Liebermann, a Nazi-hunter clearly modelled on Simon Wiesenthal: they are both 

Vienna-based Jewish Holocaust survivors. In selecting such a protagonist and antagonist, 

Levin is seemingly reinforcing a dichotomy of heroes and villains between survivor and 

perpetrator and would therefore seem to be a fairly conventional use of Nazis in a post-war 

thriller. However, once Mengele’s plot is finally revealed, fairly late into the novel, so too is 

Levin’s deconstruction of the standard moral dichotomy, particularly the notion of 

irreducible evil. 
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 Mengele has not only cloned Hitler, he has placed his clones in families all over the 

world which replicate as closely as possible the family into which Hitler himself was born. 

The adoptive fathers are all older men of some, but not great, authority. What adds drama 

to the plot is that Mengele is now having these father-figures killed to replicate the death 

of Alois, Hitler’s father, when Adolf was fourteen. Liebermann ultimately halts the plot, 

although not in time to save the eighteenth father, he arrives at the house to warn him 

only to find Mengele imitating him, ‘Mengele! The hated, the so-long hunted; Angel of 

Death, child-killer!’73 Liebermann is shot, but Mengele is killed by the father’s dogs, sicced 

on him by the son – the Hitler clone – himself. ‘The Fourth Reich is coming – not just a 

German Reich but a pan-Aryan one,’ Mengele boasts before his death, ‘I’ll live to see it, and 

to stand beside its leaders. Can you imagine the awe they’ll inspire? The mystical authority 

they’ll wield? The trembling of the Russians and the Chinese? Not to mention the Jews.’74 

He tells the boy: 

as you grow and see the world engulfed by Blacks and Semites, Slavs, Orientals, 

Latins – and your own Aryan folk threatened with extinction – from which you shall 

save them! – you’ll come to see that [Hitler] was the best and finest and wisest of 

all mankind! […] Look in your heart! The strength is there to command armies, […] 

to bend whole nations to your will! To destroy without mercy all who oppose 

you!75 

Mengele is making explicit the rational fear of a resuscitated Nazi movement, describing 

the mentality which could produce another Hitler-figure, the original’s genetic material or 

otherwise. The Boys from Brazil is thus part of a pattern of texts which suggest an escaped 

Hitler returning, or his progeny (either biological or ideological) secretly building a 

powerbase before launching an attack once more. But where Levin’s novel differs from its 

pulpish antecedents is its final moral judgement of those successors. Lieberman has a list of 

all of the adopted clones and their families, spread out around the world, and one of 

Liebermann’s allies, Rabbi Gorin, states that ‘there are ninety-four boys, […] who have to 

be killed before they get much older.’76 He worries that if they do not deal with this 

potential problem now, that ‘when some of them do become Hitlers, why, we’ll just let our 
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children worry about it. On the way to the gas chambers.’77 Lieberman, however, cannot 

bring himself to allow such a thing to happen: 

It could be that none will be Hitler, not ever if there was a thousand of them. 

They’re boys. No matter what their genes are. Children. How can we kill them? This 

was Mengele’s business, killing children. Should it be ours?’78 

Levin, through Lieberman, is taking a stance in the nature/nurture debate around iconic 

figures of evil such as Hitler. By arguing that the genetics of these boys does not necessarily 

destine them to be future dictators and instigators of genocide, the novel is therefore 

arguing that Hitler himself was not destined for that same fate, that were the situation 

different he might have led an unremarkable life. At the same time by having a Jew, a Rabbi 

no less, argue for the extermination of nearly a hundred children, based on their genetics, 

raises the prospect of a genocidal act in and of itself, showing the manner in which 

vengeance can lead to crimes comparable to those that instigate revenge. 

 Lieberman destroys the list and Gorin confronts him enraged, telling him ‘It wasn’t 

your list […] It was . . . everybody’s! The Jewish People’s! […] It’s Jews like you […] that let it 

happen last time.’ Lieberman retorts that ‘Jews didn’t “let” it happen […] Nazis made it 

happen. People who would even kill children to get what they wanted.’79 Lieberman 

equates Gorin’s actions with the Nazis, making their morality comparable. Lieberman’s 

response also addresses the intellectual problem of victim passivity, a problem from which 

springs the question asked of survivors across the range, from war crimes trials to 

classrooms: ‘why didn’t you fight back?’80 Primo Levi identifies the sentiment as part of a 

‘family of questions’ that ‘as the years go by [… are] formulated with ever increasing 

persistence, and with an ever less hidden accent of accusation.’81 The response then 

deflects from a victim-blaming culture which makes the victims of the Holocaust complicit 

in its execution, whilst at the same time highlighting the small increments of moral 

compromise which could lead to a genocide occurring. After all, whilst Gorin’s intentions to 

prevent another Holocaust are noble his methods are not. So too, as shown in the 
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Auslander novel above, Hitler’s motives could be seen as positive, or ‘optimistic’, from the 

right perspective and it was the evils of the methodology that are morally repugnant. 

Nonetheless, Levin steps back slightly from Lieberman’s argument in the final scene 

of the novel, a short two-page chapter, in which the previously encountered clone – the 

only one to have had his genetic identity revealed to him by Mengele – has taken up 

painting (Hitler was of course an artist), a Strauss waltz playing in the background and is at 

that moment engaged in painting a fantasy of a stadium full of people, a man on a platform 

holding their attention. ‘Not just a singer or comedian; someone fantastic, a really good 

person that they loved and respected […] He could hear the people cheering, roaring; a 

beautiful growing love-thunder that built and built, and then pounded, pounded, pounded, 

pounded. Sort of like in those old Hitler movies.’82 The final line evocation of Hitler, the 

sense of aspiration in the boy, ends the novel on an ominous tone: a pessimism which 

compounds the cool manner in which the boy commands the dogs to kill Mengele, and his 

unshaken manner in dealing with the corpse of both the Nazi doctor and the father 

Mengele killed when he arrived. However, this does not undo Lieberman’s moral stance. 

Rather, Levin is complying with the genre conventions of the thriller format which he is 

writing within. This final scene is the literary equivalent of the final scene of a horror movie 

where the defeated monster’s hand twitches as the heroes ride off into the distance. 

Furthermore, it offers no definitive evidence that Lieberman was wrong, only leaving open 

the possibility of it. 

 Michael Butter argues that the novel occupies ‘a middle position between the 

postmodernist texts of the early 1970s and the realist ones written only a few years later. 

[It] negotiates conflicting conceptions of Hitler in American culture and explores their 

potential for self-critique and affirmations’.83 Expanding upon this, Butter writes that The 

Boys from Brazil suggest ‘Genes might not be the decisive factor in the creation of a new 

Hitler […] but American culture’s obsession with images of and narratives about the Nazi 

past, which distract from rather than draw attention to racism within the United States.’84 

The novel utilises the non-mimetic concept of cloning Hitler, alongside a Josef Mengele 

occupying the genre trope of an evil scientist, in order not to express real fears that this is a 

mimetic scenario that might have been happening in South America in the 1970s, but to 

examine and undermine our self-perceived moral authority, and our notions of 
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exceptionality: both that the lead Nazis were evil monsters different from the rest of 

humanity, and that the Holocaust was above and beyond the most evil act committed by 

one set of mankind upon another.  

Gavriel D. Rosenfeld cites The Boys from Brazil (albeit, the 1978 cinematic 

adaptation) as a ‘modified form’ of the Hitler survival premise, texts which ‘posited Hitler’s 

survival in order to indulge in the fantasy of killing him, thereby holding him accountable 

for his misdeeds.’85 I shall now turn to examine other texts which follow this premise: non-

mimetic fiction which engages with the fantasy of accountability. 

 

1.4 Justice and Vengeance 

To conclude this chapter, I turn to a final significant theme of non-mimetic fiction of the 

Holocaust: that which expresses a desire for further retribution or revenge. Closely linked 

to those narratives which express a fear of Nazi return, as discussed above, many of these 

texts draw inspiration from the survival of prominent Nazis in South America and other 

locales. However, rather than see their escape as a threat to future peace as in The Boys 

from Brazil, they are presented as an opportunity for further justice. The majority of these 

texts focus on the highest profile Nazi to escape, albeit not abroad but through suicide: 

Adolf Hitler himself. The fantasy that Hitler’s death was staged, that history has been 

fooled by conspiracy, and that he may have escaped and be able to stand trial as others did 

at Nuremberg, or as Eichmann did in Jerusalem, has proven fertile ground for the 

imagination. As Michael Butter writes, ‘A few grained images of the familiar figure suffice 

to evoke the history of Nazism, the carnage of World War II, and the horrors of the 

Holocaust, that is, events to which Hitler is metonymically connected’.86 Capturing Hitler 

and putting him on trial thus becomes, in the hands of some writers, shorthand for 

retribution for these events, but also a useful position from which to make contemporary 

commentaries. 

 Indeed, the fantasy of putting Adolf Hitler on trial for his crimes appeared in fiction 

even before the war had ended. Texts such as Max Radin’s The Day of Reckoning (1943) or 

Michael Young’s The Trial of Adolf Hitler (1944) depict the Nazi leader being brought before 
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a court as a legal benchmark with vast implications, and as a near-divine wish which if 

fulfilled would redeem mankind, respectively.87 

 A notable relatively early post-war example of Hitler being punished, albeit not 

through capture or trial, is C. S Forrester’s short story ‘The Wandering Gentile’ (1954). 

Originally published as the final story in a collection of mimetic short stories about the 

Third Reich entitled The Nightmare (1954), the story is exceptional in the context of the 

collection as Forester himself acknowledges in the introduction where he observes that 

‘[n]ot one of the incidents herein tells of an actual happening, but all of them, except the 

last, easily could have.’88 

 ‘The Wandering Gentile’ is a play on the figure of the Wandering Jew, a character 

rooted in medieval legend, described in the OED as ‘[a] legendary personage who 

(according to a popular belief first mentioned in the 13th c., and widely current at least until 

the 16th century), for having insulted Jesus on his way to the Cross, was condemned to 

wander over the earth without rest until the Day of Judgement.’89 The Wandering Jew 

features in works of English literature from Chaucer (‘The Pardoner’s Tale’) to Diana Wynne 

Jones (The Homeward Bounders, 1981), and is even more prolific in European Literature 

from France, Germany, Poland, Russia, Italy and more. As a late addition to Lyrical Ballads, 

Wordsworth used him as a device to tour a globe of natural wonders (as well as a 

counterpoint to Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, a fellow traveller) from the frozen Alps to 

ocean caves, sea cliffs to desert sands: 

Day and night my toils redouble, 

Never nearer to the goal; 

Night and day, I feel the trouble 

Of the Wanderer in my soul.90 

Whilst Wordsworth’s character toils endlessly, it is relatively clean of the anti-Semitic 

overtones that figure in most, particularly early Christian, representations. Indeed, whilst 

until Wordsworth’s final stanza we may envy the wanderer the sights of nature he 
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witnesses, as Alberto Manguel writes, the true implications of the legend are far less 

romantic and indeed it characterises a history of expulsion and punishment that comes to 

typify not only the diasporic Jewish people after the destruction of the Temple of 

Jerusalem, but other individuals too: ‘Pogroms, expulsions, ethnic cleansings, genocides 

regardless of nationality or creed are the abominable extensions of this reading of the 

legend.’91 

 By inverting the legend and reversing the Jew-Gentile dichotomy, Forster curses 

Adolf Hitler to face the fate of wandering the world for all eternity. Thus, as the original 

wanderer received divine punishment for forsaking Jesus Christ, so too Hitler receives a 

punishment which defies his original intent to cheat justice via suicide. Joseph Gaer writes 

that ‘as the legend began it lose its mystic character and to be reinterpreted in literature, 

the Wanderer gradually reverted to his universal role as the symbol of the Man in search of 

his Soul.’92 So, the story would then appear to continue the presentation of Hitler, found in 

texts such as Young’s The Trial of Adolf Hitler, as the Führer as a godless man, guilty of ‘high 

treason against the dignity of God and man’.93 He is not, however, cursed to wander alone; 

he is accompanied by Eva Braun, she apparently damned by association, and together they 

are cursed for eternity as they were together in death in Berlin. 

by shifting my position in the driver’s seat I could get a glimpse of their faces in the 

mirror, or rather of the man’s face […]. It was with surprise that I noticed what 

charming blue eyes he had – the deepest blue. Adonis eyes, fantastically out of 

place in that unhealthy face. I thought he must in his youth have been a man of 

mark. Then I realized he was speaking German, and I remembered the dragging leg 

and the twitching face; we all know what happened in the concentration camps in 

Germany. He must have been one of the few lucky ones who survived the horrible 

things that happened there (yet was he lucky to have survived?) and must have had 

the supreme good fortune of being admitted to the United States after the war.94 

It is a twisted irony that leads Hitler to be mistaken for a concentration camp survivor, but 

it creates a crucial juxtaposition between the unimaginable reality of the camps, and the 
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imaginable uncanny of the supernatural. It also makes clear that these are amongst the 

crimes for which Hitler is deserving of punishment, not merely crimes associated with 

Germany’s military belligerence. At the same time, by dressing him in the metaphoric 

clothes of a survivor, Hitler gains an air of tragedy in his portrayal. By being stripped of the 

trappings of power which he enjoyed at his most dangerous, Forster has exposed the 

paranoid, delusionary ranting old man beneath. The narrator quickly becomes convinced 

that ‘the old man was a little touched in the head – as was likely to be the case with 

anybody who had escaped from Hitler’s Germany’.95 Adolf is determined to reach 

Washington but whether, as the narrator suspects, to protect him from the implications of 

arriving at the American capital with his hostile opinions, or whether as a condition – 

perhaps even the means – of his endless wandering, Eva ‘was keeping him travelling 

around the United States, hitching, eternally hitching, always on the promise that they 

were on the way to Washington.’96 

Rosenfeld argues that ‘Hitler’s fate represent[s] a form of divine justice. It is not 

humanity, after all, that has compelled him to wander, but an otherworldly power, possibly 

God himself. Unlike later narratives, in which Hitler would be charged by the entire civilized 

world with crimes against humanity, Hitler in Forester’s tale remains unrecognized by 

postwar society.’97 Such a reading fits with Rosenfeld’s model of Second World War 

alternate histories (which to a certain extent relies upon the myth of silence, or at least a 

weakened version of it), however it also puts aside the narrators frequent references to the 

horrors he assumes his unidentified passenger has experiences at the hands of Hitler’s 

regime and specifically within concentration camps. The camps are referenced a second 

time, in addition to above; as the narrator begins to think his passenger might have been 

incarcerated as a political prisoner: 

I was curious to know who he was. He might have been someone prominent in pre-

war German politics, perhaps even the leader of one of the innumerable German 

parties; in that case he would have undoubtedly gone into a concentration camp if 

he had been foolish enough to stay in the country after Hitler’s accession to power, 

and that would account for his insanity – no other explanation was necessary.98 
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The irony of these references only works with the assumed familiarity of both Hitler and 

the concentration camps. Forester even makes references to other facts about the former 

Führer, some relatively obscure, such as his twitch, ‘his memory of a dog named Blondi, [...] 

his wife named Eva, his general named Wenck who had failed to relieve Berlin.’99 The 

narrator realises his passengers’ apparent identities just as they leave him and hitchhike a 

ride in a new vehicle. Forester emphasises the supernatural element of the story at its end, 

taking on the tone of camp-fire ghost story: 

I have seen that pitying look on the faces of the one or two other people I have told 

about this incident, too. That is why I am telling this story as fiction. Pure fiction. Or 

perhaps that was not a man to whom I gave a hitch. It may have been a spirit, a 

wraith, doomed to eternal wandering.100 

Forester’s tale speaks to a desire to see Hitler punished for his crimes as both the 

Commander in Chief of a conquering Nazi Germany and as the architect of the Holocaust. 

By transposing him (and indeed the Wandering Jew motif itself) from a European setting to 

the United States, however, puts him into a category of supernatural horror tales to 

frighten waders on the road, evocative of the Wendigo, The Headless Horseman of Sleepy 

Hollow, or Michael Myers.  

Whilst Forester punishes Hitler for his crimes, other works examine the possibility 

of punishing Germany more collectively.101 Jesse Bier’s short story ‘Father and Son’ (1964) 

is an Anglo-American example of one such scenario. The story takes the form of an 

exchange of letters between Konrad Brett and his son Joachim in 1946, a member of the 

German provisional government, returned from wartime exile, and a former SS officer 

respectfully. The story is prefaced by an entangling introduction from Bier explaining a 

scenario whereby every German citizen received a new ration book from the occupying 

victorious Allies, and that each book contains a unique coded number. ‘Three weeks later, 

on June 19, the first group of every eleventh number in the new series was ordered to the 

local police precinct, refunctioning under Allied auspices. In time, 6,408,793 German 

nationals were rounded up, loaded in waiting trucks, and carried off to temporary 
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destinations unknown.’102 Bier continues: ‘Not, of course, that this happened exactly. Or at 

all. […] Not that the exchange [of letters] only actually occurred, or that the alter Brendt 

was naturally part of an honourable government in-exile installed as the de facto regime in 

1945. But that he merely might have been, or he simply would have been, or he really 

should have been: so that by an advanced theory of cumulation, he was.’103 The succession 

of nots, buts, and ors creates an air of uncertainty, blurring the line between reality and 

fiction so that Konrad is both a creation and, thanks to ‘an advanced theory of cumulation’, 

a member of the post-war government. 

 Joachim is at the fictive concentration camp ‘Auchswald-am-Main’, and expresses 

his fear and confusion to his father. He conveys the confusion about the ration card 

numbers, that there are ‘very dire’ rumours. ‘That is a little cruel for everyone, all things he 

considered’, he writes, ‘What is going to happen about those selected – today, in fact: 

selected for what?’104 His father replies by telling him he can’t share any details but not to 

worry: 

You are doubtless seething about the plan, and with your Rheinlander imaginations 

naturally conceive the worst of us – of me also – in an act of such reprisal. We have 

talked about “the unconditional” before, and I shall not lecture again now. But all 

that aside, I can tell you that it will not be so bad as all that, in the end. Shocking, 

naturally, and fantastic. And, no, I cannot pretend to you that I hadn’t any idea. I 

did. Of course, I did.105 

The use of ‘fantastic’ in this context raises further questions about the line between fiction 

and reality, a line that proves dangerously permeable over the course of the story, 

especially fuelled by the ‘Rheinlander imaginations’. Konrad raises the topic of ‘the 

unconditional’, alluding to previous conversations with his son on the topic. Given the 

context it is most obviously a reference to the unconditional surrender of Germany after 

the war, a theme of the story centres around the nature of ‘the unconditional’ and what so 

open-ended a term can mean. If we have certain preconceptions about the nature of such 

a surrender based on history, actually such a term invites the limits of imagination as the 

only real constraint to be imposed upon a defeated power, especially in 1946 before the 
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formation of the modern body of international law which guarantees certain protections 

even within unconditional surrender. Omitting the specificity of ‘surrender’ and given 

Joachim’s status as a concentration camp guard, it is also possible that another form of 

unconditional was a topic of conversation between the father and son, that of 

unconditional extermination. Thus Bier leaves open the possibility of the phrase’s reference 

and in doing so invites parallels of possibility between surrender and extermination. 

 Joachim’s anxiety grows as the exchange of letters continues. He references that 

even in nightmares he ‘never believed, never conceived such a retaliation’: 

The insane calculation in it is absolutely grotesque […] I won’t participate; you can 

depend on that. Do you actually expect it? Be serious! Has everyone lost his mind 

there: that I – and the others here – would stay, could stay? And witness, even help 

supervise, the disposition of the unlucky numbers – good Germans, caught up in all 

this positive madness? I can’t.106 

The irony here is that Joachim, and real men like him, had no so such compunctions about 

observing and even participating in the internment and subsequent destruction of some six 

million people (including ‘good Germans’) when those people were Jewish. Unlike the 

victims of the new Germany’s auto-genocide in Bier’s story, the Jews did not have the 

statistical chances of a lottery keeping a portion of them safe. In the same letter in which 

he professes disbelief that anyone could perform actions so ‘absolutely grotesque’, 

Joachim repeats the lethal slanders and dehumanising rhetoric of the Third Reich, what his 

father refers to as ‘übermenschlich innuendos’, denying that it ‘may have been wrong to kill 

those Jews’; revealing a lack of comprehension as to why the French, ‘Englischen’, the 

Americans and Bolsheviks would tour the camps, taking ‘melodramatized close-up looks at 

the massed corpses and all that, and the laboratories. And to cap this “revulsion” – they 

were Jüden, enemies of the state, this state’.107 

 Joachim becomes increasingly frustrated with his father’s lack of empathy and 

veiled mysterious answers to his pleas for mercy. His father, for his part, tries to apply logic 

to an illogical situation: 

Put it this way for now, pure and simple. Either the past killings were consented to, 

for which there must be punishment for all complicity, bar none; or there were 
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“orders” from high, and now there are “orders” again, which may not be protested 

for consistency’s sake.108 

To punish all Germans for the crimes of the Nazis is the fantasy acted out by Bier in his 

story, to compel the German people to experience something of the losses of the Jewish 

people. In evoking such an image Bier is harking back to a pressing question which arose 

amongst the Allies towards the end of the war, whilst so called Vansittartist measures such 

as the mass extermination of the German people were viewed with disdain, the worry 

persisted that Germany was somehow uniquely susceptible to Nazism as the result of some 

philosophical or psychological weakness in the national psyche.109 Collective blame, can 

also be found in the wartime non-mimetic fiction such as in Young’s The Trial of Adolf Hitler 

in which one character tells Germans in Berlin ‘You are responsible – every last one of you 

– for Nazi crimes’, whilst another testifies at the eponymous trial that ‘the rise of Hitler was 

but an outward manifestation of the inherent character of the spiritual corruption and 

moral depravity of the Germanic people.’110 

 However, Bier’s collective punishment turns out to be a ruse rather than eye for an 

eye vengeance. As Konrad tries to explain when his son defends the Holocaust as ‘war is 

war’: 

All of it is a ruse, a joke. Ja! That is why you are not allowed beyond the doors. 

Everyone is whisked out the other side, by other personnel, to transfer trucks to 

other camps. For a month or two like that, thinking, each place, this, this will be the 

time. Utterly reduced by the experience. Which they and their families and 

neighbours, guards, everyone will never forget, this way. We won’t need to use the 

chambers! […] War is war: and so the dehumanized crimes upon those former six 

million are as nothing? Well, this now, what we are doing, Joachim, is to 

rehumanize, and it must succeed. How so we cure diseases, prevent recurrent 
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infectious epidemics? We inoculate with itself. […] Now: calm yourself. I have told it 

all to you.111 

Here, too, the viewing of Nazism within a medical framework aligns with some wartime 

opinions. Columbia University psychiatrist Richard M. Brickner published Is Germany 

Incurable? in 1943 with endorsements and introductions written by anthropologist 

Margaret Mead and psychiatrist Edward Strecker. In the work he suggests that were 

Germany a single patient a psychiatrist would diagnose them with clinical paranoia, which 

leads to megalomania and a persecution complex. Whilst he ultimately did not regard the 

nation as incurable, Brickner did note that Nazism and its leaders are a symptom of this 

psychological condition.112 

 By adopting the stance of Nazism as an illness, Bier is also inverting Nazi doctrine in 

a similar manner to Forester’s inversion of the Wandering Jew myth. The Nazis frequently 

portrayed the Jews as both causing and spreading disease, as well as being a disease 

themselves.113 For example, in 1942 Johann von Leers, a German university professor at 

Jena, published Die Verbrechernatur der Juden (The Criminal Nature of the Jews) which 

speculated on the criminal and untrustworthy nature of the Jews on a quasi-medical level: 

If the hereditary criminal nature of Jewry can be demonstrated, then not only is 

each people morally justified in exterminating the hereditary criminals – but any 

people that still keeps and protects Jews is just as guilty of an offence against 

public safety as someone who cultivates cholera-germs [...].114 

Leers ‘melded the discourse of Jewish disease and criminality to justify the murder of Jews 

on purely biological/genetic grounds’.115 Konrad refers to Nazism in equally medical terms, 

although not as a disease to be exterminated, the war after all has already been won, but 

as something to be vaccinated against: to ‘prevent recurrent infectious epidemics’.116 
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115 Simon Enoch, ‘The Contagion of Difference: Identity, Bio-Politics and National Socialism’, Foucault 
Studies, 1 (2004) 53-70, p. 63. 
116 ‘Father and Son’, p. 195. 
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 Joachim does not believe his father and seeing others going to the chambers with 

cries and wails, and knowing that he is next, he confesses his guilt and pleads to be saved, 

even if for a lifetime of indentured labour. Konrad refuses to spare him the same 

treatment, sending him coffee and urging him to get a grip. The final exchange of letters, 

however, reveal that Joachim has had a mental break: asking in calm tones, at odds with his 

previous letters, about the health of his mother. The story ends with Konrad on his way to 

Auchswald and a panicked plea: 

 Mutter is gone these fifteen years. You know that. What are you saying? What? 

 Get hold. Come back to yourself. Come back! . . . 

 Joachim!117 

Although probably not intended as such, Joachim’s mental break can be read as another 

form of escape. Just as prominent Nazis committed suicide rather than be made to atone 

for their crimes, so Joachim is no longer in a state from which he can properly atone for the 

crimes he confesses to having committed.  

 It is unclear from the story what lasting effects the inoculation may have had upon 

German society. Konrad, the pragmatist that he is, may regretfully see the project as worth 

the sacrifice of his son to the greater good. At the least, his son’s departure from reality, at 

the precipice of being killed in the gas chamber of a concentration camp (for this was the 

reality which Joachim believed existed up until his break), means that Konrad is now 

himself a German sufferer of the fate of Jews who lost family in the camps. In its way 

perhaps this further increases Konrad’s empathy with Jewish survivors, in a manner difficult 

for us as readers to imagine. However, Gavriel D. Rosenfeld writes that Bier’s story ‘offers a 

pessimistic message about the possibility of atonement after the Holocaust.’118 Rosenfeld 

cites a personal correspondence with Bier which suggests his writing was motivated by a 

desire for fantasy rooted in his Jewishness: 

I suppose that as an ethnic Jew, I was at long last – 20 years after WWII – 

constructing a piece of wish-fulfillment nearest my heart … As I recall, I didn’t need 

the Eichmann trial – but maybe it played its part … the matter of of [sic] generic 

German punishment had always plagued me, simmering, simmering.119 

                                                             
117 Ibid., p. 199. 
118 Rosenfeld, The World Hitler Never Made, p. 345. 
119 Jesse Bier, Letter from Bier to Gavriel D. Rosenfeld, August 10, 2001. Quoted in Rosenfeld, The 
World Hitler Never Made, p. 479. Ellipsis in original. 
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Whether consciously influenced by the Eichmann trial or not, Bier’s story forms part of a 

resurgence of fiction concerned with the Second World War, and in particular focusing on 

the Holocaust. Certainly, his admission that he had been plagued by the ‘generic’ nature of 

German punishment, suggests a frustration with the repercussion of the Holocaust for 

Germany, whilst also implying the exceptional nature of the crime. 

 Certainly, the length and depth of the Eichmann trial exposed the shortcomings of 

previous war-crimes trials, particularly those at Nuremberg, with regards the Holocaust. As 

such, it seems only natural that authors should fantasise about such trials being extended 

to other key figures beyond Eichmann. In non-mimetic fiction the obvious candidate for 

this is Adolf Hitler himself. 

 Hitler is captured post-war and punished for his crimes in a diverse range of novels. 

In Joseph Heywood’s The Berkut (1987) he is captured by Soviet forces and the subject of 

vicious torture and abuse, reflecting the experiences of many Soviets captured by the Nazis 

during the war, but also using the Russians as a screen onto which to project American 

desires for bloody revenge which circumvents rules of law or moral decency.120 In most of 

the fiction, however, he is captured by Western forces or agents (including Israeli) with the 

intention of holding him to account in line with post-war international law. So Canadian 

author Phillipe van Rjndt’s novel The Trial of Adolf Hitler (1978) has Hitler botch his suicide 

and escape Berlin and live under a new identity for twenty-five years in a village in Bavaria 

before revealing himself and being put on trial. One of the better novels of its type, van 

Rjndt’s rendering blends legal thriller with alternate history supposition in such a way that 

we receive detailed examinations of the procedures, problems, and possibilities for giving 

fair trial to a world leader like Hitler; whilst at the same time through a telling of his time 

living among the normal people of Bavaria we are offered insight into his particularly 

malignant strain of charisma. As Hitler himself boasts, upon turning himself in, to the Public 

Prosecutor of Bavaria: 

you still cannot grasp the magnitude of the moment that history has fated you to 

witness. And why is this? Because I am no longer considered a man but someone 

superhuman. A myth. In the minds of everyone but the most paranoid Jew, I am 

dead. The others - Eichmann, Mengele, and others of that ilk - do not have my 

aura. Because they are - were, excuse me - only subordinates. Important ones, to 

judge by the attention they have received in popular history, but underlings 
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nonetheless - most of whose names, I might add, I never knew. I, on the other 

hand, am the supreme leader. I am Adolf Hitler.121 

In this portrayal, albeit of himself (but one that is held out by the reactions of other 

characters throughout the novel), as with Forester’s story, Hitler is equated with a being of 

myth: an idea to frighten. Yet unlike Forester’s wanderer, here Hitler retains some power. 

Whilst not quite the ‘superhuman’ he may claim to be, the manner in which he charms and 

cajoles his way through the novel, and the fear with which his opponents hear him speak, 

justifies the idea of an ‘aura’, something which makes him exceptional to the other – to use 

Hannah Arendt’s term, banal –  escapees from justice ‘Eichmann, Mengele, and others of 

that ilk’. All of this is imbued in the four words which he sums up this passage, ‘I am Adolf 

Hitler’, suggesting the name alone has some manner of power. 

Putting Hitler on trial continues to be theme for other works: the Führer of Barry 

Malzberg’s short story ‘Hitler at Nuremberg’ (1994) changes his mind about suicide (too 

late for Eva Braun), and is captured and put on trial with the other surviving senior Nazis.122 

David Charnay’s lengthy Operation Lucifer: The Chase, Capture, and Trial of Adolf Hitler 

(2001) similarly sees Hitler escape and pose as a financier (this time going so far as to have 

plastic surgery and adopt a Jewish identity), attempting to stir up tension in the Middle 

East. He is eventually captured and hung.123 

 The most notable novel of this type however builds on the same charismatic power 

suggested in van Rjndt: The Portage to San Cristobal of A.H. (1981) by linguist and literary 

critic George Steiner. It begins portentously: 

— You. Is it really? Shema. In God’s Name. Look at you. Look at you now. You. The 

one out of hell. […] It is you. Isn’t it. We have you. We have you. Simeon is sending 

the signal. Everyone will know. The whole world. But not yet. We have to get you 

out of here. Ours. You are ours. You know that don’t you. The living God. Into our 

hands. He delivered you into our hands. And it came to pass. You. 

And the boy forced himself to laugh, but couldn’t hear the echo. The still air lay 

between them, the rain shaking out of its hot, still folds. 

                                                             
121 Phillipe van Rjndt, The Trial of Adolf Hitler (London: Futura, 1980), pp. 105-106. 
122 Barry Malzberg, ‘Hitler at Nuremberg’, in By Any Other Fame, ed. by Mike Resnick, Martin 
Greenberg (New York: Daw, 1994), pp. 296-302. 
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— Silent now? Whose voice. They say your voice could. 

The boy had never heard it. 

— Burn cities.124 

The very old man is of course Adolf Hitler, but he is invoked sparingly within the novel. 

Even the title initials his name. To deliberately avoid the name further invokes a mythic 

malevolence akin to a being of Lovecraftian ritual or, to read anachronistically, J K Rowling’s 

Lord Voldemort.125 Whilst we are familiar with proverb that warns “speak of the Devil and 

he shall appear”, given the readily blasphemous content of the novel it also equates Hitler 

with the unspeakable name of God. Furthermore, just as this opening exchange between 

the anger of youth and silence of history labels him the ‘living God’, so Hitler is presented 

as performing a sinisterly twisted messianic role to the Jews. 

 Whilst the team sent to bring Hitler out of the jungle are younger, modern Jews, 

born out of a post-Holocaust age, they are dispatched and commanded by Emmanuel 

Lieber who is not. Lieber is based in Israel and communications with the jungle team are 

fragmented as the conditions corrode the search party’s radio equipment. As such it is 

often unclear which communications are being received and which we are able to read but 

are being uttered into a void. One such communication from Lieber takes the form of a 

whole chapter of the book and it reinforces the mythic elements of Hitler’s character. 

Though I quote it here at length, the following is merely a short portion of the tirade: 

Listen to me. You must not let him speak, or only few words. To say his needs, to 

say that which will keep him alive. But no more. Gag him if necessary, or stop your 

ears as did the sailor. If he is allowed speech he will trick you and escape. Or find 

easy death. His tongue is like no other. It is the tongue of the basilisk, a-hundred-

forked and quick as flame. As it is written in the learned Nathanial of Mainz: there 

shall come upon the earth in the time of night a man surpassing eloquent. All that 

                                                             
124 George Steiner, The Portage to San Cristobal of A.H. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981), p. 7. 
Henceforth referred to as The Portage. 
125 Lovecraft makes reference to a ‘Him Who is not to be Named’ (see: ‘The Whisper in Darkness’, 
and others). Rowling’s Voldemort is referred to by the moniker ‘He Who Must Not Be Named’ for 
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two, III, iii, p. 184). 
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is God’s, hallowed be His name, must have its counterpart, its backside of evil and 

negation. So it is with the Word, with the gift of speech that is the glory of man and 

distinguishes him everlasting from the silence or animal noises of creation. When 

He made the Word, God made possible also its contrary. Silence is not the contrary 

of the Word but its guardian. No, He created on the night side of language a speech 

for hell. Whose words mean hatred and vomit of life. Few men can learn that 

speech or speak it for long. It burns their mouths. It draws them into death. But 

there shall come a man whose mouth shall be as a furnace and whose tongue as a 

sword laying waste. He will know the grammar of hell and teach it to others. He will 

know the sounds of madness and loathing and make them seem music. […] Do not 

let him speak freely. You will hear the crack of age in his voice. He is old. Old as the 

loathing which dogs us since Abraham. Let him speak to you and you will think of 

him as a man. With sores on his skin and need in his bowels, sweating and 

hungering like yourselves, short of sleep. […] You will think him a man and no 

longer believe what he did. That he almost drove us from the face of the earth. 

That his words tore up our lives by the root.126 

Lieber associates Hitler with the sirens whose songs drag sailors onto the rocks, and with 

the basilisk: the king of serpents, thus tapping Greek myth that predates even Abrahamic. 

He associates Hitler with God as a being capable of speaking hell’s language, the antithesis 

to the Word of creation. As a serpentine infernal being who makes speech like music but 

who actually brings death, destruction, madness and suffering, Hitler is associated with the 

snake in the Garden of Eden. He is the subject of divine prophecy, the Antichrist of the Jews 

who has somehow come before their Messiah. He is as old ‘as the loathing which dogs us 

since Abraham’, giving him an eternal quality and a retrospective hand in the anti-Semitism 

that preceded him as well as that which continues on. He is ‘so obscene as to be 

sacrosanct.’127 

 The obsession-driven trek through stinking swamps and humid jungles to find a 

single man evoke Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902), and despite deifying Hitler and 

imbuing him with a singular mythic power unprecedented in human history, Steiner thus 

                                                             
126 The Portage, pp. 44-46. 
127 Efrain Sicher, ‘The Burden of Memory’, in Breaking Crystal: Writing and Memory After Auschwitz, 
ed. by Efrain Sicher (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1998), pp. 19-88 (p. 69). 
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invites comparisons between the Holocaust and other genocidal atrocities. As Hitler himself 

says, when finally roused to speak at the novel’s conclusion: 

I was not the worst. Far from it. How many wretched little men of the forests did 

your Belgian friends murder outright or leave to starvation and syphilis when they 

raped the Congo? […] Some twenty million. That picnic was underway when I was 

newborn. What was Rotterdam or Coventry compared with Dresden and 

Hiroshima? I do not come out worst in the black game of numbers. Did I invent the 

camps? Ask of the Boers.128 

Here, Hitler himself relativises his war crimes by comparing them to the actions of others, 

specifically the nations of the Allies, some of which preceded him such as the British 

concentration camps in the Boer War or the Belgian exploitation of the Congo, the latter of 

which again invites comparisons between this novel and Conrad. In the same speech Hitler 

invites comparisons between himself and Stalin, citing an ‘unimpeachable witness’, ‘The 

holy writer, the great bearded one who came out of Russia and preached to the world. […] 

The man of the Archipelago […] the sage of the Gulag’, who though Hitler does not name 

him we must imagine to be Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, of whom Steiner is a great admirer.129 

Paraphrasing his witness, and it must be noted that Steiner cannot bring himself to put 

Solzhenitsyn’s exact words, or even his name, into Hitler’s mouth, the former-Führer 

remarks: ‘Stalin had slaughtered thirty million. That he had perfected genocide when 

[Hitler] was still a nameless scribbler in Munich.’130 He goes on: 

How many Jews did Stalin kill – your savior, your ally Stalin? Answer me that. Had 

he not died when he did, there would not have been one of you left alive between 

Berlin and Vladistok. Yet Stalin died in bed, and the world stood hushed before the 

tiger’s rest. Whereas you hunt me down like a rabid dog, put me on trial (by what 

right, by what mandate?), drag me through the swamps, tie me up at night. Who 

am a very old man and uncertain of recollection. Small game, gentlemen, hardly 

                                                             
128 The Portage, pp. 167-168. 
129 Ibid., p. 168; for Steiner’s admiration of Solzhenitsyn see for example: George Steiner, ‘In Exile 
Wherever He Goes’, The New York Times March 1, 1998 
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worthy of your skills. In a world that has tortured political prisoners and poured 

napalm on naked villagers […]131 

And so Hitler here invites comparisons with not just the Soviet Union and Stalin but with 

the United States and its actions in Vietnam. Most cutting and most controversial of the 

points Steiner’s Hitler speaks in his defence, however, is his final one which Norman 

Finkelstein refers to as an ‘apocalyptic speech’ in which ‘we face a terrible reversal of 

transcendental justice and the most excruciating of human failures’.132 Again, it is worth 

quoting at some length: 

Would Palestine have become Israel, would the Jews have come to that barren 

patch of the Levant, would the United States and the Soviet Union, Stalin’s Soviet 

Union, have given you recognition and guaranteed your survival, had it not been 

for the Holocaust? It was the Holocaust that gave you the courage of injustice, that 

made you drive the Arab out of his home, out of his field, because he was lice-

eaten and without resource, because he was in your divinely ordered way. […] 

Perhaps I am the Messiah, the true Messiah, the new Sabbatai whose infamous 

deeds were allowed by God in order to bring His people home. “The Holocaust was 

the necessary mystery before Israel could come into its strength.” It is not I who 

have said it: but your own visionaries, your unravelers of God’s meaning when it is 

Friday night in Jerusalem. […] The Reich begat Israel.133 

Steiner assigns Hitler a near omniscience in his speech, he has stayed unnaturally well 

informed on the world outside the jungle, despite the evidence in the book that the jungle 

itself is a barrier to all forms of communication and a significant hindrance to travel. Gavriel 

Rosenfeld remarks that Hitler’s impassioned defence of his actions, and of his person, 

‘proves himself once again to be the dangerous demagogue he always was.’134 Rosenfeld is 

critical of using fiction to elevate Hitler, even a fictional Hitler, to a messianic status. 

Finkelstein however defends the use of the Hitler character as an expression of Steiner’s 

own doubts about the Jewish faith, suggesting the ethical and ideological risks Steiner’s 

Hitler presents are worth taking for the intellectual value of, ‘in midrashic fashion’, casting 

the problem back to the reader.135 Efraim Sicher writes that ‘Steiner’s representation of 
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Hitler […] points to the danger anti-Semitism poses to civilization, but it also risks validating 

its arguments.’136 This is a sentiment expressed by numerous commentators and places The 

Portage in an unusual situation, as the only text in this thesis that as a result of a perfect 

storm of author credibility and the text’s critical and commercial exposure is the only novel 

to have been considered potentially dangerous.137 

Hitler’s lengthy speech is the last dialogue of the novel, or almost: Teku, a Brazilian 

native, despite not understanding any of the words, but who felt the ‘brazen pulse [which] 

carried all before it’, and jumps to his feet to exclaim ‘Proved’.138 At this point the 

helicopters arrive to take them away and the novel ends, the extraction team are allowed 

no rebuttal and we gain no insights into how they are affected by Hitler’s speech. ‘So 

rhetorically powerful is his self-defense’, writes Rosenfeld, ‘that it rings true at a pre-

linguistic, emotional, level. […] By declaring Hitler the de facto victor, Steiner suggested 

that humanity’s attempt to bring Hitler to justice is destined to fail.’139 This has the 

additional effect of ‘sound[ing] a cautionary note about the perils of memory.’140 As an 

artefact of history, made into fact within the novel’s fiction, Hitler’s character encapsulates 

the problems of memory versus history. Lieber too is a symbol of this conflict, solely driven 

by his desire to possess Hitler. As one of the extraction team, Gideon, remarks ‘He’s the 

one that needs Hitler most. Lieber. They need each other like the breath of life. […] A man 

strangling his own shadow. Because without Lieber there would be no Hitler. Not any 

more.’141 In many ways this comment anticipates Hitler’s closing remarks, just as the 

deification of the opening exchange and Lieber’s mythologizing of the Führer find their 

echo in Hitler’s claims to the status of Messiah. In pairing Lieber and Gideon in this way he 

is making a more specific case for another point he makes when he says: ‘I know when 

Hitler will die. […] When the last Jew is dead. […] To be a Jew is to keep Hitler alive.’142 In 

both of these instances Gideon is remarking on a symbiotic relationship between Hitler and 

the Jews, or Hitler and Lieber. If Lieber is a stand-in for a Jew of a particular mindset, not 

only a survivor but someone who looks backwards to memory rather than history, and 
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103 
 

Hitler is synecdoche for the Holocaust, then Gideon is also making important claims about 

the intertwined nature of Holocaust memory and Jewish identity. 

Hitler’s monologue is part of a mock-trial conducted by the extraction team, whilst 

there is presumably an official Eichmann-style event in his future Steiner withholds it from 

us. The amateur event is the only one to which we bear witness. However, as S. Lillian 

Kremer notes, ‘Although the only overt trial in Portage is Hitler's, the international 

community is also on trial and judged corrupt through authorial selection.’143 Steiner uses 

scenes set outside the jungle, asides to the main action, to display the conflicted interests 

of the international community, and through their responses to the news of Hitler being 

found alive is able to critique the post-war relationships of those nations (the UK, USA, 

France, West Germany, the Soviet Union) to the history of the Second World War and 

specifically the Holocaust. 

Richard J. Evans in his survey of counterfactual and alternate histories comments 

on the fictions, particularly from the United States, which ‘have focused on making up for 

the frustration felt by many that Hitler had not been personally brought to account for his 

crimes.’ He goes on to identify such narratives as having been ‘inserted into a political 

critique of the relative failure of governments across the world to bring old Nazis to 

justice’.144 Steiner and others use non-mimetic techniques to examine notions of culpability 

and justice, targeting Germany but particularly Hitler. However, the texts also offer a more 

nuanced position which examines the relative moralities of the Western position, both 

during and after the war. In this instance non-mimetic fiction relativises the Holocaust by 

insisting on a catalogue of atrocity which may or may not include the actions of the US or 

UK, but which certainly suggests an alternative to the idea that the Holocaust is 

incomparable with any other event. They may not offer any insights into the specific of the 

Holocaust itself, thus contributing to our understanding of the event, but they do 

undermine the notion of evil as a metaphysical characteristic of the perpetrators, showing 

human and frail – to reference Arendt again – ‘banal’, perpetrators. That said, by using 

non-mimetic fiction to attempt to enter the mental space of a Nazi, or even a Hitler, as in 

Steiner’s Portage, we can perhaps approach a realisation of the levels of mental gymnastics 

required to relocate our cognition from our safe moral space into theirs. The truly 
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disturbing element of many non-mimetic fictions is the realisation of how easy this can 

sometimes be. 

 

1.5 Other Non-Mimetic Themes 

So far in this chapter I have offered some brief insight into four significant themes of non-

mimetic fiction concerning the Holocaust in Anglo-American fiction. There are many others 

which I could address, as well as outlier texts which offer almost unique scenarios and 

methods of discussing the Holocaust but which do not sit as easily alongside other texts 

when grouped in this manner. A recurring theme of some non-mimetic fiction of the 

Holocaust is the exploration of Anglo-American feelings of guilt at being mere bystanders 

to the genocide. Whilst the historical memory of the United States and United Kingdom 

celebrate the Allies’ roles as liberators of Occupied Europe and vanquishers of Nazi 

Germany, increasingly with regards the Holocaust the narrative has portrayed the Anglo-

American partners as on-lookers or bystanders.145 Whilst historians and moral philosophers 

have problematised this third category of Holocaust protagonist (the other two being 

victim, of which survivor is a sub-set, and perpetrator), the fact remains that for some in 

the UK and USA there was a feeling of guilt, or at the very least inadequacy, felt as a result 

of their nations’ inability to stop the Holocaust.146 This guilt finds expression in fiction, and 

is not limited to mimetic fiction alone.147 A relatively early non-mimetic example of this 

expression in fiction is Clive Sinclair’s short story ‘The Creature on my Back’ first published 

in 1978.148 The Canadian narrator tells the reader ‘I have a creature on my back. It is 

invisible. No one knows it is there but me. It clings to my shoulders like an imp and tries to 

pull me to the ground.’149 The creature is not directly the subject of the story, but a crucial 

underlying element. Given the infrequent references to the invisible creature a mimetic 

reading of the story is entirely possible: there is no literal creature, it is a figment of the 
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character’s imagination, a psychological manifestation of his guilt. A non-mimetic reading is 

however also possible and, I would argue, encouraged by the narrative of the story. The 

creature appears whilst he is reading the newspaper, ‘I become convinced that someone 

else is looking at it over my shoulder. I even know what article is being read.’150 The article 

in question is a report of a burial in Israel of two bars of soap made by the Nazis from 

human fat.151 The narrator works for a ‘multi-national giant’ called ‘Player & Gamble’, a 

clear stand-in for Proctor & Gamble, he has been hired to write the advertising campaign 

for one of their brands of soap, ‘Aphrodite’. Perhaps inspired by the company’s wartime 

record as much as anything, he begins to conflate his own soap with the buried soap in 

Israel .152 His pregnant wife Sarah washes her hands he thinks to himself, ‘If the Nazis had 

had their way she could be washing her hands with the mortal remains of Sigmund 

Freud.’153 Using the money earned from the P&G contract, the pair go on a driving holiday 

to Quebec. There are non-mimetic markers throughout this section of the story, including a 

particularly insistent retail assistant who tried to convince Sarah to get a maternity dress 

that neither of the parents like. ‘I can’t explain’, Sarah says to the narrator afterwards, ‘but 

there was something creepy about that shop […] that woman, she reminded me of a witch 

from Grimm’s fairy tales.’ The following line, unspoken but a product of the narrator is, ‘or 

a wardress from a concentration camp.’154 By juxtaposing the fairy tale witch with a 

concentration camp, Sinclair is creating a narrative synergy between the non-mimetic of 

the Grimm Tales and the unrepresentable, unthinkable of the Holocaust. The narrator and 

Sarah later have sex, throughout the intercourse the narrator interrupts descriptions of the 

scene with ominous imagery of trains, bringing back the witch and re-integrating her into 

the Holocaust narrative: 
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153 ‘The Creature on my Back’, p. 90. 
154 Ibid., p. 91. 
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Her breath comes in pants. HHH. HHH. Like a train. Our rhythms gather speed. Up 

and down. Like a train. Verboten. You must have a shower. The doctor will give you 

a bar of soap. It’s the woman from the dress shop. Aphrodite, the soap that puts 

Aphro into Aphrodisiac. The doctor will turn you into a bar of soap. Herr Doktor. 

What if he is a Nazi doctor tormented by his past? GO AWAY!155 

The doctor the narrator is referring to is a man they had previously seen in a restaurant. He 

was drunk and talking about his terrible day and how he does not want to live anymore. 

‘Before he vanishes’, the narrator tells us, ‘I glimpse, fleetingly, the form of a homunculus 

clinging to his back.’156 Though the narrator never sees his own creature we must believe it 

is the same manner of beast as the doctor’s homunculus. The matter-of-fact tone of both 

this reference to the doctor’s creature, and the narrator’s descriptions of his own creature 

more than support a non-mimetic reading of the story. This adds particular tension to a 

scene much later when the creature grabs the narrator’s head as he is driving, causing 

them to crash, ‘I do not tell Sarah that the creature on my back has tried to kill us.’157 

 Efraim Sicher describes Sinclair as an Anglo-Jewish writer ‘for whom the Holocaust 

is a literary obsession that haunts his pseudoautobiographical persona.’158 Later Sicher 

writes about Sinclair’s story as an example of the Holocaust expressing ‘a haunting 

presence akin to the legendary dybbuk of Jewish tradition.’159 A dybbuk is described in the 

Oxford Companion to the Jewish Religion as ‘the soul of a person pursued by demons that 

has found temporary security in the body of a living person. […] In the usual version of 

these stories, a sinner dies and the demons or destructive angels hurry to bring him before 

the judgement throne. In order to escape for a time he can enter the body of a living 

person if that person has committed some sin, albeit of a minor nature, at the time. The 

dybbuk (from the root davak, ‘to cleave’) generally overtakes, to some extent, the 

personality of the one whose body it has entered, speaking in a strangled, muffled tone as 

if from a vast distance.’160 Sicher describes Sinclair’s Creature as ‘a trace of the Holocaust 

that lives on in the imagination, blurring any distinction between fantasy and reality, for 

                                                             
155 Ibid., p. 92. 
156 Ibid., p. 92. 
157 Ibid., p. 93. 
158 Efraim Sicher, Beyond Marginality: Anglo-Jewish Literature after the Holocaust (Albany: State 
University Press of New York, 1985), p. 161. 
159 Sicher, ‘The Burden of Memory’, p. 56. 
160 Louis Jacobs, A Concise Companion to the Jewish Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1999): Oxford Reference (2003) 
<http://www.oxfordreference.com.liverpool.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/acref/9780192800886.001.
0001/acref-9780192800886-e-168&gt;> [accessed 28 July 2016] 



107 
 

the real is fantastic.’161 Sicher here identifies the manner in which the Holocaust breaks 

down the perceived fantasy/reality barrier, or otherwise overturns our understanding of 

non-mimetic/mimetic impulses by suggesting they are made interchangeable. And so in a 

final expression of this synergy, but also a relativisation of the narrator’s suffering and guilt, 

the story’s final lines are given to Sarah’s psychiatrist, to whom the narrator finally 

confesses the creature on his back: 

Listen […] you are lucky. You have a creature on your back. Such things are not 

common in Canada. It may yet go away. As for myself, I have a number on my arm. 

A souvenir of Europe.162 

Another theme explored in non-mimetic fiction of the Holocaust, which could be discussed 

in an expanded study, might be one of refuge and rescue. Those texts which suppose a 

scenario which rescues some of the six million from the fate otherwise in store for them. 

Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policeman’s Union (2007) is the best known example of this 

sort of text, in which in this case millions of European Jews are able to escape Europe and 

settle (albeit temporarily) in Alaska. However, I examine Chabon’s text in greater detail in 

chapter two under a different category. Additional texts such as Lavie Tidhar’s novelette 

“Uganda” (2008) – in which a Jewish homeland is imagined in British East Africa – suggest 

the establishment of a trend, albeit a more minor one than those others discussed so far. 

 Non-mimetic fiction is also often used in the establishment of new points-of-view 

for the Holocaust, using analogy or alternative narratorial devices to create a fresh 

perspective. Art Spiegelman’s Maus is the most highly acclaimed example of this but similar 

discussions can be had around Australian novelist Markus Zusak’s The Book Thief (2005) in 

which the novel is narrated by Death. Jenni Adams is one of the few critics who has 

approached this novel from the standpoint of its non-mimetic characteristics (though in her 

study she refers to magic realism): 

The significance of Death’s role to an evaluation of the novel as Holocaust text […] 

precludes the supernatural narrator being bracketed off as mere cipher. The figure 

of Death is an emphatically supernatural one, antinomious with the reality of the 

Holocaust into which it is incorporated yet nevertheless accepted as real within the 

text through the situation of this figure as narrator.163 

                                                             
161 Sicher, ‘The Burden of Memory’, p. 59. 
162 Ibid., p. 97. 
163 Adams, Magic Realism in Holocaust Literature, pp. 148-149. 
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Zusak’s novel uses non-mimetic writing to offer a different take on the omnipotent third-

person standard narratorial voice. In doing so he is able to add additional emotional heft to 

the novel, more akin to that of a first-person or limited third-person perspective, whilst still 

being able to place the events of the novel into a wider perspective of the conflict and of 

European history: detailing the effects of British bombing on innocent German civilians, as 

well as the difficulties those Germans go through (and the dangers they put themselves in) 

to aid and hide Jews during the Holocaust. Beatrice and Virgil (2010) by Spanish-born 

Canadian Yann Martel is another use of interesting non-mimetica in a similar vein. Martel 

uses the techniques of animal fable to offer an account of the Holocaust but using the 

animal character of a donkey and a monkey. The non-mimetic fiction is a metafictional play 

within the novel, highlighting its constructed nature, and the novel makes references 

throughout to the works of Primo Levi, Art Spiegelman, David Grossman, and others, 

deliberately seeking to situate itself within a chronology of Holocaust literature whilst 

simultaneously holding itself apart through its metafictional non-mimetic elements and 

attempting to stay true to Martel’s suggestion that  ‘the myth of the Holocaust is that it’s 

unimaginable. There are words for it; it’s far more difficult to find the words, [as opposed 

to for warfare,] but there are words.’164 In this manner it is able to offer critique on both 

the Holocaust as a social component in post-war society, but also upon Holocaust 

literature, particularly fiction, as a cultural phenomenon. 

 There are a plethora of other narratives and fictions which do not fit easily into any 

narrative pattern I have yet provided, nor those with which I shall concern the rest of this 

thesis, but which will be of interest to other scholars seeking to expand upon the ideas 

elucidated here. I do not have the space, for example, to consider the line between 

mimesis and non-mimesis that experimental postmodern novels such as D. M. Thomas’s 

The White Hotel (1981), or Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated (2002). In the 

following two chapters I will offer an in-depth analysis of texts which follow one of two 

narrative directions: those which use non-mimetic techniques to posit a world where the 

Holocaust doesn not happen at all (or at least was severely diminished such as in Chabon’s 

novel), and those in which it was made worse than history records. Both sets of text used 

non-mimetic fiction, normally alternate history, to posit these scenarios and thereby alter 

the course of the Holocaust’s historical narrative, thus reintegrating the historical 

Holocaust into a chronology of events.

                                                             
164 Yann Martel, Q&A Session, held at Waterstones Liverpool, 8 June 2010. 



 

Chapter Two: The Event Undone: The Dyschronian Utopian Impulse 

The texts of chapter two and three use non-mimetic techniques to alter the course of the 

Holocaust in one of two directions: chapter three shows texts making it worse whilst those 

in this chapter attempt to undo it, or at least diminish it. The majority of these texts, across 

both chapter two and three, can be categorised as alternate histories. 

Modern Anglo-American alternate history fiction can draw its historical line of 

descent through the French uchronie, a novelistic form developed in France which places 

utopia not in a geographic locale, a topos, but in a time period.1 The French uchronie are 

utopian in intent, positing a change in the past which could have resulted in a better world, 

although as with more conventional utopias, all of these scenarios are a matter of 

perspective.2 Upon its transfer across the language barrier into English, alternate history 

fiction has become less utopian and optimistic, and more tonally neutral, perhaps even 

trending towards the pessimistic (or perhaps masochistic is a more appropriate term since 

writers are so frequently inflicting negatives upon their own history). As such, adapting the 

terminology of utopia and dystopia, the term dyschronia is more apt, reflecting the rise to 

prominence of dystopian literature and the relative neglect of what we might recognise as 

utopian fiction. 

 The Holocaust has inspired ample dystopian fiction, and chapter three will explore 

many of these texts. However, this chapter focus on texts which are interesting because 

they take what we may consider a utopian instinct, to avoid the Holocaust to diminish its 

impact, and yet the results are far from uchronia. Whilst it can be said with some certainty 

that none of these texts were ever intended to be utopian novels, the peculiar 

juxtaposition of a seemingly utopian concept with the dystopian results, attracts the eye of 

the critical reader. As I shall show, in developing scenarios which ultimately propose the 

unavoidability of the genocide the authors can convey their ideas about the origins of the 

Holocaust, and attribute blame accordingly. They also provide an assessment of the impact 

                                                             
1 The earliest example being Louis-Napoléon Geoffroy-Château, Napoleon et la conquete du monde: 
1812 à 1832 (1836). 
2 Paradoxically, whilst alternate history comes to us through utopian writing, Andrew Milner 
suggests that science fiction (at least in the form of the nineteenth-century novel) ‘insofar as it had 
been an adaptation of any pre-existing form’ adapted ‘not so much the utopia as the historical 
novel.’ Andrew Milner, ‘Utopia and Science Fiction Revisited’, in Red Planets: Marxism and Science 
Fiction, ed. by Mark Bould and China Miéville (London: Pluto Press, 2009), pp. 213-230 (p. 224). 
Emphasis mine. 
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of the genocide on global civilization, as well as upon Jewish culture. In this manner they 

argue the uncomfortable position that the world today may be better off because of 

genocide. That the Holocaust provided a moral lesson which has allowed humanity to avoid 

repeating mistakes of the past, or, that it has acted something like a vaccination, 

inoculating the human race against worse atrocities which might otherwise have arisen. To 

retain the medical analogy, all of the authors in this thesis are products of a post-Holocaust 

society, writing for a post-Holocaust Anglo-American readership, they are themselves 

infected with its imagery and so even in undoing the events of the genocide they cannot 

help but write it backwards into the alternate timeline, providing weight to Derrida’s 

suggestion in a 1998 interview with Michal Ben-Naftali: ‘I think that today nothing at all can 

be burnt, not even a love-letter, without thinking about the Holocaust.’3 

 This chapter will discuss a collection of key texts which provide dystopian results to 

that uchronian impulse, addressing them in chronological order by year of publication. 

Some of these texts have a greater weight literary criticism attached to them than others, 

but for each I will seek to place them in something of a context, assessing the implications 

of the non-mimetic narrative for our understanding of the Holocaust and our relationship 

to it. 

 Whilst the purely dystopian texts relating to the Second World War predate the 

war itself, those which take the more narratologically playful approach of undoing the 

Holocaust arrive a generation after. Among the first of these texts is Norman Spinrad’s The 

Iron Dream (1972) which avoids the Holocaust by virtue of avoiding the entire Second 

World War and does so by imagining a scenario where Adolf Hitler rises not to become the 

Führer of Germany, but to become an American immigrant and a writer of pulp science 

fiction. R. A. Lafferty’s novella ‘The Three Armageddons of Enniscorthy Sweeny’ (1977) 

similarly avoids both the war and the genocide, and hints at a successful art career for 

Hitler, but is actually a narrative about the inescapability of trauma and draws implicit links 

between the Great Depression, both World Wars, the Cold War, and possible nuclear 

armageddon to come. Elleander Morning (1984) by Jerry Yulsman once again places the 

historical nexus on Hitler’s fate, and is thematically similar to Lafferty’s novella in showing a 

changed, almost utopian, world which is nonetheless haunted by the ghosts of our own 

timeline; its execution of this theme is however drastically different from Lafferty’s. The 

                                                             
3 Quoted in Gideon Ofrat, The Jewish Derrida, trans. by Peretz Kidron (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse 
University Press, 2001), p. 152. 
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next two texts take different approaches to the theme. The first is Martin Amis’s Time’s 

Arrow (1991) which takes a more literal approach to undoing the Holocaust by reversing 

the direction of time’s flow, causing personal and global history to unwind whilst being 

narrated by the protagonist’s disembodied spirit for whom this is the normal order of 

things. The second text is unusual because whilst all of the others used in this chapter undo 

or avoid the Holocaust in its entirety, it merely diminishes it. Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish 

Policeman’s Union (2007) through the manipulation of a historical and diplomatic footnote 

in American history reduces the death toll of the genocide from six million Jews to two 

million, saving millions in an enclave in Alaska and using the tropes of the hard-boiled 

detective novel to explore the implications of such an event. Finally, Lavie Tidhar’s A Man 

Lies Dreaming (2014), also uses the hard-boiled detective genre but returns the focus to 

Hitler, casting him as a private eye in London in a world which did not experience the 

Second World War. Tidhar’s novel uses Hitler’s persona, and those of other Nazi’s-in-exile, 

to examine fascistic anti-Semitic tendencies in early twentieth-century Britain and cast 

those attitudes forward as a comparison point to our own time. 

  Each of these texts, though differing in time of writing, approach, and indeed the 

extent to which they explicitly concern themselves with the Holocaust, subverts the 

utopian idea of a diminished or undone Holocaust. In doing so they convey the inextricable 

nature of the genocide to the Anglo-American culture in which they are writing, and in 

which we are reading, demonstrating a level to which we might consider Anglo-Americans 

scarred, or culturally traumatised, by the Holocaust.  

 

2.1 Award Winning Science Fiction Author Adolf Hitler: Norman Spinrad’s The Iron Dream 

I began this chapter by talking about alternate histories, a genre with which a great many 

texts in this thesis can be labelled. However, the wider terminology of the thesis is that of 

non-mimetic fiction, partly because some of the texts are not alternate histories, but also 

because such a genre label would be insufficient to capture the full scope of the narrative 

trickery employed by some of the texts. Lavie Tidhar’s A Man Lies Dreaming, discussed in 

chapter two, is one example. Norman Spinrad’s 1972 novel The Iron Dream is another. To 

call either text an alternate history is technically true but it implies something more 

straightforward than either novel. Both seem, at times, to be written with the intention to 

offend. I shall deal with Tidhar’s novel below, but Spinrad’s is either a science-fantasy romp 

through a nightmare world, or, a fascist power fantasy, depending on your point of view. 
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Either way, it represents the fevered wet-dreams of an extreme and dangerous mind. And 

yet, it might be a piece of genius. The reason for this is the metatextual framework within 

which Spinrad writes the book. The novel is described from its covers to its afterword, as an 

‘SF Classic’ entitled ‘Lord of the Swastika’, and written by none other than Adolf Hitler. 

 The world-building of the alternate history elements of the novel are conducted 

entirely by the book’s paratexts. An introductory blurb describes ‘Lord of the Swastika’ as 

being ‘recognized as the most vivid and popular of Hitler’s science-fiction novels by fans the 

world over’, fans ‘who honoured it with a Hugo as Best Science-Fiction Novel of 1954.’ 

Portraying itself as a new re-print of a genre classic, the blurb encourages readers to ‘see 

for yourself why so many people have turned to this science-fantasy novel as a beacon of 

hope in these grim and terrifying times.’4 The following page contains a list of other works 

by the author, including a mixture of titles which sound at one moment to be traditional 

sci-fi pulp, and at others to be clear Nazi daydreams, hence ‘Emperor of the Asteroids’ and 

‘The Builders of Mars’ sit alongside ‘The Master Race’, ‘The Thousand Year Rule’, and the 

ominous ‘Tomorrow the World’.5 The presence of the Adolf Hitler persona as author adds a 

new cognitive level to pulpish titles and where before the reader’s eye could skim over 

such titles as examples of sci-fi interstellar adventure, now there is the whiff of 

lebensraum.6 The final pre-text presents an author biography from which we learn that 

Hitler ‘dabbled briefly in radical politics in Munich before finally emigrating to New York in 

1919.’7 He did illustration work, whilst learning English, including regular work for Amazing 

and other sf magazines, until 1935 at which point he ‘had enough confidence in his English 

to make his debut as a science-fiction writer’, becoming an active figure in the sf 

community, including ‘publishing a popular fanzine, Storm, for nearly ten years.’ The 

biography continues: 

He won a posthumous Hugo at the 1955 World Science-Fiction Convention for Lord 

of the Swastika, which was completed just before his death in 1953. For many 

years, he had been a popular figure at SF conventions, widely known in science-

fiction fandom as a wit and nonstop raconteur. Ever since the book’s publication, 

                                                             
4 Norman Spinrad, The Iron Dream (St Albans: Panther, 1974), p. 7. 
5 Ibid., p. 8. 
6 Lebensraum, the Nazi policy of settling Germans in conquered lands to the East based on the 
concept of Germans being volk ohne raum, a people without space, was a key factor in the 
justification of the invasion of Poland and the removal of populations of Jews, Poles, and others 
which went hand-in-hand with the Holocaust. 
7 The Iron Dream, p. 9. 
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the colourful costumes he created in Lord of the Swastika have been favourite 

themes at convention masquerades. Hitler died in 1953, but the stories and novel 

he left behind remain as a legacy to all science-fiction enthusiasts.8 

A fascist fantasy by Adolf Hitler winning a Hugo Award was a jibe at the popular tastes of 

science fiction fandom when Spinrad wrote the book in the 1970s but it takes on a new 

energy in our contemporary time of “Sad Puppy”/“Rabid Puppy” voting slates.9 It is worth 

emphasising at this point that ‘Lord of the Swastika’ is not a good book on its own merits. It 

is a badly written science-fantasy adventure novel of poor taste. This is however 

completely in line with the sentiments of critics such as George Steiner who wrote that, 

unlike communism, ‘fascism has inspired no great work of art […], it has drawn into its orbit 

no writer of the first rank.’10 Steiner posits fascism as being an artistically barren 

environment; Spinrad’s novel, presenting within it Adolf Hitler’s novel, seems to bear that 

theory out. 

In this pre-text material, Spinrad is laying the groundwork for the primary 

underlying critique hidden within The Iron Dream. ‘Lord of the Swastika’ is a fascist power 

fantasy revolving around the heroic endeavours of a Germanic übermensch Feric Jagger, 

whose rise to power is a clear analogy for Hitler and the Nazi Party in 1930s Germany. By 

invoking such a narrative, and specifically its fictional popularity, as a means to poke fun at 

the sf community, he casts ‘fans the world over’ as Hitler enthusiasts and attendees of 

Worldcon as sympathisers.11 The image of Worldcon masquerade balls being full of people 

in ‘Lord of the Swastika’ costumes is particularly powerful. These uniforms are described in 

no uncertain terms within the novel: 

the stylishly cut brown leather uniform of the Knights of the Swastika, set off with 

high-peaked foresters' caps also of brown leather, bearing bronze medallions of the 

new Party crest: an eagle bearing a swastika shield. Behind each motorcyclist 

                                                             
8 Ibid., p. 9. 
9 The phenomenon of the so called “puppy” right-wing voting blocs has been well-documented 
online, for a brief overview of the controversy from 2015 see: Alison Flood, ‘George RR Martin says 
rightwing lobby has “broken” Hugo awards’, The Guardian, 9 April 2015 
<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/09/george-rr-martin-right-wing-broken-hugo-
awards> [accessed 20 August 2016]. 
10 George Steiner, ‘The Writer and Communism’, in George Steiner, Language and Silence, pp. 307-
315 (p. 307). 
11 Worldcon, the World Science Fiction Convention, presents itself as the hub of world (but 
particularly American) science fiction fandom. 



114 
 

trailed a red cloak emblazoned with a bold black swastika in a circle of purest 

white; this was repeated on the red armband each man wore on his right sleeve.12 

The uniforms of the Knights of the Swastika depict a cross between a biker gang and the 

Sturmabteilung (SA), the original Nazi Stormtroopers or “brown shirts”, for whom the 

Knights are a cipher. Similarly, the elite bodyguards in the novel are the Swastika Squad, 

whose cipher is even more obvious given that they come to be referred to predominantly 

by their initials, the SS, their uniform is described as being black leather, tailored, with 

silver and chrome, ‘a dashing storm troop, a pageant of sound and power and color 

carefully designed by his own hand to set the soul of the beholder soaring.’13 

 Other science fiction authors get in on Spinrad’s joke, contributing comments for 

the novel’s rear cover, praising ‘Lord of the Swastika’ in terms which can be read literally or 

ironically.14 In casting the genre and its fandom in this way, Spinrad is highlighting what he 

perceives as the shallow level at which readers can engage a text, enjoying the adventure 

and aesthetic of ‘Lord of the Swastika’ without considering the uncomfortable politics of 

the narrative. This is to some degree softened by Spinrad’s fictional fandom existing in a 

world where the Second World War was avoided and thus the lessons of fascism (and its 

genocidal potential) have been less clearly taught. More worrying is Spinrad’s report of a 

fanzine review he once read for The Iron Dream: 

“This is a rousing adventure story and I really enjoyed it,” the gist of it went. “Why 

did Spinrad have to spoil the fun with all this muck about Hitler?”15 

An analysis of the novel within-the-novel sheds light on precisely how worrying the 

sentiment expressed by this reviewer is. As noted above, ‘Lord of the Swastika’ is the story 

of Feric Jaggar, a tall, blonde-haired, blue-eyed, fair skinned and powerfully built man. He is 

‘a figure of startling and unexpected nobility’, ‘every inch the genotypically pure human’.16 

In an echo of the portrayal of Hitler as Aryan superman in Katherine Burdekin’s Swastika 

                                                             
12 The Iron Dream, pp. 83-84. 
13 Ibid., p. 84. 
14 Michael Moorcock’s comment, for example, says ‘To compare this novel with the works of J.R.R. 
Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, G.K. Chesterton and Sir Oswald Mosley is not, I feel, saying too much . . . this 
exciting and tense fantasy adventure . . . is the very quintessence of sword and sorcery. It is bound 
to earn Hitler the credit he so richly deserves.’ Ellipsis in original. 
15 Norman Spinrad, Science Fiction in the Real World (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 
1990), p. 158. 
16 The Iron Dream, p. 13. 
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Night (1937), Jaggar’s narrative is analogous with an idealised version of Hitler’s own rise to 

power in our timeline. 

 There are references in the book to a previous Great War, fought a generation ago, 

as a result of which Jaggar’s family had been banished from their native land of Heldon for 

his father’s ‘so-called war crimes’ as part of a treacherous treaty imposed by a weak ruling 

class. 17 This belief in betrayal from within, obviously evocative of the Armistice, Versailles, 

and the German far-right paranoia about how, as Hitler described it, ‘the Jewish rabble that 

had come to power was able in 1918 to steal the nation’s arms’, is first made manifest at a 

border crossing.18 Only a genetically pure human specimen should be able to enter and yet 

Jaggar is horrified by what he perceives as lax standards of behaviour amongst the guards 

and, worse, obviously imperfect specimens being allowed entry. His anxiety is resolved 

upon discovery of the source of this behaviour: 

He could not have precisely specified the characteristics of the scribe which marked 

him as a Dominator, but the total gestalt of the creature’s presence fairly shrieked 

Dom at him through all his known and perhaps several unknown sense: a certain 

rodential gleam in the creature’s eyes, a subtle smugness about his bearing.19 

Whilst distinct from the ‘Parrotfaces’ and ‘Lizardmen’ varieties of mutants, the Dom, agents 

of the land of Zind, represents a realised fear of an enemy-within, undermining a true and 

just society for the benefits of its own nefarious kind. This fear is heightened by the 

difficulty in identifying these creatures (indeed it seems few other than Jaggar himself are 

capable of the act) and of resisting their psychic thrall, through a strength of willpower 

alone. The dehumanising description of this character as ‘rodential’, despite an otherwise 

human appearance, equates him Nazi depictions of Jews as literal vermin. Whilst Jaggar is 

admitted to Heldon, he vows revenge on this Dom and all like him: ‘He would avenge this 

outrage a thousandfold before he would let go of the Doms. A millionfold would still be 

insufficient.’20 

Given the equation of Jews and Doms, the reference to ‘millionfold’ is obviously 

sinister. Unsurprisingly, Jaggar finds that the Doms have infiltrated the highest levels of the 

government and military and so takes it upon himself to lead a revolution which will 

                                                             
17 The Iron Dream, p. 17. 
18 Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf, trans. by Ralph Manheim (London: Radius, 1973), p. 302.  
19 The Iron Dream, p. 22. 
20 Ibid, p. 28. 
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destroy these elements and their sympathisers and set Heldon back on its true course of 

genetic purity and, ultimately, of global dominance. The revelation that the Doms have 

secretly been controlling Heldon in order to bring about its downfall plays into right-wing 

paranoia regarding the role of Bolsheviks and Jews in European society as revealed in the 

fraudulent Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Hitler himself was a firm believer in the 

protocols, expressed here in a powerful example of circular logic: 

They are based on a forgery, the Frankfurther Zeitung moans and screams once 

every week: the best proof that they are authentic. [...] Anyone who examines the 

historical development of the last hundred years from the standpoint of [The 

Protocols] will at once understand the screaming of the Jewish press. For once this 

book has become the common property of a people, the Jewish menace may be 

considered broken.21 

Nowhere is the exaggeration of Nazi fascism within ‘Lord of the Swastika’ more obvious 

(other than, of course, the over-abundance of swastikas themselves) than in the manner in 

which Spinrad emphasises the underlying fetishism of Nazism. As shown above, he aligns a 

certain type of sf fandom and science fiction writing with Nazis and, as John Clute writes, is 

thus ‘able to mock – effectively if at times unrelentingly – some of the less attractive 

tendencies of right-wing sf, its fetish with gear, its fascist love of hierarchical display, its 

philistinism, its brutishness, its racism, its not entirely secret contempt for the people its 

Heroes or Messiah figures defend.’22 Spinrad does not merely mock these tendencies 

however, he foregrounds them, and in particular highlights the underlying sexual element 

inherent in the fascism. 

 As is typical of this sort of “heroic fantasy”, Jaggar must have a mystical weapon to 

empower him, but also to prove his validity as a leader of men, an Excalibur to his King 

Arthur. In ‘Lord of the Swastika’ this weapon is ‘The Steel Commander’, a metal truncheon. 

Whilst there is an inevitable phallic element to all sword-like weapons, Spinrad goes out of 

his way to emphasise this characteristic: 

In mere physical appearance alone, the Great Truncheon was breathtaking. [...] The 

shaft was a gleaming rod of some tarnishless metal fully four feet long and thick 

                                                             
21 Mein Kampf, p. 279. 
22 John Clute, ‘Norman Spinrad’, in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, ed. by John Clute, et al. 3rd 
edn (2012) <http://www.sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/spinrad_norman> [accessed 13 September 
2014]. 
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around as a man's forearm. [...] The oversize headball was a life-sized steel fist, and 

a hero's fist at that.23  

Similarly, in the same scene, Jaggar is presented with an impressive but ultimately inferior 

weapon which is described in terms of ‘a battered old truncheon of respectable length and 

girth, its stainless steel shaft somewhat tarnished [...] this hoary weapon [...] had once born 

elaborate etchings of serpents on its shaft, the headpiece which had at first seemed to be a 

plain steel ball had once been enamelled with the likeness of a great eye.’24 The phallic 

imagery present in these descriptions and others like it are readily apparent and are 

continued throughout the novel, up to the final lines of ‘Lord of the Swastika’ when, having 

exterminated all of the impure humans and mutants on Earth the victorious Heldon people 

are launching a rocket of Jaggar-clones into the stars in a final crescendo of triumph: 

Feric felt the sound and the glory permeate every cell of his body with an incredible 

joyous fire; his blood pounded like racial thunder through his veins, faster and 

faster. It seemed finally as if he must fly apart and burst in a million pieces with 

ecstasy.  

At this climactic moment, when he could bear the preternatural joy no 

longer, he threw a small switch. With a deafening bellow, a magnificent billow of 

orange flam spurted out of the rocket. Every throat in Heldon joined with Feric’s in 

a wordless cry of joyous triumph as the seed of the Swastika rose on a pillar of fire 

to fecundate the stars.25 

If ‘Lord of the Swastika’ is a masturbatory journey through a neo-Wagnerian science-

fantasy telling of the Hitler mythos then this scene is the orgasm, experienced in a suitably 

fascistic manner by the (now pure) nation as a whole, but by the leader in particular. ‘Lord 

of the Swastika’ may end with this scene, but The Iron Dream continues. Just as Spinrad 

included pre-text elements to create an alternate history meta-narrative for the novel, so 

too he continues the game in the post-text. Most notable of all of the elements deployed 

by Spinrad is the afterword which he wrote: 

To make damn sure that even the historically naive and entirely unselfaware reader 

got the point, I appended a phony critical analysis of Lord of the Swastika, in which 

                                                             
23 The Iron Dream, p. 70. 
24 Ibid., p. 69. 
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the psychopathology of Hitler’s saga was spelled out by a tendentious pedant in 

words of one syllable.26 

This phony critical analysis, attributed to one ‘Homer Whipple’, strips away the final layers 

of deniability with regards the eroticised fetishism. On Jaggar’s truncheon, for example, 

Spinrad through Whipple asks ‘if this is not a description of a fantasy penis, what is?’27 This 

is then extended to the ‘outstretched-arm salute which forms an obsessive motif 

throughout the novel is a patently phallic gesture’, bringing the imagery full-circle back to 

the Nazis and their take on the Roman salute.28 This phallic imagery, we are told, was 

probably included ‘in order to capture the rapt attention of the unsophisticated.’29 

 Similarly, Spinrad/Whipple discusses Hitler’s ‘morbid dread of body secretions and 

processes’, contrasting his descriptions of the mutants of Zind (‘drooling’, defecating’, 

‘urinating’) with Jaggar’s ‘spotless’, ‘gleaming’ and ‘precise’ soldiers. As the scholar 

remarks, ‘The anality of this dichotomy should be clear even to the layman’.30 The 

dichotomy further Others the mutants, distinguishing them from the pure humans on an 

aesthetic level of cleanliness, which again reflects the Nazi dialogue of Jewishness as ‘a 

contagious disease that could be caught by merely mixing with Jews.’31  

 The Whipple authored afterword is used to deepen the satire of the novel, but also 

to further expand the alternate history framework within which ‘Lord of the Swastika’ is 

constructed. As such, Whipple affords us a potted biography of Hitler describing his brief 

dabble with radical politics and ‘a small radical party known as the National Socialists’ of 

whom ‘very little is known’ as the group disappears around 1923, ‘a full seven years before 

the Communist coup made the subject academic.’32 In a world without a Nazi German 

counter-balance, Europe’s  1940s and 50s are dominated by Communism, with ‘the 

takeover of Britain in 1948 [making] the imperialistic appetite of the Grater Soviet Union 

crystal clear to even the most naïve Communist apologist.’33 Of all the texts in this thesis, 

Spinrad’s is the most obviously characteristic of Cold War Fiction, and the novel can be read 

                                                             
26 Spinrad, Science Fiction in the Real World, p. 158. 
27 The Iron Dream, p. 246. 
28 Ibid., p. 247. 
29 Ibid., p., 247. 
30 Ibid., p. 250. 
31 Gisela Kaplan, ‘Irreducible “Human Nature”: Nazi Views on Jews and Woman’, in Challenging 
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32 The Iron Dream, p. 252. 
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as a warning about being driven towards strong leadership through fear of Soviet power, 

just as Germany accepted strong leadership in the 1930s, and as Heldon accepts it along by 

enthusiastically embracing nuclear warfare and feverish paranoia and anxiety about the 

Empire of Zind to the east. Whipple speculates that The Empire of Zind is an obvious stand-

in for Communism, and his argument make sense (as well it might, given its author), and 

tallies with Hitler’s hatred of Communists. However, as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact 

reminds us Hitler was capable of tolerating the presence of Communism, albeit on a 

temporary basis, in a manner he never exhibited against the Jews.34 Given the frequent 

tying together of Marxists and Jews in Nazi diatribe, there can be little doubt that the 

Empire of Zind also represents the fevered paranoia regarding Jews and the insidious 

workings of those who follow the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. There is after all an 

unavoidable comparison inherent in their names: Zind/Zion. 

 Whipple concedes (at times it is easy to forget that he is not a true academic but as 

much a fictional character as the Hitler of the novel, if not more so) that ‘the Doms 

themselves seem to be a genuinely paranoid element. It is hard to escape the conclusion 

that they stand for some real or imagined group that Hitler hated and feared.’ He goes on 

to interrogate this idea: 

There is some flimsy evidence that the Nazi Party was to a certain extent anti-

Semitic. Thus there is the temptation to conclude that the Dominators are 

somehow symbolic of the Jews. But since Zind is obviously meant to stand for the 

Greater Soviet Union, in which anti-Semitism has reached such rabid heights in the 

past decade that five million Jews have perished, and since the Dominators, far 

from being the victims of Zind, are its absolute rulers, this notion falls flat on its 

face.35 

Being in possession of more information regarding Hitler’s psychology and the views of the 

Nazi Party than Whipple, we can form different conclusions. Easy rebuttal of his distinction 

between Jews and Communists can be found in the writings of our timeline’s Hitler. He 

posits multiple connections between Communism and Jewry, not least in the phrase ‘The 

Jewish doctrine of Marxism’ and its obvious dangers: 

                                                             
34 The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was the treaty of non-aggression between Nazi Germany and the 
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If, with the help of his Marxist creed, the Jew is victorious over the other peoples of 

the world, his crown will be the funeral wreath of humanity and this planet will, as 

it did thousands of years ago, move through the ether devoid of men.36 

With regards its perceived anti-Communist message, Whipple suggests that ‘this particular 

wish-fulfilment fantasy strikes a chord in the heart of every American’ and it is here that 

Spinrad’s satire borders on becoming dangerous.37 Ursula Le Guin notes in her review of 

the novel that as intellectuals we can appreciate the single vast irony that is The Iron 

Dream, but we must be aware of those who do not read with as much care as ourselves: 

As it is, the tension lags; and I am afraid that those who read the book clear 

through may do so because their insensitivity allows them to ignore the distancing 

which is the book’s strength and justification. They will read it just as they read 

Conan, or Starship Troopers, or Goldfinger – as good, clean fun. What harm in that? 

It’s all just made up, it’s all just fantasy, isn’t it? And so they will agree with “Homer 

Whipple” of N.Y.U., who provides, in the Afterword, the last twist of Spinrad’s 

knife. After all it can’t, Dr. Whipple says, happen here.38 

Such worries are proved to have foundation in Spinrad’s own anecdote about fans 

complaining about ‘all this muck about Hitler’, and perhaps by the recent surge in activism 

amongst right-wing sf fans, but also in the novel turning up on the recommended reading 

list for American Nazi Party because ‘they liked the upbeat ending’.39 

 In creating an alternate world where Hitler committed no crimes and is a popular 

fixture in Western society, Spinrad has the inadvertent effect of rehabilitating him. The 

Holocaust, as we know it, has not happened in this alternate world, yet Spinrad fills The 

Iron Dream with negative portendings: Firstly, ‘Lord of the Swastika’ itself features 

genocide on a massive scale and its acceptance within the fictional science fiction 

community, and indeed within our own, have worrying implications for the normalisation 

of mass-slaughter as a form of entertainment. The majority of this slaughter is presented 

through the lens of gruesome battlefield warfare, however Spinrad makes sure to include 

his own versions of Auschwitz as well: 
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The Classification Camp program was the finest example of the qualities that the 

New Order embodied. Nothing pleased Feric more than to tour these Camps, for 

here the patriotic fervor sweeping the country was given the highest and most 

concrete expression.40 

Whilst not ostensibly extermination camps, the description of the ‘oblong perimeter of 

electrified barbed wire surround[ing] a large processing shed and row after row of plain 

wooden barracks [...] presided over by machine-gun towers at each corner’ is 

unmistakable.41 ‘Processing’ here refers to the genetic testing of every citizen of Heldon to 

detect any and all genetic weaknesses as well as identify the specimens pure enough to 

either join the ranks of the SS (the men) or breed with them (the women). Those that fail 

the tests are sterilised and exiled, except for detected Doms who are executed. Of course, 

as Heldon expands its borders, setting up new camps in occupied territories, the result is 

inevitable. The slight alteration in the purpose of the camps creates an uncomfortable 

pastiche, as Jaggar tours a camp he notes the efficiency ‘of a continuously running process, 

an assembly line, as it were’, apt as the camps are designed to assemble a new Heldon 

revitalised by genetic purity and the ranks of the SS located within it, but a twisted reflect 

of the extermination camps of our own reality whose purpose could be described as to 

disassemble. A stomach-turning irony follows in which Jaggar compliments the SS 

Commandant on the speed at which the line is moving ‘for humanitarian consideration as 

well as those of efficiency’.42 

 Whipple refers to the ‘rabid heights’ of anti-Semitism in the Greater Soviet Union, 

and the deaths of ‘five million Jews’ in recent decades, suggesting an inevitable doom for 

the Jewish population of Europe, Nazi or otherwise. However, Spinrad has deliberately 

placed a number on the slaughter, five million, which makes it less than the most 

commonly cited figures for Jewish deaths in the Nazi instigated genocide, perhaps 

indicating an intended lesser evil, more an extension of Soviet crimes against humanity in 

our timeline than another Holocaust. Finally, there is Whipple’s speculation that whilst ‘The 

Greater Soviet Union bestrides Eurasia like a drunken brute’ and whilst ‘Americans seem 

hopelessly sunk in apathy and despair’ then ‘many of Hitler’s readers must find it tempting 

to imagine what the emergence of a leader like Feric Jaggar could mean to America.’43  
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Ultimately, Spinrad, through Whipple, is highlighting the capacity for those with a 

mentality to write and enjoy sword and sorcery fantasy of the ‘Lord of the Swastika’ ilk to 

happily follow a fascist dictator in America, as happily as they followed one in Germany 

(although, as Le Guin quotes, the final pun is that Whipple denies the possibility of such a 

leader arising at all, referring to Jaggar as ‘the extravagant fancies of a pathological science-

fiction novel [...] a monster like Feric Jaggar will forever remain confined to the pages of 

science-fantasy, the fever dream of a neurotic science fiction writer named Adolf Hitler’).44 

By creating a “benevolent” Holocaust through the humanitarian classification 

camps, whilst also speculating on the hero-worship of a figure like Feric Jaggar, Spinrad is 

creating a situation where it becomes easier to imagine being in the situation of a typical 

German in Nazi Germany, swept up in the promises of the Nazi party and ignorant of the 

true implications, one of the group Daniel Goldhagen labels ‘Hitler’s Willing Executioners’.45 

In a later review for another alternate history novel, David Dvorkin’s Budspy (1987), Spinrad 

proposes that ‘the central enigma of the Third Reich is not why we find its memory 

repellent, but how a whole nation could have been seduced its charms’, an enigma which 

he is actively attempting to decode with The Iron Dream.46 Coupled with the creation of a 

Holocaust which is further Othered by the non-mimetic, but attributed to the Russians, 

Spinrad’s novel has the effect of aligning the Holocaust with other traumatic and genocidal 

acts, refusing its exceptionality and relativising it. 

The word ‘holocaust’, with a small H, is used on a three occasions within ‘Lord of 

the Swastika’ each time to describe something closer to the original biblical meaning of the 

word. The first is an anxiety of the past, of the nuclear exchange which created the 

radioactive, mutant-filled, lands of ‘Lord of the Swastika’: 

No man cared to contemplate even in fancy the return of the Fire. Out of those few 

brief days of holocaust centuries past stemmed the major ills still plaguing the 

world: genetic contamination of the human race, the vast radioactive wastelands 

that covered so much of the globe, the existence of the fetid Doms. The old world 

had died in the Time of Fire; the new world which had been born was a stunted 
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and pallid imitation of the glory of the ancients. True men would curse the Time of 

Fire as long as the race survived.47 

The irony here is that the holocaust creates the Doms, analogous with the Jews, rather 

than destroying them. The capitalisation of ‘Fire’ draws attention to the demotion of the 

word holocaust, and marks a change in the balance of significance. In the alternate world 

Spinrad has created, holocaust has none of its extra meaning, however the United States in 

which his Hitler-author lives is under increasing pressure from a much more powerful 

Soviet Union, thus Cold War fears and anxieties are intensified, the capitalisation adding 

intensity to the threat of nuclear warfare and armageddon. Yet, in a similar way, this Time 

of Fire is a despised moment which has nonetheless come to define post-Fire man, in a 

similar manner to the way some writers speak of the Holocaust as defining contemporary 

Jewishness. Thus, in the first instance of the word being invoked, Spinrad is casting the 

Hitler-substitute Jaggar and his Germanic Heldon as the victims of holocaust, trying to 

rebuild after near destruction. 

 Significantly, this use of ‘holocaust’ is reversed for the subsequent two references. 

Both occasions in the text are active moments in the novel’s present rather than reflections 

on a past traumatic atrocity. Both occasions are instances of the Heldon troops, under 

Jaggar’s commands, inflicting violence upon the Zind troops and their Dom controllers. Of 

these two later references, the first describes a tank assault through ‘radiation jungle’, ‘an 

irresistible juggernaut of fire and flesh and steel sending holocaust before it and leaving a 

wake of total destruction in its van’.48 The second instance is the moment of the ultimate 

destruction of the Zind forces and their final city of Bora. 

A day later, when the Firestorm had burned itself out, allowing the Heldon army to 

enter Bora, there was nothing left but an endless vista of smoldering gray-and-

black ash, enlivened here and there by sporadic flames and glowing piles of still-

smoldering embers. Although the city had held tens of thousands of Dominators 

and millions of their slave monstrosities, not even their bones were distinguishable 

from the general ash heap. 
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Bora, Zind, and the Dominators had been quite literally scoured from the 

face of the earth. [...] The chances of even one Dom surviving this holocaust were 

indeed dim […].49 

The references to ash, and to the complete destruction of millions of individuals through 

burning, are clear Holocaust images. What is less immediately apparent, and somewhat 

complicates the analogy, is the manner of their destruction. By utterly wiping out the 

Doms, who represent the Jews, through a fiery holocaust resulting in only ash, ‘not even 

their bones’ surviving, Spinrad is clearly allowing Hitler to fulfil a Holocaust-desire, a wish 

fulfilment exercise for his deranged author-figure. However, the Doms’ final destruction 

comes not through any form of camp, but through the destruction of their city by 

firestorm. By dropping tonnes of napalm and high explosive onto Bora, the Heldon planes 

create a firestorm (which Spinrad/Hitler chooses to capitalise after the word’s first 

manifestation), ‘army scientists predicted such a possibility – that fierce enough bombing 

could generate a pillar of flame that would burn until all combustibles in the area are 

consumed.’50 This image is more evocative of Hiroshima or Dresden than Auschwitz, the 

iconic ash-filled ruins begin to resemble certain passages from Kurt Vonnegut’s 

Slaughterhouse-Five (1969): 

He told her about the stockyards with all the fenceposts gone, with roofs and 

windows gone – told her about seeming little logs lying around. There were people 

who had been caught in the fire-storm. So it goes. [...] “It was like the moon,” said 

Billy Pilgrim. 

[...] Nobody talked much as the expedition cross the moon. There was 

nothing appropriate to say. One thing was clear: Absolutely everybody in the city 

was supposed to be dead, regardless of what they were, and that anybody that 

moved in it represented a flaw in the design.51 

The inappropriateness of speech in the silence after the event has its own parallels with the 

Holocaust. Furthermore, through Billy Pilgrim, Vonnegut perceives the aim of the bombing 

of Dresden to be the complete extermination of a city’s population, a Holocaust in 

miniature. On such terms it is ultimately unsuccessful as the survival of Vonnegut himself is 
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testimony to. Jaggar, however, is able to successfully complete his aim, as Bora is 

successfully destroyed in its entirety. Thus, Spinrad uses the terms holocaust and 

Firestorm, inverting their conventional capitalisation, and in an act of doublethink aligns 

Jaggar and the Helder with both the Jewish experience of having been victims of a 

holocaust, and with the German experience of being perpetrators. He simultaneously aligns 

Jaggar and Heldon with the German experience of withstanding an attack like Dresden, and 

with the Allies who initiated the attack. Thus, Spinrad is confounding the normally simple 

morality of the Holocaust: he is not only drawing comparisons with other atrocities of the 

period and thus relativising the event, but also confounding our condemnation of the 

perpetrators as evil. 

 Michael Butter reads still more into these scenes of Firestorm holocaust, 

suggesting that such moments in ‘Lord of the Swastika’ imply ‘that large parts of the 

alternate Hitler’s fantasies have been put into practice in America’s war in Vietnam’, 

extending the idea of The Iron Dream as a critique of Spinrad’s contemporary American 

(and sf) community, to a wider criticism of American foreign policy as being inherently 

fascist.52 Butter’s suggestion is largely dependent on agreeing with Homer Whipple in 

reading the Doms as ‘the communist Soviet Leadership’ rather than the Zionist threat 

behind the curtain, and is thus skewed from my own interpretation.53 Nonetheless, what is 

certain is that the novel uses satire and irony of unexpected complexity to normalise the 

character of Hitler in order to turn a mirror on contemporary genre, and societal, habits 

and weaknesses in Spinrad’s America and examining the ‘complicity of science fiction in the 

ideological sins’ of that nation.54 

 The Iron Dream diverts the course of history to avoid the Second World War, 

defusing anti-Semitism and political extremism, and the rise of the Nazi party. It does this, 

so far as can be discerned, by altering the biography of a single human being. In doing so, 

Spinrad aligns his novel with the aged but powerful idea of Thomas Carlyle’s conception of 

history as the ‘the biography of great men.’55 Carlyle’s description of history, and the 

importance he places on the role of “heroes” in history, is crucial to the psychology of 

Jaggar who recognises the heroic element in himself and thus understands that he is 
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“destined” to shape the history of his world. This in turn could be a reflection of the 

alternate Hitler’s own beliefs that he was destined for greatness, even if he instead became 

a science fiction author. Carlyle was, after all, recommended reading to Nazi followers, and 

earned the label ‘the great pioneer of National-Socialist philosophy’ from William Joyce, 

the Nazi propagandist better known as Lord Haw Haw.56 Yet, by not alerting us any changes 

in the timeline which do not result from Adolf Hitler’s change in careers, The Iron Dream is 

itself endorsing Carlyle’s theory, placing the nexus-point for the entire history of the 

twentieth-century after 1930 on one man.57 Furthermore, Spinrad is also implicitly placing 

absolute blame for the Holocaust with Hitler. That Hitler is to blame is beyond refutation, 

however in crafting an alternate history which erases the Holocaust from continuity with a 

single man’s change in career it lessens the roles and guilt of other figures in the genocide, 

as if Hitler was the sole corrupting force that drove men like Heydrich, Himmler, Eichmann 

and more to genocide, that they otherwise would have remained soldiers, bureaucrats, 

office workers, and petty politicos. 

 Spinrad’s novel thus uses the non-mimetic technique of alternate history, as well as 

those of the pulp science-fantasy through a metatextual framework, to critique his 

contemporary sf fandom and genre conventions. In doing so he reveals attitudes of blame 

and belief in causality which centre on Hitler as the key figure of the Holocaust, reflecting 

the attitudes of Steiner and others shown in chapter one. However, he also relativises the 

Holocaust by using the science fantasy world to convey the constructedness of history, 

taking us inside the mind of a perpetrator in Jaggar and a would-be-perpetrator in the 

author-Hitler, exposing their justifications for genocide but also the manner in which they 

mythologise elements of their own history. Finally, through Whipple’s postscript, The Iron 

Dream alludes to the inescapability of a genocide of European Jews in some form, if not the 

Holocaust then something else (the gulag, perhaps). This hints at a structuralist view of 

history which suggests that mechanisms (whether political, cultural, economic, or social) 

were in place which guaranteed something of this manner would occur, this foregrounds 

the problems of anti-Semitism and xenophobia in European society, but it also further 

refutes the exceptionality of the Holocaust, insisting on its place in a longer and more 

complex history of mankind than just that of the early twentieth-century. 
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2.2 Misremembered Traumas by the Forgotten American Fantasist: R. A. Lafferty’s ‘The 

Three Armageddons of Enniscorthy Sweeny’ 

If The Iron Dream suggest the Holocaust is a product of more than just the events of the 

early twentieth-century, then the next text in this thesis tests that hypothesis by removing 

not just the Holocaust from its non-mimetic timeline, but all of the major upsets of those 

first forty-five years. However, in typically elusive fashion, R. A. Lafferty finds a way to avoid 

all of the major global traumas of the twentieth-century, yet still experience them. He does 

this within the novella, ‘The Three Armageddons of Enniscorthy Sweeny’, one of two pieces 

included in the volume Apocalypses (1977). 

Raphael Aloysius Lafferty, now sadly neglected in both scholarship and readership, 

clearly qualifies for the label non-mimetic, particularly with ‘Three Armageddons’, but the 

precise flavour of his non-mimetica is more difficult to quantify. Due to his Catholicism, he 

is often compared to writers such as G. K. Chesterton and Flann O’Brien. There is 

something to be said for such comparisons as both authors are capable of a particular 

brand of surrealism that sits not-uncomfortably alongside Lafferty’s which has been 

described as ‘very Irish-American, sometimes mystical, often wildly funny [...] outrageous 

tall tales [...] inspired blarney’.58 However, the everyday tone of narration that can be found 

in examples of Lafferty’s work, and the easy manner with which the strange and surreal are 

accepted as normal, is evocative of the magic realists of Latin America: Gabriel Garcia 

Marquez, Jorge Luis Borges and others. Indeed, primarily on the strength of his Choctaw 

novel Okla Hannali (1972), it has been suggested that Lafferty has the strongest claim to be 

North America’s answer to those Central and Southern American giants.59 

 Despite his contemporary popularity and influence within the sf field, not least on a 

young Neil Gaiman who corresponded with Lafferty as a boy and has since become his 

most high-profile champion, Lafferty is now largely forgotten.60 Gaiman remarks that 

Lafferty’s writing has a ‘kinship with the American tall tale tradition, and with G. K. 

Chesterton. But they are all only cousins. There’s nothing close to Lafferty – nobody with 
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the gravitas about things that were light, and the antigravitas about important heavy 

things.’61 This approach to gravitas, and antigravitas, bears perhaps the most similarities to 

that of Kurt Vonnegut, but even Vonnegut could not sustain that tone across the full body 

of his work and could be deathly serious about big issues which mattered most to him. 

In a relatively lengthy analysis of the problem of classifying Lafferty, John Clute 

suggests several reasons for the apparent state of neglect his work now sits in, not least 

among which are his lack of interest in conforming to marketable guidelines about what 

science fiction, fantasy, or horror should look like. However, Clute also makes further 

remarks which speak to the core problem Lafferty presents to the reader in ‘Three 

Armageddons’: 

He has fairly been described as a writer of tall tales, as a cartoonist, as an author 

whose tone was fundamentally oral; his conservative Catholicism has been seen as 

permeating every word he wrote (or has been ignored); he has been seen as a 

ransacker of old mythologies, and as a flippant generator of new ones; he clearly 

delighted in a vision of the world as being irradiated by conspiracies both godly and 

devilish, but at times paid scant attention to the niceties of plotting […].62 

The dualities which Clute produces are all present within Apocalypses and to perhaps a 

lesser extent within ‘Three Armageddons’ itself. Certainly the seemingly contradictory 

nature of these dualities, existing in two incompatible states simultaneously, is a 

cornerstone of the narrative presented in the novella. Whatever the reason, and despite 

currently experiencing a slight revival, Lafferty remains relatively unknown and 

understudied. The problem is amplified with regards to Apocalypses in particular as the 

book itself occupies a mysterious portion of Lafferty’s life, as Andrew Ferguson, Lafferty’s 

biographer, tells me: 

Even in Lafferty’s correspondence there’s a gap: no record of him talking directly to 

the press at all, which meant his agent Virginia Kidd would have handled all of 

those discussions. But Lafferty wrote the book between January 22 and February 8, 
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1976 [...], and then the Apocalypses volume was published in 1977, and there’s a 

gap in Lafferty’s correspondence with Kidd that covers the years 1976 and ‘77.63 

‘Three Armageddons’ then is a difficult story to approach, even by Lafferty’s normal 

standards. Apocalypse itself is a common theme for Lafferty, no doubt driven by his 

Catholicism and his intricate knowledge of the mythos surrounding it. At first reading, 

‘Three Armageddons’ seems so disjointed and surreal that one is hesitant to read too 

deeply into the text, however reassurance can be found in the words of Theodore Sturgeon 

who remarked that ‘like Gulliver’s Travels, almost all of Lafferty can be read as enchanting 

entertainment, or as a sharply-etched political cartoon, or an analogue of a superbly 

thought-out philosophy concerning human nature and human conduct. In other words, you 

get out of Lafferty, as out of Swift, whatever you’re equipped to bring in.’64 Like Clute, 

Sturgeon emphasises the slippery nature of Lafferty’s writing in refusing to be clearly 

pinned down as one particular thing. This is supremely manifest in ‘Three Armageddons’. 

 Almost the only thing which is certain about ‘The Three Armageddons of 

Enniscorthy Sweeny’ is that it is the story of its titular character, the sometime sports 

journalist, sometime opera writer, composer, novelist and dramatist, Enniscorthy Sweeny. 

Presented as an epistolary biography of sorts, the story is constructed out of biographical 

excerpts, letters and diary entries by and about Sweeny, essays, and a timeline. Sweeny is a 

figure of supreme importance in the world of the story, although the nature of that 

importance is where the slipperiness of Lafferty’s storytelling most readily manifests. 

 He is clearly in control of his own destiny in a very literal fashion. An early anecdote 

recounted in the novella is that of his encounter with the world heavyweight boxing 

champion. He steps into the ring with the boxer and in doing so somehow ‘towering above 

[him]’ to the point where he ‘would have to be seven feet tall and three hundred and fifty 

pounds.’65 This self-serving power exhibits itself in a longer anecdote detailing his marriage 

to the most beautiful woman in the world, something which he seemingly grows his wife 

into being as much to win a competition as out of personal desire: 

                                                             
63 Andrew Ferguson, personal communication. 27 September 2014. Ferguson’s biography of Lafferty 
is forthcoming from the University of Illinois Modern Masters of Science Fiction series. 
64 Theodore Sturgeon, ‘Introduction’, in Chrysalis 3, ed. by Roy Torgeson. Quoted online at R. A. 
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65 R. A. Lafferty, ‘The Three Armageddons of Enniscorthy Sweeny’, in Apocalypses (Los Angeles: 
Pinnacle, 1977), pp.189-374 (p. 198). 
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There was another magus who had come to Chicago about that time and he 

believed that he could make his prospective bride into the most beautiful woman 

in the world.66 

The reference to ‘another magus’ gives us a label to attach to Sweeny, although not one 

which easily sticks. If Sweeny is indeed practicing magic then he has been doing it from an 

extremely early age, the earliest change he seems to make to the world is in 1896, two 

years after his birth. Magic seems too mundane a solution for Lafferty, and even magic 

normally has rules, the rules surrounding Sweeny’s powers are contradictory and ill-

defined. 

 The capacity of these powers to change the world is best demonstrated in 

Sweeny’s composition of three operas: the titular Armageddons. Each of the Armageddons 

coincides with a World War in our own timeline: Armageddon I is first performed in Vienna 

in 1916, Armageddon II opens ‘simultaneously in twelve capitals of the world’ in 1939, 

whilst Armageddon III is produced in Palestine in 1984.67 The dualities identified by Clute 

and others are most prominently on display in these operas: Lafferty uses these 

multiplicitous pairs of contradictions to generate ambiguity in the text. As such, given the 

demonstrations of Sweeny’s powers to make things happen it is unclear whether his operas 

are inflicting the trauma of world wars onto the world, or if he is somehow protecting the 

world from them by translating the actual events into a stated fiction. As Sweeny’s 

biographer asks early on: 

Was Ennis Sweeny the man who left the iron door of hell open to the changing and 

ruination of the world? Or was that door open all the time, and did he call 

attention to this by trying to close it?68  

This uncertainty in the text is made explicit by the repetition throughout the narrative of 

the phrase (or some slight variation on it) ‘What was going on here anyhow?’69 In a further 

duality, in the resultant confusion Sweeny is seen both as a saviour and as the architect of 

global destruction. He becomes the target of a group of mathematicians who have deduced 

                                                             
66 Ibid., p. 212. 
67 Ibid., pp. 281-289. There is some confusion as to the date of Armageddon I since the First World 
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Armageddon III is, of course, in the future relative to the date of the novella’s original publication. 
68 Ibid., p. 192. 
69 Ibid., p. 201. See also: pp. 207, 212 (twice), 215, 217, 222, 231 and others. 



131 
 

through a complicated formula that he is the crux of world-changing events, they decide to 

try to kill him. However, he is simultaneously protected by an apocalypse cult who threaten 

him in order to persuade him to continue to bring about the end of the world. The actions 

of those around him would seem to confirm the role of Sweeny as architect of destruction, 

summoning forth the traumas of our own timeline into his otherwise peaceful world. 

However, Sweeny himself claims he has no control over the works he is producing; on 

numerous occasions throughout the narrative he expresses the sense that he is being 

compelled by external forces: 

No, I do not devise these things myself. It's as though they were planted in me and 

I must excrete them. Yes, sometimes I take pleasure in these speculations, but 

sometimes I take pain. I am being manipulated, and not by loving hands, though 

sometimes they are cajoling and flattering. Sometimes they are accompanied by an 

abdominal kneading that is of porno effect.70 

His role as a potential saviour is explicitly voiced towards the novella’s end, as the third 

Armageddon is threatening to overtake the world: 

I have given the people the choice between fun and murder, and they have chosen 

murder. I have given them the alternative between Bloody Opera and Bloody 

Armageddon, and they have chosen Bloody Armageddon. Hey, we could have had 

some bright fun in the world, but you'd rather have a dark fun.71  

Expressions such as these emphasise the unavoidability of events such as the two World 

Wars and the Holocaust. They suggest that humanity is somehow compelled to undergo 

these traumas because of a dark attraction to destruction, to reference the author’s 

Catholicism, the taint of Original Sin. Ultimately, ‘Three Armageddons’ shares with The Iron 

Dream the 1970’s anxiety about nuclear war and the nihilistic inevitability of it. Even more 

explicitly than Spinrad’s novel, Lafferty’s novella connects the impending Third World War, 

the blooming of the ‘Rotton Blossom Bigger Than the World’, with the previous two world 

wars.72 Labelling these all being ‘holocaustic events that [Sweeny is] encasing in protective 

and preventative fictions.’73 
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 Lafferty relativises the Holocaust as one of a series of holocaustic events, a chain of 

human madness which can be linked from the First World War, to the Second, and to the 

Third which results in fiery nuclear Armageddon: a literal holocaust. Sweeny’s world is a 

peaceful one, as the timeline section shows us by detailing ‘1925 “The Brown Danube”, Oil 

Painting, A. Hitler. Hung in Alte Pinakothek, Munich.’ and ‘1956 U.S. Armed Forces 

disbanded as no longer needed.’74 Yet despite the seeming peace and prosperity, and 

references to living in a Golden Century, the people who go to see Sweeny’s operas (and 

seemingly many who don not) come to believe the events they have witnessed being 

performed actually happened, they begin to bleed through to our own timeline. Or perhaps 

it is our own timeline bleeding through to them. 

 Using typically biblical imagery, Lafferty describes the operatic cycle of three 

apocalypses being like the three beasts of Armageddon: Mammoth, Behemoth, and 

Leviathan: 

The people burn incense and flesh to propitiate these beasts, and they also 

perform perversions on themselves and others in sight of the beasts. But when 

these offerings do not appease the beasts, they laugh with a certain jarring tonality 

[...] and they accept the reign of the beasts.  

To the first of the beasts, the people offered the flesh of Ukrainians and 

Armenians. To the second of the beasts they offered the flesh of Gypsies and Jews. 

To the third of the beasts the people now offer the flesh of unborn children and of 

undead old people.  

The offerings are required by the beasts, but the people don't really expect 

them to appease. But the destructions of these fleshes brings to the people what 

still passes for pleasure and joy in the group unconscious.75 

Fictional psychologist Widdershins, a Laffertian counterpart to Spinrad’s Whipple, goes on 

to analyse this phenomenon of the group unconscious and the effects of the apocalypses 

upon it: 

The Group Unconscious has become a thoroughly contaminated and polluted pool, 

[...] but the more that it is contaminated the more time and interest the people 

give it. It is very large and swollen now, and the upper life is very thin. The 
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conscious surface life has now become only oil-slick thin on top of the waters, and 

the unconscious depth below is abysmal. But the huge and prophesying corpses of 

the three great wars are the most prominent things in those depths, and the names 

that the corpses prophesy are names that flick in and out of the thin consciousness 

with surrogate meaning attached to them.76 

Here Lafferty is describing a social trauma, the apocalypses lurking in abyssal depths of a 

group unconscious that threaten to constantly overcome the ‘oil-slick thin’ conscious. 

Where previously Lafferty had been primarily concerned with the conventional if 

devastating wars themselves, in these sections he clearly connects the impending nuclear 

holocaust to the genocides of the First and Second World War. Indeed the ‘murder of over 

a million Armenians in Turkey between 1915 and 1923 presaged Adolf Hitler’s even more 

gargantuan assault on European Jews in the 1940s.’77 Hitler himself assimilated the 

genocide into his world view in a manner which surely underlines the importance of 

genocide studies as evidenced by him posing the question of ‘Who, after all, talks 

nowadays of the annihilation of the Armenians?’78 Thus whilst the numbers are smaller, the 

Armenian genocide can be compared to the Jewish Holocaust, as indeed can the mass-scale 

killings of Ukrainians and Gypsies. Lafferty then casts our eyes forward to the time in which 

the meta-narrative of ‘Three Apocalypses’ is being composed, the contemporaneous future 

of the 1980s and the nuclear war which is being offered ‘the flesh of unborn children and of 

undead old people’ thus symbolically destroying the past and future of all humanity 

regardless of race. 

 Ultimately, ‘Three Armageddons’ is a story of the inescapability of trauma and the 

malleability of social memory, and thus history. Whether Sweeny is trying to hold back the 

apocalypse or summon it forward (and my own preferred reading is the former), the 

traumatic events of the twentieth-century are destined to inflict their ravages upon this 

alternate world with its utopian disarmament and Mars landing in 1973.79 Sweeny is so 

desperate to forgo the final and ultimate Armageddon Opera that he conspires to cause 

the year 1983 to drag on and be repeated several times, but ultimately 1984 must arrive – 
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78 Quoted in Ronnie S. Landau, The Nazi Holocaust (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1994), p. 15. 
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134 
 

a year whose significance is noted for the ‘latter-day prophets, Wells and Orwell, both give 

that year’.80 

 Like Spinrad, Lafferty imagines an Adolf Hitler who pursues art over politics, as 

referenced by his ‘Brown Danube’ oil painting above. However, unlike Spinrad, Lafferty 

deemphasises Hitler’s significance in the twentieth-century. He avoids the Second World 

War and the Holocaust not by making Hitler a better artist, or an emigrant, but by defusing 

the circumstances that led to his politicisation, rise to power, and the climate in Germany 

which allowed him to assume the supreme role within the nation. He does this by affecting 

a greater series of changes stretching back to before the First World War, linking the major 

conflicts of the twentieth-century into a single timeline of warfare and struggle. In doing so, 

Lafferty aligns ‘The Three Armageddons’ far more powerfully with a structuralist view of 

history than Spinrad’s novel is able to, thus reassigning blame for the Holocaust from a 

single man (Hitler) and onto a wider failing of society which encompasses not just Germany 

but all of Europe, and indeed the world. The final joke is that ‘The Three Armageddons’ can 

itself be read as a lampooning of the Carlylian model of history. Sweeny is the embodiment 

of the great man taken to its literal (and literary) extreme. The novella revolves around his 

biography as much as it does history, making truth the idea that the two equate, as the 

former attempts to shape the latter through mystical means. 

 

2.3 The Inevitable War-like Germany: Jerry Yulsman’s Elleander Morning  

The narratives of The Iron Dream and ‘The Three Armageddons of Enniscorthy Sweeny’ 

both seek to avoid the Holocaust by removing the Second World War and Hitler’s role as 

Führer of Nazi Germany. However, the traumatic events of both the conflict and the 

genocide are shown to be irrepressible and so emerge not in the reality of the narrative 

worlds (at least, initially, in Lafferty’s case), but within the fictional meta-narratives: the 

novels of Adolf Hitler, and the operas of Enniscorthy Sweeny. Jerry Yulsman’s Elleander 

Morning (1984) treats the Holocaust in a similar manner, positing a world spared from the 

Second World War and thus the genocides of the twentieth-century but just as in the 

Spinrad and Lafferty texts, Yulsman suggests a genocidal inevitability. Although, this 

inevitability plays out not through meta-texts but within the fictional history itself. More 
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worrying however is the irrepressible nature not of the trauma, but of the militant and 

genocidal instinct itself, particularly with regards perpetrators. 

 Elleander Morning’s plot occurs in two timelines. One is a world indistinguishable 

to our own, the second is an alternate reality created by the titular heroine Elleander 

Morning. The novel opens in Vienna in 1913 and the first chapter follows an angry, poor, 

anti-Semitic artist who is assassinated in a coffee shop by an English woman. In the first of 

several ironies, she is intercepted in her escape by being knocked to the floor by ‘a 

frightened Jewish waiter named Stahlmann.’81 By removing Hitler at this early stage in his 

life, before he enters the arena of politics, the course of history is altered: the Second 

World War never occurs, and whilst this means some technological breakthroughs are 

delayed (in the sections set in an alternate 1983 mankind still hasn not set foot on the 

moon, although the Germans and the ‘Anglo-Americans’ are in the final stages of a Space 

Race to get there) the world seems generally a more positive near-utopian place.82 

 A subsequent chapter is set in our own timeline, in 1970, an aged and widowed 

Elleander Morning Trasker is on her death bed: 

The old woman glanced once again around the familiar, dimly lit bedroom. The 

clarity of her vision astonished her. There were, the old woman perceived, only 

moments left. Perhaps some of it could have been different . . . perhaps still. . . . 

With sudden purpose, she commanded the sum of her strength. A 

powerful current raced inward from vital organs, muscles, viscera: an enormous 

potential, accumulating in some secret capacitor. She willed herself back. Then, 

with the last residue of strength, she whispered, “Perhaps . . .” tripping the tiny 

switch in her mind. The stored energy was discharged in a millisecond – a psychic 

detonation. It thrust the essence of her being outward, backward. . . . In the next 

instant, the little that was left of Elleander Morning Trasker died. But by then, her 

consciousness was elsewhere; a dimly familiar place.83 

By willpower alone, the eighty-five-year-old Elleander Morning transports her 

consciousness back along her timeline to 1907, displacing her twenty-two-year-old identity. 

                                                             
81 Jerry Yulsman, Elleander Morning (London: Orbit, 1985), p. 12. All of my references to the novel’s 
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82 Ibid., pp. 66-67. 
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How she is able to do this is never made clear, the nature of the time travel (and the side 

effects mentioned below) are, as Lisa Tuttle writes, ‘the single drop of fantasy in an 

otherwise thoroughly rationally developed, realistic tale.’84 Elleander’s intention is to use 

this second chance at life to save the lives of her loved ones who all died prematurely: the 

twin girls who she cares for as a surrogate mother/older sister, who die on the Titanic; her 

husband who dies in a car accident; and finally her son, Captain Harry Scott Trasker, who 

died on Sword Beach on June 6, 1944, ‘the victim of a Messerschmitt Bf 109 that had 

broken through the Allied air umbrella.’85 She is unable to prevent the sinking of the 

Titanic, although she does stop the twins from embarking upon the ship. Similarly, she 

sabotages her husband’s death (by damaging the sports car she knew he would die in). To 

save her son from Normandy’s beaches she determines there is only one course of action 

which will work: killing Adolf Hitler. 

 Whilst unconventional in its method of execution, the plot as described so far 

might be a relatively conventional time travel narrative. However, what makes Elleander 

Morning different, and indeed what makes it most pertinent to this thesis, is a sleight of 

narrative convenience which also reads as a lapse in the internal logic of the time travel 

system: when Elleander transports her consciousness back sixty years, she also transports a 

number of physical artefacts from her own time, seemingly at random, and without 

explanation. As such, when she wakes to her new existence in her younger body, in 1907, 

she finds herself in possession of a polyester-blend robe, a ‘large square, glass-fronted box’ 

or ‘Tee-Vee’ made by Sony, and books such as Humbolt’s Gift, Catcher in the Rye, Epitaph 

for a Spy, and, most crucially, a two volume, slipcase edition of The Time-Life History of the 

Second World War.86 

 Elleander Morning, who now brings new meaning to the term self-possessed, 

successfully changes the world timeline, killing Hitler (at the cost of her own life, she’s 

executed by the Austrian government during the First World War) which diverts the course 

of history. Without Hitler, the Second World War does not break out and Harry is not killed 

in Normandy. In identifying Hitler as the primary cause of the war, Yulsman too aligns his 

novel with the same “Great Men” theories of history that Spinrad utilises in his alternate 

history. However, whilst Spinrad’s novel carries the weight of his convictions, at least as far 
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as the reader is able to tell via the (possibly naïve) observations of the academic Homer 

Whipple, Yulsman takes the novel in a more worrying direction which undercuts its own 

moves to place significance on Hitler by supposing a genocidal war-like nature as part of 

German character. 

 Another of the novel’s plot threads follows the granddaughter that Elleander 

should never have had, Lesley. Upon the death of her father, she returns to England from 

the United States to manage his estate. In the process she discovers the History of the 

Second World War, a war that from her point of view in an altered 1983, never happened: 

She stared at the title, trying to make sense of it. Underneath, in smaller type, she 

read: Volume Two – Pearl Harbour to Nuremberg. She flipped the pages of the 

large-format volume back to front – a kaleidoscope of war pictures. Ships, soldiers, 

aircraft, explosions, ruins flowed one into the other like a jerky movie montage.87 

It makes sense that Lesley would focus her attention on the photographs in the historical 

work rather than the text, not simply because these are the elements which would most 

obviously jump out on a first flick through, but because of Yulsman’s own background. 

Although the author of other novels, including a Second World War historical novel The 

Last Liberator (1992), Yulsman is perhaps best remembered now for his role as a 

photographer. He also wrote a number of books on photography, taught at the School of 

Visual Arts in Manhattan, and most notably took several rare (and subsequently, iconic) 

colour photographs of Jack Kerouac.88 It is unsurprising then that the crucial artefact which 

survives the shift to an alternate timeline, with devastating effect, is not the history book 

but the photographs within it. The words after all are easily written, but as different as the 

alternative 1983 is, Lesley has an instinct that the photographs cannot be faked. 

 To confirm this theory, she takes copies of the photographs to a film director, 

Sidney Shulberg, a director considered the creator of classics in Lesley’s world including an 

adaptation of All Quiet on the Western Front.89 At the time Lesley contacts him he’s 

working on a new film, Moon Wars, and although an obvious reference to George Lucas’s 

Star Wars, Shulberg seems more likely an echo of Stephen Spielberg. Initially he laughs at 

the idea of a Second World War, remarking that he is ‘not unfamiliar with the first’, and 
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when shown images of a stricken aircraft carrier assumes they are combat photos from the 

Russo-Japanese War. Lesley’s friend Fred Hayworth corrects him: ‘There were no Soviet 

aircraft carriers at the battle of Tatar Straight and no hits on any of the Japanese flattops. 

The Russians lost all of their ground-based aircraft to Japanese pre-emptive strikes and 

their big guns were never in range.’ Shulberg reads the caption: ‘The Lexington, that’s got 

to be an American ship. […] And the Coral Sea is somewhere in the central Pacific.’ He 

wonders ‘if someone had prepared a monstrous joke on him.’90 Shown more pictures, 

including of the Normandy Landings, he begins to ponder the possibility that the photos are 

somehow real, at the very least he determines they cannot be film stills as the quantity of 

props and actors needed for something like the beach landings would mean he would 

certainly know about them. Ultimately the deciding factor which convinces him is the 

Holocaust: 

Shulberg stared at the picture in the flickering candlelight. He spoke in a quiet 

voice. “Good God! What is it? Who were they?” 

“Jews” said Lesley, “European Jews. […] there are more photographs like 

that. In my father’s books there is a man named Hitler who ruled Germany ... he 

attempted to wipe out the Jews and nearly succeeded. He murdered six million. It’s 

unbelievable, yet the pictures are so real that once you see them you’re haunted. 

It’s grotesque [...]”91 

The precise contents of the picture are not disclosed to the reader, which only allows our 

imaginations to fill the gap with the most horrifying images of Holocaust victims drawn 

from our own textbooks and museums. Shulberg reads the complete two volumes of the 

Time-Life History of the Second World War in a single sitting overnight: 

 His eyes were red from lack of sleep and from too much booze. “There must be a 

rational explanation for all this. If we can’t find it, I’m simply going to conclude that 

I’ve been hallucinating . . . and I think you should also.” He laughed, then sobered. 

“On second thought, I think not. Only a raving lunatic could even begin to imagine 

some of these horrors.” He tapped the two volumes with his knuckles.92 

Shulberg’s proposition that ‘only a raving lunatic could begin to imagine’ the most extreme 

elements of the Second World War, which the Holocaust clearly includes, places these 
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events beyond rational imagination. The sentiment echoes those of Elie Wiesel’s ‘just as no 

one could imagine Auschwitz before Auschwitz, no one can now retell Auschwitz after 

Auschwitz.’93 By removing Hitler from the timeline Elleander Morning averts the Holocaust, 

suggesting that the crucial raving lunatic imagination was that of Hitler himself. 

 By bringing The History of the Second World War and the idea of the Holocaust into 

the new timeline, however, Elleander unwittingly infects the world with the same evils. Our 

first evidence of this is from Frances Boardman, a close associate of Shulberg, and a Pulitzer 

Prize-winning historian whose bestselling history books include The Humbled Obelisk which 

details German history after the 1918 Armistice. She is sent a xeroxed copy of the book to 

read before coming to a meeting hosted by Lesley and Shulberg which also features 

Brigadier James Entwistle, an associate curator of the Imperial War Museum, Field Marshal 

Rudolph von Seydlitz, ex-chief of the German General Staff, and his nephew, Paul Bauer, 

the information officer at the German embassy. Von Seydlitz is courteous in his attention to 

Boardman, commenting that he has read all of her books: 

 She thanked him, wondering at the source of her distaste as he engaged her in 

inconsequential small talk. Germans, she thought. She had never felt this way 

about them before. It was, she realized, a newborn prejudice, engendered by the 

books. Shuddering inwardly, she recognized the bizarre unreality, but was still 

unable to shake the revulsion.94  

Simply by knowing about the Second World War, a war which never happened in 

Boardman’s world, she is not merely disquieted but infected with a racial hatred of 

Germans. Once again the photographs, albeit a lower quality in the xeroxed copy, are the 

crucially convincing and haunting element of the text: 

 By evening Francis Boardman was finding it almost impossible to keep herself from 

believing in the factual reality of what she knew to be a nonevent. The conflict 

depressed her. Later in bed, she suffered nightmares based on the partially 

solarized, indistinct, Xeroxed photographs. The holocaust . . . 
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  She awoke in a sweat, her mouth dry, acrid-tasting. A dull headache stayed 

with her for most of the evening.95 

The Time-Life History of the Second World War introduces potentialities, and concepts 

otherwise alien to this world. This is made explicit through a listing of words strange to this 

alternate 1983, words like ‘Jeep, napalm, genocide, blockbuster, snafu’.96 Along with the 

terms ‘GI’ and ‘Nazi’ each is explained to the group, the last to be discussed is the most 

important: 

“And genocide?” said Rudolph von Seydlitz. 

  […] Schulberg, filling the breech, said in a low voice, “The word ‘genocide’ is 

first used in a chapter in Volume Two titled ‘The Holocaust.’ It means the purposeful 

or systematic destruction of a race or ethnic minority – in this particular case, the 

eradication, through mass murder, of the Jews. The holocaust refers to a period of a 

few years during which six million were put to death.” 

  “By whom?” said Bauer. 

  “Nazi Germans.”97 

The novel gives no clues about whether the other genocides of our twentieth-century have 

occurred in this alternate world, what is clear is that if they have then it has been under the 

‘crime without a name’. Understandably, von Seydlitz objects to this representation of his 

people condemning the book as ‘a hoax’, ‘a hellish plot to discredit the German people.’98 

Such a reaction would be expected, especially from von Seydlitz who is linked to many of 

the characters who feature within the history as Nazi Party members, members of the 

military, or both. What is less predictable is the reaction of von Seydlitz and his German 

associates later in the novel. 

 Rather than denounce the concept of the Second World War and take a 

progressive line to prove Germany is better than the evils recounted in the history, von 

Seydlitz and his allies in the military and government decide to essentially emulate the rise 

of Fascism. He founds the ‘National People’s Party’ with himself as the head. Echoing Hitler, 
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he believes he has been allowed to assume this position so that other people can control 

him: 

But I not a fool they can manipulate. Soon, in fact, I will be Germany! For now I 

have the Army, the Navy, the Luftwaffe supporting me, and the Reichsbank and 

patriots with power and money. They know that we need the kind of leadership 

that only I can provide. […] The party – the nation – will be purified.99 

The references to purification, folded into the far-right nationalism of the National People’s 

Party is no passing reference to the Holocaust, it is a direct mimicry. Von Seydlitz, in an 

effort to ‘turn their books against them’ adopts the swastika as the symbol of the party and 

issues flags and armbands with the intention of making it the symbol for the New 

Fatherland.100 Chillingly, however, von Seydlitz recognises he has distinct advantages to 

Hitler: where Hitler operated a policy of blood and iron, the new regime will have ‘blood 

and atoms’.101 The Second World War ‘myth’ is blamed on the ‘Elders of Zion’, part of an 

‘international Jewish plot to discredit worldwide acceptance of German racial and cultural 

superiority.’ His nephew, Paul, reads about much of this diatribe on a pamphlet which he 

rips up in disgust: 

Once again it occurred to him that Frances Boardman’s fears might have been 

reasonable. The knowledge that he was beginning to agree with her shocked him. 

But perhaps the Germans were special. Fanatic Arabs who were attacking Jews in 

Palestine were motivated by a religious and nationalistic hysteria. The Poles and 

other eastern Europeans harassed Jews out of ignorance and superstition. Of all 

the practicing anti-Semites, only the Germans might be capable of cold, 

businesslike, systematic extermination. Efficiency was, after all, a special Teutonic 

attribute.102 

Taking Paul’s train of thought in this direction is doubly problematic. Paul is the only 

German shown in the novel to have an objection to the direction of his uncle’s regime, and 

thus assuming the role of the “Good German”, yet his credentials as a stereotypical 

German are put in doubt quickly after his introduction to the novel. Lesley initially mistakes 

his accent for that of an Australian, whilst Paul remarks that ‘Australians usually think [he’s] 
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142 
 

a Yankee.’103 This is revealed to be a result of having been taken to Canada at a young age 

after his father was appointed German consul general: 

In Toronto, he adapted quickly, developing his rudimental English so that within a 

year he had lost most of his accent. He learned to ice skate, became a rabid 

Toronto Maple Leaf fan and tried out successfully for the goalie position on his 

school hockey team. 

Then on a bright summer afternoon, while watching a parade, he found 

himself fascinated with the marching style of a company of Canadian soldiers. 

Wearing helmets fashioned as dapper steel derbies, their arms swinging in long, 

graceful arcs, they strode jauntily down Yonge Street behind fluttering banners and 

the discordant, yet somehow stirring music of massed bagpipes. They swaggered 

rather than strutted. How different, thought the young Paul, from the brutish 

goose-step he had learned so well [from his uncle]. The Canadians seemed human 

figures of flesh and blood rather than mechanical men of blood and iron.104 

By being removed from Germany whilst growing up, and thus growing up to be sceptical of 

his uncle’s ideologies and prejudices, Paul becomes an emblem for nurture over nature. He 

represents the truth that there is nothing intrinsic to a German race that cannot be altered 

by being raised in a different environment, a truth which runs counter to the racial 

ideologies of his uncle and indeed of Hitler’s own Germany (although he is still fascinated 

by soldiers, albeit of a different sort, perhaps betraying the author’s gender stereotypes for 

the interests of young boys, rather than nation-based ones). Despite this, in condemning 

his uncle’s opinions and fearing the consequences of his anti-Semitism, he exceptionalises 

the German people, albeit negatively, assigning them a ‘special Teutonic attribute’ and a 

predilection to extermination based on race.105 This might not be of consequence if Paul 

were to be proved wrong, but in the end despite some seventy years between the 

assassination of Hitler and the events of the novel, the spirit of fascism, hunger for 

conquest, and drive to genocide still inhabits the hearts of the German people.106 

                                                             
103 Ibid., p. 76. 
104 Ibid., pp. 100-101. 
105 Paul also cites ‘discipline’, ‘obedience’, and ‘will’ as being amongst the Teutonic attributes, 
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of the German national character.’ Tuttle, ‘Introduction’, p. 1. 
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Ultimately the world is saved from war and Holocaust when Paul kills the upper echelons of 

the National People’s Party with a briefcase bomb at their own version of the ‘Wolves’ 

Lair’, a successful echo of the unsuccessful Operation Valkyrie when Count Claus von 

Stauffenberg tried to kill Hitler under the same circumstances. Paul succeeds where von 

Stauffenberg failed, despite von Seydlitz having the benefit of having read the History of 

the Second World War. Such a success could be a vindication of the German people’s 

capacity for good, were it not for Paul’s own self-confessed ‘childhood rejection of 

Germany’.107 

 Ultimately, these elements make Elleander Morning one of the most problematic 

and worrying texts of this chapter because although it avoids the Holocaust within the 

narrative, it has an insidious undertone which suggests not merely the inevitability of 

Holocaust, but the inevitability of German implementation of it, regardless of the time 

period. In doing so it reinforces notions of moral superiority (‘only the Germans’), that such 

evil atrocities could not be committed in other nations of Europe or North America. 

Yulsman’s writing exhibits a distrust of the German people which is not uncommon 

amongst the war-generation, particularly those who fought (Yulsman himself served in the 

American Air Force, rising to the rank of master sergeant, he served in North Africa and 

Europe and won the Distinguished Flying Cross). Gavriel D. Rosenfeld suggests that this 

viewpoint also reflects contemporary suspicions enhanced by the election of the 

conservative CDU government of Chancellor Helmut Kohl in the West German Federal 

Republic: 

Significantly, the Federal Republic at this time largely resembled the Germany that 

Yulsman depicted as having developed in the absence of Hitler – prosperous, 

democratic, and advanced in science and technology. And yet, lurking beneath the 

surface, Yulsman implied, was the spectre of German national superiority.108 

Whilst there is an understandable element to an anxiety and distrust of an ascendant 

Germany in the immediate aftermath of not just two World Wars but the specific horrors 

of the Nazis and the Holocaust; within the context of the novel, and a Germany which has 

prospered under a democracy for generations after a single World War, these notions are 

not only unrealistic, they are dangerous. They endorse a cultural arrogance which can blind 

us to the pernicious creep of hatred and the far-right. More recently, Rosenfeld has praised 
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the novel for ‘perceptively examining the tension between individual agency and structural 

constraints [leading] the reader to wonder whether the development of our own world had 

to happen as it did.’109 It cannot be denied that Elleander Morning highlights the 

constructedness of history and draws attention to the issues Rosenfeld mentions, but that 

is true of most rationally conceived alternate histories, at the same time however the novel 

is leading the reader to accept that a genocidal instinct, inherent in the German people, 

was one of these unavoidable structural constraints. Such notions, when analysing our own 

history, encourage readers to turn a blind eye to the complicity of those non-Germans who 

supported Nazi Germany and its anti-Semitism either notionally or directly, and in varying 

degrees, from businessmen like Henry Ford (whose adage ‘History is bunk’ is cited as an 

epigraph to the novel), to senior police officers who aided in the rounding up of Parisian 

Jews. 

 All three of the texts mentioned so far in this chapter suggest the inevitability of 

genocide in the twentieth-century. In worlds without the Holocaust, it seems there is no 

inoculating horror to prevent it or a Holocaust-like-event happening at a different time. The 

heavily applied irony in Homer Whipple’s assurance that such slaughter cannot happen 

here, reminds us that of course it can, especially given the novel’s status as a critique of 

right-wing tendencies in the culture, popular and otherwise, of the United States. Lafferty’s 

‘Three Apocalypses’ place the Holocaust as part of an inevitable continuity of self-

destruction by a species gone mad and driven towards self-annihilation, yet he posits this 

as a global human phenomenon (with, if anything, an American bias) rather than singling 

out a specific race or nation. Both of these texts use the Holocaust to critique the human 

condition, or the condition of a more general human society. Although Elleander Morning 

contains no such critique, it describes the inevitability of the Second World War and the 

Holocaust, at least once such a thing has been imagined (through prompts from our own 

timeline), and places the blame for this purely on German shoulders with no hint that, 

despite the vastly different state of the world in the alternate 1983, the slaughter could 

happen anywhere but in Germany or German occupied territories. 
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2.4 Reversing Course: Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow 

Perhaps the most literal example of non-mimetic fiction which seeks to undo the Holocaust 

is Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow (1991) a novel which unwinds the historical narrative thread 

in order to rewind our perception of history. Time’s Arrow is a classic example of a work 

which might uncomfortably wear the label of science fiction, fantasy, or alternate history, 

and yet fits nicely into the categorisation: non-mimetic. Of all the novels in this thesis it is 

also the most frequently included within an accepted Holocaust literary canon.110 The novel 

follows the soul of Tod T. Friendly backwards through his life; we first encounter him as he 

dies and then is resuscitated, we witness his life in America in reverse, including his time in 

New York when he was known as John Young, before ultimately rewinding to his life in 

Germany when he was called Odilo Unverdorben and worked as an S.S. Doctor performing 

experiments with Josef Mengele at Auschwitz. 

Due to the high profile of the author, and because of the presence of a non-mimetic 

technique and narrator in an otherwise mimetic narrative world, Time’s Arrow has drawn 

considerable criticism when compared to some other novels in this thesis. The central 

criticism seems to focus on the light-hearted tone of the novel and the manner in which it 

uses the non-mimetic to present the Holocaust ironically. For example, James Buchan 

described several positions an artist can take towards Auschwitz, ‘Ignorance, horror, pity, 

curiosity, rage and silence’, and set Time’s Arrow in contrast to all of these as producing an 

Auschwitz fabricated ‘out of literary sources and use[d] as a setting for an elegant and trivial 

fiction.’ Buchan, objects to the novel as a ‘problem’ of ‘taste’, an ‘offence’ with ‘shallow 

solemnity’, ‘banal in the extreme’.111 Similarly, Simon Louvish considers the use of the 

Holocaust in the narrative to be a cynical attempt to ‘transform what would otherwise be an 

intriguing but unoriginal science fiction novel into Great Art, best seller-dom and the brink 

of the Booker.’ He also writes that ‘By inverting the morality at Auschwitz we are thereby 

brought to a new angle to ponder on the awfulness of it all. Or are we? After all, the Nazis 

saw their extermination programme as altruistic when it was the right way round.’112 

When interviewing Amis, Jonathan Noakes questioned the juxtaposition of 

‘something which is tricksy and witty from a literary point of view’ with the ‘huge [tragedy]’ 

                                                             
110 Robert Eaglestone places it there alongside William Styon’s Sophie’s Choice (1979), Thomas 
Keneally’s Schindler’s List (1986), Rachel Seiffert’s The Dark Room (2001) and others. Eaglestone, The 
Holocaust and the Postmodern, pp. 103-104. 
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of the Holocaust.113 Amis’s answer doubles as a response to Louvish’s comments above. He 

draws attention to the novel’s subtitle, ‘The Nature of the Offence’, replying that ‘the 

Holocaust would have been exactly what the Nazis said it was – i.e., a biomedical initiative 

for the cleansing of Germany – if, and only if, the arrow of time ran the other way.’114 Amis 

here is drawing attention to the Nazi’s perversion of history, and their corruption of its 

interpretation and understanding. Doing so highlights the fallibility, constructedness, and 

uncertainty of history, denying us a solid location from which to view our own historical 

narratives. In his answer, Amis references the fact that people say ‘that you can’t use 

sophisticated means to speak about the Holocaust […] you can only go near the subject in a 

sepulchral hush.’: 

Cynthia Ozick has my respect, as does George Steiner for saying that actually you 

can’t write about it. But those who automatically think that sophisticated and witty 

or ironic means for writing about something serious … that that’s something 

impermissible, [that] is just humourlessness in another guise. You cannot take away 

your sense of humour. To excise that reduces you. Humour and common sense – as 

Clive James once said, “Humour is just common sense dancing”. And those who have 

no humour have no common sense either, and shouldn’t be trusted with anything.115 

Here Amis is drawing attention to an under-discussed element of Holocaust Studies, the role 

of humour. Paul Lewis has noted the role of humour in Gothic literature as a tool ‘to establish 

a temporary sense of normality’ and a way of ‘coping with or minimizing fearful 

occurrences’.116 The phenomenon Lewis notes can be readily recognised in contemporary 

horror, but can it – or should it – extend to the Holocaust? As cited in my introduction, 

Terrence Des Pres wrote an article entitled ‘Holocaust Laughter’. In an echo of Clive James’s 

observations about the dynamism of humour, Des Pres reaches the conclusion that, in 

humorous fiction, ‘pity and terror are held at a distance, and this is not, finally, a bad thing. 

To be mired still deeper in angst and lament is hardly what is needed. The value of the comic 

approach is that by setting things at a distance it permits us a tougher, more active response. 

We are not wholly, as in tragedy’s serious style, compelled to a standstill by the matter we 

                                                             
113 Amis finishes Noakes’s sentence, selecting the word ‘tragedy’ before presenting an answer. 
114 Martin Amis in Jonathan Noakes, ‘Interview with Martin Amis’, in Martin Amis: The Essential 
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116 Paul Lewis, ‘Humour and Fear in the Gothic’, in Comic Effects, Interdisciplinary Approaches to 
Humor in Literature (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), pp. 111-153 (p. 112). 
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behold.’117 Mark Cory writes that in the ghettos and the camps, humour could act as ‘a 

psychological response to danger and oppression; it functioned as both a coping mechanism 

and a means of resistance. As a literary device it has lent credibility to witness literature and 

functions aesthetically to make the unfathomable accessible to the minds and emotions of 

the reading public.’118 This is supported by David Rousset who writes of ‘the fascinating 

discovery of humour, not so much as a projection of the personality, but as an objective 

patter of the universe. […] The discovery of this humour enabled many of us to survive. It is 

clear that it will command new horizons in the reconstruction of the themes of life and death 

in their interpretation.’119 Similarly, Alice M. Solomon writes that: 

Working through the horrors of the Holocaust is arduous work, indeed. It requires 

strength, resolution, an empathic heart and an open mind. If we open our minds to 

humor, the strength and the resolution might be easier to summon; the unbearable 

might become at last a little easier to bear.120 

What is notable, but not surprising, about these statements is the manner in which the 

defence of humour in relation to the Holocaust echoes many of the same points I am 

employing throughout this thesis. Humour is a natural partner to the non-mimetic, though 

the relationship is not exclusive. Irony, farce, suspension of disbelief, and outright flight of 

fancy are all tools at the disposal of both. Non-mimetic fiction is, after all, presented by its 

detractors as being the antithesis of serious literature. 

Simon Louvish’s comments are not an isolated incident, Time’s Arrow is likely Amis’s 

most controversial and most publicly criticised novel, partly because of the ‘tricksy and witty’ 

approach that he takes to the Holocaust: narrating in reverse. Partly too because of Amis’s 

status as a non-Jew or gentile, particularly exacerbated by the reported anti-Semitism of his 

father, and the supposition that similar traits might have been passed onto the son. This 

despite – or indeed in some instances, because of – its nomination for the Booker Prize in 

1991.121 Such critique is not universal however: Neil Easterbrook, for example, describes the 
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novel as ‘tremendously moving’ and writes that ‘rather than exculpating the Nazi 

protagonist, Amis' genius is to excoriate complacent readers by crafting uncanny patterns so 

seductive readers can't help but be drawn in, and thereby be implicated in the crime.’122 

Suggesting that, for Easterbrook, Amis’s inversion does successfully bring the reader ‘to a 

new angle to ponder on the awfulness of it all’, to use Louvish’s words. Furthermore, the 

novel is one of six books Sue Vice devotes a chapter to in her monograph study of Holocaust 

fiction, suggesting a critical worth beyond its detractors.123 Whilst John Mullan defends the 

ironic humour of the novel as being an essential factor in the novel’s cognitive component, 

pointing out that the ‘jokes are strictly necessary. They encourage the reader to turn 

disorientation into logic.’124 

 The novel runs for 124 of its 173 pages before arriving at Auschwitz, and yet despite 

representing a relatively slight proportion of the book, the Holocaust remains its central 

pillar. Prior to the camp, we see Tod in his new identity in America working as a doctor 

helping to deliver babies, however as we are witnessing in reverse he is depicted taking living 

babies and grotesquely stuffing them back into women where they whither and eventually 

disappear. The entire novel up to page 124 is about establishing the irony of the novel’s form, 

the reverse narrative, to properly convey the Nazi’s own twisted irony. So, where we see a 

New York doctor bringing death; in Auschwitz Tod, now Odilo, brings life. The words remain 

unchanged and so the infamous phrase above the gates: Arbeit Macht Frei [Work sets you 

you free] becomes a truism as we see the Nazis revive Jews who slowly begin to look 

healthier as they march to and from work, before being loaded onto trains, sent home to 

ghettos which are then dismantled reuniting families and returning them to their rightful 

houses and businesses. The true consequences of the events Tod/Odilo’s soul is witnessing 

are of course apparent to us, but they are hinted at through the careful selection of language 

long before we travel from America to Auschwitz. For example, the humble dishwasher: 
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First I stack the clean plates in the dishwasher, which works okay, I guess, like all my 

other labour-saving devices, until some fat bastard shows up in his jumpsuit and 

traumatizes them with his tools.125 

Putting aside the inappropriate anger at an engineer, Amis is here taking a routine normative 

action: the maintenance of a dishwasher, and perverting it into a traumatic event, placing 

the innocent engineer in the role of torturer with tools, his jumpsuit into a uniform. Other 

examples are the news stories Tod reads about in his tabloid newspaper: 

MAN GIVES BIRTH TO DOG. Or STARLETT RAPED BY PTERODACTYL. Greta Garbo, I 

read, had been reborn as a cat. All this stuff about twins. A Nordic super race will 

shortly descend from the cosmic ice clouds; they will rule the earth for a thousand 

years. All this stuff about Atlantis.126 

The reference to a Nordic super race ruling for a thousand years is obvious enough. The 

reference to cosmic ice clouds echoes Hans Hörbiger’s moon of ice, a central piece of pseudo-

science in the Nazi mythology. Subtler, but more disturbing however, is the casual phrase 

thrown in: ‘all this stuff about twins.’ This is surely a reference to the grotesque experiments 

performed on twins by Nazi scientists and doctors in the death camps. 

We never know why the backwards journey in the novel occurs. There is the hint of 

a suggestion that Tod may be willing his soul into a reverse gear in order to atone for his sins. 

This interpretation is supported by the names Amis has selected for his character: Tod 

Friendly, evoking innocence, or perhaps naivety, and Odilo Unverdorben (Unverdorben 

loosely translating as unspoiled, or pure). Yet by never making this explicit the novel retains 

ambiguity, and so the names are balanced out by Tod – which is German for death – and 

Odilo which comes from the Old German for “fortunate in war”. At the end of the novel, 

when the soul of Tod/Odilo is reborn it sees an arrow travelling, pointing forwards, indicating 

that time is once more running in the normal direction. We cannot be sure that it will not 

simply repeat itself and that Odilo will once again commit the atrocities we have witnessed 

in reverse, but we can be certain that the tragedy of the Holocaust will happen once more 

regardless. 

Crucially, we see Tod/Odilo’s life on either side of the Holocaust, whilst it is made 

explicitly apparent that the victims only exist on, what is to us and the narrator, the far-side. 
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As David Chute has said: ‘the book’s playfulness, its teasing quality, actually amplifies the 

emotional impact ... [in the way it] “makes strange” historical events that have been recited 

often.’127 Chute’s ‘making strange’ speaks directly to the estrangement, the Othering, of the 

non-mimetic. 

Texts such as Time’s Arrow, which force us to process anew the familiar narrative of 

the Holocaust, serve an important purpose in the transmission of memory. Brian Crews 

points out that the narrative of the novel, in a similar way to experimental techniques in 

others of Amis’s writings are ‘strategies to bring about defamiliarization [which] force the 

reader to reconstruct the experiences of the characters and understand them anew.’128 

Similarly, in an essay on the ethical dimensions of Amis’s choices of form, Maria Jesús 

Martinez-Alfaro points out that ‘nothing is more cathartic than the translation of fact into 

fable, the fable of seeing the Nazis as devilish arch-villains or of reducing the Holocaust to a 

number of commonplaces. Amis plays with this impulse to reduce fact to fable precisely by 

having the narrator tell a fable that has to be decoded into fact by the reader.’129 Similarly, 

Erin McGlothlin writes that the chronological reversal ‘expos[es] an ironic disjunction 

between the historical event and its potential narration.’130 This gap only exists at all because 

of the cognitive engagement with the non-mimetic aspects of the novel or, as McGlothlin 

continues, ‘is made possible by the reader’s recognition that the novel remains historically 

accurate and at the same time performs, purely on the level of narrative technique, an act 

of radical historical revisionism.’131 

When Odilo first arrives at Auschwitz (i.e. when he leaves), the Soviet forces are 

withdrawing. He looks around at his surroundings and asks himself ‘What had they done 

here? Done something as an animal does: just finds it’s gone ahead and done it.’132 He finds 

a camp paved with human excrement, a ‘somersaulted Vatican’ where ‘human life was all 
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ripped up and torn’.133 His shock, though not as prolonged as Amis might have made it, and 

misattribution of the atrocity to the Soviets mark the beginning of the most painful irony of 

the novel. That Odilo, as a doctor at the camp, sees himself as helping people and the camp 

as being a boon unto the world, that ‘It would be criminal – it would be criminal to neglect 

the opportunity which Auschwitz affords for furtherance’.134  

The pride that Odilo takes in his work is sickening to the reader. Smoke is summoned 

down into ovens from which bodies are removed, the air ‘thick and warped with the 

magnetic heat of creation’, these bodies are then stacked in a chamber (counterintuitively, 

it seems to the innocent soul, with the babies at the bottom) into which gas enters through 

a ventilation shaft, bringing these bodies crying to life. ‘It was I,’ the narrator states, ‘who 

personally removed the pellets of Zyklon B and entrusted them to the pharmacist in his white 

coat.’135 The Nazis are here like God, summoning life out of air, ash, and dirt. Time’s Arrow 

transformed Auschwitz into an Eden, from which tens of thousands of Jews are created and 

then slowly made whole, meat put onto their bones, before they are removed from their 

striped uniforms, dressed in normal clothes, hair applied to their heads and faces, loaded 

into trains and sent out into the world. The transformative capacity of a site of atrocity being 

inverted into a positive experience echoes the reference to Vietnam earlier in the novel, the 

‘gibbering hippies and spaced-out fatsoes, they come back all clean and sane and fine, after 

a spell in the war, in the Nam, in what they call the shit’.136 Amis is thus drawing comparisons 

between the Vietnam War and the Holocaust, particularly through the emphasis which 

recalls the first descriptions of Auschwitz, of ‘Ordure, ordure everywhere. Even on my return 

through the ward […] I could feel the hungry suck of it on the soles of my black boots. Outside: 

everywhere.’137 

The controversy of comparing soldiers (even those unwillingly drafted) with extermination 

camp victims should be apparent, and yet there is a sense in which Vietnam is a highly 

appropriate comparison point. In terms of cultural traumas in the wider American psyche, 

with 9/11 still ten years in the future at the time of Time’s Arrow’s publication, Vietnam is 

the only event in living memory which can compare to the Holocaust.138 At no point does 
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Amis suggest Vietnam was as bad as the Holocaust (or, as good), but the point of comparison 

necessarily relativises the genocide into a history of trauma, underlining that the two events 

occur well within in a single lifetime. The two events are intertwined, perhaps most 

powerfully demonstrated by Alice Herz, a Holocaust survivor and peace activist, who in 1965 

replicated the actions of Buddhist monk Thích Quảng Đức by self-immolation in protest of 

the war.139 The Vietnam War is also the origin point of the most influential modern 

understanding of trauma on an clinical level, the 1980 official recognition of Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD) by the American Psychiatric Association being driven by the American 

reaction to the war, ‘advocates’ of which were ‘self-consciously comparative, seeking out 

links to studies of the psychological reactions of those who survived the Hiroshima bombings, 

the victims of Nazi persecution, the consequences of slavery and segregation on African-

American identity, and women who had suffered incest or rape trauma’.140 

 Whilst relativising the Holocaust, Time’s Arrow also reinforces its monstrosity. 

Courtesy of the backwards time technique ‘Horrors to which we have become accustomed’, 

write M. John Harrison, ‘are restored to full value.’141 The reader is constantly required to 

mentally wind the images forward to discern their true meaning, requiring a double reading 

which encourages deeper thought but which also allows Amis to use a lighter tone than 

would otherwise be tolerable, giving the scenes an impact which belies the narrative.142 For 

example, when Odilo describes the work of ‘Uncle Pepi’, modelled upon Josef Mengele: 

He had a success rate that approached – and quite possible attained – 100 per cent. 

A shockingly inflamed eyeball at once rectified by a single injection. Innumerable 

ovaries and testes seamlessly grafted into place. Women went out of that lab looking 

twenty years younger. […] “Uncle Pepi” never left any scars.143 
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These images of benevolence and healing near to the end of the novel are a mirror to the 

actions of doctors in the United States closer to its start: 

Some guy comes in with a bandage around his head. We don’t mess about. We’ll 

soon have that off. He’s got a hole in his head. So what do we do. We stick a nail in 

it. Get the nail – a good rusty one – from the trash or wherever. And lead him out to 

the Waiting Room where he’s allowed to linger and holler for a while before we ferry 

him back to the night.144 

Healers become torturers and torturers healers, but both consider themselves doctors, this 

does not alter whichever way you run the narrative, forwards or back. Amis thus 

demonstrates the moral relativism of the Nazi cause, that even those who we perceive as 

being in the service of evil and of performing evil deeds, rarely if ever consider that to be 

true of themselves. Furthermore, that we are disturbed by the images of healing and 

positivity in the novel only heightens the emotional response to the narrative once the 

readers realise they have read a scene such as that of ‘Uncle Pepi’, above, with less revulsion 

– at least until they mentally rewind the narrative. John Mullan correctly asserts that the 

‘technical audacity’ of Time’s Arrow ‘shifts it away from presumption – from purporting to 

describe the horrors we infer.’ He goes on to remark that ‘Instead the reader, whose 

imagination history has stocked with images enough, has to keep working out what has really 

happened.’145 

 This most literal undoing of the Holocaust uses a non-mimetic narrator to enforce an 

ironic take on the genocide and related atrocities such as the medical experimentation in the 

camps. It articulates the imagery of the Holocaust in a manner which allow it to shock us all 

over again. The narrator, and the narrative device, utilise a form of estrangement which 

allows the Holocaust to maintain its sense of Other whilst still affecting the reader. 

Furthermore, by presenting this narrative the point of view of a perpetrator who is 

paradoxically an innocent through his naivety, the novel humanises the Nazis by 

demonstrating that morality is relative and undermining the notion of evil as an absolute, at 

least as it pertains to a person. 
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2.5 A Hard-Boiled Holocaust and the Saving of Some: Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish 

Policeman’s Union 

If Time’s Arrow is the most literal undoing of the Holocaust in this chapter, then Michael 

Chabon’s The Yiddish Policeman’s Union (2007) is the least. So much so that it does not 

undo, or prevent, the Holocaust at all; instead it limits or softens its effects. This is achieved 

through Chabon’s twist of a historical footnote into an epoch-altering event: the Alaskan 

Settlement Act. Despite isolationist and anti-Jewish sentiments in America at the time 

(those same sentiments capitalised on by other writers of alternate history such as Philip 

Roth – see chapter three), there were members of the Roosevelt administration, including 

Interior Secretary Harold Ickes, who favoured creating ‘a haven for Jewish refugees from 

Germany and other areas in Europe where the Jews are subjected to oppressive 

restrictions’ to which end Interior Undersecretary Harold Slattery composed a report 

entitled ‘The Problem of Alaskan Development’, now better known as the Slattery 

Report.146 Ultimately, the bill died in the committee hearing phase, partly because of 

xenophobic or anti-immigration rhetoric such as that printed in the editorial to an Alaskan 

which was anxious that the new arrivals would be ‘an outcrop of bunds and other foreign 

groups that would exalt the alien idea instead of the American.’147 The most vocal, and 

influential, opponent of the bill was Anthony J. Dimond, who argued that with the 

restrictions on movement the bill would impose upon refugees (partly to ease concerns 

about Alaska becoming a gateway for immigrants to access the mainland United States), 

‘would set the territory off from the rest of America, making it one of the world’s largest 

and most expensive penal colonies.’148 Chabon’s solution is to remove Dimond through ‘the 

fatal intervention on a Washington, D.C., street corner of a drunken, taxi driving schlemiel 
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named Denny Lanning—eternal hero of the Sitka Jews’.149 With Dimond absent the 

‘Alaskan Settlement Act of 1940’ is passed and immigrants carry ‘an “Ickes passport,” a 

special emergency visa printed on special flimsy paper with special smeary ink.’150 Life in 

Alaska is of course harsh, and even without Dimond the Jewish immigrants are placed 

under restrictions which mean they cannot leave the Territory, and Chabon conspires to 

further skew history: 

Their mother was taught the rudiments of agriculture, the use of plow, fertilizer, 

and irrigation hose. Brochures and posters held up the short Alaskan growing 

season as an allegory of the brief duration of her stay. Mrs. Shemets ought to think 

of the Sitka Settlement as a cellar or potting shed in which, like flower bulbs, she 

and her children could be put up for the winter, until their home soil thawed 

enough to allow them to be replanted there. No one imagined that the soil of 

Europe would be sowed so deeply with salt and ash.151 

The ashes are the ruins of an even more prolonged conflict in Europe, culminating in the 

nuclear bombing of Berlin. They are also the ashes of the Holocaust, known to the Jews in 

this novel as ‘the Destruction’ a more faithful translation of the Yiddish churbn, reflecting 

the status of Yiddish as the first language of Sitka and their residents.152 This, however, 

neither eliminates nor diminishes the image of the Holocaust/Destruction survivor, as 

represented by Isidor Landsman, the father of the novel’s protagonist Mendel:  

One warm September afternoon […] Landsman’s father had just arrived in Sitka, 

alone, aboard the Williwaw, fresh from a tour of the death and DP camps of 

Europe. He was twenty-five, bald, and missing most of his teeth. He was six feet tall 

and weighed 125 pounds. He smelled funny, talked crazy, and had outlived his 

entire family. He was oblivious to the raucous frontier energy of downtown Sitka 

[…]. He walked with his head down, a hunch in his shoulders, as if only burrowing 

through this world on his inexplicable way from one strange dimension to the next. 

Nothing penetrated or illuminated the dark tunnel of his passage.153 

The presentation of Isidor as a strange transient figure, no longer truly belonging to our 

world, highlights the historical wrongness of the existence of Yiddish Sitka, a ‘strange’ city 
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which for the reader does not exist and has no real parallel. It also emphasises the status of 

the extermination camps as Other, as a site of erasure, evoking ‘Planet Auschwitz’ and 

‘L’Univers Concentrationnaire’. Excavated from his psychological tunnel by his friend Hertz 

Shemets, Isidor remains a damaged figure who finds only solace in the game of chess and 

even that proves insufficient, a painful experience which he plays ‘like a man with a 

toothache, a haemorrhoid, and gas’.154 Isidor marries Hertz’s sister, Freydl, and fathers two 

children, but he ultimately commits suicide by overdosing on the barbiturate Nembutal. He 

leaves a suicide note: ‘Six lines of Yiddish verse addressed to an unnamed female […] an 

expression of regret for his inadequacy. Chagrin at his failure. An avowal of devotion and 

respect. A touching statement of gratitude for the comfort she had given him, and above 

all, for the measure of forgetfulness that her company had brought to him over the long, 

bitter course of the years.’155 The natural assumption is that this is a suicide note to Freydl, 

an apology for failing to live up to her attempts to lift ‘the choking, low-hanging black pall 

of the Destruction’.156 However, Landsman later notices that ‘if you put together the first 

letters of each of the six lines of the poem, they spelled out a name. Caissa.’ The goddess of 

chess players.157 By making his final devotion to a pagan goddess of a rational and 

intellectual pursuit, Isidor performs the roles of both the secular survivor and the pagan, 

disavowing traditional Jewish faith. Not only does this set up Landsman himself as the 

secular detective amidst the novel’s central plot, which revolves around Zionist Jewish 

fundamentalism, it also reflects the post-Holocaust crisis of faith represented in texts such 

as Elie Wiesel’s memoir-novel Night (1958): ‘Never shall I forget those moments that 

murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to ashes.’158 

The theological crisis continues in later religious and philosophical thought by 

writers such as Richard Rubenstein.159 It represents not only the physical trauma of 

starvation and beatings, nor only the psychological trauma of confinement, torture, and 

the death of ones loved ones, but is in fact both of these as well as a spiritual trauma; the 

search for God and either failing to find him, or finding him inadequate. This inadequacy or 

irrelevancy finds expression in numerous works of Holocaust literature, for example in 
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Thane Rosenbaum’s The Golems of Gotham (2002) when two Holocaust survivors commit 

suicide in New York, years after the genocide: 

God would have no say in this matter. He had become irrelevant, a lame-duck 

divinity, a sham for a savior, a mere caricature of a god who cared. That’s the price 

you pay for arriving late at Auschwitz, or in his case, not at all; you forfeit all future 

rights to an opinion. Yes, it’s true: The taking of human life is a sin in the eyes of 

God. But this was a God who had already blinded himself. It mattered little to the 

Levins whether he approved of what they had done under his watch and that’s why 

they showed no fear in taking the liberty of poking God’s eyes out one last time.160 

The inadequacy of God is also represented in The Yiddish Policeman’s Union through the 

human failings of the potential messiah, the Tzadik ha-Dor Mendel Shpilman, being unable 

to save himself, let alone the Jewish people. Mendel’s fate is a mirror for the Yiddish 

society as a whole, corrupted and despondent. The most powerful and sacred family in the 

community, the Verbovers, are both pious Jews and gangsters, metonymically known as 

the ‘black hats’, yet they too are products of the Holocaust: 

They started out, back in the Ukraine, black hats like all the other black hats, 

scorning and keeping their distance from the trash and hoo-hah of the secular 

world, inside their imaginary ghetto wall of ritual and faith. Then the entire sect 

was burned in the fires of the Destruction, down to a hard, dense core of 

something blacker than any hat. What was left of the ninth Verbover rebbe 

emerged from those fires with eleven disciples and, among his family, only the 

sixth of his eight daughters. He rose into the air like a charred scrap of paper and 

blew to this narrow strip between the Baranof Mountains and the end of the 

world. And here he found a way to remake the old-style black-hat detachment. He 

carried its logic to its logical end, the way evil geniuses do in cheap novels. He built 

a criminal empire that profited on the meaningless tohubohu beyond the 

theoretical walls, on beings so flawed, corrupted, and hopeless of redemption that 

only cosmic courtesy led the Verbovers even to consider them human at all.161 

The non-human Othering, with which Chabon suggests the Verbovers think, is just one 

example Chabon posits of the Jews not learning from the Holocaust and instead absorbing 

the mentality of their persecutors in order to inflict it upon others. For example, their 
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relationship with the Native Americans, the Tlingit people, is demonstrated by the 

discrimination felt by the half-Tlingit, half-Jewish detective Shemets, and exemplified by 

the Synagogue riots: 

Jews want liveable space. In the seventies some of them, mostly members of small 

Orthodox sects, began to take it. 

The construction of the prayer house at St. Cyril […] was the final outrage 

for many Natives. It was met with demonstrations, rallies, lawyers, and dark 

rumblings from Congress over yet another affront to peace and parity by the 

overweening Jews of the north. Two days before its consecration, somebody – no 

one ever came forward or was charged – threw a double Molotov through a 

window, burning the prayer house to its concrete pad. The congregants and their 

supporters swarmed into the town of St. Cyril, smashing crab traps, breaking the 

windows of the Alaska Native Brotherhood hall, and setting spectacular fire to a 

shedful of Roman candles and cherry bombs. [...] The Synagogue Riots remain the 

lowest moment in the bitter and inglorious history of Tlingit-Jewish relations.162 

The Jewish search for liveable space here has echoes of Lebensraum but also, especially 

given the reference to the seventies, of the Israeli settlers of occupied Palestinian 

territories, although Chabon himself denies such comparisons.163 Chabon’s use of the 

Tlingit also taps into wider literary traditions: Rachel Rubinstein shows in her study of the 

Native American in Jewish literature, that the symbolism of the Native American as peoples 

displaced from their rightful land has been used repeatedly as a symbol by both Zionist and 

Palestinian writers.164 Thus The Yiddish Policeman’s Union invites us to connect three 

traumas of displacement: the Jews, the Palestinians, and the Native Americans; and uses 

the Holocaust as the means of bringing these three groups into focus with one another. 

As it turns out the ‘somebody’ who threw the Molotov was a Jew, working in 

secret. Hertz Shemets, the shadowy figure working for the FBI, commissioned an expert to 

bomb the prayer house to absolve the Jews, he explains: 
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Those Jews, those fanatics, the people moving into the disputed areas. They were 

endangering the status of the entire District. Confirming the Americans’ worst fears 

about what we would do if they gave us Permanent Status.165 

The same bomb expert is employed at the novel’s end to bomb the Dome of the Rock, 

framing alternate Arab/Muslim groups in the process in order to sow disharmony in 

Jerusalem and prepare the way for the return of the Jews to the lands of Israel and the 

coming of the Messiah. The novel revolves around these two burning temples, one in the 

past, the other in the future for most of the book, echoing the destruction of the two 

temples in Jerusalem which are central to Jewish history. The destructions in the novel are 

both false flag operations, designed to assign blame to another group of people in order to 

benefit the Jews in the long term. In doing so they not only confirm the image of the 

secretive machinating Jew, such as the subjects of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, but 

they do it by utilising the same false flag tactic employed by the Nazis themselves.166 

 To return briefly to Mendel Shpilman’s downfall, he spirals into a cycle of drug 

abuse, but the trigger for this decline stems not from the pressure to take on the role of 

the messiah, but more because, as Helene Meyers states, ‘he cannot imagine a way to 

negotiate his complex spiritual and erotic desires’ whilst also adhering to the necessary 

ultra-orthodox regimen of the Verbover community.167 In portraying Mendel in this 

manner, highlighting that even someone as remarkable as he could not hope to remain 

within the community whilst remaining true to his sexuality, and given the context of the 

novel, we are reminded that homosexuals were also victims of the Nazis: the pink triangle 

identifying someone in a concentration camp as much as a yellow star. 

 Chabon’s novel is a warning about tolerance. Permeating the book is the Yiddish 

experience, that of the displaced population and the persecution of the Jews over their 

long history but particularly in Europe in the recent century. The threat of returning to that 

world, of a whole nation about to be ejected from their homes with no place left to go, 

looms over the narrative. A threat illustrated with dark humour by Landsman (whose name 
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is of course also of ironic significance), when urged to cut down on drinking by an Indian 

doctor from the Asian subcontinent: 

Doctor, […] I respect your keenness, but tell me, please, if the country of India were 

being cancelled, and in two months, along with everyone you loved, you were 

going to be tossed into the jaws of the wolf with nowhere to go and no one to give 

a fuck, and half the world had just spent the past thousand years trying to kill 

Hindus, don’t you think you might take up drinking?168 

The intolerance faced by the Yiddish-speaking people of Eastern Europe is undeniable, yet 

Chabon colours this with the mutual intolerance of the Yiddish residents of Sitka and their 

Tlingit neighbours, as well as Mendel’s intolerable sexuality. In doing so The Yiddish 

Policeman’s Union is a reminder that tolerance works in both directions, as does 

intolerance. Through the figure of the Verbover rabbi, and the natural moral murkiness of 

the hard-boiled detective genre, Chabon raises questions of morality and its lack of 

relativity. The experience of persecution, and ultimately of genocide, does not imbue an 

individual, or a group, with an intrinsically superior morality or moral cause. Chabon clouds 

any attempt at deriving a moral message from the novel by wrapping these questions up 

around a persistent chess metaphor later revealed to be that of ‘Zugzwang’ or ‘no good 

moves’, that the Yiddish people of Sitka have no good options left to them. Yet we, like 

Landsman, are left unconvinced that the course chosen, to destroy the Dome of the Rock, 

and incite war in order for the Jews to force their way back into the lands of Israel, is really 

the best bad choice.169 

 Chabon may only partially undo the Holocaust, but he completely undoes the state 

of Israel, underlining the inextricable link between the genocide and the foundation of the 

nation. In particular Chabon draws attention to the extent to which the United States is 

enmeshed with Israel, not only through the machinations of a character such as Hertz 

Shemets, but also through the world building of the alternate history: 
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Israel collapses partly because the United States, having done this grand gesture, 

doesn’t feel the same sense of guilt and the same pressure to do something to help 

the Zionists in Israel.170 

There is a narrative expediency in removing Israel as it means the Sitka Jews, if denied 

American citizenship, really do have nowhere else to go. Sitka is a limbo between two 

states (figuratively and literally), not a permanent solution. The heightened tension for the 

Jews which results from the absence of Israel reflects Chabon’s feelings about the role 

Israel plays in the Jewish psyche amongst non-Israeli Jews. As a child Chabon considered 

Israel to be a fallout shelter, an option of last resort for the Jews of the world. As he grew 

he become increasingly disillusioned with Israel, part of the reason for writing The Yiddish 

Policeman’s Union was to ‘build [himself] a home in [his] imagination.’171 That this home is 

fleeting and temporary perhaps reflects the insecurity and doubt centuries of anti-

Semitism, compounded into the Holocaust, has instilled in the Jewish popular 

consciousness. 

 Chabon first struck on the idea of an alternate history of Alaskan Yiddish Jews when 

he encountered a Yiddish phrasebook in a bookshop, ‘like a book in a story by Borges, 

unique, inexplicable, possibly a hoax.’172 The book listed an original publication date of 

1958, ‘a full ten years after the founding of the country that turned its back once and for all 

on the Yiddish language, condemning it to watch the last of its native speakers die one by 

one in a headlong race for extinction with the twentieth century itself […] it seemed an 

entirely futile effort on the part of its authors, a gesture of embittered hope, of valedictory 

daydreaming, of a utopian impulse turned cruel and ironic.’173 A phrasebook for a land 

which never existed, a real world echo of Elleander Morning’s History of the Second World 

War, Chabon was particularly entranced by ‘Can I go by boat/ferry to _____’, the blank 

space is a void which his imagination demanded he fill, the antithesis of the empty spaces 

of the Holocaust. The extinction of Yiddish was not trauma, at least not for Chabon or the 
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Anglo-American popular consciousness, but rather a poignant imaginative opportunity. 

Nonetheless, the two are inextricably linked. 

 The Yiddish Policeman’s Union fuses the non-mimetic of the alternate history with 

the stylised but generally mimetic genre of the hardboiled detective mystery in order to 

craft a narrative which draws numerous historical reference points into relative positions. 

The detective novel is a particularly adept partner for alternate history as it presents the 

reader with a double mystery: the crime, and the mechanisms of the alternate world.174 By 

inviting us to consider the real-world displacements of Native Americans and Palestinians 

alongside the Jewish diaspora and the Holocaust, Chabon is relativising the genocide by 

placing it alongside other atrocities. Through its use of a non-mimetic setting, The Yiddish 

Policeman’s Union is able to employ the Holocaust as a lens through which to examine 

historic relationships between the United States and those three groups, but also through 

which to consider contemporary politics and social relations. In this way, Chabon’s novel is 

more subversive than previous novels which seek to undo the Holocaust completely. By 

merely diminishing the genocide, Chabon places the Holocaust amongst the realms of 

other atrocities, and so highlights the extent to which the promotion of the Holocaust’s 

exceptionalism influences the world. 

 

2.6 The Sufferings of Adolf Hitler, Private Eye: Lavie Tidhar’s A Man Lies Dreaming 

Bringing the literature of this chapter full circle, Lavie Tidhar’s A Man Lies Dreaming (2014), 

imagines an alternate history where Hitler, having failed to achieve his aims in Germany 

and defeated at the 1936 elections by Communists, becomes a Raymond Chandler-esque 

private eye in London. There are cosmetic similarities with Spinrad’s Iron Dream: a Hitler 

with a new non-political and seemingly non-threatening new role amongst the Anglo-

American peoples who in our own timeline are his antagonists. Yet the similarities are 

indeed only cosmetic, A Man Lies Dreaming is a far more nuanced work than its 

predecessor. 

 The bulk of the novel concerns Hitler, now working under the nom de guerre 

‘Wolf’, a down and out private eye who in classic hard-boiled fashion is approached by a 

young woman with ‘long black hair and long pale legs’ who hires him to find her missing 
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sister who was last heard of trying to escape Communist Germany.175 The twist, one of 

many, is that this femme fatale is Jewish, Isabella Rubinstein, daughter of a rich Jewish 

Banker, Julius Rubinstein:  

One of the Jewish gangsters who grew rich and fat on the blood of the working 

man in Germany, before the Fall. His like always survived, like rats abandoning a 

sinking ship they fled Germany and re-established themselves elsewhere, in clumps 

of diseased colonies.’176 

This short quote is a sample of the writing style adopted through much of the novel, giving 

direct voice to Wolf’s thoughts via a diary. It makes for uncomfortable reading, as the 

narrative is shorn of the fantastic imagery which accompanies Hitler’s open seething racism 

in The Iron Dream, for example. It typifies the language we might expect from a Hitler 

whose world view has been compounded and hardened by defeat, decline and a fast slide 

into obscurity: the paranoid conspiracy theories about Jewish power, the simultaneous 

casting of them as rats and a disease. However, there is also the hint of Tidhar’s irony 

through the reference to them surviving, evoking the survivor of a Holocaust Wolf cannot 

know. The novel weaves between two narrative styles and three points of view: there are 

first-person sections, Wolf’s diary entries, and third-person narrated sections; some 

sections following Wolf, some following a mysterious killer who is obsessed with Wolf and 

is killing prostitutes whilst trying to reawaken Wolf’s “greatness”; and, crucially, there is the 

narrative of a man named Shomer. The Shomer narrative is ostensibly the framing 

narrative for the alternate history portions of the novel, although the term is a gross 

simplification of the complexity of the text which Tidhar has created. 

 Shomer shares his name with a real shund writer. 177 The historical Shomer, 

Nokhem-Meyer Shaykevitch, died in New York City in 1905.178 Although Tidhar 

acknowledges the real Shomer in his afterword, as way of an introduction to the concept of 

shund itself, separately he admits ‘it was the meaning of the name I was interested in, not 
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the historical author’.179 Shomer means guardian or watchman. Tidhar’s Shomer is interred 

in Auschwitz ‘In another time and place’, but is also a ‘purveyor of Yiddish shund, that is of 

cheap literature or, not to put too fine a point on it, of trash’.180 Dislocated in time and 

space from his historical namesake, Tidhar’s Shomer is the titular man dreaming the Wolf 

narrative. As Shomer’s sections progress, it becomes apparent that on a conscious or 

subconscious level, he is using the shund world he has created as an escape from the brutal 

realities of camp life. Nor is this the only escape-through-fantasy available to him: he is 

accompanied through the day-to-day routine of the camp by the imaginary presence of 

Yenkl, his former bunkmate, who has died, ‘his inert form outside […] in the snow, where 

he lies as fat and peaceful as a snowman, with his eyes closed and his hands like twigs. […] 

At last the ordeal is over and the boys of the Sonderkommando take Yenkl away’.181 As such 

the lines between fiction and reality are constantly blurred, between the obviously fictional 

world of Wolf and the terrifyingly real Auschwitz coloured by Shomer’s hallucinations and 

imaginations.  

 In addition to the presence of Yenkl, there are other characters Shomer encounters 

in Auschwitz who add to the surreal experience of the camp. For example, through this 

blurring of historical realism and delirious fantasy, Tidhar is able to contrive a meeting of 

two contrasting voices of Holocaust literature. Shomer is a witness to a debate between 

two prisoners: 174517 and 135633, Primo Levi and Ka-Tzetnik: 

“And how can we write this rent in the world,” [Levi] says, […] “Only by science, by 

using a language as accurate and dispassionate as possible can we describe the 

atrocities, for it is a scientific genocide we are subject to, with gas they are killing 

us, with charts and lists they record us, and in Mengele’s lab they dissect us like 

animals. And this must be recorded, for future generations, to never forget, and for 

that the novelist must employ a language as clear and precise as possible, a 

language without ornament.” 

The language here harmonises with the style of writing in Levi’s own works. It also 

emphasises his vocation as a chemist, with its focus on science, recording, precision. Ka-
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Tzetnik replies in a torrent of vivid imagery and metaphysical language which resembles his 

testimony, as Yehiel Dinur, at the Eichmann Trial. He says: 

But there you are wrong, for this is no longer the world you knew, the world any of 

us knew. That world is dead, everything is divided, Before-Auschwitz and the Now, 

for there is only now, even to think of a life beyond is to indulge in fantasy. But to 

answer your question, to write of this Holocaust is to shout and scream, to tear and 

spit, let words fall like bloodied rain on the page; not with cold detachment but 

with fire and pain, in the language of shund, the language of shit and piss and puke, 

of pulp, a language of torrid covers and lurid emotions, of fantasy: this is an alien 

planet, Levi. This is Planet Auschwitz. […] We have no names. We have no parents 

and we have no children. We do not dress the way they dress on Earth. We were 

not born here and we do not give birth. We breathe by different rules of nature. 

We do not live by the laws of Earth and neither do we die by them. Our name is a 

number.182 

Ka-Tzetnik is clearly the greater influence on A Man Lies Dreaming, as demonstrated 

through his ready adaptation of the shund imagery to describe Auschwitz. Now little 

known, much of his work out of print in English, and his status in schools and educational 

programmes neglected in favour of writers such as Levi himself, Wiesel, and Borowski. 

Tidhar has Ka-Tzetnik reproduce some of the key phrases from his testimony at the 

Eichmann Trial, in particular the crucial phrase ‘Planet Auschwitz’. They do speak a 

different language on Planet Auschwitz and the experiences related from there are 

imperfectly translated. However, the phrase also evokes a different set of ideals to the 

contemporary reader, which Tidhar is very conscious of. 

 The moniker Planet Auschwitz evokes something of B-Movie and exploitation-

cinema sensibilities. This is in keeping with the pulpish sensibilities of Tidhar’s novel, 

themselves lifted from crime noir and shund. The contrast of high and low culture, 

Holocaust literature and the pulp, is central to the debate between Levi and Ka-Tzetnik and 

at the core of Tidhar’s philosophy when writing the novel: 
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That is, the conflict between “popular” or populist genre fiction and the “high” art 

of literary fiction. The book tries to interrogate those two modes, while making fun 

of them, though its sympathies are quite likely with “low” art183 

Tidhar’s intentions here speak to the heart of this thesis’s assertion that the Holocaust is 

not solely the domain of ‘the “high” art of literary fiction’, nor should it be. Only by 

engaging art across the spectrum of human capacity can we come to capture something of 

human experience, this applies to any topic but takes on a new urgency when discussing an 

issue such as the Holocaust where the need to understand is tangible, driven by a fear of 

repetition. For Tidhar, ‘genre tools allow us to look at reality in a different way, to 

defamiliarise it’.184 This becomes a powerful prospect in the face of Holocaust 

normalisation: 

What makes me angry […] is that we may use the Holocaust to absolve ourselves of 

responsibility. Ethnic cleansing, mass murder, the industrialisation of death, these 

are all ongoing things. We must never forget the Holocaust! – one may cry – and in 

the same breath curse at the damned immigrants coming over here. Or invade a 

country for a made up reason […] Or build a huge separation fence to keep another 

nation in a ghetto and then bomb it. 

Do we normalise the Holocaust? We have normalised it. We’re saturated 

by images of death and cruelty.185 

Tidhar is thus consciously relativising the Holocaust, using it to teach and learn moral 

lessons applicable to our everyday politics, ethics and ideology. Yet he simultaneously rails 

against normalisation, the numbing of its impact, and sees in non-mimetic fiction an 

impulse of literature which can help to turn the tide, to make give the genocide back its 

horror, power, and Otherness. 

 The seriousness of this point is made apparent in the grim fantasies to which 

Shomer retreats: the world of Wolf is not a utopia where the Nazis never came to power 

and the Holocaust never happened. Instead, it is a world of uncertainty, the threat of 

Communism looming over Europe and shifting the acceptable mainstream dialogue of 

Western democracy further to the right. As such, through Wolf’s sections, we enter a world 
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of people smuggling, xenophobia, police brutality, anti-Semitism, conspiracy, and, at the 

end, potentially, genocide. 

Wolf suffers, as hard-boiled private detectives are prone to do, but Tidhar reserves 

an extra level of punishment for his detective. In one scene, for example, Wolf stumbles 

into a Nazi-themed brothel and is placed in restraints and a ball-gag before being whipped 

by a dominatrix.186 Such an image could be gratuitous, and perhaps are, but they also serve 

another purpose. Rather than simply delighting in torturing Hitler for the sake of 

vengeance-by-narrative, Tidhar is drawing attention to the proliferation of Nazi imagery in 

“low” culture. For example, the brothel scene speaks to the fetishisation of right-wing 

language, uniform, and other paraphernalia. The fact that the dominatrix is the alternate 

history’s Ilse Koch is also significant as Koch, “The Witch of Buchenwald”, is the inspiration 

for numerous Nazisploitation fantasies, most infamously Ilse, She Wolf of the SS (1974).187 

 Similarly, the Jewish Gangster Julius Rubinstein has some thugs beat Wolf up for his 

continued association with Rubinstein’s daughter, culminating in his forced circumcision: 

They had me the way they wanted me. I was too weak to struggle, and the men 

were too strong. My legs were spread wide, my private parts exposed to 

Rubinstein’s scrutiny. […] Rubinstein grabbed Wolf’s penis in his hand. […] 

Rubinstein, almost gently, pulled on Wolf’s cock, drawing forth Wolf’s foreskin until 

it protruded, pulling it still, with Wolf shaking and shaking above him and the two 

men holding him down. 

“Filthy thing,” Rubinstein said, dispassionately. He pulled, sharply, then 

with almost the same smooth easy movement, almost as though he had had plenty 

of practice he brought the knife up to the penis and sliced neatly through the 

foreskin.188  

There is of course the black comic irony of forcing history’s most famous anti-Semite to 

undergo a mutilation which is among the most predominant stereotypical markers of 

Jewishness, but once again Tidhar includes this scene not merely for laughs or revenge. 
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Whilst Wolf is a repulsive human being, with a toxic ideology, in the alternate history of the 

novel he never had a chance to implement his ideas or become a real danger to anyone, as 

such the vindictive violence wrought against him is particularly cruel. Counterfactual 

statements within the counterfactual world bring us closer to his true potential, ‘Imagine 

only if he had succeeded; if Germany was his, its military and its citizens, to wield as he saw 

fit: what would have happened to the Jewish people then?’, but these are shadows which 

the other characters in Wolf’s world cannot see.189 The flattening out of morality in a world 

without a Hitler to occupy its lowest point is emphasised by Rubinstein’s reference to Nazis 

as ‘cock-sucking opportunists […] rats growing fat having jumped a drowning ship’, 

repeating the same imagery as the Nazis themselves, including in Wolf’s own description of 

Julius Rubinstein earlier in the novel. Such language, and the violent act of circumcision, 

mark an inversion of alternate-Hitler into the role of non-alternate-Jew, except that where 

for many Jewish victims of Hitler their life would end in a train journey and gas, he was 

forged in it. In a moment of flashback he remembers his experience of the First World War 

(the only World War): 

Six hundred miles by train from the front to the small hospital near the Polish 

border. Blind – he had been blinded! […] Wolf was on a train, in absolute dark, and 

he was terrified. Remembering the attack, the whistle of mortar, the gas – the 

gas!190 

It is not quite the reverse timeline of Time’s Arrow, but the point that Hitler was gassed 

during the war is an overlooked biographic note which takes on a sinister irony when 

compared to Auschwitz. There is a different sort of irony in A Man Lies Dreaming, given 

that Hitler is still gassed in the alternate history but the Jews escape it. When Wolf 

converses with a woman on the bus who is railing against an unidentified group, his 

interest is peaked when she says they should ‘gas the whole lot of them. Put them in camps 

and gas them’.191 Interest soon turns to revulsion when he realises her sentiments are 

aimed towards Germans rather than Jews. When, at the novel’s conclusion, Oswald Mosley 

is elected prime minister by riding a wave of xenophobia and fear, it is perhaps an irony too 

far for Tidhar to have a far-right government begin to profile and ultimately exterminate 
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Germans in the United Kingdom. Instead, in his inauguration speech at Trafalgar Square he 

publicly allies himself with a German Chancellor-in-exile: 

“Germany is not our enemy. Communism is. That, and the bankers behind it all. I 

think you know their real names.” 

“Jews!” – “The elders of Zion!” – “Shylocks!” – “Yids!” 

“We must help Germany in its time of need! […] I have news, news we 

could not share before with you. At nineteen hundred hours today, Germany, with 

Russian help, has invaded Poland. […] Our bilateral agreement with Poland dictates 

a response [...] It is my duty to you as your prime minister, to let you know that we 

are at war […].192 

Tidhar is signalling to the endemic anti-Semitism that was present in Britain before the 

Holocaust, undermining any sense of moral superiority, that this could not have happened 

here. In doing so A Man Lies Dreaming conforms to the self-critical form of alternate 

history which Gavriel Rosenfeld identities as one of the significant trends in British 

depictions of Nazi Victory.193 The twist being that here there is no Nazi victory. Mosley 

introduces the German Chancellor-in-exile to the crowd and Wolf, amongst them, wonders 

which of a cast of Nazis it could be, it cannot be Hess (who by this point is dead), but could 

it be Goebbels, or Himmler, or Bormann, or Heydrich? No, it is Adolf Eichmann: 

“Who?” someone beside me said, bewildered. 

“Who?” I screamed. A tallish thin man with a vulture’s face and thinning 

hair came onto the stage and solemnly shook Prime Minister Mosley’s hand. 

“Who the fuck is Adolf Eichmann!” I said.194 

Eichmann, for Wolf, is an unknown: a bureaucrat who never had the chance to rise to a role 

of any importance in the alternate history. Yet for us he is unfalteringly connected with 

Arendt’s phrase, the banality of evil. In addressing the crowd, Eichmann announces that he 

has a solution to the Jewish problem, a ‘final solution to the Jewish question’, one which 

Mosley hails as being ‘innovative’ and ‘creative’.195 The dark turn towards the possibility of 
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a Holocaust happening in this alternate world further undermines British exceptionalism, 

although that the Germans, and particularly Eichmann, are still involved does offer some 

small moral escape hatch. Regardless, the absence of Hitler from the proceedings 

normalises his evil somewhat and presents a more complex set of structural causes behind 

the Holocaust than merely one man’s whim. This sets the novel in opposition to those who 

share the sentiments of Milton Himmelfarb who expressed his position succinctly in the 

title to his 1984 essay ‘No Hitler, No Holocaust’.196 

That such an apocalyptic scenario should come so close to the climax of the novel is 

particularly strange if we consider the narrative’s framing device. The Wolf plot of A Man 

Lies Dreaming is a meta-text, or so we have been led to believe, framed by Shomer’s 

experience in Auschwitz. Yet if fantasy is escapist, this world is not one that he would seem 

to be better off escaping too. Wolf, however, does escape: his circumcision proves to be his 

painful rebirth as a Jew. Over the course of his investigation he creates a fake identity as a 

Jew, Moshe Wolfson, complete with passport, ‘My face stared back at me, severe and 

mute, from the photograph. It was the face of a Jew.’197 As the novel approaches its 

endgame, Wolf finds himself more and more inseparable from the Wolfson identity, to the 

extent that as everything else is stripped away from him, ‘He was no one. He was nothing’, 

he assumes it completely: 

“I’m a Jew,” he said, and laughed; but like Wolf himself, the sound meant 

nothing.198 

Moshe Wolfson boards a ship, The Exodus, which sails from London as part of a small 

flotilla, to Jaffa and Palestine. Perhaps through this conversion and escape, Shomer too can 

escape the horrors of Auschwitz, except that Tidhar has one more twist. Shomer, like most 

concentration camp prisoners, has been used as slave labour by the Nazis: 

Shomer builds doors; endless doors come down the production line: small doors, 

big doors, house doors, prison doors, dollhouse doors and cage doors, and oddly 

shaped doors that fit no blueprint Shomer can imagine.199 
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As his conversations with Yenkl show, Shomer’s reality, is already weak. Perhaps in 

Auschwitz, that other planet, other universe, the laws of reality work differently to our 

contemporary situation. In any case ‘Shomer builds doors, until his entire world is 

contracted into one rectangular shape, always hovering before his eyes, calling out, an 

impossible promise, until he reaches out to the handle just attached, and pulls.’200 Shomer 

steps through the door and into a world of corridors and doorways; he too has escaped and 

is now fleeing. The doors lead him into his past where he sits for a last meal with his family, 

they lead him to Wolf’s London, and finally to a beach: 

Opening and closing doors Shomer tumbles through half-worlds and fraction-

worlds, “No, this isn’t it,” falling down trapdoors and out through endless corridors, 

“No, this isn’t it, either,” for how long he cannot tell, for there is no time here, 

where there is not space, until: 

He opens the door and steps out onto a beach. The sand is yellow, coarse. 

Dust fills the sky. The air is humid, warm, scented with citrus trees and late 

blooming jasmine.201 

In the morning the guards come for Shomer, ‘but Shomer wasn’t there’.202 The possibility 

remains that he has had a mental break, dissolved into his fantasy under the pressures and 

tortures of Auschwitz, still possible again is that he has died and that these doorway scenes 

are some sort of traversal through to an afterlife. However, given the thinness of reality 

with which Tidhar imbues even the Shomer sections of the novel, more likely that Shomer 

has actually entered his fantasy fully, like Alice into Wonderland, whom the scene of 

tumbling timeless doors resembles. 

 Tidhar says that the novel is ‘about escape and, ultimately, about the impossibility, 

the futility of escape.’203 Yet, Shomer seems to manage to escape; Wolf is the perennial 

escapee, escaping Berlin and now London. The escape that seems to be futile is from the 

Holocaust itself. Individuals may manage to survive but the world cannot be spared, not 

even a fantasy world where Hitler could not rise to power. James Young writes that ‘It is 

almost as if violent events – perceived as aberrations or ruptures in the cultural continuum 

– demand their retelling, their narration, back into traditions and structures they would 
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otherwise defy.’204 In this case, and indeed for all for all of the novels in this chapter, the 

structure which should defy something as monstrous as genocide is utopia, yet the utopian 

ideal of undoing the Holocaust cannot withstand the ‘aberrations or ruptures’ of the 

violence itself, thus the Holocaust is written back into these failed idealisms. 

 I do not suggest that any of these authors would have been surprised to find the 

Holocaust working its way back into the novel in which they had initially undone it. Such 

was, of course, their authorial intention as a deliberate plot point of each narrative. But so 

many novels points to a trend, indicative of a wider issue. Each of these novels, in undoing 

the Holocaust, has sought to call into doubt a moralistic view of history, adding complexity 

to simplistic or idealistic views of perpetrators, survivors, and bystanders. They have also 

relativised the Holocaust by placing it back within a historical timeline from which 

exceptionalism strives to see it removed. They position it alongside other historical or 

personal traumas, not as a method of ranking or comparing severity (as Norman Finkelstein 

writes, ‘to make our moral distinctions between “our” suffering and “theirs” is itself a 

moral travesty.’205) but as means of drawing attention to the hypocrisy of a society who 

would condemn one genocide whilst turning a blind eye towards another or, worse, 

committing one themselves. 

 As Maximillian Edwards writes with regards A Man Lies Dreaming, ‘The Holocaust is 

beyond understanding, and yet we must try to understand it as best we can. It forces 

alternate worlds as a coping mechanism, and yet all roads lead back to Shomer, to 

Auschwitz, to the pain and horror that the fantasy is escaping and diverting [sic] upon the 

figure of Hitler.’206 In the final chapter of this thesis I will examine texts which short-circuit 

Edwards’s point about coping mechanisms. They do not attempt to escape the Holocaust 

by undoing it, but rather they embrace its dystopian potential, creating nightmare words 

where the genocide is even greater than its historical truth, and thereby further call into 

question our responses to what has historically been seen as humanity’s most monstrous 

crime. 
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Chapter Three: Nightmares of Worsening: The Holocaust Expanded & Dyschronian Fiction 

Whilst the previous chapter demonstrated narratives which embraced the paradox of the 

Holocaust through a dyschronian utopian impulse, the narratives in this chapter embrace 

the dystopian impulse of the Holocaust itself. The texts of this chapter are predominantly 

nightmare alternate histories, dyschronias, although the final text is a near-future dystopia. 

All use non-mimetic techniques to build a world in which the Holocaust is expanded, 

completed, or repeated. In discussing these texts, I will demonstrate how they continue to 

relativise the Holocaust, undermining the notion of the historical Holocaust as the ultimate 

evil by demonstrating that it could have been even worse. In doing so they call into 

question the notion of evil itself as an absolute, critiquing a moralistic reading of history 

and of trauma. The effect of relativising the Holocaust is such that the authors of these 

texts can use it to critique contemporary issues, calling attention to political, social, or 

moral compromises that they feel are being made despite our insistence on learning 

lessons from the genocide. As with all of the thematic groupings I have selected in this 

thesis, but for this one in particular, the wealth and range of these texts is such that a 

detailed analysis of every eligible text is impractical and given the repetitive nature of some 

examples of the theme, undesirable. I have also selected a predominantly modern sample 

of texts, this reflects the overwhelming trend towards dystopian literature over the last 

thirty years, particularly in Second World War alternate histories, and is itself 

representative of our changing relationship with the image of the Nazi and of the 

Holocaust. 

 The first text, Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle, is the seminal Second 

World War alternate history novel, presenting an overview of a world irrevocably altered. 

The novel is mainly set in the United States, disunited and split down the middle by the 

Japanese and the Germans, however it provides glimpses at other parts of the world. 

Robert Harris’s Fatherland continues the pattern set up in Dick’s novel however uniquely 

amongst the novels in this section (and rare generally) he sets the narrative in triumphant 

Germany itself. The case could have been made for the next novel to have been included in 

the previous chapter. Stephen Fry’s Making History attempts to undo the Holocaust by 

removing Hitler from time, causing him to never have been born, however as a result a 

different dictator rises to power in Germany and the world is far worse for it. Ultimately, 

Fry’s novel was included in this chapter because its focus is on a dystopian world rather 
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than a utopian one which is infected as in the superficially similarly plotted Elleander 

Morning. The next section of the chapter takes three novels at once, all of which represent 

a significant trend in contemporary fiction. Guy Walters’s The Leader (2003), Philip Roth’s 

The Plot Against America (2004), and Jo Walton’s Farthing (2006) employ alternate history 

to make damning critiques of the contemporary world. In particular, written in the wake of 

the 11 September 2001 (9/11) terrorist attacks, they use the Holocaust, as the ultimate 

crime of the far right, to criticise what the authors perceive as a rightward shift in 

acceptable dialogue, politics, and social trend in the United Kingdom and United States. 

Whilst these three novels warn of a danger which could arise if trends continue, the final 

novel of the thesis, Howard Jacobson’s J (2014), warns of a danger which is already present. 

J is the exception to this chapter as it is not an alternate history, but rather a near-future 

dystopia set in the wake of a second, seemingly more successful, Holocaust on the British 

Isles. To write the novel Jacobson taps contemporary concerns about anti-Semitism, 

particularly a recent transmutation which he refers to as New anti-Semitism, and its 

growing acceptability in society. Of all of the novels included in this thesis, his is the 

starkest reminder of the specific roots of the Holocaust and the most powerful warning 

that our reactions to its trauma may be masking a renewed blooming of a similar 

monstrosity. 

 As I shall demonstrate, each of these texts embrace the dystopian power of the 

Holocaust, utilising it to craft a non-mimetic narrative. They encourage us to analyse both 

the historic evils of Nazism and the Holocaust, but also to carefully consider contemporary 

concerns. They thereby implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) relativise the Holocaust, 

drawing attention to our relationship to the genocide and inviting comparisons with our 

relationships to other traumas. In doing so they demonstrate that the Holocaust has 

become so engrained into the popular consciousness of Anglo-American culture that, for 

better or worse, it has become a set of dystopian tropes which we can readily recognise, 

adapt, and reinterpret as the context demands. 

 

3.1 The Historicity of the Unhistorical: Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle  

Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962) can be characterised as a typical 

dystopian novel set in the aftermath of a victory in the Second World War for the Axis 

Powers. Indeed, Kathleen Singles considers the novel to be ‘paradigmatic of alternate 
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histories’.1 Between them, Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan have carved the world into 

two vast territories and their associated spheres of influence, preserving a few minor 

neutral states such as Sweden. Emblemic of this division of the world, a supercharged 

mirror of our own timeline’s Soviet-Western division, is the rendering of the United States 

into three portions: a Nazi-occupied East, a Japanese-administered West, and a neutral 

buffer-state centred on the Rocky Mountains. 

 There is a distinct difference between High Castle and its predecessors in the Hitler 

Wins subgenre, it is even present in many of the works which would follow (and imitate) it.2 

In the narrative world of Swastika Night, through to later works such as Harry Turtledove’s 

In the Presence of Mine Enemies (2003), much of the horror of the dystopia comes from its 

stability and seemingly inescapability. This is true of many dystopias beyond the Hitler Wins 

scenario and is of course best expressed in Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four which offers a 

‘picture of the future’ as ‘a boot stamping on a human face – forever’.3 Alternate histories 

set within a long Nazi rule draw upon the terror of dystopian stability, not merely because 

of the ease with which it lends itself to the material, but because it is intrinsic to the Nazi 

doctrine and Hitler’s promise of a Thousand Year Reich. 

 However, The Man in the High Castle does not present a stable world. It is indeed a 

world long conquered by the Axis powers, set in an alternate 1972 (ten years into the 

future at the time of publication), and the resistance to their rule has apparently long faded 

away. However, this illusion of stability, the dream (or nightmare) of the Thousand Year 

Reich rests on a knife edge. Hitler is an aging madman, rotting with syphilis, and the true 

power in the Reich is Martin Bormann. On the Führer’s death, early in the novel, the power 

struggle to succeed him threatens nuclear war and global annihilation. 

 A key theme of the novel is that of authenticity and duplication. This is best 

expressed by Wyndham-Mason, a supplier in artefacts from pre-war, independent America. 

He compares two antique cigarette lighters with regards their historical importance, and 

thus value to collectors: 
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SS-GB (1978) which are set in a more immediate aftermath, closer to the nexus point of the 
alternate history, fall into a different category of fiction, often focusing as they do on resistance. 
3 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 280. 
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One of those two Zippo lighters was in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s pocket when he was 

assassinated. And one wasn’t. One has historicity, a hell of a lot of it. As much as any 

object ever had. And one has nothing. [...] You can't tell which is which. There’s no 

“mystical plasmic presence,” no “aura” around it. [...] It's all a big racket [...] I mean, 

a gun goes through a famous battle, like the Meuse-Argonne, and it’s the same as if 

it hadn’t, unless you know. It’s […] In the mind, not the gun4 

‘Historicity’ is an socially agreed-upon construct, assigned to an item by consensus of a 

seller and a buyer, in this regard it is similar to the representation of history itself as an 

agreed upon narrative between historian and reader. This takes on particular resonance, 

and is given a particular irony, when it is revealed that many of the antiques Wyndham-

Mason sells are fakes, manufactured to order. Dick highlights the fragility of our view of 

history by including within The Man in the High Castle a novel written by the reclusive 

writer Hawthorne Abendsen entitled ‘The Grasshopper Lies Heavy’. Rather than acting as a 

simple mirror so that the characters can look back on our world, ‘Grasshopper’ acts instead 

as a window into yet another reality, another history. Or at least it could be said to be a 

funhouse mirror looking back at us. Japan is defeated but there is no Pearl Harbour, 

Churchill and the United Kingdom win in Europe helped by a crucial victory in North Africa, 

but Britain finished the war as an industrial-military superpower and is able to maintain 

control of the Empire. Post-war the United States becomes a more peaceful and tolerant 

society, eliminating racism by the 1950s. Ultimately, this world is just as alien to our 

timeline as the world of High Castle. Thus, ‘Grasshopper’ allows us to re-assess the Axis 

victory timeline of High Castle, we are put in the bizarre situation of considering it a more 

plausible world than one in which the Axis lost the war. This effect is aided by the initially 

incredulous responses of characters who read ‘Grasshopper’ (‘Japan would have won 

anyhow. Even if there had been no Pearl Harbour’5), as well as what Pamela Sargent refers 

to as the unnerving realisation that a California ruled by the Japanese Empire, as Dick 

presents it, is not that dissimilar to the actual California of the 1960s.6 

 Indeed, the Japanese rule over the Western portion of the former United States is 

presented a benign relative to the Nazi rule over not just the Eastern portion but Europe 

and the wider world. ‘Grasshopper’ is, for example, ‘one of those Banned-in-Boston’ books 

                                                             
4 Philip K. Dick, The Man in the High Castle (London: Penguin Classics, 2001), p. 66. Henceforth 
referred to as High Castle. 
5 High Castle, p. 69. 
6 Pamela Sargent, ‘Science Fiction, Historical Fiction, and Alternate History’, Bulletin of Science 
Fiction Writers of America (Fall, 1995), pp. 3-7 (p. 5). 
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yet is read widely in the Rocky Mountains, the West, and indeed on Japan’s home islands.7 

References are made throughout the novel to the ‘Nazi experiment’ in Africa, ‘[t]hat huge 

empty ruin.’8 One character, Robert Childan reflects on it in relation to the Holocaust: 

and after all, they had been successful with the Jews and Gypsies and Bible 

Students. And the Slavs had been rolled back two thousand years’ worth, to their 

heartland in Asia. Out of Europe entirely, to everyone’s relief, back to riding yaks 

and hunting with bow and arrow. […] But Africa. They had simply let their 

enthusiasm get the better of them there, and you had to admire that […]9 

The evocative language of ‘the ghosts of dead tribes. Wiped out to make a land of […] 

automatons, building and toiling away’, ‘the billion chemical heaps in Africa that were now 

not even corpses’ evokes the enslavement, destruction and deconstruction of Israel’s 

tribes.10 The imagery is as horrifying as it is mysterious and powerful, sufficiently so to 

provide other authors with their jumping off point: Guy Saville, for example, cites these 

passages as being a major influence on his novels The Afrika Reich (2011) and The 

Madagaskar Plan (2015).11 Saville’s novels are the first two books in an as-yet incomplete 

trilogy depicting a reality in which the Holocaust is avoided through the successful 

deportation of the Jewish population of Europe to Madagascar. Following Dunkirk, the 

United Kingdom reaches armistice with Germany under the terms of which Africa is carved 

up between the two powers: the UK retaining its colonies and protectorates and the French 

and Belgian largely transferring to German control. The result gives new meaning to the old 

colonial label of Africa as a “Dark Continent”.  

 Whilst Saville avoids the Holocaust of the Jews, he remains true to the spirit of 

Dick’s initial horrifying images, and The Afrika Reich is a fast-paced thriller which tours the 

dark recesses of 1950’s German Africa, most vivid is the description of the SS base at 

Schädelplatz, a fictitious location north of Stanleystadt in Deutsch Kongo (or Kisangani, 

formerly Stanleyville, in Democratic Republic of the Congo). The German name means 

“shadow place” and the melodrama seems perfectly apt upon first viewing by the novel’s 

protagonist Burton Cole: 

                                                             
7 High Castle, p. 67. 
8 High Castle, p. 17. 
9 High Castle, p. 29. 
10 High Castle, p. 19. 
11 Guy Saville, ‘A is for Apocalypse Now’, AfrikaReichTrilogy 
<http://afrikareichtrilogy.blogspot.co.uk/2011/07/is-for-apocalypse-now.html> [accessed 1 
September 2016]. 
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There were guard towers in each of the corners; a patrol stalking the perimeter 

with a Doberman. Enough barbed wire for a concentration camp. But it was the 

ground that most caught Burton’s attention. Searchlights dived and soared over it. 

For a second he stood dumbfounded at the sheer scale of it. The sheer barbarity. 

His father would have wept at its sight. 

Then his stomach curdled. 

[…] “Twenty thousand nigger skulls.” 

Burton looked back at the quadrangle and its gruesomely cobbled square. 

[…] Inside him something screamed. He saw children torn from parents, husbands 

from wives. Families left watching the horizon for loved ones who would never 

return home to smile and bicker and gather round the fire. Every skull was one 

more reason to kill Hochburg.12 

Afrika Reich’s alternate history presents readers with a single inescapable dystopian reality, 

Dick’s novel however offers a more complex tableau. There are three realities in High 

Castle: the reality of the novel, the reality of ‘Grasshopper’, and our reality. The Japanese 

character Mr. Tagomi is temporarily transported to our reality upon his acquisition of a 

piece of jewellery, notable for having been designed and manufactured by Frank Frink and 

Ed McCarthy whilst living in California, yet not based not on Japanese or German styles but 

on something new, an unheard of artistic decision. Tagomi recognises in the pieces of 

jewellery that ‘there is something new which animates these […] The Law of Tao is borne 

out, here; when yin lies everywhere, the first stirring of light is suddenly alive in the darkest 

depths.’13 

 The Law of Tao is both representative of Frink making a positive cultural 

contribution at the darkest times for Jewish people (his real name is Fink), but it is also 

borne out in the narrative. Upon purchasing a piece, a small silver triangle, and 

interrogating it for its secrets, Tagomi is dazzled for a moment by the sunlight reflecting on 

it, he finds himself in a San Francisco which is unfamiliar, full of ‘white barbarian[s]’, 

unfamiliar landmarks such as the Embarcadero Freeway, no pedecabs, instead there are 

                                                             
12 Guy Saville, The Afrika Reich (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011), pp. 13-14. 
13 High Castle, p. 217. 
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cars ‘like brutal big crushers, all unfamiliar in shape’.14 Bewildered, he seeks respite in a 

diner: 

Ahead, a dingy lunch counter. Only whites within, all supping. R Tagomi pushed 

open the wooden swinging doors. Smell of coffee. Grotesque jukebox in the corner 

blaring out; he winced and made his way to the counter. All stools taken by whites. 

Mr Tagomi exclaimed. Several whites looked up. But none departed their places. 

None yielded their stools to him. They merely resumed supping. 

“I insist!” Mr Tagomi said loudly to the first white; he shouted in the man’s 

ear. 

  The man put down his coffee mug and said, “Watch it, Tojo.” 

 Mr Tagomi looked to the other whites; all watched with hostile 

expressions. And none stirred.15 

The racial slur identifies this as an America other than that of ‘Grasshopper’, but Dick 

explicitly identifies it as our real world in an excerpt printed in Exegesis (2011). He writes 

that the section emblematic of Taoism’s ying-yang dialectic, the whole is contained in the 

part, thus: 

(1) Out universe (world) is a scene in TMITHC [The Man in the High Castle]. A 

place where Mr. Tagomi goes. 

(2) Mr. Tagomi is a fictional person in a work of fiction produced in our 

universe. 

[…] Our world contains TMITHC which contains our world which contains 

TMITHC which contains our world which contains TMITHC which contains.16 

By embedding our world within High Castle (and vice versa), and by making the world of 

‘Grasshopper’ as strange to us as it is to the characters living in the High Castle timeline, 

Dick simultaneously highlights the symbiosis of the two worlds even whilst Mr. Tagomi is 

undergoing severe estrangement. Thus, the novel itself ratifies Pamela Sargent’s unnerving 

realisation about the similarities of our two worlds. 

                                                             
14 High Castle, pp. 222-223. 
15 High Castle, p. 223. Emphasis in the original. 
16 Philip K. Dick, The Exegesis of Philip K. Dick, ed. by Pamela Jackson and Jonathan Lethem (New 
York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011), p. 510. Ellipsis in original. 
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 Tellingly, Mr. Tagomi perceives our world as a ‘dull, smoky, tomb-world’, the 

negative imagery undermining our sense of historical superiority over his High Castle 

reality. Howard Canaan notes that Dick also references the ‘tomb-world’ in other novels 

such as The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch (1965), Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep 

(1968) and Ubik (1969), and that the image is a reference of a ‘Gnostic myth that Dick 

explores in endless variations in his fiction […] a condition of spiritual sleep or illusion from 

which characters must struggle to come alive, to reach the light (in Platonic terms) that has 

become occluded from them.’17 That Tagomi perceives our world as the unreal dream from 

which he must awake rather than his own shakes the prejudice inherent in the reader that 

our world is the primary world and that the fictive world of the character is a secondary, 

lesser reality. 

Late in the novel it is revealed that ‘Grasshopper’ was not written by Hawthorne 

Abendsen, or at least not composed by him, but was written based on interpretations of an 

oracle, the I Ching, a Chinese divination text also known in English as the Book of Changes. 

When Julia Frink comes to ask the oracle, in the presence of Abendsen, why it wrote the 

novel the oracle replies with the symbol Chung Fu, or Inner Truth, meaning that the text is 

true and that Germany and Japan actually lost the war.18 The revelation collapses the three 

realities thus far presented into a single whole, opening the possibility that the Oracle was 

actually accessing our reality but being misinterpreted by Abendsen, whilst keeping open 

the possibility of a third ‘Grasshopper’ reality equally as true, or fictitious, as either our own 

or that of High Castle. 

 The lines between real and fiction, history and fantasy are confused both within 

the novel and as a result of it. Dick himself said in interviews that he had written High 

Castle itself with the aid of the I Ching, casting hexagrams at the same moments as his 

characters and assigning actions to them based on the results, thus assuming the role of 

Abendsen in our own world.19 Dick further blurs these lines in a piece he wrote in 1974, 

                                                             
17 Howard Canaan, ‘Metafiction and the Gnostic Quest in The Man in the High Castle: Dick’s 
Alternate History Classic after Four Decades’, in Classic and Iconoclastic Alternate History Science 
Fiction, ed. by Edgar L. Chapman and Carl B. Yorke (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2003), pp. 93-
122 (p. 104). 
18 High Castle, p. 247. 
19 ‘[…] and I’ve been sorry ever since because when it came time to resolve the novel at the end, the 
I Ching didn’t know what to do. It got me through most of the book. Every time they cast a hexagram 
I actually cast four of them and got something and assigned it to them and they proceeded on the 
basis of the advice given. But then when it came time to close down the novel the I Ching had no 
more to say. And so there’s no real ending on it. I like to regard it as an open ending. It will segue 
into a sequel sometime.’ Philip K. Dick and Mike Hodel, ‘Hour 25: A Talk with Philip K. Dick’, 
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‘Biographical Material on Hawthorne Abendsen’, in which he appeared to have 

experienced a shift in reverse to Mr. Tagomi’s and is writing from within the High Castle 

reality: 

I am, of course, one of Mr. Abendsen’s admirers; my own works, such as they are, 

have been influenced strongly by his, in particular my novel Man in the High Castle. 

[…] It goes without saying that The Grasshopper Lies Heavy (its German title, 

Schwer Liegt die Heuschrecke [München: Konig Verlag, 1974] is perhaps more 

familiar to us) has become Hawthorne Abendsen’s most renowned book, although 

“underground” both in printing and distribution, due to its political and religious 

nature.20 

Dick himself relates to Tagomi, specifically Tagomi’s incapacitating horror at the personality 

traits of the most likely contenders to replace Martin Bormann as German Führer.21 The 

twisting of reality is so pronounced that its coils begin to resemble a section from Lafferty’s 

Three Armageddons of Enniscorthy Sweeny. Compounded by the persistent theme of false 

reality ubiquitous in Dick’s fiction, and the theme of authenticity and historicity in The Man 

in the High Castle, Dick calls into question the boundaries between realities, and indeed the 

historical narrative of our own time and place as much as that of his novel, or his meta-

novel. Just as Dick’s character Julia reads ‘Grasshopper’ and comes to the realisation that, 

although an alternate history novel, it is actually ‘about our own world’, so too we reach 

the same point with High Castle.22 Indeed, so important is this realisation that for John 

Reider the novel is most usefully seen ‘not as an alternative history […] but rather as a 

complex set of metafictional possibilities concretized by objects and texts within the 

novel.’23 

Of prime concern here, given the collapsing of realities presented by Dick, is the 

issue of moral relativism. If our world and that of the triumphant Nazis are so 

interchangeable as to become indistinct with regards their reality, then what does that say 

                                                             
PhilipKDickFans <http://www.philipkdickfans.com/literary-criticism/interviews/hour-25-a-talk-with-
philip-k-dick/> [accessed 29 September 2016].  
20 Philip K. Dick, ‘Biographical Material on Hawthorne Abendsen’, in The Shifting Realities of Philip K. 
Dick: Selected Literary and Philosophical Writings, ed. by Lawrence Sutin (New York: Vintage, 1995), 
p. 118. The piece forms part of fragments of a sequel to The Man in the High Castle which Dick never 
completed. 
21 ‘That was me. That was me. Horrible, he said, horrible. Evil is like cement. Evil is a pun, concrete 
cement, you see. What he’s thinking, his thoughts are all jumbled up.’ Dick and Hodel, ‘Hour 25’. 
22 High Castle, p. 238. 
23 John Rider, ‘The Metafictive World of The Man in the High Castle: Hermeneutics, Ethics, and 

Political Ideology’, Science Fiction Studies, 15, 2 (1988), pp. 214-225 (p. 217). 
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about the human capacity for genocide or, for lack of a better word, evil? Dick writes that 

‘simple, clear “answers” to this question (“Why the Nazis did what they did, and will we do 

it, and are we also guilty?”) defy us; they cannot be had.’24 Indeed in the seven years he 

spent preparing to write High Castle, Dick read many and varied sources on the Second 

World War and galvanised a hatred of fascism: 

The writing wasn’t torturous. Writing was a catharsis for me. It was the research 

that was so tough. I thought I hated those guys before I did the research. After I did 

the research then I had created for myself an enemy that I would hate the rest of 

my life. Fascism. Wherever it appears. Whether it’s in Germany, the United States, 

Soviet Union or anywhere. Fascism, wherever it appears, it is the enemy. […] 

Fascism and Germany are not that intimately linked. Fascism is a world wide 

phenomena. It can hit a bunch of baboons swinging in the trees in Polynesia. They 

can all suddenly put on iron helmets and march around. Fascism is very much with 

us today, boys and girls. And it’s still an enemy. 25 

The tone of Dick’s statement here, in an interview on Californian radio in 1976, reasserts 

what the novel already proposes to be true, that just as the Nazis did not win the Second 

World War in The Man in the High Castle, in our world we did not win the war either, not if 

the aim was the destruction of fascism. Karen Hellekson contends that High Castle tells the 

careful reader that ‘truth (and history) is created inside the individual’ and that this is the 

‘Inner Truth’ the I Ching is referring to. This has horrifying implications given the assertion 

by Dick, both in interview and in the novel itself, that the individual, whether American, 

German, or anything else, is still capable of fascistic behaviour.26  

One of Dick’s characters, Baynes, contemplates the destructive insanity of the 

Nazis, especially in light of their plans to launch rockets into space: 

The conquering of planets. Something frenzied and demented, as was their 

conquering of Africa, and before that, Europe and Asia. 

Their view; it is cosmic. Not a man here, a child there, but an abstraction: 

race, land. Volk. Land. Blut. Ehre. Not of honourable men but of Ehre itself, honour; 

                                                             
24 Philip K. Dick, ‘Naziism and the High Castle’, in The Shifting Realities of Philip K. Dick: Selected 
Literary and Philosophical Writings, ed. by Lawrence Sutin (New York: Vintage, 1995), pp. 112-118 (p. 
118). The essay was originally published in the science fiction fanzine Niekas in 1964 in response to a 
review of The Man in the High Castle by Poul Anderson that had been printed in an earlier issue. 
25 Dick and Hodel, ‘Hour 25’. 
26 Hellekson, The Alternate History, p. 70. 
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the abstract is real, the actual is invisible to them. […] They identify with God’s 

power and believe they are godlike. That is their basic madness. They are overcome 

by some archetype; their egos have expanded psychotically so that they cannot tell 

where they begin and the godhead leaves off. It is not hubris, not pride; it is 

inflation of the ego to its ultimate – confusion between him who worships and that 

which is worshipped. Man has not eaten God; God has eaten man.27 

Baynes characterises the Nazis as agents of entropy, speeding the world prematurely 

towards its unavoidable ultimate death, thus advancing God’s ultimate design. This is 

evidence, Howard Canaan points out, not only of Dick’s pervasive Gnosticism, but also ‘that 

Nazism is more than a political or historical phenomenon for Dick; it is a psychic or spiritual 

sickness, a perversion not just of civilization or community, but the true communion.’28 To 

return to Hellekson’s interpretation: this is an example of the truth (and history) that can 

be developed inside an individual. High Castle questions our complacency about such 

constructs, and shows that fascism can lead to catastrophes worse than the Holocaust: the 

successful and complete eradication of the Jews and Gypsies of Europe and beyond, but 

also the aforementioned ‘huge empty ruin’ of Africa. Thus, The Man in the High Castle 

locates the Holocaust on a scale of relativity suggesting that it is not temporally inaccessible 

(it could happen again), nor set apart in its brutality and scale (it could have been / could be 

worse). 

 

3.2 Contemporary Concerns and Historical Horrors: Robert Harris’s Fatherland 

In a very different way, Robert Harris’s Fatherland (1992), is also a novel about the 

mutability of history’s artifice. It is perhaps the definitive fictional extension of the words 

Szymon Laks recalls being told by an SS officer whilst in Auschwitz: 

according to the instructions of the Führer himself, not even one Häftling should 

come out alive from any concentration camp. In other words, there will be no one 

who can tell the world what has happened here in the last few years. But even if 

such witnesses should be found – and this is the essence of the brilliant plan of our 

Führer – NOBODY WILL BELIEVE THEM.29 

                                                             
27 High Castle, pp. 45-46. 
28 Canaan, ‘Metafiction and the Gnostic Quest in The Man in the High Castle’, p. 101. 
29 Laks, Music of Another World, p. 79. 
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The protagonist of the novel is Xavier March, a homicide investigator in the Berlin 

Kriminalpolizei – the Kripo – the plain-clothes arm of the city’s police force in a 1960’s 

Germany under the rule of a triumphant Third Reich. March is investigating the first in what 

will turn out to be a series of killings or suspicious deaths; he is first introduced to the 

reader attending a crime scene on the shores of Lake Havel where the first body is found. It 

is soon revealed that the body belongs to Josef Bühler – a Nazi official who in our history 

was for a time Governor General of the occupied Polish territories. 

 Discovering the identity of the body sets March on a course which causes him to 

clash with his superiors in the Kripo, as well as the even more sinister Gestapo, as he 

ultimately works his way towards the heart of a conspiracy at the centre of the Reich. In 

the world of Fatherland, Germany successfully conquered Europe and reached an uneasy 

truce with the United States. The Soviets, though pushed back, are waging a long and 

bloody guerrilla war, creating an Orwellian eternal struggle in the Urals to the East 

‘dragging on forever’:30 

Inside, beyond the SS sentries and the creaky revolving door, a board announced 

the current state of terrorist alert. There were four codes, in ascending order of 

seriousness: green, blue, black and red. Today, as always, the alert was red.31 

Comparisons with Nineteen Eighty-Four are readily forthcoming, not least the dystopian 

setting and the didacticism, but also in the limited access which Harris’s Germans have to 

their own history. March is accompanied for a significant part of the novel by Charlotte 

“Charlie” Maguire, an American journalist, a woman who acts as the Julia to March’s 

Winston, a catalyst for his fall from grace.32 At one point they discuss propaganda: 

The War in the East [...] In Berlin we hear only of victories. Yet the Wehrmacht has 

to ship the coffins home from the Urals front at night, on special trains, so nobody 

sees how many dead there are.33 

                                                             
30 Robert Harris, Fatherland (London: Arrow, 1993), p. 5. 
31 Ibid., p. 11. 
32 The similarities between March/Charlie and Winston/Julia do not end at catalysing. For instance, 
one of their first meaningful rendezvous is in Großer Tiergarten because ‘even the Gestapo had yet 
to devise a means of bugging a park’ (Fatherland, p. 169), an echo of the first private meeting in 
Orwell’s novel: in the countryside outside of the city, amidst a grove of ‘small ashes [...] none of 
them thicker than one’s wrist. [...] nothing big enough to hide a mike in’ (Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-
Four, p. 125). It is unusual to find a modern dystopia which has not been influenced on some level by 
Orwell, but for Harris Nineteen Eighty-Four seems to have been a particularly dominant touchstone. 
33 Fatherland, p. 209. The reference to ‘special trains’ masking the true numbers of the dead is itself 
a clear reference to the Holocaust. 



185 
 

Charlie informs him that the Pentagon estimate a hundred thousand Germans killed since 

1960. They discuss the relative strengths of the space program in Germany and the USA; in 

this case it seems the Reich is being truthful when it claims to be ahead of its American 

rival. March asks if Winston Churchill is alive (he is, living in Canada), then March asks 

about the Jews. Charlie is reluctant to answer: 

“Please. The truth.” 

 “The truth? How do I know what the truth is? [...] We’re brought up to 

think of Germans as something from outer space. Truth doesn’t enter into it.” 

 “Very well then. Give me the propaganda.” 

 [...] “They say you scoured Europe for every living Jew – men, women, 

children, babies. They say you shipped them to ghettos in the East where 

thousands died of malnutrition and disease. Then you forced the survivors farther 

East, and nobody knows what happened after that. A handful escaped over the 

Urals into Russia. I’ve seen them on TV. Funny old men, most of them; a bit crazy. 

They talk about execution pits, medical experiments, camps that people went into 

but never came out of. They talk about millions dead. But then the German 

ambassador comes along in his smart suit and tells everyone it’s all just communist 

propaganda. So nobody knows what’s true and what isn’t. And I’ll tell you 

something else – most people don’t care.”34 

In Fatherland the Final Solution for the extermination of the Jews in Europe has been 

completed and largely covered up thanks to a feat of wilful ignorance on the part of the 

German population, but as Charlie confirms, also a wilful ignorance, or perhaps innocence, 

amongst other peoples too: 

The Jews had all been evacuated to the east during the war. Everyone knew that. 

What had happened to them since was not a question anyone asked in public -or in 

private either, if they had any sense, not even an SS-Sturmbannführer.35 

Having served their purpose, Auschwitz and the other extermination camps have been 

closed down and demolished. Under the direction of the head of the SS, and de facto ruler 

of the Reich, Reinhard Heydrich (who survived the Prague assassination in 1942 which 

                                                             
34 Ibid., pp. 209-210. 
35 Ibid., p. 38. 
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killed him in our timeline), the mass extermination of a people is being expunged from 

history. Ultimately this includes forever silencing those individuals, other than Heydrich 

himself of course, who attended the infamous Wansee Conference which in 1942 

formalized the plans for what would come to be known as the Holocaust. 

  The word is of course mundane to March, and only occurs once in the novel, in its 

non-capitalized form, in reference to war crimes committed by Stalin’s Russia in the 1930s. 

Tellingly, this lone usage occurs in the section immediately following Charlie’s own 

description of how events are perceived in Germany: 

One by one, as they advanced eastwards, beginning with the bodies of 10,000 

Polish officers in the Katyn forest, the Germans had discovered the mass graves of 

Stalin’s victims. Millions had died in the famines, purges, deportations of the 1930s. 

Nobody knew the exact figure. The execution pits, the torture chambers, the gulags 

inside the Arctic Circle – all were now preserved by the Germans as memorials to 

the dead, museums of Bolshevik evil. Children were taken round them; ex-

prisoners acted as guides. There was a whole school of historical studies devoted to 

investigating the crimes of communism. Television showed documentaries on 

Stalin’s holocaust – bleached skulls and walking skeletons, bulldozed corpses and 

the earth-caked rags of women and children bound with wire and shot in the back 

of the neck.36 

The allusion the Katyn Forest Massacre is telling, in the absence of a great atrocity, worthy 

of the capital H, the Katyn Massacre and other war crimes committed by Stalin’s regime 

have become the official benchmark for evil. Harris layers the ironies here as the 

methodological slaughter inflicted at Katyn is considered by some historians to be a direct 

predecessor to Holocaust.37 Furthermore, the manner in which these atrocities are treated 

by a post-war Nazi Germany replicate the treatment of the Holocaust in Western 

consciousness. 

 As an alternate history, Fatherland succeeds in challenging our expectations about 

the truth and validity of our own historical narrative. By referencing Soviet atrocities as the 

epitome of (known) evil within the novel, he relativises the Holocaust, placing it within a 

continuity of horrific acts from which it has been frequently excluded by exceptionalist 

                                                             
36 Ibid., pp. 211-212. Emphasis mine. 
37 Steve Blankenship, ‘The Aftermath of the Katyn Massacre: Silent as the Grave’, World History 
Bulletin, 27, 1 (2001), pp. 64-71 (p. 64). 
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doctrine. In addition, the Nazi vilification of the Soviets to better mask their own crimes, 

mirrors the Soviet eagerness to highlight German crimes both during the war and in its 

aftermath, including blaming the Nazis for Katyn Forest.38 Similarly, Harris challenges Anglo-

American moral superiority vis-à-vis such atrocity both through Charlie’s confession that 

‘most people don’t care’, but also by employing authentic historical artefacts within his 

fiction. 

 In Harris’s 1964 a United States led by President Joseph P. Kennedy is making 

overtures for an alliance with the Reich. In our own timeline, and at least in the West, it is 

difficult to imagine a world unaware of the Holocaust, or an America willing to ally itself to 

Nazi Germany whilst the rest of Europe is either occupied or being run as a puppet state. 

Yet, through feasible extrapolation, Harris sketches an alternate route which challenges our 

concepts of moral superiority and righteousness. Harris weaves genuine historical 

documents into his counterfactual history, and so, amongst other relevant material, he 

quotes real diplomatic memos from our mutual 1938 which record the conversations 

between the German and American ambassadors to the UK, the latter of whom was Joseph 

P. Kennedy. The memo reads:  

The Ambassador then touched upon the Jewish question and stated that it was 

naturally of great importance to German-American relations. In this connection it 

was not so much the fact that we wanted to get rid of the Jews that was harmful to 

us, but rather the loud clamour with which we accompanied this purpose. [...] 

Kennedy mentioned that very strong anti-Semitic tendencies existed in the United 

States and that a large portion of the population had an understanding of the 

German attitude towards the Jews.39 

The context of this extract within the novel has the added sinister effect of implying that an 

American suggestion to lower the ‘loud clamour’, may have contributed to the secretive 

and conspiratorial nature of what the Holocaust become. As M. Keith Booker remarks, the 

depiction of the US in the novel suggests that ‘Western democracies are willing to tolerate 

the brutal oppression of large populations when it is convenient to do so’, not only in its 

tolerance of Nazi Germany, but by foregrounding the real United States’ wartime 

relationship with Russia, ‘we [...] should not be overly self-satisfied having defeated the 

real-world dystopia of Nazi Germany, especially as we did so by allying ourselves with the 
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equally horrific dystopia of Stalin’s Russia.’40 Harris’s United States may allow German 

domination over Europe, but in some ways this is only a darker exaggeration of the Allies in 

our own timeline allowing Stalin’s Russia to control the Eastern half. These realpolitik 

attitudes remain relevant given the patchwork and uneven attitude to dictatorial 

governments by Western nations today.  

Thus, Harris himself adopts the historian’s craft, by employing accurate historical 

sources in this manner. His author’s note takes care to assert that ‘biographical details are 

correct up to 1942’, that those ‘named as having attended the Wannsee Conference all did 

so’. He also includes a list of ‘authentic’ documents used in the novel, including Heydrich’s 

invitation to the conference, the ambassadorial dispatches, railway time tables and more; 

‘where I have created documents,’ he continues, ‘I have tried to do so on the basis of 

fact’.41 Insisting on historical authenticity in a counterfactual alternate history novel may 

seem oxymoronic, but it actually reveals a conflation of two sides of Harris’s character: that 

of the careful historian and that of the novelist.42 It also asserts the inner factuality of the 

novel, that is the Holocaust, increasing the extent to which the reader must face up to real-

world horrors at the heart of the fiction, whilst also acting as a response to the lies of 

Holocaust deniers.43 

 Fatherland further challenges our relationship with history through its 

characterization of Xavier March himself. March is a veteran of the war, a member of the 

SS, and yet he is also a sympathetic character who we empathise with throughout the 

novel. He may be the earliest sympathetic SS member in English anti-Nazi literature. True, 

he is an SS member by default, as all members of the Kripo are inducted into the ranks 

automatically, he wears the uniform only when he must and is not an actual registered Nazi 

party member. Yet he still challenges the cultural tarring-with-the-same brush all members 

of the SS as being the epitome of evil at the centre of an evil regime. Even within the novel, 

Charlie admits that she hated him on sight, that the SS uniform ‘blots out the man’.44 

The success of this rehabilitation is questionable, however, as it is unclear how 

tainted by the Reich March had actually become. Certainly, he is unaware of the Holocaust 
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and horrified by the revelation, all the more so because of his inadvertent personal 

connection: a powerful scene in which March learns that the hair from female camp 

detainees was turned into thread for socks for submarine crew-men such as himself, 

another genuine historical document amongst those mentioned above.45 But perhaps what 

most undermines his rehabilitation is the fact that he does not appear to be particularly 

German, indeed Geoffrey Winthrop-Young goes so far as to claim that even his name, 

Xavier March, ‘is almost unpronounceable to Germans; if he really were one, he would 

more likely be called Xaver März’.46 Yet regardless of the failures or successes of March as a 

German SS-member, Fatherland uses him as an effective protagonist to steer readers 

through the novel and induce an appropriate level of estrangement to allow us to reflect 

more meaningfully upon the artificiality of history. 

` Karen Hellekson sums up the relationship-challenging functions of alternate history 

nicely: 

Alternate histories question the nature of history and of causality [...] they make 

readers rethink their world and how it has become what it is. They are a critique of 

the metaphors used to discuss history. And they foreground the “constructedness” 

of history and the role narrative plays in this construction.47 

Specifically focusing on Fatherland, Gavriel D. Rosenfeld attributes the representation of 

March to a general process of normalization which is further underlined by the negative 

depiction of the American government, ‘directly challenging traditional notions of Anglo-

American moral superiority’.48 He writes: 

[Harris] used the scenario of the Nazi wartime victory to question the nation’s self-

congratulatory myths and create a new sense of national identity [...] In so doing, 

[Fatherland, and other texts like it,] normalize the portrayal of a Nazi victory, 

depicting the Germans in human rather than demonic terms.49 

As previously mentioned, by introducing the issue of the Holocaust as the subject of a 

cover-up, Fatherland manages to include substantial elements from the conspiracy thriller 

mode, and it is worth touching upon them. By making the Holocaust a hidden event, 
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wilfully covered-up by the machinations of a government, the novel casts Xavier March in 

the role of historian, piecing together the evidence for the atrocity whilst also solving the 

murder case. Both feed into March’s assessment of himself: ‘It kept him going, his blessing 

or his curse, this compulsion to know.’50 March seeks defence in historical knowledge as 

the novel’s principle villain, Odilo “Globus” Globocnik, interrogates him. March calls out the 

names he has learnt, the names of the death camps, ‘Majdanek! Sobibor! 

Auschwitz/Birkenau! [...] like a shield to ward off the blows.’ Globus taunts March, stripping 

the words of the power they hold in our own vocabulary: 

They’re just names, March. There’s nothing there any more, not even a brick. 

Nobody will ever believe it. And shall I tell you something? Part of you can’t believe 

it either.51 

In a sense, Globus is correct. Through him Harris is evoking the incomprehensibility of 

atrocity. March is propelled by a desire for an assured and certain truth (as we have seen, 

itself a nebulous concept at the best of times) but as both a historian and a detective, he is 

forced to do some of his work backwards. Having already uncovered a narrative, he 

becomes primarily concerned with uncovering facts. It is this that leads to him to his fate at 

the end of the novel. Documented evidence of the Holocaust having been given to Charlie 

who is fleeing for the Swiss border, March no longer has any control or influence on the 

global impact of the revelations he has uncovered. Nonetheless, he is driven by a personal 

desire to know, to believe, and so he turns to another branch of history, archaeology: 

He bent and picked it up, turned it over in his hand. The brick was pitted with 

yellow lichen, scorched by explosive, crumbling at the corners. But it was solid 

enough. It existed. He scraped at the lichen with his thumb and the carmine dust 

crusted beneath his fingernail like dried blood. As he stooped to replace it, he saw 

others, half-hidden in the pale grass – ten, twenty, a hundred . . .52 

Whilst the blood simile may be marginally excessive, the counter-balancing of depression 

regarding the crime committed, and satisfaction at having found hard evidence, is an 

important revelatory moment for both March and the reader as the abstract notion of the 

Holocaust is given corporeal form in the bricks amidst the grass. In ending the novel in this 

manner, Harris disproves Globus and the exceptionalists, March believes it now. 
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Conspiracy narratives engage because they appeal to the historian’s temptation to 

disregard the core tenants of their craft and lean more greatly on a pleasing fiction, ‘the 

work of historical self-construction is part of the endless business of beating social 

determinants to the punch, writing history before it writes you’.53 In uncovering a 

conspiracy, as March does, the narratives are also intrinsically anti-authoritarian (a 

conspiracy is never imposed from below, after all) and so, in the context of Nazi Germany, 

apt. They are also invariably thrillers and include a romanticized notion of the automatic 

justification, and indeed morality, of the truth over fiction; playing on the ‘paranoid 

suspicion that any one of us might be hand in glove with the devil, and not know it’.54 Citing 

Susan Sontag’s take on Oscar Wilde, ‘I envy paranoids. They actually feel people are paying 

attention to them’, David Aaronovitch posits that ‘[i]f conspiracism is a projection of 

paranoia, it may exist in order to reassure us that we are not the totally unconsidered 

objects of a blind process’.55 Michael Barkun agrees with this sentiment pointing out the 

conspiracy theory is ‘frightening because it magnifies the power of evil, leading in some 

cases to an outright dualism in which light and darkness struggle for cosmic supremacy. At 

the same time, however, it is reassuring, for it promises a world that is meaningful rather 

than arbitrary’.56 

 Yet at the same time, for the historian, conspiracies are terrifying because they 

cede the truth of a narrative to an exterior, normally opposing, force. Conspiracies 

deliberately undermine the historical record, they are anti-historical, and they imply that 

certain facts or truths have been concealed from the population by being erased from 

history. They epitomise a postmodern anxiety of knowledge and history because they 

centre on an ‘unbridgeable gap between historical events and historical narrative’.57 Fiction 

both plays upon, and attempts to bridge, that disconnect. In doing so, conspiracy thrillers 

use their fictionality to call into question the validity of what we call history, and question 

the artificial and proscribed nature of its construction, yet in a different manner to 

alternate histories which do not necessarily require the external agency which is a 
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prerequisite of the conspiracy. Fatherland inhabits both subgenres as the conspiracy is 

orchestrated by an external force, Heydrich, yet the alternative nature of the alternate 

history is a separate facet, woven into the narrative organically rather than created as part 

of a plot to steer history in a different direction. 

 Fatherland’s concerns are not solely based on history however; Harris also uses 

history, and his alternate history world, to critique current affairs. Harris’s Germany is at 

the centre of a European Community which it dominates. In a lengthy infodump he 

describes the wider European economic and social position: 

[I]n the West, twelve nations – Portugal, Spain, France, Ireland, Great Britain, 

Belgium, Holland, Italy, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Finland – had been 

corralled by Germany, under the Treaty of Rome, into a European trading bloc. 

German was the official second language in all schools. People drove German cars, 

listened to German radios, watched German televisions, worked in German owned 

factories, moaned about the behaviour of German tourists in German-dominated 

holiday resorts, while German teams won every international sporting competition 

except cricket, which only the English played.58 

The European Parliament is in Berlin, and is dwarfed by the monumental architecture of 

Albert Speer, ‘the flags of the twelve member nations were lit by spots. The swastika which 

flew above them was twice the size of the other standards’.59 Europe has a common 

currency, the Reichsmark, and a flag: twelve gold stars on a field of dark blue.60 Enough of 

these details are funhouse mirror reflections and exaggerations of our timeline’s European 

Union to make the comparison explicit, and given that the novel was published in 1992, the 

year the Treaty of the European Union was signed in Maastricht, it can be seen to reflect 

British concerns about the future of the continent and particularly Germany’s increasing 

importance in those plans. As Harris wrote in The New York Times the same year: 

Germany’s role ‘isn’t worrying [to the British] in that we fear the jackboot, but [...] the 

German mark is what causes us to shiver’.61 
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3.3 The World Hitler Never Made: Stephen Fry’s Making History  

Whilst The Man in the High Castle and Fatherland use different tactics to alter our 

relationship with history and relativise the Holocaust, Stephen Fry’s Making History (1996) 

uses a time travel induced alternate history to relativise Adolf Hitler, picking at and 

unravelling the popular conception of him as an epitome of evil. 

 The novel centres on Michael Young, a final year Ph.D candidate at Cambridge 

University writing a history thesis on Adolf Hitler’s early life and family. The early chapters 

of the novel are interspersed with what turn out to be chapters from Michael’s thesis, his 

‘Meisterwerk’: ‘From Brunau to Vienna: The Roots of Power’.62 Michael’s academic 

supervisor Doctor Angus Alexander High Fraser-Stuart refers to the thesis as ‘effluent. It’s 

not an academic argument, it’s a novel and a perfectly disgusting one at that’63 because of 

the presence of these extracts. 

 The offending sections are indeed narrative, and by Michael’s own account not 

based on any physical historical record (‘I did take a few liberties’).64 They provide a 

perspective on Hitler’s birth, early years and youth from the point of view of his mother 

and later the future Führer himself. Fraser-Stuart’s vitriolic reaction, a nightmare for any 

Ph.D student, is that Michael’s work is ‘garbage. Offal. It’s not a thesis, it’s faeces! It’s pus, -

moral slime, ordure’. 65 Such comments represent the threat to the historiographic 

consensus presented by Michael’s thesis, and thus Fry’s novel (representing alternate 

history as a whole). Yet in his first-person narrator’s conversation with the reader Michael 

seems to think this exactly what history should be: 

A historian, someone said – Burke, I think, if not Burke then Carlyle – is a prophet 

looking backwards. I cannot approach my story in that fashion. The puzzle that 

besets me is best expressed by the following statements.  

• A: None of what follows ever happened. 

• B: All of what follows is entirely true. 

Get your head round that one. It means that it is my job to tell you the true story of 

what never happened. Perhaps that’s a definition of fiction.66 
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The quote Michael misattributes is actually the famous adage by Shlegel (and a likely 

inspiration for Benjamin’s backward-facing angel of history).67 That Michael should so 

readily conflate history with fiction would, and does, send Fraser-Stuart apoplectic; yet a 

Ph.D candidate being unable to tell the difference between the two forms also undermines 

the privilege of “fact” which we bestow history. Michael’s confusion, and his working 

statements, apply to the story he is telling within the novel: the events never happened 

because he created and then destroyed an alternate timeline; but they are equally true of 

any history book. 

 Michael’s statements do not both apply to alternate history fiction, and we are not 

after all expected to believe is as true. This does not preclude many historians from 

dabbling in it however, though Fraser-Stuart is unlikely to be one of them. Historians 

predominantly engage in alternate history under the label of the counterfactual essay, 

although it is noteworthy that many who do so also distance themselves from their 

fictional counterparts. Niall Ferguson, for example, writes that ‘of course Hollywood and 

science fiction are not academically respectable’.68 Andrew Roberts is less dismissive, yet 

he too refers to ‘[t]he difference between a What If and mere science fiction’.69 Yet both 

historians begin their introductions with descriptions and references to literary and 

cinematic alternate histories. Richard J. Evans, author of highly acclaimed histories of the 

Third Reich, is on the one hand consolatory towards fiction, acknowledging that historians’ 

‘counterfactual history essentially belongs in the same world as these other, more 

obviously fictional works of the imagination, some of which have a much longer track 

record and came into fashion long before counterfactual histories became 

commonplace.’70 However what Evans gives he also takes away and so he recommends 

that ‘we have to put aside these more baroque products of the imagination and try to pin 

down more precisely exactly how the counterfactual does relate to the real.’71 

 Michael is, of course, presenting his narrative segments as history (in the most 

literal sense), not alternate history, but they are simultaneously part of an alternate history 
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novel courtesy of Fry’s narrative. The alternate enters the novel through the mechanic of 

the time travel story. Leo Zuckerman, a physics professor Michael happens to encounter on 

the same day Michael has his thesis demolished by Fraser-Stuart, is working on a time 

machine of sorts. This time machine is one of two crucial plot devices in the novel. The 

other is a chemical which permanently sterilises males, the product of research by 

Michael’s girlfriend Jane. 

Zuckerman and Jane are worthy of attention. Just as a historian is always a 

character of interest in an alternate history novel, so too is that often true of scientists in 

science fiction. Zuckerman is a physicist whilst Jane is a chemist but both raise interesting 

points about morality and truth. Early in the novel Michael visits Jane’s lab, he confesses 

that ‘[her] work was a dark mystery to me, which was the way she liked it’.72 Yet he also 

relates to us a typical debate about the ethics of her work with genetics: 

What would you do if you discovered that there really was a gay gene? Or that 

black people have less verbal intelligence than white? Or that Asians are better at 

numbers than Caucasians? Or that Jews are congenitally mean? Or that women are 

dumber than men? Or men dumber than women? Or that religion is a genetic 

disposition? Or that this very gene determined criminal tendencies and that very 

gene determined Alzheimer’s? You know, the insurance ramifications, the ammo it 

would hand to the racists. All that? 

She would say that she would cross that bridge when she came to it and 

that, besides, her work was in a different field. Anyway, if you, as a historian, 

discovered that Churchill was screwing the Queen all through the war, would that 

be your problem? You report the facts. Shared humanity has the job of interpreting 

them. Same with science. It wasn’t Darwin’s problem that God didn’t create Adam 

and Eve, it was the bishops’ problem. Don’t blame the messenger, she’d say calmly, 

grow up and look to yourself instead.73 

Jane places her responsibility on a higher scientific truth that outweighs any moral 

considerations. This is emphasised to the reader when, breaking into the lab later in the 

novel, Michael discovers a room full of caged dogs: ‘[t]he cutest puppies you’ve ever 
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seen.’74 Although Michael also offers another suggestion for the absence of her sense of 

social responsibility remarking: 

Big business of course, genespotting. You pretend to the world that you are 

working on a grand scheme called the Human Genome Project, which is worthy 

and noble — Nobel, in fact — Good Science, Human Achievement, Frontiers of 

Knowledge, all of that, but really you are trying to find a new gene and copyright 

the pants out of it before anyone else stumbles across it too. There were dozens of 

commercial “biotechnical” companies in Cambridge alone. God knows what kind of 

bribery and badness they got up to.75 

Fry’s evocation of scientific ethics and responsibilities alludes to the human 

experimentation conducted by the Nazi regime. Zuckerman’s work is similarly tainted; not 

with capitalist ambitions but with the most indelible taint there is, or at least that is how he 

himself sees it: the extermination camps. Specifically, of course, Auschwitz. 

 However, there is a twist in Zuckerman’s tale: he is in fact a non-Jew. He allows 

Michael to believe that he is a survivor, or the child of a victim at least, of Auschwitz, 

through a lie of omission until he finally confesses his true parentage: his real lime is Axel 

Bauer. His father Dietrich Josef Bauer was an SS doctor at Auschwitz, ‘His job was to treat 

the sick amongst the officers and men of the SS and to attend the Sonderaktionenas as a 

medical observer. [… Also he] continued some medical experiments that had been initiated 

by [Johann] Kremer. The removal of live organs for study.’76 Fry, through Leo, expands upon 

this using the methods of the historian and quotes from Kremer’s actual diaries. Bauer 

Snr’s crimes directly relate to the pursuit of science without human empathy or 

consideration, enabled to an extent by the Nazi doctrine that those he was experimenting 

on were untermensch and thus socially and racially inferior, but they provide an important 

point of comparison with Jane’s attitude towards the unaccountability of scientific 

progress, presenting the nightmare scenario to such philosophy can lead. 

 Through the avatars of Michael and Jane/ Leo, the novel frequently compares 

history and science, seeking to justify one against the other. Ultimately however it reveals 

that neither are perfect systems with which to understand the world and, unsurprisingly a 
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mixed method is probably the best we can aim for.77 History is called into question by the 

alternate historical scenario brought into being by Leo and Michael. Leo has built a device 

which allows him to view an abstract image of the past, a pattern of colours and shapes 

which represent the atomic structures present at a given moment in time, a Temporal 

Imaging Machine (TIM).78 With Michael’s help he is able to rig his device in such a way that 

it can send a small sample of material backwards in time, using Michael’s thesis-level 

knowledge of Hitler’s early life they decide to a cluster of Jane’s sterilisation pills (which 

Michael steals from the lab on a late night raid) to the well in Brunau-am-Inn, Upper 

Austria, from which the Hitler family draw their water, on 1st June 1888, the aim being to 

sterilise the drunkard father Alois and ‘make sure the motherfucker is never born.’79 

 Having succeeded, reality is reset and Michael (presumably because he was the 

one who physically pressed the button on the machine although it is never really explained) 

is the only person who remembers the original timeline. There are many differences 

between the two worlds, first of note for Michael is that he is now American, his parents 

having emigrated to the United States before he was born, and a student at Princeton 

University no less. Technology is also different, information is stored on ‘carts’, video-like 

cassettes with an interactive element, rather than CD-ROM, and Michael’s American friend 

Steve does not recognise the word keyboard.80 

This new timeline without Hitler should be a relative utopia, at least that is what 

Michael expected, once again exposing his historical ignorance or at least naivety. He did 

not account for the circumstances that shaped and enabled Hitler, and thus he did not 

reckon with Rudolf Gloder. As he comes to realise: 

But in my arrogance I thought I’d generated a better one. I thought if Hitler wasn’t 

born the century would have less to be ashamed of. I suppose I should have known 

better. The circumstances were still the same in Europe. There was still a vacuum in 

Germany waiting to be filled. There was still fifty years of anti-Semitism and 

nationalism ready to be exploited. There was still a Versailles Treaty and a Wall 

Street Crash and a Great Depression. But one thing at least […], this Rudolf Gloder, 

this Führer. I mean, at least he wasn’t as bad as Hitler. From what I could tell of him 
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from that book he was human at least, sane. I mean there weren’t any death 

camps, no Zyklon B, no holocaust, no frothing monomania, no genocide.81 

Gloder is a creation of Fry’s rather than a historical footnote expanded. Our first encounter 

with him in the capacity of Führer comes as Michael reads an encyclopaedia entry. What 

follows is a ten-page infodump presenting the potted history of Gloder’s life, including his 

rise to power in the Nazi Party. Unlike Hitler he is described as being ‘known for his ready, 

caustic wit, early rivals dismissed him as a comedian’, a leader with ‘charm [which] won 

him the most friends’, a man ‘naturally endowed with good looks, an athletic bearing and a 

movie star smile’.82 Michael’s friend Steve, however, takes him to a library where they 

watch a cart entitled ‘The Fall of Europe’ which, in another sizable infodump, gives a more 

detailed history of the 1930s and early 1940s, revealing the devastating implications of the 

far more cool-headed and calculating Gloder as head of a German Nazi Party.83 

 Gloder’s Nazi Party has the same anti-Semitic streak, using hatred of Jews amongst 

the workers ‘as a unifying slogan’, yet he is also wary that ‘to frighten the Jews away early 

would be a tactical error’ that such slogans should not be ‘at the expense of wasting the 

vital resources of Jewish science and banking’. ‘Swallowing his natural anti-Semitism, 

Golder went out of his way to court the physicists of Gottingen University and other 

centers of scientific excellence, where developments in atomic and quantum physics were 

reaching far ahead of any comparable institutions outside Germany.’ He even goes so far as 

to hold ‘secret meetings with the Jewish community throughout his early years, meetings 

of which even his most trusted allies were unaware, Gloder was able to convince 

prominent Jews that his party’s anti-Semitism was public posture and that Jews in Germany 

had less to fear from him than from the Marxists and other rightist factions.’84  

An unfortunate symptom of this characterisation of Gloder is that is portrays the 

leaders of the Jewish community, both scientific, religious, and commercial, as hopelessly 

naïve. It is difficult to credit that, even without the knowledge of potential Holocaust, there 

were no warning voices such as an Adorno or Benjamin who could view the long history of 

anti-Semitism and pogrom in Europe and urge caution or danger as the fascist state of 

Gloder’s Germany assembled itself. Yet, because of the incorporation of science and 

technology whether Jewish in origin or not (something Hitler was unable to do, to the 

                                                             
81 Ibid., p. 380. 
82 Ibid., pp. 356-365. 
83 Ibid., pp. 381-86. 
84 All quotes: Ibid., pp. 361-362. 



199 
 

Allies’ benefit given the quantity and quality of Jewish scientists and engineers working on 

the Manhattan Project amongst other endeavours), Germany is able to launch a surprise 

attack on Russia in 1938 (a year after Gloder is awarded the Nobel Peace Prize) detonating 

atomic bombs which devastate Moscow and Leningrad, ‘killing Stalin and the entire 

Politburo’.85 By the end of the year Eastern and Western Europe, including the UK, Russia, 

and ‘Scandinavia’, have capitulated and been folded into the ‘First Greater German 

Reich’.86 

With Europe under his control, and rebellions crushed without mercy, Gloder evicts 

all of European Jewry to a new ‘Jewish Free State’ in 1939. The final irony occurs when 

Michael learns that Gloder discovered the contaminated water supply in Brunau and uses it 

to sterilise the Jewish population, wiping them out in a single generation. The scientist who 

isolated the chemical reagent in the well water was Dietrich Bauer, Leo/Axel’s father.87 

Ultimately Gloder is an Über Hitler: he appeals to all strata of German life, has 

effortless charisma, he is a ruthless rationalist, capable of realpolitik in a way Hitler never 

was. His presence is the worst case scenario for Michael, Germany having even pulled the 

United States further to the right, with homophobia being a violent norm, enshrined by the 

criminalisation of homosexuality. This becomes a personal issue for Michael as he comes to 

realise that he and Steve are in a relationship and that in this reality he is himself gay. 

Europe has been spared the gas chamber but, by the time of the novel’s present day, the 

Jews have been wiped out nonetheless. We do not receive an inside view of this fate. 

Making History’s contribution to the discussion of non-mimetic Holocaust then, 

comes not from descriptions of terrors, or imaginative spaces opened up by the language 

of the author, but from its effect of the relativisation of Adolf Hitler. Removing Hitler from 

reality, and yet creating a scenario which is even worse, particularly for the long-term 

survival of the Jewish people, shifts some of the blame from the man to the environment. 

In this way it undermines the Carlyle great men model of history, subscribing instead to a 

vision of post-World War One Europe more in line with Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s Hitler’s 

Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (1996), one of the books which 

Fry mentions in his acknowledgements, referring to it as ‘brilliant’.88 Goldhagen’s book 

brings with it an element of controversy to Making History, and some critics and readers 
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have interpreted it as endorsing the message of Hitler’s Willing Executioners: that Germans 

were an exceptional people who were destined to attempt to exterminate the Jews. 

Rosenfeld, for example, connects Fry’s status as the child of a refugee (his mother was an 

Austrian Jew who fled to England in the 1930s) to his positivity about Goldhagen’s book to 

explain that ‘Fry may well have intended this sceptical view of the German people to be the 

chief message of his novel.’89 

The implications of Goldhagen’s book are disturbing, but for non-Germans they 

actually offer a form of comfort, and thus approach being dangerous. This point can be 

explained with a quote from Zygmunt Bauman: 

The unspoken terror permeating collective memory of the Holocaust […] is the 

gnawing suspicion that the Holocaust could be more than an aberration, more than 

a deviation from an otherwise straight path of progress, more than a cancerous 

growth on the otherwise healthy body of civilised society; that is, in short, the 

Holocaust was not an antithesis of modern civilisation and everything (or so we like 

to think) it stands for.90 

Here Bauman identifies a central anxiety surrounding the Holocaust: that we are all 

culpable for the genocide, not because we failed to stop it (although also that), but because 

it is a progression, evolution, and product of the state of modernity that civilisation in 

Europe and America has produced. Goldhagen’s work, on the other hand, relocates the 

blame from a generalised state of modernity to the German state in particular, arguing that 

Germany had generations of anti-Semitism stretching to Martin Luther, and that this had 

uniquely embedded itself in politics, culture and German national identity, culminating in 

‘eliminationist antisemitism’.91 In promoting this controversial thesis, he offers a form of 

succour to non-Germans, thus exceptionalising the Holocaust in a different manner, but 

with similar results, to those scholars such as Elie Wiesel. Ultimately, by positioning the 

Holocaust as the moment when Germans ‘marked their departure from the community of 

civilised people’, it tells Anglo-American readers it did not happen here, it could not have 

happened here and suggests it cannot happen here.92 Nonetheless, as Lilian Friedberg 

remarks, the success of the book, both in terms of sales and awards, illustrates that ‘public 
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flogging of the German people for their willing participation in the melee represents an 

acceptable and indeed lucrative form of public and academic discourse.’93 

 However, I do not believe that it was Fry’s intention to align his novel with a 

discourse of exceptionalism; that Making History, despite clear Goldhagen influences, does 

not imply a unique complicity for the German people. Rather, the novel combats a different 

form of evasion, that of placing the Holocaust entirely at Adolf Hitler’s feet. As the prime 

personage at the heart of the Nazi state his own complicity is of course at a maximum, 

however it can be tempting to ease blame from others in order to place it more firmly 

solely with Hitler, or at least a core Nazi elite.94 Hellekson defends historians’ 

counterfactual histories on the grounds that ‘they foreground the notion of cause and 

effect that is so important to historians when they construct a narrative.’95 Fry’s novel 

poses Hitler not (or not only) as cause of the Holocaust, but rather presents Hitler, and the 

Holocaust, as the effect of the social, political, and economic climate in Europe at that time. 

 Like Amis’s Time’s Arrow, Fry’s Making History attracted further criticism for its use 

of humour and a humorous tone in dealing with its subject matter. Hellekson described 

Making History as ‘delightfully funny’, and the gently comic tone is consistent not only with 

Stephen Fry’s TV persona but also with the rest of his writings.96 However New York Times 

reviewer, Michiko Kakutani, attacked the novel for its ‘flippant, tongue-in-cheek tone’ and 

finished her review by stating that Fry ‘has tried to make the death of six million people 

part of his joke, and the joke isn't funny -- it's repellent’.97 Fry himself has remarked on this 

commentary, suggesting that Kakutani’s review was so particularly adversarial because she 

had not realised he was Jewish, he supports this viewpoint by comparing it with the 

‘unbelievably generous and kind’ review she wrote for his next book, the first volume of his 

autobiography, Moab is My Washpot (1997) in which is Jewish heritage is explicitly 

                                                             
93 Lilian Friedberg, ‘Dare to Compare: Americanizing the Holocaust’, in The Holocaust: Theoretical 
Readings, ed. by Neil Levi and Michael Rothberg (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003), pp. 
468-473 (p. 469). 
94 In part, Goldhagen’s book is a response to this instinct within history, his work begins as a rebuttal 
of the idea that the exterminatory actions of the Holocaust can only be blamed on the SS and not 
the more general Wehrmacht. 
95 Karen Hellekson, Alternate History: Refiguring Historical Time (Kent, OH: Kent State University 
Press, 2001), p. 16. 
96 Ibid., p. 33. 
97 Michiko Kakutani, ‘Books of the Times: Plotting to Erase Hitler From History’, New York Times 
(1998) <http://www.nytimes.com/1998/04/21/books/books-of-the-times-plotting-to-erase-hitler-
from-history.html> [accessed 28 September 2016]. 



202 
 

discussed.98 He goes on to relate how he was pressured by his publisher to assert his 

Jewishness, and how he resisted: 

I know my publishers wanted me to write a foreword to Making History saying, 

“Look, I am a Jew. I think I have a right to address this.” But once you start having 

to say, “Look, this is the number of my family killed in the Holocaust. That gives me 

the right to discuss it and to think about it,” then it becomes ridiculous. The 

Holocaust has no meaning if it doesn't affect us all. Anybody has a right to discuss 

the Holocaust. Because everyone is somehow complicit in it, as much as it was a 

cultural eruption of the most appalling kind. If we only believe it's something nasty 

to do with Germans, then essentially, the only answer is to round up all the 

Germans and put them in ovens. And obviously no one is suggesting that.99 

Fry’s comments raise pertinent points about the ownership of the Holocaust and the 

perceived “right” to create fiction about it. He also, here, explicitly universalises the 

genocide insisting that it does have meaning for all of us, that ‘everyone is complicit in it’, 

and makes explicit the horrifying implications of an extreme form of Goldhagen’s thesis. 

 

3.4 Home-Grown Fascism: Guy Walters’s The Leader, Philip Roth’s The Plot Against 

America, and Jo Walton’s Farthing 

Goldhagen’s reading of the Holocaust is further challenged, but by different means, by 

novels which take different approaches to a similar concept: the rise to power of a fascist 

or far-right party, complete with Führer-figure, in Britain or the United States in the 

1930s/40s. 

 The 2003 novel The Leader, by historian and journalist Guy Walters, begins in 1937, 

although its point of departure predates this. It is an alternate history novel which explores 

a scenario which brings Walter Mosley, leader of the fascist blackshirts, to power 

contemporaneously with Adolf Hitler and with dictatorial powers. The scenario is enabled 

by the actions of King Edward VIII, a familiar plot point in alternate histories both because 

of his decision to abdicate and the environment in which he did so, something heightened 

by the former king’s purported sympathies for fascist causes and personal admiration for 
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prominent Nazi figures. 100 This admiration seemingly ran both ways: Albert Speer quotes 

Hitler as having remarked that he was ‘certain through him [Edward] permanent friendly 

relations could have been achieved. If he had stayed, everything would have been 

different. His abdication was a severe loss for us.’101 In The Leader Edward refuses to 

abdicate in favour of his brother, and goes ahead with his plans to marry Wallis Simpson. 

The Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, resigns his government and forms a pact with the 

Labour and Liberal Parties that none of them will go into government until the King does 

the right thing. The stalemate leaves the British government in limbo, causing economic 

instability in the UK, in the midst of the Great Depression. Groups on both the extreme 

right and the extreme left capitalise on the chaos this causes, drawing members into the 

British Communist Party, and into Mosley’s British Union of Fascists. An attempt to form a 

‘King’s Party’ of those who still support the monarch fail when Winston Churchill, leader of 

this group, cannot win a majority of seats in the House of Commons. In the resulting hung 

parliament, Mosley’s Fascists make up a significant bloc and are the most vocal in their 

advocacy of the King’s position. King Edward, true to his characterised pro-Nazi leanings, 

asks Mosley to try and form a government, Mosley does so and even wins emergency 

powers from the House of Commons allowing him to bypass the House and reshape the 

country into a defacto fascist state. 

 As the novel opens the Mall in London is being decorated with alternating British 

Union flags and German Nazi Swastikas to mark the first official state visit of Adolf Hitler: 

In the first car, the crowds could glimpse King Edward VIII and Adolf Hitler saluting 

back at them. […] The Treaty of London had been signed that morning, and the 

future had been sealed. Today was a good day for Britain, the Leader said, a good 

day for Germany, a good day for Europe, fascist Europe. The Germans are our 

friends now, he said, good National Socialists, fellow travellers. We have lots of 

work to do, and much to achieve. Herr Hitler has brought miracles to his country, 

and I shall do the same to ours. But for now, enjoy this day, a day which means we 

can work together in peace.102 
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Meanwhile, Philip Roth’s The Plot Against America (2004) turns a similar gaze upon the 

United States. Opening in an alternate 1940, it tells the story of ‘America’s international 

aviation hero’ Charles Lindbergh, speaking out against American intervention in the Second 

World War and gaining the Republican nomination for the presidency.103 Ultimately he wins 

by landslide on an anti-war platform and immediately signs a treaty of non-interference 

with Hitler’s Nazi Germany (the Iceland Understanding) and Imperial Japan (the Hawaii 

Understanding). Following the Iceland Understanding, Lindbergh makes a short speech 

expressing American isolationism: 

It is now guaranteed that this great country will take no part in the war in Europe. 

[…] We will join no warring party anywhere on this globe. At the same time we will 

continue to arm America and to train our young men in the armed forces in the use 

of the most advanced military technology. The key to our invulnerability is the 

development of American aviation, including rocket technology. This will make our 

continental borders unassailable to attack from without while maintaining our 

strict neutrality.104 

Like The Leader, Roth’s novel does not depict an expansion of fascism, anti-Semitism, and 

Nazism to Britain or the United States through conquest but through established historical 

advocates assuming positions of power, albeit in a more convincing and conventional 

manner in Lindbergh’s case. Both novels showcase home-grown fascism, and the capacity 

for the United Kingdom and United States to succumb to the same fate as Germany, Italy, 

Hungary, Spain and other nations. The novels differ, however, in their approach to this 

concept: The Leader adopts the style and narrative mechanics of a standard thriller, whilst 

The Plot Against America has more literary pretensions and, although more difficult to 

categorise, is a bildungsroman. 

 The protagonist of The Leader is Captain James Armstrong, a hero of the First 

World War, Chief Whip of the now ineffective Conservative Party. The combination of 

these two facets of his character mark him out to be a true hero of the traditional 

conservative establishment and even his name evokes the feeling in a thriller that this is 

someone we can trust to get the job done. He is first introduced at a dinner party with 

friends as the most vocal anti-Mosley character, debating and arguing with the others at 

the table, most of whom support him but are not perhaps as confident to voice their 
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opinions so brashly. He predominantly argues with Harry Fallowell, a fellow MP and a 

fellow veteran of the previous war. Harry believed vehemently that ‘Mosley’s what we 

need’, ‘in times like these, a firm hand’s what’s needed. […] it is only temporary.’ He 

declares that his loyalty ‘has always been to the Crown […] and therefore to His Majesty’s 

Government […] Including the all-new His Majesty’s Secret State Police […] If necessary.’105 

Harry’s support of Mosley’s government, labelled a dictatorship by Armstrong’s first lines, 

give the hero something to rail against early on, he clearly vocalises his anti-fascist views 

and even expresses his worry for the Jews or ‘refu-jews’ according to Harry, since ‘most of 

them are bloody immigrants’.106 He and another member of the dinner party storm out in 

disgust at their friend’s views, in spite of curfew, Armstrong reflecting as he does about the 

implications of that evening for Britain: 

The posters, the Blackshirt marches, the Emergency Powers Act – these were 

merely the signs, thought Armstrong. What had gone was trust. Mosley had 

abolished it, and with its abolition, freedom had been crushed. 

It was just a ruined dinner party, but in its small way […] it was a social 

breakdown.107 

Walters clearly intends Armstrong to represent the very best of stereotypical British values, 

he is white, male, well-to-do, socially conservative but with libertarian values, and this 

appeals to the reader Walters may want to attract. Armstrong is a man of conscience, but 

also a man of action. He is not, however, Jewish. He has an explicit concern for the Jews (as 

contemporary readers would expect a hero to have given our foreknowledge of what fate 

lies in wait for them) but he cannot truly access the experience of fear and uncertainty 

ushered in by Mosley, he can only note it, rail against it, and fight it. This is not a fatal flaw 

in the novel as Walters clearly intended Armstrong to be an everyman of sorts, yet it does 

diminish the impact of the fascist Britain on contemporary readers, observed as it is 

through a lens of white male privilege which stands to lose less than a Jewish character 

might, even should he lose his life. 

 Meanwhile, the protagonist of The Plot Against America does not have that 

problem. Roth’s novel is narrated by a young Philip Roth. An alternate version of the 

author, inhabiting the alternate history, the same age, and a very similar background to 
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that of the real Philip Roth in our own timeline. Both boys were/are seven years old as the 

novel opens in June of 1940, living in the Weequahic neighbourhood on the edge of 

Newark, New Jersey. As a member of a Jewish family he is immediately placed into the 

position of extreme uncertainty and thus imbues the rise of Lindbergh’s government with a 

new urgency both in terms of the characters’ reactions and because of the foreknowledge 

readers have about the potential fate of our young Jewish narrator. Indeed, Stefanie Boese 

connects The Plot Against America to The Diary of Anne Frank, remarking that the novel 

‘reads like an American rewriting of the famous Holocaust narrative.’108 Similarly, by being 

a first-person narrative (unlike The Leader’s third-person subjective), Roth’s novel more 

effectively conveys the trauma experienced by young Philip. Indeed, the novel opens with a 

recognition of the effects of trauma in shaping the narrative: 

Fear presides over these memories, a perpetual fear. Of course no childhood is 

without its terrors, yet I wonder if I would have been a less frightened boy if 

Lindbergh hadn’t been president or if I hadn’t been the offspring of Jews.109 

This opening paragraph also draws attention to the novel’s alternate history by inviting 

further speculation on alternate realities. One, where Lindbergh was not president, 

potentially leads back to our world; whilst the other invites us to imagine a non-Jewish 

Philip Roth, experiencing the events of the novel in a less personal and more detached 

manner, a reminder for non-Jewish readers of the privilege of their status. 

 In an interesting irony, the anti-war America First Group, of which Lindbergh was a 

prominent figure and which propels him to the Republican candidacy in The Plot Against 

America, referenced a form of counterfactual thought themselves in their official 

announcement of the dissolution of the movement following Pearl Harbour in 1940. The 

statement asserts the following: 

Our principles were right. Had they been followed, war could have been avoided. 

No good purpose can now be served by considering what might have been, had our 

objectives been attained. We are at war. Today, though there may be many 
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important subsidiary considerations, the primary objective is not difficult to state. 

It can be completely defined in one word: Victory.110 

Whilst asserting that their position could have avoided the conflict, and then shutting down 

debate on the subject by denying the use of counterfactual thinking, the America First 

Group were seeking to reclaim some vestige of the moral high ground they had claimed 

was their position in advocating for American neutrality. That Roth’s novel exists, and 

indeed that all the other alternate history texts in this thesis exist, is a rebuttal of the claims 

made in this statement and serves as a reminder that in fact non-mimetic and 

counterfactual considerations of history are invaluable tools for not only re-evaluating that 

history on its own standing, but for learning new lessons from it that we can take into our 

own understanding of the present and our vision for the future. 

The Plot Against America is not Roth’s only foray into non-mimetic holocaust 

fiction.111 By blending his own biography with that of alternate Philip, Roth collides the 

more traditional alternate history (which takes its cues from historical fiction) with memoir, 

verging on a new genre: that of alternate memoir. Superficial comparisons can be made 

with a text such as Jo Kubert’s graphic novel Yossel, April 19, 1943 (2003), in which Kubert 

imagines what his life would have been like had his parents not emigrated from a shtetl in 

Poland to New York in 1926, when Kubert was still just two months old.112 Kubert’s Yossel 

however, like Roth’s prior forays into the genre, is an alternate histories on a micro, one-

person, scale. The larger course of history is unaltered by the changes in the biographies of 

these single historical figures. Non-mimetic narratives in mimetic worlds. The Plot Against 

America, on the other hand, takes memoir-esque explorations of self and places them in a 

completely non-mimetic world. 

 Ultimately, neither novel goes so far as to fully actualise an alternate Holocaust in 

the United Kingdom or United States, though both lay sufficient groundwork to leave 

beyond doubt the possibility that the persecution and despotism on display could be 

extended to genocide should the circumstances develop sufficiently. In The Leader, 

Armstrong comes to lead a rebellion formed primarily from union agitators and other left-

wing agitators (who gain a grudging respect from the Conservative Armstrong), with 
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support from friends and supporters in the military they plan a coup, to be crowned by the 

killing of Oswald Mosley. After a last-minute change in seating arrangements means that 

the planned bomb would kill President Roosevelt rather than Mosley, Armstrong is forced 

to pursue the Leader in person, ‘[t]hey all knew that killing the American president would 

have an even worse outcome than leaving the Blackshirts in place.’113 Armstrong tries to 

reach Mosley during the procession to Edward’s coronation, resulting in a chase scene 

through London (on horseback) and a sword fight in which the protagonist finally bests the 

titular dictator, despite Mosley’s referenced historical prowess as a fencer. Whilst forcing 

the surrender of his foe, Armstrong extolls his superior morality, remarking to Mosley that 

‘unlike you, I don’t believe in summary executions’, despite his previous willingness to blow 

him up Westminster Abbey and resolve to ‘kill him before he gets to the Abbey’ when that 

ceases to be a viable option.114 

 Mosley is arrested and put on trial, found guilty of ‘countless’ crimes, he is spared 

execution by hanging in order to avoid making a martyr of him and so is instead sentenced 

to life imprisonment, as is his wife Lady Diana, and his four most senior surviving 

accomplices. The King, despite protests from his wife, and encouraged by a delegation of 

politicians freshly released from prison, including Winston Churchill and Stanley Baldwin, 

finally abdicates in favour of his brother the Duke of Windsor, and goes into exile. The 

novel draws to a close, in the spring of 1938, with history placed more or less back on the 

rails of our own timeline: 

[Armstrong] said that he had had enough of politics and that there were plenty of 

capable men in Parliament who could run the country and see to it that Germany 

did not dominate the continent; men like Neville Chamberlain, for example.115 

The knowing-wink irony of these lines is completely in line with the tone of the novel, 

which by adhering to the conventions of the thriller, reassures us that everything will be 

okay. Okay being a relative term, of course, as we can infer that Chamberlain will not be 

capable of containing Germany’s ambitions and that the Second World War will erupt on 

schedule with the Holocaust accompanying it. The Plot Against America makes similar 

moves towards restoring historical continuity in its ending, although it comes closer to the 

brink of apocalypse in doing so.  
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Lindbergh is elected on a platform of non-intervention, tinged with the rhetoric of 

his historically accurate Des Moines speech (which Roth includes in full in the novel’s 

extensive postscript material).116 Amongst the initiatives which President Lindbergh enacts 

is his “Homestead ‘42” program. Under the auspices of the new Office for American 

Absorption, and chaired by Quisling-esque Rabbi Lionel Bengelsdorf, Jewish families are 

relocated from their urban communities and dispersed in more rural locations, ‘steeped in 

our country’s oldest traditions where parents and children can enrich their Americanness 

over the generations.’117 The Roth family learn they are to be relocated to Danville, 

Kentucky. The episode throws into start contrast a moment from earlier in the novel when 

Philip’s father turns down a promotion, and a chance to earn enough money to buy their 

own home, when the family take a drive through the suburban borough of New York that 

they would live in, a mere six miles West of their current home, and realise that theirs 

would be ‘the house where the Jews live’.118 By contrast, if they moved to Kentucky the 

Roths would be not only the only Jews in their immediate area but amongst very few in the 

whole town, or even the state.  ‘There are very few’, Philip’s father tells his mother, ‘All I 

can tell you is that it could be worse. It could be Montana, where the Gellers are going. It 

could be Kansas, where the Schwartzes are going. It could be Oklahoma, where the Brodys 

are going. Seven men are leaving from our office, and I am the luckiest, believe me.’119 

Homestead ’42 is presented by the government as ‘a program designed to broaden and 

enrich the involvement of America’s proud Jewish citizens in the national life’ (‘proud’ of 

course can be both an insult and a compliment), in fact it is ‘a fascistic strategy to isolate 

Jews an exclude them from the national life’, to break up communities and thus the powers 

of representation both culturally and politically that such communities have in a borough, 

city, state, or indeed, nation.120 

However, it is only after the President goes missing whilst flying his own plane from 

Louisville, Kentucky, to Washington DC that things become darkest and most terrifying for 

the Roth family and their Jewish friends. In Lindbergh’s absence his Vice President Burton 

K. Wheeler becomes Acting President and imposes martial law throughout the United 

States before announcing to Congress that the FBI have uncovered evidence that Lindbergh 
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has been kidnapped. The Nazi German state radio declare they have evidence that the 

kidnapping is the result of a conspiracy:  

masterminded by the warmonger Roosevelt – in collusion with his Jewish Treasury 

secretary, Morgenthau, his Jewish Supreme Court justice, Frankfurter, and the 

Jewish investment banker Baruch – and that it is being financed by the 

international Jewish usurers Warburg and Rothschild and carried out under the 

command of Roosevelt’s mongrel henchman, the half-Jew gangster La Guardia, 

mayor of Jewish New York City, along with the powerful Jewish governor of New 

York State, the financier Lehman, in order to return Roosevelt to the White House 

and launch an all-out Jewish war against the non-Jewish world.121 

The Acting President is called upon jointly by the Grand Wizard of the Klu Klux Klan and the 

leader of the American Nazi Party ‘to implement extreme measures to protect America 

from a Jewish coup d’etat.’122 Despite the curfew and presence of National Guard, anti-

Semitic riots erupt in eleven states in the South and Mid-West, setting fires and resulting in 

the deaths of 122 American citizens. Conspiracy theories and counter-theories circulate, 

some claim Britain is aiding the Jewish coup, others that Germany has staged the entire 

affair; all are fanned by the press, leading to  prominent Jewish figures in the establishment 

being arrested and the First Lady Mrs. Lindbergh, thus far a voice of reason and calm being 

institutionalised in an army hospital for ‘extreme nervous exhaustion’, whilst Mayor La 

Guardia and Roosevelt himself are also taken into custody.123 America prepares to declare 

war on Canada, to wrest it from British control whilst Churchill warns of German plans to 

invade Mexico to secure their southern border. Tanks roll into New York and troops occupy 

all news rooms and radio stations in the city. 

 Whilst these historical alterations have globe-altering implications, the anticipation 

and fear is contained to a personal sphere, that of young Philip Roth and his family. It is 

also, understandably, felt primarily by the Jewish population of Roth’s Newark and there is 

less evidence of foreboding amongst the limited quantity of non-Jewish characters 

encountered: 

“Look,” I said, “I don’t want to do this. Not now. There’s a lot going on outside 

that’s not so great, you know.” 
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But he was oblivious of what was not so great, either because he was 

Catholic and had nothing to worry about or simply because he was irrepressible 

Joey.124 

Yet the novel’s world is pulled back from the brink of disaster by the escape of the First 

Lady and her impassioned speech, broadcast across the nation every half hour, urging the 

armed forces to stand down, the FBI to release its prisoners and the police to vacate 

illegally-occupied media outlets. She denounces the Acting President and calls on Congress 

to call a special election. Roosevelt is duly swept into office and undoes all of the damage 

caused. Within a month, the Japanese launch a surprise attack on Pearl Harbour and the 

United States declares war on Germany and Japan, a year later than in our own timeline 

but seemingly setting history back on track nonetheless. 

 Whilst The Plot Against America is undoubtedly the superior novel, both in stylistic 

terms but also because of its greater emphasis on the true feeling of existential dread that 

authoritarianism provokes, particularly in minority groups, its ending is the least satisfying. 

David Brauner notes that First Lady Lindbergh ‘functions as an unlikely deus ex machina’, 

describing the alacrity with which young Philip’s narration is suddenly interrupted by 

extracts ‘Drawn from the Archives of Newark’s Newsreel Theatre’ which infodump the 

wider details of Wheeler’s brief incumbency as Acting President and the quick dismantling 

of his police state.125 The Leader’s climax follows the standard pattern of a thriller, whilst 

The Plot Against America’s “happy ending” comes so suddenly that it jars considerably with 

the preceding narrative which so effectively and resonantly evokes a climate of foreboding. 

Gavriel D. Rosenfeld notes that despite the ‘upbeat conclusion’ to the novel, it ‘hardly 

diminishes the horror of the Third Reich and makes no attempt to normalize its legacy.’126 

He further notes that the happy ending makes The Plot Against America somewhat of a 

return to future histories of the 1940s such as Fred Allhoff’s Lightening in the Night (1940), 

‘which also tempered their cautionary lessons about the Nazi menace with happy endings 

so as not to demoralize the public.’127 Yet, the novel backtracks towards this somewhat and 

it is notable that despite the chronological ending being a happy one with the resumption 

of normal history, the novel rewinds itself and gives a personal perspective from young 

Philip Roth of the darkest hours as news of America’s planned invasion of Canada is 
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announced. This final chapter, entitled ‘Perpetual Fear’, reflects the manner in which this 

alternate Roth will return to these days throughout his life. By giving the title the same 

name as the subject of the opening line (‘Fear presides over these memories, a perpetual 

fear’), Roth creates a narrative loop, suggesting his alter ego will forever be living these 

days. History may have been restored to something like its normal self but the alternate 

Roth, and other affected by it, are indelibly traumatised. 

 Other examples of self-installed period fascism in the UK can be found in a range of 

sources from Superman: War of the Worlds (1999) (a comic in which H.G. Wells’s Martians 

fight 1930’s Superman, leading to massive destruction on a global scale after which ‘with its 

royal line extinguished, the masses of Great Britain [turn] to the native-born fascist Sir 

Oswald Mosley for leadership.’128), to Ian R. MacLeod’s novella ‘Summer Isles’ (1998) which 

is set in the 1940s in the Britain which lost World War One and thus took the place of 

Weimar Germany in history, developing its own fascist state in the 1930s which now rules 

over the country, the novella highlights its artificial historicity through its protagonist: an 

Oxford University history tutor and closeted homosexual.129 

MacLeod’s contribution is particularly interesting because it is a rare example of 

the fortunes of Britain and Germany being reversed in such a way that fascism develops in 

the UK instead of Germany, rather than in parallel. Yet in truth, alternate histories of 

“native” fascism in the UK and USA remain comparatively rare, especially considering that 

alternate histories of the Second World War have been in near-constant production since 

1939. The most notable American example of this trope, prior to The Plot Against America, 

is Sinclair Lewis’s 1935 novel It Can’t Happen Here. Lewis’s book was published before the 

war and the Holocaust, but amidst the rise of fascism, and imagined a populist Senator 

Berzelius “Buzz” Windrip who turns his presidency into a totalitarian rule akin to Hitler’s or 

Mussolini’s. Roth makes explicit reference to the Lewis’s novel in an earlier work, American 

Pastoral (1997), one of the characters referring to it as ‘a wonderful book’.130 Less 

acclaimed but still of note, Dennis Easterman, a nom-de-plume for the Irish academic and 

writer Denis MacEoin, published K (more commonly referred to as K is for Killing) in 1998. K 

anticipates Roth’s novel by also putting Lindbergh in the White House in Roosevelt’s place, 
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but his influence is quickly subsumed beneath the Ku Klux Klan who quickly rise to 

prominence. In structure and tone, however, the novel is closer to The Leader, hewing 

closer to the conventions of the standard thriller than the literary memoir. 

 Despite these examples, in addition to being rare, the appearance of native fascism 

in alternate history narratives of the UK and US are a relatively recent phenomenon which 

allows us to infer two things. Firstly, that this is a continuation of the process of erosion of 

post-war moral superiority: the threat of a native fascism in inter-war Britain, for example, 

was never as serious as it was in Europe, but this was not because of an innate superiority 

but rather as H.R. Kedward writes: ‘there was no crisis of democracy in Britain: there was 

complacency, blindness and self-satisfaction among many, and misery and hopelessness 

among others, but the hold of the party system remained firm, and men looked to 

traditional politics for political action, not to minorities like the [British Union of Fascists] or 

the equally powerless Communist Party.’131 Yet by introducing a crisis such as Edward’s 

failure to abdicate in The Leader, the authors are suggesting that there was nothing special 

about British society which would have prevented fascist leaders taking advantage of such 

complacency, blindness and the like. 

The second inference we can draw from the recent emergence of such narratives is 

that the rise in alternate history native fascism has a contemporary allegorical meaning, 

that the steady erosion of liberty in Western democracies has hallmarks and precedents 

that should be feared and recognised. One of the most powerful things about alternate 

histories of the Second World War is that they can emphasise the terrible dangers that 

fascism poses, they remind us how close our way of life came to destruction, and they keep 

those memories alive by reinventing them in a manner which discourages complacency. 

Native fascism narratives do all of this particularly well, as they also remind us that the 

dangers do not necessarily lie on distant shores but that “for want of a nail” it could have 

happened here, and it still could. 

These alternate histories have further implications on the moral superiority of post-

war readers because they address a long established moral taint in both nations which 

popular images of history prefer to cast as an out-dated footnote which never amounted, 

and never could have amounted to anything in the UK or USA: anti-Semitism. Both novels 

show that in the correct circumstances, in this instance the bringing to power of a 

government willing to endorse and even participate in Nazi-like behaviour, anti-Semitism 
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can be stirred and become a force to actively threaten Jews on a national level, just as in 

mainland Europe. Roth’s novel is particularly potent in this regard, detailing the days and 

weeks in which a young Jewish boy gained a sense of identity not through learning, cultural 

blossoming, or exploration of self, but through being identified as different from any other 

‘American child of American parents in an American school in an American city in an 

America at peace with the world’, rupturing ‘that huge endowment of personal security 

that [he] had taken for granted’.132 Indeed, Roth’s novel highlights that this anti-Semitic 

strain has always been there, it was not imported by an invading Nazi party. Even before 

Lindbergh’s presidency, this is the America of the Ku Klux Klan, ‘those days of unadvertised 

quotas to keep Jewish admissions to a minimum in colleges and professional schools and of 

unchallenged discrimination that denied Jews significant promotions in the big 

corporations and of rigid restrictions against Jewish membership in thousands of social 

organizations and communal institutions’.133 

One of the most effective demonstrations of this phenomenon comes from Jo 

Walton’s novel Farthing (2006), the first in her “Small Change Trilogy” of alternate 

histories, a book inspired by her growing awareness of the unexplained historical 

incongruities in Josephine Tey’s otherwise mimetic mystery novel, Brat Farrar (1949).134 

The trilogy’s title is both a play on the titles of the composite novels (Farthing (2006), 

Ha’Penny (2007), Half a Crown (2008)). It is also a reference to the alternate history 

general: the change in this case is Rudolph Hess’s mysterious flight to the United Kingdom 

being accepted by the British establishment, and a member of the aristocracy, Sir James 

Thirkie, returns with him to Berlin in 1941 and negotiates with Hitler a ‘Peace with 

Honour’.135 The novel opens in 1949 at Farthing, a stately home in the English countryside 

which gives its name to the Farthing Set of upper-class socialites and politicians (analogous 

to the Cliveden Set in our own timeline, also named after a house and also proponents of 

appeasing Hitler). 

Narration of Farthing is split equally, in alternate chapters, between two 

characters. The first is Lucy, the young eight-month-wed daughter of the Eversleys, owners 

of Farthing. Her marriage has resulted in her being effectively disowned by her parents 

                                                             
132 The Plot Against America, p. 7. 
133 Ibid., p. 11. 
134 Jo Walton, ‘A pit in Dothan: Josephine Tey’s Brat Farrar’, Tor.com (2010), 
<http://www.tor.com/2010/09/10/a-pit-in-dothan-josephine-teys-brat-farrar/> [accessed 3 
February 2016]. 
135 Jo Walton, Farthing (New York: Tor, 2006), p. 110. 
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because her choice of husband was a Jew, David Khan. Her father acknowledges that ‘[h]e 

was born in England, he’s a war hero, his family are very wealthy’ but counters ‘with the 

fact that he was educated on the Continent, he’s a Jew, and not one of us.’136 Despite this, 

Lord Eversley is one of the more moderate members of the set with regards his anti-

Semitism and he approves of the marriage so long as Lucy is sure it is what she wants and is 

happy. An analeptic discussion between him and Lucy shows him throwing multiple 

problems and scenarios at his daughter, but more to check she is considered the 

implications of the society they live in rather than to properly discourage her: 

“[…] We share a name that we didn’t do anything to earn but which we inherited 

from our Eversley ancestors, who did. It is a name that opens doors for us. You’re 

talking about giving that up to become Mrs. Kahn-” 

“Kahn means that David’s ancestors were priests in Israel when ours were 

paining themselves blue with woad,” I said, quoting – probably misquoting – 

Disraeli. 

Daddy smile. “All the same, what it means to people now and in England 

will close a lot of doors in your face.” 

“Not doors I want to go through,” I said. 

Daddy raised an eyebrow at that.137 

Yet they have been invited back to Farthing for the weekend to participate in what Lucy 

refers to as ‘one of Mummy’s ghastly political squeezes’.138 The purpose of their invitation 

quickly becomes clear in its sinister intention however when Sir James Thirkie is found 

dead, a dagger through his chest, pinning to him ‘a square of navy blue cloth on which was 

embroidered a six-pointed yellow star.’139 Suspicion instantly falls on David for being Jewish 

despite there is no evidence or motive, beyond Thirkie’s role in appeasing Hitler. 

 The second narrator of the novel is Inspector Peter Anthony Carmichael. His 

sections are narrated in the third-person, in contrast to the first-person perspective of 

Lucy’s. He is the police detective sent to Farthing to head the murder investigation. Like 

David, and (by marriage) Lucy, he is an outsider in Farthing; not merely because he is never 
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been there before but because he is a working-class Northerner from the Lancashire of 

‘bleak northern uplands of moorland and fell’.140 He is also, as is eventually revealed and 

becomes increasingly significant in the later novels of the series, a secret homosexual in a 

society almost as homophobic as it is anti-Semitic. Farthing borrows from the Golden Age 

detective novel, a murder at the big house, to create an atmosphere familiar to readers of 

Agatha Christie or Dorothy Sayers.141 Walton says of writing the trilogy: 

I had read a lot of cosy mysteries, Tey, Sayers, Christie, Heyer, and considered the 

interesting fact that they were about sudden violent death and yet they were 

written in a way that made them safe, indeed cosy. I thought I could use this to 

write about fascism, and not in a closed known historical context where we’re safe 

and sure of the ending either.142 

In an article published in 2005, Walton remarks that the label ‘cosy catastrophe’ is perfect 

for Wyndham’s novels, suggesting that ‘[t]he difference between a cosy catastrophe and a 

horror or disaster novel is just like the difference between Miss Marple and Hannibal 

Lecter.’143 In Farthing, Walton is very specifically channelling Marple but retains and 

awareness of the evil being masked, albeit fascism and anti-Semitism rather than 

cannibalism. 

The solution of the who-dunnit rapidly becomes secondary (we can be fairly sure it 

was one or all of the Farthing set, it almost does not matter specifically who) to the 

implications of the murder.144 The novel therefore gains a second impetus, Carmichael 

must now race to not only uncover the murderer, but to also somehow nullify the national 

political ramifications of the murder. But, in the end, he can do neither. Riding national 

sympathy and political outrage, Mark Normanby, the Foreign Secretary and key Farthing 

Set member, becomes leader of the Conservative Party and by default the Prime Minister. 

The rest of the Set fill out other key government posts: the Home Office, the Foreign Office, 

War Office, Lucy’s father becomes Chancellor despite convention dictating the position 

should not go to a peer; whilst other figures, now shuffled to the fringe of the party, are 
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given or offered more minor positions: the newly-deposed Anthony Eden is given Thirkie’s 

old post of Minister of Education and Churchill is offered, but turns down, Commerce, and 

‘[s]o on all down the line, the plum for the Farthing people and the others either in the 

wilderness or given the unimportant hard work.’145 Even whilst Carmichael is still 

conducting his investigation, Normanby makes a radio broadcast condemning the 

‘cowardly Jew’ who killed Thirkie, and other ‘cowardly terrorists’ like the Bolsheviks, 

announcing that ‘extreme measures’ will be taken against them:146  

What “drastic measures” [sic] meant, according to The Times the next morning, 

was that they were taking on powers the next thing to dictatorial, in the name of 

protecting themselves and the country from the Jewish Bolshevik Menace. The 

Times rather approved of it, from the tone of their editorial.147 

These measures include the deportation of foreign nationals who cannot find three British 

sponsors, the banning of the Communist Party and its newspapers, and the vetting by MI5 

of the Labour Party for Communist sleeper agents, fixed-term Parliaments are introduced 

with four-year terms, and identity cards are introduced: 

The identity cards we had all carried ever since the war were to be tightened up, to 

prevent forgery, and they would carry photographs, which would help the police, 

and more information, such as religion. Apparently a young Labour hothead called 

Michael Foot had leapt up at this and said it amounted to persecution of Jews and 

Catholics, which Mark had answered by sneering that nobody was talking about 

making anyone wear yellow stars, it was equitable, we would all have our religion 

marked on our cards. The Times seemed very concerned about what atheists would 

put, though I didn’t see why “atheist” couldn’t just go on the card. I immediately 

thought that it’s what I’d suggest David say he was—after all, he was racially 

Jewish, but hardly religious.148 

Lucy and her old governess Abby both refer to the situation as a ‘Reichstag fire’, 

underlining (a little too severely for some reviewers), the parallels between the new 
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government and Hitler’s rise to power, thus equating the fascistic elements of Britain’s 

parliament with those in Germany in 1933.149  

More than one reviewer has compared Farthing to Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of 

the Day (1989) because of the way they both cast light onto the ‘pro-fascist feeling that 

infected significant sections of the British establishment in the 1930s’.150 So too when Lucy 

and David talk to Mrs. Smollett (the Polish-Jewish cook whose real name is Szmolokiewitsz), 

Walton is using her story about being a Jew in Warsaw in the 1930s to convey something of 

the refugee experience in Europe in our own timeline as surely as W. H. Auden’s ‘Refugee 

Blues’ (1939). As Mrs. Smollett talks about her restaurant, David, in his capacity as a money 

lender, offers to lend her the money to set up a new restaurant in Britain. He hopes that 

besides creating a profitable business, fulfilling Mrs. Smollett’s dream, that maybe 

Londoners, ‘instead of saying from ignorance that the Jews are greedy and cowardly, push 

to the front of queues, take seats on buses, will say on reflection that they are not so bad; 

Mrs. Smollett cooks pancakes to make the heart glad and David Kahn lends money to poor 

people to start businesses, and he fought all through the Battle of Britain.’151 Mrs. Smollett 

pierces this rose-hued dream (particularly idealistically naïve given that David is in the 

midst of being framed for murder and an anti-Semitic far-right politician has just become 

Prime Minister) telling him that his vision will never come to pass: when the Germans 

invaded Poland the citizens of Warsaw did not stand up for the Szmolokiewitsz family 

because her pancakes were good, or because her son was a doctor, or her husband a loyal 

patriot in the army, ‘[w]hen they smashed the window of my restaurant, it was not the 

Germans who did it, it was the Poles. And one of them who was in the front with stones in 

his hand was a customer, who I had served my special dumpling soup only the week 

before, and given his little son a candle on his crème brulée because it was his birthday. But 

now his face was screwed up with hate and he would have smashed me as well as the 

window if I had not run.’152 Her husband was killed in action as a Polish soldier fighting the 

German army, her daughter was shot whilst they were fleeing across France, and her son 
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Yusef died ‘in 1946 in a camp called Treblinka’.153 The name Treblinka does not have 

particular resonance to Lucy or David, perhaps not even for Mrs. Smollett herself, besides 

being a German concentration camp. They cannot imagine its true horrors. For the reader 

however, this is a name we know, the second deadliest extermination camp for Jews after 

Auschwitz itself; that her son died there in 1946, a year after the war ended in our timeline 

(and two years after the camp was liberated in 1944 by Soviet forces, although the 

Germans destroyed much of the camp on their retreat). Thus, despite a speech which some 

critics considered as ‘cloying and unsubtle’ as it is horrific, Mrs. Smollett is both 

representative of all refugees from the Nazis and an emblem of the human cost of the 

‘peace with honour’.154 

 The Small Change Trilogy is sometimes referred to by its alternate name, proposed 

by Walton, ‘Still Life With Fascists’.155 Like Small Change this alternate title has multiple 

meanings, it is both a reference to the gentle, cosy, pace of the three books as well as a 

signal that life continues under fascism (for most, at least). Whilst the subsequent novels 

display the calcification of the fascist state in Britain, and despite Ha-penny moving the 

action from a purer detective format at a (more or less) single location to something closer 

to spy fiction set in London, Farthing best displays the anti-Semitism of the country: ‘polite, 

poisonous anti-Semitism; which anybody who reads 1920’s mysteries falls across all the 

time. […] You don’t have to be smashing windows to ruin people’s lives.’156 All three novels 

are written in different genres, Walton refers to Ha’Penny as a thriller and Half a Crown as 

dystopia, yet all three share a cosy tone and a naïve female first-person narrator who 

shares the narrative with Carmichael’s third-person sections. Ha’Penny’s narrator is Viola 

Larkin, one of a set of contrasting sisters analogous to the Mitford sisters in our own 

timeline, whilst Half a Crown jumps forward to 1960 and is narrated from the point of view 

of Carmichael’s teenage ward, Elvira, who feels able to exclaim: ‘We’re all fascists now, 

surely? […] And anyway, what’s wrong with fascism? It’s fun!’157 Amongst many faults he 

finds with the series, John Clute describes these ‘airhead’ narrators, alternating chapters 
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with Carmichael’s detective plots, as creating the effect of ‘Matter and natter’.158 Yet other 

reviewers consider the female characters integral: J. G. Stinson describes Farthing’s Lucy as 

‘the perfect narrator for this’, owing to the contribution their naivety and sheltered 

privilege (a unifying factor of the three) has to creating the cosy feeling of the novels.159 

Clute also identifies another meaning in ‘Still Life With Fascists’ when applied to the 

trilogy as a whole: 

this triumph [of fascism] has been so fixative that Walton's new dystopian Britain 

hardens instantly without demur into pharaonic rigor mortis: between 1941 and 

1949—bar a gradual worsening of conditions for scapegoats—nothing changes, the 

engines of transformation that had wracked and given hope to the real Britain 

between (say) 1930 and 1950 are frozen shut, without a word.160 

Chief amongst the targets for Clute’s ire in this regard is the complete absence of any form 

of visible resistance, or indeed disgruntlement, from the ‘vast middle of the nation’ to their 

democracy being hijacked in the manner the novels describe, especially once we leave the 

insulated and isolated climes of Farthing house. Clute suggests, though instantly withdraws 

on finding a lack of evidence in the text, that Walton may have been proposing an effect 

similar to Burdekin’s Swastika Night: ‘that a Nazi dystopia is not only evil but Ground Zero, 

that is, in fact, a Still Life.’161 In fact, it seems Joan Gordon has the measure of Walton’s 

intent more accurately when she writes that ‘Walton’s novels do something very few 

novels about the Holocaust do – they remind us how cozy it feels to be the ones who 

belong, how easy it is to close ranks.’162 Walton, then, is plotting a course more along the 

lines of Martin Niemöller’s ‘First They Came for the Jews’ than Burdekin’s novel.163 
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 Clute’s final criticism of the trilogy is the manner in which it ends. Like The Plot 

Against America it does so with a deus ex machina appeal to the people of the nation 

who, seemingly as one, see the evils of the government for what they are, and throw off 

their proverbial shackles. Carmichael and his ward, Elvira, make earnest appeals to 

Queen Elizabeth II to examine the workings of the government who rule in her name, 

and warn her of a planned coup to place her uncle the Duke of Windsor (that is, the 

abdicated pro-fascist King Edward VIII as features in The Leader) on the throne in her 

place. Elizabeth makes a televised address to the nation announcing the attempted 

coups, as well as the arrest of both the Duke and of Prime Minister Mark Normanby 

whom she reveals to be the murderer of James Thirkie, calling an emergency general 

election and for the release of all political prisoners and ‘Jews and others presently 

detained under the Defence of the Realm Act’.164 Writes Clute: ‘Meanwhile the middle 

classes of Britain—completely silent since 1941—begin to riot in the streets. They listen 

reverently to the Queen when she speaks to them all by radio. And it's yah-boo for Nazi 

Britain. The cards tumble down. The novel ends. There were a few minutes of elatedness 

[…] but a souffle elatedness: because the truth of the matter is that the ending of Half a 

Crown must be an insult to any reader who thought Small Change was going to have 

something adult to submit about the matters it purports to address.’165 Aside from being 

unsatisfying in terms of the overall narrative, Clute points out that an easy ending to 

such a series has more dangerous implications:  

What seems to be said here is not only that Small Change is a game […], but that 

anti-Semitism and tyranny are similarly a house of cards: that they represent 

nothing inherent in human nature or the retentivenesses of tyranny that a good 

plot-twist can't cure. […] She cannot allow the cost of dystopia into a tale in 

which dystopia dissolves, like the Wicked Witch of the West, as soon as Queen 

Elizabeth II opens her mouth.166 
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Clute, either deliberately or otherwise, here evokes the spirit of E.H. Carr’s dismissal of 

counterfactual history.167 Yet where Carr sees the mode as harmless (if a waste of time), 

Clute instead accuses Walton of gamifying her narrative and thus making light of anti-

Semitism and tyranny; essentially, he is echoing accusations levelled at Amis and Fry of 

not treating the material with sufficient seriousness. Aside from the problems presented 

by the best hope for our democracy being the unelected head of state, there is indeed a 

fairy-tale childishness in the day being saved by an innocent girl asking the queen for 

help, almost reminiscent of the same action being taken by Sophie and the titular giant 

in Roald Dahl’s The BFG (1982). 

There is some defence against Clute in pointing out that the novel ends before it 

can show us any form of ‘retentiveness’. Despite being the weakest of the texts, 

Walters’s novel lingers the longest in a manner which seems more likely to have 

appeased the above accusation, Armstrong’s narrative reports that despite a call for a 

peaceful dismantling of Mosley’s state mechanisms ‘there were hundreds of violent 

incidents that suggested there would be divisions in many communities for years, if not 

decades, to come.’168 Nonetheless, in The Leader too, the pieces of the game are tidied 

away by the end when the normal course of history is resumed. However, unlike The 

Leader and The Plot Against America, history has been irreparably altered by the events 

of the trilogy. Even if Britain returns to a democratic state more similar to ours, that 

state and the role it has played in global affairs, has been missing for almost twenty 

years. Hitler is still in power in Europe, and the implications of that for the people of 

countries under his control, especially for Jews, Romani and others, are profound and 

morbidly permanent. Despite the upbeat ending to the trilogy, which, to return to Clute, 

‘almost explicitly echo the last phrases of at least two Dickens novels’, there is no sign 

that the global situation has any possibility of reverting to normality.169 

Underlining the bleak situation of the world in Farthing, and perhaps in a nod to 

The Plot Against America, Walton twice refers to President Lindbergh of the United 

States, as well as the fact that ‘They don’t allow Jewish people into America, not any.’170 
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Though there is no corresponding gesture towards the subject material of The Leader, 

indeed as Jack Deighton has pointed out, Mosley and the Union of Fascists (Blackshirts) 

are conspicuous by their absence, ‘though Walton’s conspirators echo them clearly 

enough.’171 Nonetheless, the close proximity of the three novels, on the rare topic of 

Anglo-American natively fascistic alternate history, in successive years from 2003 to 

2005 (to 2007 if we include Walton’s trilogy as a whole), suggests a response, conscious 

or otherwise, to an external stimulus. Walton herself is not coy about this connection to 

contemporary reality: 

[I]t was 2003, I was politically, kind of... really pissed off, because a government 

that I had voted for was waging an unjust war in my name, and I could do nothing 

about it […] The Small Change books were really about that.172 

Nothing is written in a vacuum. I wrote these books during a dark time politically, 

when the US and the UK were invading Iraq without a Security Council resolution 

on a trumped up casus belli. I was brought up by my grandparents, and the defining 

event of their lives was WWII, it cut across them like a knife. To find a government I 

had voted for waging a war of aggression really rocked my expectations. If I’d been 

in Britain I’d have marched and protested, but I was in Canada, which kept out of 

that unjust war. My husband is Irish, and Ireland wasn’t doing it either. I think it 

was my isolation on this that went into writing these books.173 

And indeed the dedication to Farthing:  

This novel is for everyone who has ever studied any monstrosity of history, with the 

serene satisfaction of being horrified while knowing exactly what was going to 

happen, rather like studying a dragon anatomized upon a table, and then turning 

around to find the dragon’s present-day relations standing close by, alive and ready 

to bite.174 

This foregrounding of contemporary concerns within Farthing, and the Small Change 

Trilogy as a whole, earns praise from some reviewers such as J. G. Stinson who notes that 

‘Much talk has been made of how a democracy could never slide into fascism or tolerate it 
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in a neighbouring country. Walton gives a very good example of how this could, indeed, 

happen all too easily, and along the way reminds us that there is a very high cost for selling 

out the soul of a nation – and the souls of its people. These days, regardless of one’s 

politics, that’s a worthwhile reminder.’175 Kincaid notes that the novel ‘is not an overt 

satire, but parallels do seem uncomfortably close […] this is an alternate history of genuine 

and chilling power.’176 Cory Doctorow is adamant that ‘Farthing is clearly a parable about 

Britain and America in the wake of the 9/11 and 7/7 attacks, when commonsense, 

humanism, and a commitment to liberty and justice has been easily set aside in a fury of 

bloodlust and a dismal, shrugging apathy.’177 On the other hand the author’s lack of 

subtlety in this regard has also drawn criticism, ‘Walton is clearly also aiming at present-day 

targets, and it thus suits her to write polemic rather than poetry’ writes Dan Hartland, 

continuing, ‘Farthing is a clever murder mystery but a rather simplistic political statement. 

“This is exactly how Nazi Germany started!” is not precisely a nuanced contribution to the 

current debate […]. It’s a shame that Walton couldn’t resist the pull of the direct parallel 

[…] Walton can write, and write well, but in seeking to teach us a rather blunt lesson, she 

comes close to breaking her novel’s promise.’178  

Roth, on the other hand has explicitly denied any attempts to link his novel to the 

post 9/11 socio-political climate in the United States. Gabriel Brownstein writes that ‘The 

references to George W. Bush’s America are impossible to miss’, highlighting numerous 

supporting quotes not least the fact that ‘When the boyish, pious president wants to rally, 

he dresses up in a flight suit and hops in a plane’, a reference to President Bush’s infamous 

“Mission Accomplished” speech delivered from the flight deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln 

on 1 May 2003 for which the president arrived (as a passenger) in a S-3B Viking jet.179 

Whilst Michael Schaub suggests:  

[It is, perhaps,] not a coincidence that The Plot Against America is being 

published just weeks before the 2004 American presidential election. […] 

Roth has stated clearly his disdain for the current president, and it’s easy to 

read echos of George W. Bush in Charles Lindbergh. Even the name of 
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Lindbergh’s final solution (“Just Folks”) hearkens to Bush’s false good-ol’-

boy style.180 

The representation – or perception – of the book as topical was a significant factor 

in its success, according to Michael Wood, with readers interpreting even the title 

as a topical allusion, playing simultaneously upon ‘the global plot of al-Qaida 

against the evils of capitalism, substantively and symbolically centred in the US’ 

alongside ‘the plot of the Bush administration to abolish the civil liberties and 

concentrate autocratic powers in the hands of the president.’ Instead Wood asserts 

that Lindbergh’s plot is not a true representation of either of these: ‘[t]he plot in 

the novel is not against America as an imperial nation or America as the land of 

liberty, but against America as an increasingly battered utopia of tolerance, an 

always threatened and never fully accomplished vision of shelter and respect for 

all.’ 181 Dan Shiffman points out that comparisons with the Bush-era are imperfect, 

‘While it does not make sense to read The Plot Against America as a protest of the 

war in Iraq – President Bush’s foreign policy was the opposite of Lindbergh’s 

[isolationism]’, although he goes on to note that the novel is very much a post-9/11 

text with its dramatization of ‘isolationism and of living in an invulnerable 

America.’182 Meanwhile Brett Ashley Kaplan notes that the Office for American 

Absorption echoes the Department of Homeland Security, created in response to 

9/11.183 

Roth himself attempts to close down use of the novel as allegory or 

warning: 

I can only repeat that in the 30’s there were many of the seeds for its 

happening here, but it didn’t. And the Jews here became what they 

became because it didn’t. All the things that tormented them in Europe 

never approached European proportions here. Nor is my point that this can 
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happen and will happen; rather, it’s that at the moment when it should 

have happened, it did not happen.184 

There is an unusual note of appreciation of good fortune here. Roth not only believes that a 

Holocaust situation could have happened in America of the 30s/40s, but that it should have 

happened and yet somehow did not. Whilst he may dispute its allegorical status, it is hard 

to believe that Roth was not inspired by the events of 9/11 and the changes that day had 

on American people’s perception of the world, it seems too perfect a coincidence that he 

chose to write this book at this time, and choose this alternate President (who in reality 

never even stood as a candidate for the Republican nomination, let along the Presidency), 

after all the infamous Des Moines radio speech ‘Who Are the War Agitators?’ was 

delivered, Roth helpful points out in his extensive appendices, on 11 September 1941.185  

 All of these works draw on the imagery and threat of a fascist police state, anti-

Semitism, and the Holocaustic potential of such an environment. In doing so, relatively 

early on in the post-9/11 environment, they draw comparisons with the tightening of 

security measures, the limiting of personal liberties (the trade-off between liberty and 

security), increased Islamophobia, and the increase in refugees from the Middle East. In so 

doing, all three texts implicitly relativise the Holocaust by encouraging comparisons with 

other atrocities and the historical treatment of refugees. They also invite comparisons 

between the practices and trends of governments, encouraging a view of totalitarianism 

and fascism that is a sliding scale rather than a binary switch; the same can be said of the 

comparisons they invite with regards discriminatory practices by the media and the public 

more generally, primarily anti-Semitism, although the contextual post 9/11 analogies 

encourage comparisons between anti-Semitic and anti-Muslim, or Islamophobic, attitudes. 

 By presenting the largely legal takeover of fascistic regimes in the UK and USA in a 

broadly realistic manner, all of the texts undermine the “it can’t happen here” complacency 

and moral superiority of Anglo-Americans. Gavriel D. Rosenfeld notes that other recent, 

specifically British, alternate histories challenge post-war foundational myths, specifically 

‘that the fight against Nazism represented the British people’s “finest hour”’.186 Similarly, 

The Leader, The Plot Against America, and the Small Change Trilogy challenge our 

complacency about our democracy, that just because we have never elected a leadership 
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like the Nazis means we never would or could, forgetting that Hitler was himself a product 

a democratic system, as was the fascist leader of Austria, Engelbert Dollfuss, and others. 

The texts are an affront to a naïve view of British or American democracy as somehow 

more robust against totalitarianism than the German Weimar Republic, or the Republic of 

Austria. 

 The reliance on happy endings, particularly of the deus ex machina variety, has 

worrying implications in regards to these analogies as it creates an imperfect system of 

thought whereby we are encouraged to believe there is a simple or single solution which 

can (perhaps even will) pull us back from the brink before the worst can happen. In doing 

so they somewhat, but not completely, counter the major message of the texts, reinforcing 

a naïve and complacent view of democracy, specifically Anglo-American democracy. The 

Plot Against America, with its false ending, circling back to darker moments in Philip’s 

experience of the events of the novel, does the least damage in this regard. Both the 

opening and ending of the novel reinforce a certain permanency of effect for Philip, a 

trauma, even if overall there seems to be no change to the overall results of history. 

 In the context of this thesis, these texts demonstrate that the Holocaust was far 

more than the gas chambers and extermination camps. Specifically, following on from 

Goldhagen, they examine the crippling possibility of such genocides happening anywhere, 

not just in Germany (or German-occupied territory), and the roots of the Holocaust in 

casually accepted xenophobia, inaction, and complacency. In doing so, and by 

demonstrating the democratic potential and weakness to fascism, they extend a complicity 

in the Holocaust beyond the SS, or the army, to all citizens who harboured anti-Semitic 

feelings, or favoured the Nazi Party. Whilst it seems harsh to expect pre-war Anglo-

Americans to have been able to envision the Holocaust when even those caught up in the 

genocide thought it an incomprehensible impossibility, these texts remind us that their 

attitudes cost lives and that their presence, and indeed increasing prevalence, in modern 

society are still being paid for in human lives. 

 

3.6 Anti-Semitism and Empty Spaces: Howard Jacobson’s J 

Where The Leader, The Plot Against America and the Small Change Trilogy use alternate 

history fiction with a relativising effect, inviting allegorical readings of post-9/11 socio-

political concerns, Howard Jacobson’s J (2014) uses dystopian science fiction to reclaim the 
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Holocaust and bring focus back from the plight of general refugees and persecuted 

persons, to the specific plight of the Jewish people. Set on the British Isles (although no 

longer a United Kingdom), the novel argues not only – as the previous texts insist – that the 

Holocaust could have happened here, but that it still could. By focusing the novel 

specifically on anti-Semitism, Jacobson is seeking to highlight not only the continuous 

presence of this old and dangerous xenophobia, but also its potential for a violent 

resurfacing. 

 The plot of J primarily focuses on Kevern Cohen and Ailinn Solomons who are 

brought together in suspicious circumstances but fall in love. The novel portrays their 

relationship and slowly unveils how and why they have been encouraged to meet. The 

majority of J takes place in ‘Port Reuben’, somewhere in the far South-West of the British 

Isles. The seaside setting, and the importance of the sea as a site of forgetting and the erosion 

of both land and memory (Kevern’s mother destroys her own mother’s writings by throwing 

them into the sea, amongst other references), combined with the debauched amoral 

character of many of the ports inhabitants, and the novel’s black comedy, evokes a sense of 

macabre-twee akin to a Jewish cousin of Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood (1954). 

J is set in a country slowly consuming itself with violence and dissatisfaction. 

Throughout the book there are references to a terrible event in the past, roughly three 

generations ago (significantly, as far removed from the novel as we are from the Holocaust), 

referred to as ‘WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED’. The vagueness of this nomenclature 

reflects the disdain for history that the society of the novel has: each household is only 

allowed a single item over a hundred years old, the only literature anyone reads are rags-to-

riches memoirs, cookbooks, and romances, the only artworks anyone produces are painted 

landscapes, the only recorded music anyone listens to are modern ballads. This is not a legal 

requirement, though at various points in the novel characters are aware they could 

potentially get into trouble for harbouring multiple older items, or reading unconventional 

material. For example, Kevern hoards his father’s collection of jazz and swing albums, these 

things are ‘not banned – nothing was banned exactly – simply not played. Encouraged to fall 

into desuetude, like the word desuetude. Popular taste did what edict and proscription could 

never have done’.187 

WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED is referred to by Kevern’s late father as ‘THE 

GREAT PISSASTER or THE PISSFORTUNE TO END ALL PISSFORTUNES or simply THE 
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PISSASTROPE’.188 Professor Edward Everett Phineas Zermansky refers to it, within the privacy 

of his diary, as ‘Twitternacht’, firmly placing the event in our contemporary sphere whilst 

simultaneously evoking Kristallnacht, the so called Night of Broken Glass, the pogrom in 

November 1939 that is such a significant moniker in the early history of the Holocaust: 

Art wasn’t the cause or centre of the great desensitisation, for which, of course, all 

artists apologise, but WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED – or TWITTERNACHT, as I 

like to call it when I am feeling skittish, by way of reference to . . . well to many things, 

one of them being the then prevailing mode of social interaction that facilitated, 

though can by no means be said to have provoked it – WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT 

HAPPENED, I say, happened, if it did, because as a people we’d anaesthetised the 

feeling parts of ourselves, first through the ugly liberties with form taken by 

modernism and second through the liberties taken with emotion by that same 

modernism in its “post” form. I say “we” because there is nothing to be achieved by 

saying “they”, indeed there is much to be lost, given that “they” is a policed pronoun 

today, but when I am certain no one is looking (I mean this figuratively) I poke a 

finger at the alien intellectualism that brought such destruction first on itself and 

then, as an inevitable consequence, on all of us. Thus, again, the felicity of my 

TWITTERNACHT jeu d’esprit, twitter like much else in the same vein that was then 

the rage, having proceeded from the alien intelligences of the very people who were 

to lose most by it. Call that irony, a concept of which they, in particular, were 

overfond, which is an irony in itself.189 

Euphemism and metaphor are omnipresent in discussions and descriptions of the Holocaust 

and Nazi Germany. At the risk of further clouding the issue by deploying a metaphor to 

described metaphors: they are a double-edged sword. Nazi rhetoric is loaded with linguistic 

elements which aid in the dehumanise its victims, thus Jews are referred to as rats, vermin, 

bacterium, a rot, or a plague, placing them within a conceptual framework which makes 

them less-than-human and thus easier to exterminate. In this way euphemism and metaphor 

form a lexicon of death which helps to obscure the implications of actions for the 

perpetrators and bystanders, but which also compounds difficulties of comprehension in 

modern readers. Thus Primo Levi relates an episode from a work site during his experience 

of Auschwitz, during which a young and inexperienced Kapo announced his squad to an SS 
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supervisor as ‘83rd Kommando, forty-two men.’190 ‘Flustered as he was, he had actually said 

“zwei-und-vierzig Männer”, “men”. The SS corrected him in a reproachful, paternal tone: 

that’s not what you say, you say “zwei-und-vierzig Häftlinge”, forty-two prisoners. He was a 

young Kapo and therefore forgivable, but he must learn the trade, the social conventions 

and hierarchical distances.’191 Jane Yolen makes use of this lexicon of distances in her novel 

The Devil’s Arithmetic for example: 

But do not let them hear you use the word death. Do not let them hear you use the 

word corpse. Not even if one lies at your feet […] A person is not killed here, but 

chosen. They are not cremated in the ovens, they are processed. There are no 

corpses, only pieces of drek, only shmattes, rags.192 

The other side to this is the creation and use of euphemism and metaphor by victims and 

survivors themselves, either in the midst of the Holocaust or when writing about it later. In 

this way, metaphor and euphemism are the earliest attempts to grapple with the issue of 

the Holocaust’s incomprehensibility. ‘The highest priority for concentration camp prisoners 

was to lessen the alien character of their experience’ writes Andrea Reiter, ‘The metaphors 

used in the camp reports may be roughly grouped into two functions: either they serve to 

describe impressions, or they incorporate experience into a horizon of meaning.’193 

The metaphor of the double-edged sword breaks down, as so many metaphors do 

when we apply them to the Holocaust, when we realise that there are not two distinct edges: 

Nazi euphemism vs. Survivor metaphor; but rather that the two states bleed into one 

another, producing a language of the concentration camp that incorporates both the 

dehumanised language of the Nazis, and the attempts at comprehension of the survivors, as 

well as the natural polyglot of so many individuals being quickly and forcibly thrown together 

from disparate language groups across Europe. This new language likely achieved different 

things for different users, for the SS working in the camps it eased their conscience on some 

level by removing the camp internees from the general population on a linguistic level, yet 

for the detainees themselves this same language may have distracted from the sense of 
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inevitable doom, allowing a precious few to go on living daily and eventually transmute into 

survivors. 

Primo Levi, again, reports of ‘the “Lager jargon”, sub-divided into a specific sub-

jargons peculiar to each Lager [camp] and closely related to the old German of Prussian 

barracks and the new German of the SS […] Lager jargon [in Auschwitz], as is only natural was 

strongly influenced by other language spoken in the Lager and its surroundings: by Polish, 

Yiddish, Salesian dialect, later on by Hungarian.’194 This polyglot blend is mirrored in the 

language of Jacobson’s J. All of the characters have Jewish surnames, as do all the place 

names, for example Port Reuben and the nearby Bethesda. These are not the original names 

of these locations, and the family names are not the historic names of the different 

characters, though the reason behind this remains obscured for much of the first half of the 

novel. Names are multiplicitous in J; Port Reuben has its hidden original name whilst Densdell 

Kroplik, the town’s self-styled sage and drunk, relates it to Wagnerian saga and says it was 

‘in its glory days called Ludgvennok’, immortalised in Wagner’s opera Der Strandryuber von 

Ludgvennok.195 The peculiar situation of intermittent states of being: a historic English, the 

Jewish, some German (particularly Wagnerian, although German phrases appear throughout 

the novel), and part-Celtic (Port Reuben is in Cornwall, whilst Kevern carves lovespoons - a 

Welsh tradition - and insults are slung in Irish), add to the confusing situation about what 

exactly has forged this situation, a confusion and uncertainty reflected by the characters 

themselves.196 

The novel is also heavily couched in stories. It opens with a fable, ‘The Wolf and the 

Tarantula’, which Aesop-like depicts a bet between the titular animals about whose 

predatory method is better: the tarantula’s habit to sit back and allow its prey to fall into its 

trap, or the wolf’s hunting in a pack with his family. The wolf later returns and claims he has 

won the bet, the tarantula goes to view the evidence and finds ‘that of all the wolf’s natural 

prey not a single creature remained.’ The tarantula is impressed but wonders what the wolf 

will now eat, the wolf bursts into tears and confesses he has had to eat his wife and soon will 

                                                             
194 Levi, The Drowned and the Saved, pp. 76, 78. 
195 J, p. 78. 
196 Jacobson admits Port Reuben is a version of Port Isaac in Cornwall, ‘which is, of course, already a 
Jewish name.’, he lived there with his second wife in the late seventies and early eighties, running a 
gift shop which sold Welsh love spoons. See: John Walsh, ‘“I write about male sexual obsession... 
fortunately none of my three wives has mistaken fiction for fact”: Howard Jacobson on sex, religion 
and anti-semitism’, Daily Mail, 8 Aug 2015. <http://www.dailymail.co.uk/home/event/article-
3186946/Howard-Jacobson-write-male-sexual-obsession-fortunately-none-three-wives-mistaken-
fiction-fact.html> [accessed 25 February 2016]. 



232 
 

have to eat his children before eventually he will have no option but to eat himself. The 

moral, the fables closes by telling us: ‘always leave a little on your plate.’197 

 Such metatextual references, Moby Dick is another oft-quoted text in the novel, not 

only perform the standard functions of metatext, ‘self-consciously and systematically 

draw[ing] attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions about the 

relationship between fiction and reality.’198 But in the context of the novel they also draw 

attention to the tradition of the Hasidic tale, a reminder of the story-telling traditions of the 

Jewish people, and a reference to the original “People of the Book”. 

Another important story within the novel is ‘The Allegory of the Frog’. Unlike ‘The 

Wolf and the Tarantula’, this allegory is familiar to readers as well as being known to 

characters in the novel, it is explicitly referenced in letters between Ailinn’s mother, Rebecca, 

and grandfather: 

“What do you take me for?” the frog said, jumping smartly out. “Some kind of a 

schlemiel?” 

The following day the frog was lowered gently, even lovingly, into a pan of 

lukewarm water. As the temperature was increased, a degree at a time, the frog 

luxuriated, floating lethargically on his back with his eyes closed, imagining himself 

at an exclusive spa. 

“This is the life,” the frog said. 

Relaxed in every joint, blissfully unaware, the frog allowed himself to be 

boiled to death.199 

The insertion of the Yiddish ‘schlemiel’ into the familiar story leaves no doubt about who the 

frog is in this story. As Rebecca tells her father in one of the letters, ‘if I remembered the 

Allegory of the Frog I would never stay anywhere for five minutes at a time. If I remembered 

the Allegory of the Frog I would never know a moment’s peace.’200 The exchange of letters 

conveys the dilemma of Jewish existence throughout recent history, but especially in the 

post-Holocaust contemporary world. Rebecca is uniquely positioned within a generation 
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who came after the Holocaust, whilst also pre-dating the new catastrophe that we as 

readers, and Ailinn who reads along with us, know is coming. Thus her father is able to refer 

back to the Holocaust itself in order to presage the forthcoming catastrophe: 

“Here? Don’t make us laugh. Anywhere but here.” Until the eleventh hour, until 

eleven seconds before the eleventh minute before the clocks stopped for us, as 

you’ve told me a thousand times, they ignored the warning signs, laughed at those 

who told them it was now or never, refused what stared them in the face. Here? 

Not here! […] Yes, Daddy, I know their fate, and I owe it to the memory of all those 

who suffered that fate – whom you speak of as though they were family though 

none of our family perished, I remind you – never to forget it. But that was then 

and now is now. And that was there and here is here. You used to laugh at me 

when I came home from university – “Here she is, our daughter, life president of 

the It Couldn’t Happen Here Society.” And I called you, Daddy, “honorary chair of 

the Never Again League”. Well, I don’t disrespect you for believing what you 

believe. It is right to worry. But you cannot compare like with unlike.201 

The letters are one of several insights into the time of WHAT HAPPENED. At another point in 

the novel Kevern learns that ice cream vans were repurposed to carry signs around the 

country with slogans such as ‘Leave Now or Face Arrest’, a notion perhaps inspired by the 

“go home” vans briefly employed by the UK government in 2013 to encourage illegal 

immigrants to leave the country. Jacobson’s use of ice-cream vans in particular adds to the 

sense of macabre-twee that permeates the novel, whilst the juxtaposition of the chimes the 

vans played whilst displaying these signs (from Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5 and Für Elise, 

to Greensleeves and You Are My Sunshine) is another reminder of the exchange and interplay 

between Anglo-German cultures.202 Elsewhere this revelation is referred back to and 

compared to the music of the orchestra at Auschwitz, asking of both, ‘what was the logic? 

To pacify or to jeer? Or both? […] The vans, for now, are better than the trains, some say. 

Shame there isn’t actually any ice cream for the children, but be grateful and sing along. 

Others believe the vans are just the start of it. We have heard the chimes at midnight, they 

believe.’203 
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 The image of the vans as a precursor to the trains, itself an echo of the “gas vans” as 

precursors to the gas chambers, is a reminder of the movement towards genocide by 

increments. No society simply wakes up one day and decides upon extermination, it is a 

gradual process taking years, if not generations, of incremental steps. Thus, Jacobson is 

highlighting the potential danger of the ‘new anti-Semitism’ which he perceives as becoming 

increasingly prevalent in British society, and indeed globally. 

 In his essay “When Will Jews be Forgiven the Holocaust”, based on a speech given at 

the B’Naith B’rith World Centre in Jerusalem in 2013, Jacobson expands upon points put 

forward in various articles and commentaries. He proposes that a new anti-Semitism is 

revealed in contemporary attitudes to the Holocaust and the State of Israel. In particular, he 

highlights the use of one to attack the other as the clearest indication of this phenomenon. 

This accusation of anti-Semitism is not limited to the right-wing or fringe, but in fact can be 

found in equal measure on the left of the political spectrum: 

The latest strategy — dear to the hearts of liberal intellectuals and to my mind the 

most heinous — accepts the enormity of the Holocaust without demur, but accuses 

Jews of not emerging from it as better people: the proof of that failure being the 

occupation, Gaza, the settlements, etc. […] the Holocaust becomes a sort of 

university, an educational experience — a great learning opportunity, you might 

say — from which Jews were ethically obliged to have graduated with First Class 

honours.204 

In an article from 2009, Jacobson points to Caryl Churchill’s short play Seven Jewish Children 

(2009) as a typical instance of this attitude being placed on display without apparent concern 

for its implications, the latest example of ‘the hatred of Israel expressed in our streets, on 

our campuses, in our newspapers, on our radios and televisions, and now in our theatres.’205 

Jacobson makes a reading based on his understanding of new anti-Semitism: that rather than 

legitimate criticism of Israel (Churchill’s play was written in response to the 2008-2009 Israel 

military action in Gaza), Churchill’s play demonises Israeli actions and characters whilst 

ignoring, or worse condoning, the actions of Palestinian militant groups such as Hamas, and 

is thus an example of Anti-Semitism. In Jacobson’s article he repeats variations on the 
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rhetorical question: ‘Anti-Semitism? No, no Just criticism of Israel’ as well as the phrase with 

which he closes the piece: ‘Not here, though. Not in cosy old lazy old come-easy easy-come 

England.’206 

 It could well be that Jacobson was already planning his dystopian future, but either 

way his ironic invocation of the “not here” echoes the “it can’t happen here” of the previous 

section of this thesis. With the added urgency of a speculative scenario set not in an alternate 

past, referencing our history, but in our future, referencing our present. 

 Thus, whilst references to contemporary society abound in J, the references to Israel 

are particularly significant: tying the novel to a nation where the new anti-Semitism has 

become to the accepted norm. The victims of WHAT HAPPENED are referred to as ‘foreigners 

themselves and had what they called a country only by taking someone else’s’.207 A country, 

‘which they call their ancestral home (but which few of them except the most desperate 

appear to be in any hurry to repair to)’, and pre-WHAT HAPPENED references to ‘a recent 

exchange of prisoners with one of their many enemies in which, for the sake of a single one 

of their own – just one – they willingly handed over in excess of seven hundred! The 

mathematics make a telling point.’208 Just as the Jews are the unmistakable victims of the 

persecution at the heart of the novel, so too is Israel clearly the target of these references 

and others like them. 

At the time of the novel it is clear that nothing like Israel still exists, so too Jewishness 

itself in J is an absent presence, like the struck through letter J which is the novel’s 

eponymous symbol.209 It is, ‘a redacted form of Jewishness […] a struck through and stricken 

form’.210 This deletion without total erasure (when information is redacted we still see the 

gaps in a text where words once were) provides space not only for survivors, but for an 

acknowledgement of the role hatred has played, and continues to play, in constructing our 

society. 

 Again in When Will Jews Be Forgiven the Holocaust?, Jacobson contemplates the role 

which anti-Semitism has had in the formation of Christian identity in formerly pagan 

communities, and the implications of this role still being felt in modern Europe and beyond. 
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Jacobson cites Freud’s theory, provided in Moses and Monotheism (1939), that anti-Semitism 

persists most strongly in those Northern and Eastern regions of Europe which were 

converted relatively late, and whilst Jacobson makes only a passing reference Freud’s point 

is worth quoting here in full: 

It might be said they are all “mis-baptised”. They have been left, under a thin 

veneer of Christianity, what their ancestors were, who worshipped a barbarous 

polytheism. They have not got over a grudge against the new religion which was 

imposed on them; but they have displaced the grudge on to the source from which 

Christianity reached them. The fact that the Gospels tell a story which is set among 

Jews, and in fact deals only with Jews, has made this displacement easy for them. 

Their hatred of Jews is at bottom a hatred of Christians […].211 

‘The consequence of this for Jews’, writes Jacobson, ‘is that we end up being the meat in 

the sandwich, responsible for the paganism and responsible for the Christianity, depending 

which way the wind is blowing. Forcing us to ask: are not some instances of Christian anti-

Semitism simply expressions of Christian dissatisfaction with Christianity itself?’212 Jacobson 

also references the French Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain’s description of the 

‘monstrosity’ of Christian anti-Semitism, in The Range of Reason (1952) Maritain writes that 

‘Christians who are anti-Semites […] are seeking an alibi for their innermost sense of guilt, 

for the death of Christ of which they want to clear themselves: but if Christ did not die for 

their sins, then they flee from the mercy of Christ! In reality they want not to be redeemed. 

Here is the most secret and vicious root by virtue of which anti-Semitism dechristianizes 

Christians, and leads them to paganism.’213 Jacobson finds this idea ‘enticing’ when applied 

to Nazi Germany: 

In the way of the Third Reich’s fantasy of a pagan reawakening lay 

Judaism and Christianity, but it could hardly be seen to jettison Christianity. By 

attacking the Jews in the language long favoured by the Church, however, it was 

able to appear to honour Christianity, while at the same time freeing itself to stage 

its heathenish parades. For the Nazis, you could say, Jews were proxy Christians on 
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whom they offloaded all they hated about monotheistic religion, so alleviating what 

remained of their guilt about it. 

It is a profoundly important thought, anyway, it seems to me, that the Jew 

serves as an alibi for Christian guilt. For acting against the Jew then becomes 

something like a sacred obligation — a debt you must pay to the Christ to whom you 

do not want otherwise to be beholden.214 

With its blending of Wagnerian and Celtic paganism, this acknowledgement is also seen in J. 

However, in a twist typical of the perverse, almost child-like, nature of many of the novel’s 

characters, the wrong lesson is taken from it. Esme Nusbaum has tracked Kevern and Ailinn, 

manipulates their circumstances to encourage them to meet and fall in love, and wants to 

save them and their child, ‘like Noah’.215 However she does not want to save Jews to make 

amends for the crimes of her forefathers, to attempt to make a gesture towards undoing a 

genocide, she wants to save the Jews to give society someone to hate: 

WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED was only, after all, a partial solution. They don’t 

expect a uniformity of response. […] a few well-judged publicity photographs, the 

odd teaser interview, not giving too much away, in celebrity and gossip magazines – 

should begin to restore the necessary balance of societal antagonism. “Just give us 

some titbits we can definitively leak,” they tell her, meaning that the wedding, the 

conception, and the birth can wait. The child of course is crucial – For unto us a child 

is given – but even the promise of it should suffice for the moment.216 

A ‘partial solution’ of course invokes the Final Solution, whilst the references to celebrity 

gossip magazines suggest the ‘necessary balance of societal antagonism’ is something very 

much more contemporary to our society. At the same time, the reference to Isiah 9:6 ‘For 

unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given’, recalls that this is a Christian society and that 

the child of Kevern and Ailinn, whilst not Jesus Christ the son of God (himself the child of 

Jews), is still regarded as a saviour by the administration, who need someone to loathe and 

fear in equal measure, at least as characterised by Esme. 

This understanding of anti-Semitism lies behind depictions of the Church within J, an 

institution which has not fared much better than the Jews themselves, as shown by the 

small cathedral city of Ashbrittle, ‘at one time home to more ecclesiastical dignitaries than 
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any other town in the country’ but now ‘You can smell the disuse’.217 The gargoyles on the 

cathedral’s edifice are telling markers of the society’s relationship both to the church as an 

institution and to its history both as a Christian nation and more generally: 

“The gargoyles have been defaced,” Kevern noted, looking up. “They have no features. 

No bent noses, no bulging eyes, no pendulous lips.” 

“Years of bad weather,” Ailinn guessed. 

“Well that’s a kind interpretation. But I bet this is deliberate. They’ve been 

smoothed over – made to look like nothing and nobody.” 

“Botoxed, you reckon?” 

He laughed. “Morally Botoxed. Rendered inoffensive.”218 

 

The image of a moral botoxing, of removing anything that might be deemed offensive, is 

itself a thinly-veiled critique of political correctness. However, more pressing here is the 

defacing of the cathedral as an erasure of history. In the society of J remembering the past 

is only a superficial gesture: remembering WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED but without 

remembering necessarily what that event is, or as the modifier indicates, whether it occurred 

at all. Thus, references are made to our own society as: ‘the bad old days’, when ‘“never 

forget” was a guiding maxim – you couldn’t move, I’ve heard tell, for obelisks and 

mausoleums and other inordinately ugly monuments exhorting memory – but this led first 

to wholesale neuroticism and impotence and then, as was surely inevitable, to the great 

falling-out, if there was one.’ 219 

 At a time when the manner and method of memorialisation for the atrocities of the 

past century are a topic of debate, controversy, and revision, the characterisation of our 

society in this manner is both timely and powerful. ‘Never Forget’ is one of the few maxims 

which might be more ubiquitous in popular discussions of memory and history than a 

variation on Santayana’s warning about repeating history. Jacobson’s novel features an aged 

scholar, old enough to have experienced WHAT HAPPENED, who suggests an alternative 

slogan for contemporary memory: 

 

Rather than go on perpetuating the neurasthenic concept of victimisation, 

Grossenberger argued, the never-forgetters would have done better carving “I 
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Forgive You” on their stones. In return for which, we might have forgiven them. But 

that chance came and went. And now who, today, is going to forgive whom for what? 

Only by having everyone say sorry, without reference to what they are saying sorry 

for, can the concept of blame be eradicated, and guilt at last can be anaesthetised.220 

 

Replacing ‘Never Forget’ with ‘I Forgive You’ appears a tactic that would appeal to an author 

who also asked ‘When Will Jews be Forgiven the Holocaust?’ and indeed it seems possible it 

is from this point that the circumstances of the novel steam from. Forgetting the Holocaust 

does not seem to result in a better world, perhaps offering an answer to Zygmunt Bauman 

who asked what it means ‘to live in a world forever pregnant with the kind of horrors that 

the Holocaust has come to stand for? Does the memory of the Holocaust make the world a 

better and safer, or a worse and more dangerous place?’221 By forgetting, but also by leaving 

it too late to forgive, anti-Semitic hatred in J time to fester until it resulted in a (near-) final 

purge. 

 Crucially, Jacobson’s novel reminds us that for all the alternate histories, secret 

histories, dystopian futures, or second world fantasies that non-mimetic fiction might select 

as a setting for its Holocaust narratives, and despite the Holocaust now being over seventy 

years in our past, the issues that arise from such texts are very much contemporary to our 

own time. It may be tempting with all of these fictions to view the detachment from realism 

as a detachment from relevance, and indeed this is the dismissive attitude prevalent 

amongst certain scholars of both Holocaust Studies and contemporary fictions. This thesis 

has continuously contradicted this school of thought. However, whilst many of the texts 

featured above offer new insights into the Holocaust as a historic event, and analyse our 

relationship to that history, J powerfully replaces the Holocaust as a living, contemporary 

issue. More specifically, J highlights elements of our culture and society which have failed to 

learn the lessons of the Holocaust, showing not only where anti-Semitic attitudes have clung 

on in post-war Britain, but how they still very much contain a lethal genocidal potential. 
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Conclusion 

The Holocaust in Literary Criticism of the Non-Mimetic 

The principle aim of this thesis is to draw attention to an understudied but, as I have 

shown, considerable body of literature. In doing so I have sought to position non-mimetic 

narratives as an essential literary device working alongside (rather than in replacement of) 

mimetic narratives to depict the Holocaust and our relationship to it. This issue is of 

particular importance as we enter a post-survivor era, and non-mimetic narratives play a 

crucial role in maintaining the Other-ness of the Holocaust, as well as revitalising Holocaust 

narratives by deviating from standard tropes and their typical application. 

 ‘Understanding the Holocaust’, writes Timothy Snyder, ‘is out chance, perhaps our 

last one, to preserve humanity. […] The evil that was done to the Jews – to each Jewish 

child, woman, and man – cannot be undone. Yet it can be recorded, and it can be 

understood. Indeed, it must be understood so that its like can be prevented in the future.’1 

I do not believe it to be hyperbolic to agree with Snyder in this assessment. Indeed, that 

our understanding of how any genocide comes to take place, and the effects it has upon 

survivors, perpetrators and bystanders, is so severely lacking is surely a contributing factor 

in how genocides have continued to be perpetrated since 1945. In order to approach 

understanding the Holocaust we have to first overcome the dialogue of 

incomprehensibility, the silence, and the Otherness, ideally whilst still retaining a respect 

for these facets which survivors themselves have insisted upon. As we have seen, non-

mimetic narratives are able to fulfil the function of Holocaust art suggested by Lawrence 

Langer of ‘pressing the reader […] to define his or her role in the encounter between the 

imagination and the representation of historical truth.’2 They trace the outline of the 

lacunae of Holocaust experience, revealing its contours, granting us an empathic insight 

into the mechanisms of victims and perpetrators, as well as exposing the manner in which 

bystanders are often infected with the same root contagion which allows the genocide to 

be perpetrated elsewhere, drawing attention to the genocide’s relationship to other 

atrocities and our complicity in them even as we condemn and sacralise the Holocaust. 

 Rightly so, the Holocaust remains an emotive and powerful issue, and in non-

mimetic representation there remains the risk of trivialising the atrocity. This risk is, 
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however, no greater than that faced by mimetic fiction and this thesis has provided a 

rebuttal to any accusation that non-mimetic narratives are somehow intrinsically less 

serious, more playful, or have a lower capacity for dealing with difficult and complex issues. 

Nonetheless, because of the particular tools and tropes available to the author of non-

mimetic fiction, there may be the temptation to provide some manner of closure or 

redemption which jars uncomfortably with the Holocaust narrative, neither constructively 

critiquing it, nor complying with it. The use of magic to rescue camp prisoners in Magicians 

of Night, seen in Ch1.1, without serious consequence or thought of implications, is the 

most grievous example included within this thesis. However, again this is a risk no more 

applicable than the dangers mimetic fiction faces in over-sentimentalising the Holocaust, or 

over-sensationalising the evil of individual perpetrators, and so on. 

 In chapter one I demonstrated the range of non-mimetic tropes and sub-genres 

being employed in Holocaust narratives from the representation of Anne Frank to the trial 

and punishment of Adolf Hitler, the rise of a Fourth Reich to the intertwining of fairy tale 

and magic with the Holocaust. Yet, as mentioned in the conclusion to chapter one: this was 

only a sample of the breadth of a literary impulse whose only restraints are the 

imagination. This chapter established a baseline for non-mimetic thought about the 

Holocaust and adds weight to the central assumption of this thesis: that non-mimetic 

Holocaust narratives deserve critical attention and are capable of supporting it. Chapter 

one also demonstrated that non-mimetic fiction is not a one-stop solution to the 

complexities of Holocaust representation and it is still capable of missteps which 

compromise its Holocaust narrative, but the texts selected are largely positive examples of 

a literary mode which still has ample untapped potential to offer scholars in this field. 

 Chapters two and three took one of the most dominant themes of non-mimetic 

fiction, splitting them along the lines of narrative concept. Chapter two examined texts 

which presented worlds in which the Holocaust was avoided or diminished, on the surface 

a positive thought experiment. However, in rewriting the narrative of history and the 

Holocaust these texts presented not utopian (or, uchronian) global societies, but texts 

which offer a bleak commentary on the human condition, upon the destructive drives of 

particularly European society, and in some cases upon the nature of Jews and Germans 

themselves. Whilst the notion of the German people as being inclined to barbarism and 

genocide may have fallen away in recent decades (but still present in Yulsman’s Elleander 

Morning in 1984), the notion that the Holocaust or some similar catastrophe was 

unavoidable persists. Even should it be delayed by preventing the Nazi rise to power, these 
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narratives suggest that the toxic combination of nationalism, racism (specifically anti-

Semitism), and imperial ambitions or posturings, were building pressure which had to 

explode into genocide at some point. Thus, these texts present a Holocaust which is a 

necessary evil, as difficult and uncomfortable as that possibility may be. They position the 

Holocaust’s trauma as an ethical vaccination, the trigger to a more positive reaction in 

Anglo-American-European culture which results in a less nationalistic, more tolerant society 

than otherwise might be possible. In this sense the Anglo-American mindset has so 

internalised the trauma of the Holocaust that the culture itself has undergone a form of 

trauma whereby even writers completely detached from the event itself can no longer 

escape from its gravity. 

 Chapter three takes the narratives which explore the inverse possibility: the 

nightmare made real; the Holocaust completed or made worse than the historical reality. 

Whilst the preceding chapter’s Utopian concept is subverted, the texts of chapter three 

stay true to the dystopian scenario around which they are based. In a similar manner to the 

texts of chapter two, the texts demonstrated a perhaps understandable antipathy to the 

Germans, even in comparison to fellow Second World War antagonists the Japanese. In 

more recent years, however, this has diminished in favour of highlighting the moral failings 

of British and American positions. The Holocaust, the battle against fascism, and the 

Second World War as a whole have been co-opted as metaphor to highlight contemporary 

concerns whether they be the creeping power of the state, the response of Islamic 

extremism, or the rise of racism – whether Islamophobia or anti-Semitism. The effect of 

this upon the Holocaust has been the relativise the narrative, a natural by-product of the 

metaphor process, necessarily bringing it into comparison with other atrocities, historic or 

potential, even if that other atrocity is an alternate and worse version of the Holocaust 

itself. This relativisation does not diminish the Holocaust but it does undermine the rhetoric 

of unapproachability and exceptionalism, re-integrating the Holocaust into a continuum of 

human atrocity. The texts in this chapter, however, also demonstrated the unique hold on 

the popular imagination the Holocaust has, a morbid and at times perverse fascination with 

the most horrific of crimes. 

 The texts of chapter three are the final demonstrators of the non-mimetic impulse 

being employed upon the Holocaust, in a sense they are the most obvious direction for its 

implementation and have the least to teach us about our contemporary relationship. 

However, at the same time they are the texts which most emphatically reinforce the notion 

of relativising the Holocaust, of comparison, and taking it beyond the concept of the 
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absolute. As such they act as appropriate texts upon which to end this study as they are 

repeating motions made by the texts of chapters one and two, but with greater focus and 

effect. It is not the purpose of this paper to judge the relativisation of the Holocaust, or the 

rebuttal of concept of exceptionalism, on moral grounds; and no matter how noble the 

intention any course which puts you into ideological conflict with survivors when discussing 

the Holocaust is rightly unsettling. However, these non-mimetic narratives persist; despite 

this effect, and despite the rare occasions when they are picked up by mainstream 

commentators or Holocaust literature specialists, and the vocal and powerful criticisms 

they can then draw. That such texts continue to emerge (and even at time of writing it 

seems they continue to emerge) suggests a cultural shift in our relationship to the 

Holocaust which scholars and writers of mimetic fiction are, perhaps because of their more 

conservative position, slower to respond to. 

 

Future Directions for Study 

As I have repeatedly asserted, this study though an extensive survey of a significant 

number of primary texts, is far from comprehensive. The texts in this thesis were selected 

to demonstrate a spread of non-mimetic fiction across the post-war period, as well as to 

illustrate the prevailing themes of that fiction. As such, texts were jettisoned in instances 

where they duplicated a time-period or theme without offering significant new insight, for 

example Harry Turtledove’s In the Presence of Our Enemies (2003) portrays Jewish families 

living in secret in a “Hitler wins” alternate history scenario, but its depiction of the 

Holocaust, despite the uniqueness of its protagonists, contributed little that works such as 

Fatherland did not already demonstrate and probed an unwelcome distraction from the 

theme of native fascism which the other early 2000s texts selected for chapter three 

demonstrated. Meanwhile other texts whilst fascinating were excluded because they did 

not offer enough material with direct references to the Holocaust, yet the insights which 

they give us about our cultural relationship to the historic evil of the Nazis reflects back 

onto our relationship with the Holocaust; Owen Sheers’s The Resistance (2007) is one such 

notable example. In the end, however, given limited space I felt it best to pursue texts 

which offered a more direct route to discussion of the Holocaust. 

 Similarly, the texts for this study were restricted by the definitions of terms which I 

allowed myself. An only marginally looser conception of non-mimetic fiction, for example, 

would invite more traditionally postmodern novels such as D. M. Thomas’s The White Hotel 
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(1981), or Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated (2002). Whilst extending beyond 

Anglo-American fiction, whilst still remaining within English language fiction would allow 

the inclusion of The Book Thief (2005) by Australian Markus Zusak, or Beatrice and Virgil 

(2010) by Spanish-born Canadian Yann Martel. Not to mention the potential of taking this 

study beyond Anglophone fictions, encompassing texts available in translation such as 

Timur Vermes satirical novel Look Whose Back (2014; originally published in Germany as Er 

ist wieder da in 2012), or Jorge Luis Borges who, from the perspective of Latin America’s 

own very unique relationship with Germany and the Second World War, wrote some 

fascinating tales which could readily sit alongside others in this thesis. Edna Aizenberg, for 

one, points to Borges’s explicit admiration for Jewish culture and argue that without the 

Second World War and the Holocaust Borges as we know him would not exist.3 

Furthermore there are those untranslated materials which have yet to be translated. I 

would expect a study of the non-mimetic Holocaust fictions of German literature and 

Yiddish/Hebrew literature to be particularly fascinating. 

 There is definitely room to expand this study into other mediums outside of 

narrative fiction. The graphic novel is a particular personal favourite of those which 

certainly has the texts to support work. As I have written elsewhere there is the obvious 

example of Art Spiegelman’s essential work Maus, but also the depiction of the Holocaust 

in texts as varied as Edmond-François Calvo’s La Bete est Morte! Or The Beast is Dead, 

published in Paris in 1944, through Joe Kubert’s alternate history of his own biography 

Yossel, April 19, 1943 (2003), right up to the superhero genre and its fascinatingly varied 

depiction of X-men sometime-villain sometime-antihero Magneto.4 There is also scope for 

this study to be taken beyond print and into visual narratives. Philip K. Dick’s The Man in 

the High Castle has recently been adapted into an online serial drama for Amazon Prime 

(2015- ), whilst Fatherland’s adaptation received a mixed reaction upon its release as a TV-

film in 1994. Original narratives also exist and indeed date back to before the 1945: The 

Silent Village is a 1943 film directed by Humphrey Jennings for the Ministry of Information. 

It takes the worst Nazi atrocity known to the Anglo-American public prior to the Holocaust, 

the massacre and total erasure of the Czech mining village of Lidice, and transposes it to a 

Welsh valley community. Quentin Tarantino’s alternate history revenge fantasy, Inglourious 
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Basterds (2009) is an important recent example of non-mimetic tropes being used to 

explore the Holocaust and our relationship to it, particularly in its depiction of Jewish 

resistance, Nazi evil, and American heroism. 

 Finally, this study could be expanded beyond the Holocaust itself. I selected the 

Holocaust as the topic of this thesis because of the strength and depth of existing research 

into the mimetic, if not non-mimetic, narratives which provided a theoretical baseline. 

Furthermore, there exists a wide range of English language texts some of which have had 

significant cultural impact and attracted critical praise, even commercial success. Partly this 

is due to the central role the Holocaust has come to play in post-war Anglo-American 

identity, even if it took a slightly peculiar route to get there. It also reflects a never 

dwindling fascination with all things Nazi which has a, at times worrying, grip of the Anglo-

American public. I see no reason why another similar study, could not be carried out on 

non-mimetic fictions of other atrocities whether those be the atomic bombing of Japan or 

the fire-bombing of Dresden from the Second World War (the character Godzilla and Kurt 

Vonnegut’s novel Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), respectively, are well-discussed examples of 

non-mimetic narratives relating to each, or other atrocities in human history. In particular it 

would be fascinating to be able to examine non-mimetic fictions relating to Rwanda or 

Cambodia, although there are obvious dangers in too completely transplanting this thesis 

into those rich and varied cultural realms as notions of mimesis and non-mimesis as I have 

understood them are far more comfortably rooted in the Western Anglo-European literary 

tradition.  

 

Closing Remarks 

The Holocaust is one of the most significant episodes in modern human history, not only 

for its absolute demonstration of the capacities for atrocity which humanity is capable of 

committing on a national and racial level, but also for the reaction to it: both response and 

inaction. That the Holocaust happened makes subsequent genocides worse because they 

demonstrate how fleeting the lessons learnt have been. It has been a foundational event in 

the international conception of human rights, war crimes, and atrocity, as well as of almost 

unquantifiable importance to our understanding of trauma and other areas of psychology; 

though there is still much to learn in all of these areas. Crucially here, however, it has 

become a cultural marker. Elie Wiesel remarked that for the Jews the Holocaust is an event 
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as important as Sinai, but the cultural impact of the Holocaust stretches far beyond the 

Jewish people alone, even whilst we continue to conceive of it as a ‘Jewish Tragedy’.5 

 The strong presence of the Holocaust in Anglo-American fiction is evidence of this 

impact, as are the foundations of museums, memorials, remembrance events, scholarships, 

and university courses in the UK and USA.6 The paradox of the Holocaust is its prolific 

presence in literature (fiction and non-fiction) placed against the rhetoric of unspeakability 

which has historically dominated surrounding discourse. Non-mimetic narratives seek to 

square the circle, unravelling the paradox by dislocating the Other of the Holocaust to the 

Other of the non-mimetic through estrangement, an Other which thanks to millennia of 

non-mimetic narratives we are more comfortably able to cognitively conceptualise. As this 

thesis has shown, the interaction of the non-mimetic with the Holocaust has existed for as 

long as there has been a Holocaust, as we would expect if we accept the truth that we 

interpret all narratives through the waxing and waning impulses of the non-mimetic and 

the mimetic, fantasy and realism.7 As we enter a new phase in our relationship with the 

Holocaust in human history, that of the post-survivor-era, the non-mimetic impulse takes 

on a new relevance and a newly important role. Frederic Jameson writes of historical 

fabulations that ‘agency steps out of the historical record itself into the process of devising 

it; and new multiple or alternate strings of events rattle the bars of the national traditional 

and the history manuals’.8 The Holocaust is not outside of history, despite the sentiment 

expressed by some supporters of exceptionalism that perhaps it should be, and so the 

Holocaust is not beyond the effect described by Jameson. There are those that might find 

the prospects of it being rattled unpalatable, insulting, or horrifying; however, an event 

such as the Holocaust is too important to be allowed to simply fade into the history books, 

                                                             
5 See: Introduction, footnote 64. 
6 The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum opened on the National Mall in Washington D.C. in 
1993, the UK’s National Holocaust Centre and Museum opened in 2005. By way of comparison, for 
an illustration of the extent to which the governments of the respective nations are willing to 
intertwine their national identity with the Holocaust, the UK’s National Slavery Museum only 
opened in 2007 in Liverpool, the United States as yet has no national slavery museum. Whilst not 
devoted solely to slavery or its repercussions, The Smithsonian National Museum of African 
American History and Culture opens in Washington DC in September 2016. Of course an additional 
factor in this may be the willingness of UK-US governments to acknowledge and memorialise the 
atrocities of others over those in which they played a role. 
7 One could even argue that the Holocaust existed in the non-mimetic before it existed in reality. 
Katherine Burdekin’s Swastika Night is a future-history set hundreds of years into Hitler’s ‘Thousand 
year Reich’, the novel’s focus is not on anti-Semitism but nonetheless, the Germans have ‘killed the 
Jews off’ (p. 72). 
8 Frederic Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1997), p. 369. 
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conversely – and perhaps more importantly for an event so prone to ‘sacralization’ – there 

is the danger of mythologising. The rise to prominence of non-mimetic fiction of the 

Holocaust, and the dawning of the post-survivor era, is not a harbinger of the end of the 

Holocaust, some form of a Hegelian end of history. On the contrary, by redirecting the 

Holocaust’s narratives through non-mimetic impulses, fiction is able to revitalise the 

historical narrative, keeping it visceral, living and reminding us of its continuing 

contemporary relevance. Alongside the work by historians to uncover and share alternative 

narratives from the genocide such as those of women and from outside of the 

extermination camps, the role of this type of fiction may be the most important 

contribution to our continued relationship to the Holocaust. Ultimately, only time will 

prove if I am correct in this belief. 

This has been a difficult project to write, not only because of the scale of the task 

before me, nor because of the sometimes stupefying influence of the rhetoric of 

unspeakability which can slow and even cease the flow of words when you find yourself 

writing about the Holocaust, but because the Holocaust is a deeply affecting event to 

immerse oneself in, to read materials about (even fictions) and to try to imagine. Yet, this is 

as it should be. The Holocaust should be affecting. Whilst the relocation of the genocide to 

alternate timelines may sometimes diminish the emotional horror felt by the reader 

through its cognitive estrangement, the fiction draws us back to the history, to the 

testimony, casting it in a new light. The influence of non-mimetic’s literature of affect only 

makes the Holocaust’s literature of affect all the more powerful. 
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