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are also withheld. What matters to Reznikoff is not who does the

o

telling, but the telling itself: the personal testimony, the concrete
details of what happened. As Reznikoff once remarked to an inter-
viewer: “[In reading law] we read records, we read cases, we read all
sorts of things, all of it written by somebody. The names [arc] of little
importance, except maybe to a teacher or a student. What is important
is what is said. That's true [too] of the Bible. In the Old Testament per-
haps the greatest of all the prophetsis the man called the Second Isaiah.
Nobody knows who he was, and it isn't important. Suppose we knew
his name—what does it matter? What does matter, if anything matters,
is what he said. And that's tru of everything, All these things here, this
pile of my books— In a few years, the name s just a name. What mat-
ters, if anything matters,is what has been written.”

Toillustrate Reznikoff’s method in Holocaust, | here pair a poem with

its source material, This s the cighth poem in the sequence titled
“Ghettos™:
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Rezxikorr axp His Soukces
by Janet Sutherland

The sources of Charles Reznikoff’'s Holocaust are Trials of War Criminals Before
the Nuernberg Military Tribunals Under Control Council Law No. 10 (15 volumes;
Washington, D.C.. 1949-53) and Verbatim Record of the Trial and Appeal of
Adolf Eichmann; In the District Court of Jerusalem, Criminai Case No. 40/61: The
ment of Israel v. Adolf, the son of Adolf
Karl Eichmann. Minutes of Session No. 1=124; In the Supreme Court of Israel,
Criminal Appeal No. 336]o1. Minutes of Session No. 1= and Judgment (6 volumes;
Jerusalem, 1961-62). These are transcripts of the trials made by court
stenographers and later translated into English.

Much of the material contained in these reports is concerned with
secondary materials relating to the trials: discussions of which docu-
ments are admissible, disputes of points of international law, comments
by judges, and so on. Reznikoffis intercsted only in the primary sources:
statements made by witnesses and, to a lesser extent, affidavits and cer-
tain official war documents presented by trial lawyers. Of these primary
sources, Reznikoff uses only those concerned with the Jewish question.
He excludes material about Gypsies and Poles and the ill treatment of
prisoners by Germany

Reznikoff edits his source material so skillfully that the reader of
Holocaust never is aware that the words on the page are drawn from

Attorney-General of the Gover

courtroom transcripts. The names of the war criminals are withheld,
their sentences are not given, their lawyers and judges are silent. The

the witnesses for the prosecution—
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0 Do you remember another scene with Kidash 3 former S5.
man| with a woman and an infant of about one and a half
years?

A The place we were hiding in bordered with the Aryan part
and there was a fence there. This Kidash caught a woman with a
hahy in her arns of about eighteen months. She held the baby
in her arms and began asking for mercy, that she be sho first and
leave the baby alive. From behind the fence there were Poles who
raised their hands, eady tocatch the baby. She ws about o hand the
baby over to the Poles. He took the haby from her arms and st her
twice, and then took the baby into his hands ard tore him as one
would tar a rag.

Witness Buzhminski: The baby wept and cried. The mother crawled bleed-
ing up to her baby and thus together they died. He laughed and
saw that a stray dog was crossing the street. He took the dog.
started to pat i, took a lump of sugar outof hispocket and gave it o i,
and then took the dog with him.

[ The Trial and Appeal of Adolf Eichmans,
2/sf6t. p. 1. 1, Session 24]

The words I have italicized in the source are those that Reznikoff uses
without alteration in his poem. As Milton Hindus noted in his brief but
penctrating Charles Rezmkoff- A Critical Essay (1977), Reznikoff’s mastery
over his sources, especially in Holocaust, s threefold—a mastery of selection,




image4.png
One of the S.5. men caught a woman with a baby in her arms.
She began asking for mercy: if she were shot

the baby should live.

She was near a fence between the ghetto and where Poles lived
and behind the fence were Poles ready to catch the baby

and she was about to hand it over when caught.

The $.5. man took the baby from her arms

and shot her twice,

and then held the baby in his hands.

“The mother, bleeding but stillalive, crawled up to his fect.
The S.5. man laughed

and tore the baby apart as one would tear 4 rag.

Just then a stray dog passed

and the $.5. man stooped to pat it

and took a lump of sugar out of his pocket

and gave it to the dog.

The source reads as follows:

92
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style, and understatement. His art is a kind of “art by subtraction,” in which
“a maximum of simplification may unexpectedly resultin a maximum

of suggestiveness.” The poet never appropriates a source as found: he
always cdits

t severcly. He deletes material, especially repetitions and
irrelevancies; he sharpens diction, improves rhythm, and rids the source
of igurative language and other rhetorical embellishments; he reduces
the story to its dramatic essentials. “The drama is acted out, like the
Bible’s, against a backdrop of eternity.” wrote Hindus. “It could just

@

as casily have all happened (except for the modern machinery and
weapons) in medicval or in ancient times.” The scenes of Holocaust unfold
in Eastern Europe, but, Reznikoff scems to suggest, they could happen
anywhere, at any time, for the nature of man which has given rise to
these scenesis constant, unchanging.

What does Holocaust “mean” Reznikoff would say that answering
that question is the reader’s job of work, and that his poem, this testi-
mony, needs no further gloss.
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