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Proposal: A comparative study of the effects of The Holocaust on humanity through the narrative, symbolism and imagery within Anne Michaels’ Fugitive Pieces and Primo Levi’s If This Is A Man, The Truce.  
Between 1939 and 1945 the Second World War consumed Europe, Japan and America, resulting in a Diaspora of the Jewish population of Europe. Documented, experienced by millions and yet survived by so few, The Holocaust had an extensive, damaging and long lasting effect on many, some of which has been illustrated by Anne Michaels in Fugitive Pieces and Primo Levi’s If This is a Man, The Truce. Both authors’ moving accounts are from a first person perspective, allowing for a deep and insightful view of life in hiding; as a second-generation survivor growing up with the repercussions of The Holocaust in Canada; and of the daily struggle to survive in Buna, Auschwitz. The images which accompany these truthful narratives are evocative, even harrowing at times, and are frequently accompanied by symbols of science, literature and life beyond The Holocaust.
It is Michaels’ adoption of Jakob Beer’s persona that allows her to convey to the reader the true horror of The Holocaust through the eyes of a seven year old. She tells of not only his duration in hiding, but also reveals  the more subtle elements of his damaged mind, reflected in the broken narrative structure: “my mother’s face was not her own. My father twisted by falling. Two shapes in the flesh-heap, his hands.” 
 Jakob's inability to directly express that his parents are dead conveys his shock and incomprehension of death – a consequence of being so young - and he will not understand death until the age of nine. It is also through Michaels’ use of syntax – that they were Jakob's “father’s hands” after the heart-wrenching description of “the flesh-heap” - which shows that Jakob cannot think straight and just how unrecognisable his parents are now that they are lifeless, especially his father, whose defining feature in Jakob's memory was the vitality of his hands as a shoemaker. 
Jakob's memories also play a prominent part in the novel as he constantly revisits his past. Through this, Michaels conveys the comfort drawn by Jakob from his memories of his family, especially his older sister, Bella, who seems to accompany him long after her disappearance: “Athos didn’t understand, as I hesitated in the door way, that I was letting Bella enter ahead of me, making sure she was not left behind.” (Michaels, P31) Athos’ rescue of Jakob has thrust him into an alien environment so suddenly that Jakob clings onto the only familiar thing he has left - Bella’s spirit - for protection against the unknown, both inside and out. Athos tries to entice Jakob out himself by telling him of his own childhood, his brother and father, in monologue-style passages, and these parallel re-visitations of the past create a striking contrast which Michaels uses to convey the two ways Jakob has been most affected by The Holocaust: he has lost his entire family and the natural innocence of childhood. 

When the war is over, Athos and Jakob travel to Athens where Jakob gains surrogate grandparents in the old friends of Athos’, Kostas and Daphne. When the couple recount their experience of the War in Athens, Michaels continues to interject their narrative with Jakob’s own flashbacks - introduced through ellipses – which adds detail to what was previously too painful for him to recall, leaving with the reader a burning curiosity for knowledge of Jakob’s past. Athos, however, has allowed Jakob to remember his past by filling Jakob's empty, grieving shell with knowledge which he displays when Kostas and Daphne tell their guests of the Athenians’ inability to bury their dead due to the Nazi occupation: “‘Too many funerals crowded temple gates.’ / Athos, you’ve taught Jakob well.” (Michaels, P70) Michaels uses this line from Ovid to convey some of the knowledge Athos has instilled in Jakob, whilst it is also used to project a nation wide experience onto a young boy who knew nothing of the Nazi campaign in Europe. Even though Jakob was oblivious to the concentration camps, it feels as though he suffered the same plight as many of his people and this becomes apparent when he learns about Scott’s Polar expedition in Athos’ study on Zakynthos: 

“Always hungry ourselves, we commiserated with the starving explorers [...] the exhausted men ate hallucinatory meals. They smelled roast beef in the frozen darkness.” (Michaels, P33)

This relentless hunger parallels all of the men’s inability to imagine an end to this ceaseless period of starvation, even though the reader knows that the end is in sight. Sadly the end brings very different outcomes for the explorers and Jakob and Athos. Athos’ and Jakob’s hunger lasted throughout Jakob's time on Zakynthos and they, “relied on one merchant, Old Martin, for supplies and news. [His] son, Ioannis, had a Jewish wife.” (Michaels, P31) Through this relationship, Michaels portrays how the islanders came together under the Nazi occupation as opposed to being divided and ruled, conveying that not everyone who was exposed to the inhuman cruelty of the Nazis and The Holocaust were robbed of their humanity. In fact, on Zakynthos, the islanders’ humanity was clearly reinforced, giving great credit to the population Zakynthos. Jakob’s experiences, however, seem to have given him an innate understanding of the persecution of his people and have left him “no longer young,” 
 This phrase, reiterated throughout Levi’s work, conveys the theft of natural youth and the premature ageing of the innocent all of which are consequences of Jakob’s experience of The Holocaust and his encounter with the Nazis at a very young age. 
The narrative of Fugitive Pieces is split into two distinct parts which enhances the reader’s understanding of the life-long effects of The Holocaust. Ben, the young boy who narrates the second half of the novel, has lived all his life in Toronto with his parents. They themselves are survivors of the camps, liberated, “four years before I was born.” (Michaels, P205) Ben's parents remain nameless throughout the novel; a device Michaels utilises to convey how their identities were stripped from them in the camp, like every other part of their life, and replaced with a number. Ben’s parents never recovered enough to forget The Holocaust or to form new identities in case this atrocity reoccurred. The construction of the second half of the novel runs almost entirely in parallel with the first half, with a fragmented narrative structure which disorientates the reader and is clearly representative of Ben's parents’ shattered lives after their liberation. Michaels’ use of a second persona allows the reader to witness the first hand damage caused by The Holocaust and the subsequent effects it has had on their lives, which Ben's mother conveys when he reads to her about tornadoes, a fascination he had when he was a little boy: 

“[…] mounds of apples, onions, jewellery, eyeglasses, clothing – “the camp”. Enough smashed glass to cover seventeen football fields – “Kristallnacht”. I read to her about lightning – “the sign of the Ess Ess, Ben, on their collars.”” (Michaels, P224-225)

The list of items, dispersed far and wide by the tornado, reminds Ben’s mother of the identifying items taken from them when they arrived at Auschwitz, which highlights that Ben's mother lives in the past, even now, and the fact that his childhood interests are made to relate to The Holocaust clearly burdens him portraying his inability to escape from his parents’ past, even though it should not affect his present or future because he was not part of their Holocaust experience. This may be the reason why Michaels has intertwined Ben's story with excerpts from Jakob's works: Ben's ability, his need, to relate to Jakob springs from “My parents and I [wading] through damp silence, of not hearing and not speaking,” (Michaels, P204) Ben’s family’s inability to be aware of each other’s needs, or to express their own, starkly contrasts Jakob's openness about The Holocaust. Ben's parents project onto him their experience but refuse to talk about it, whereas Jakob lets Ben explore The Holocaust through his works, just as Jakob let himself explore it, allowing Ben to escape from the claustrophobia of his parents’ mausoleum-like house. Additionally, in Ben's first person narrative, he addresses Jakob by name, creating a sense of familiarity with him and an intimate relationship with the reader - we feel we are reading a diary, making Ben's portrayal of his parents even more painful: every detail of their past, their Holocaust and how it has changed them must be true as we are learning about them from a first hand account of a life with them.

There is a striking similarity between Ben's description of his parents, their attitudes and habits, and Primo Levi's own first hand account of life in Buna, Auschwitz, subsequent liberation and journey home. There is, however, one difference: Levi's tone. He seems to distance himself from his memories, either in a bid to express himself but not engage, or in an attempt to express himself and forgive. Either way, Levi's narrative is clear and simple, told “not in logical succession, but in order of urgency”. (Levi, P16) Narrated almost entirely in the past tense, Levi's account is occasionally broken up by passages in the present and these sudden changes disorientate the reader. They make us pay attention to passages that relate the vicious, animal qualities which over come a man in battle. Specifically, the killing of five German soldiers by a Russian sailor: “He looks at the ground, as if amazed not to see the corpses and blood there; he looks around, bewildered, emptied; he becomes aware of us.” (Levi, P331) Levi’s use of parallel sentencing highlights both the psychological and physical impact of war on both the victor and the victim, and with this sentence structure Levi portrays the loss of a man’s sanity as equal to losing his life. In addition, the change to the present tense pulls the reader into the centre of the action, further conveying the mutation to a man’s humanity caused by the Second World War and Levi's own detachment from its dire consequences on the human mind. Levi does not only change tense to shock his reader and communicate to them the vital messages about the delicate nature of mankind, but also to add a feeling of nostalgia to the harsh life in Buna:
“Sigi [...] had begun to speak of his home in Vienna and of his mother [...] within ten minutes Béla is describing his Hungarian countryside and the fields of maize [...]” (Levi, P80)

The men’s perpetual longing for their homes is almost tangible here and it is Levi's use of narrative which conveys this sense of heartfelt absence which the men hope to fill upon their return home. This return, however improbable, is what keeps the men’s spirits up and allows them to survive in the dire conditions of Buna with the one element of humanity that could not be stripped from them: hope. 
It is also the authors’ use of narrative which allows Levi and Michaels to incorporate, within their respective novels, symbolism. The first symbol we encounter is science and this symbol aids the authors in portraying every characters’ feeling of safety in knowledge. In Fugitive Pieces, Jakob takes refuge in Athos’ knowledge and teaching about the earth which saved him when he was in hiding, which allowed him to be reborn and is what he studies later in life. In the early stages of her novel, Michaels almost makes the earth a surrogate mother to Jakob: “Bog-boy, I surfaced into the miry streets […] Dripping with the prune-coloured juices of peat-sweating bog. Afterbirth of earth.” (Michaels, P1) Full of symbolism, it is as if Jakob was born with the earth, making him as eternal as the earth. This is a symbol in itself for the eternal existence of the Jews as, through her use of narrative, Michaels has projected the experiences of The Holocaust onto Jakob, who suffered much the same pain and anguish as those in concentration camps. In addition to being a parallel symbol with the earth, the Biblical Jakob was later named Israel and was the father of the twelve founders of the tribes of Israel, again conveying that, within Fugitive Pieces, Jakob represents the collective experience and struggle of the Jewish population.
At the age of twelve, Ben tries to gain approval from his father by taking up a science, as “those with a trade had a better chance of survival.” (Michaels, P225) Michaels’ infusion of symbolism with the theme of hope encourages the reader’s affection for Ben and his aspirations. Once again, however, Ben’s childhood is being infiltrated by trace elements of The Holocaust, and Michaels uses science as a symbol of inadequacy and failure, even though Ben perseveres only to please his father; something he will never be able to do because his father was so damaged by The Holocaust and by the loss of his two children to the gas chambers. Later, however, after Ben’s disastrous initial introduction to science, he adopts Jakob's passion for the earth and the basic science which accompanies this, highlighting that despite their harrowing and traumatic experiences on earth, each character in Michaels and Levi's accounts are still inspired and filled with passion for the earth. This also illustrates Ben’s love for Jakob’s work and his own passion for the earth and all things related to it. 

In contrast to Ben's disastrous early scientific and electrical experiments, Levi, a chemist during his days in Turin, takes courage in a chemistry examination which will allow him to become part of the “Chemical Kommando” (Levi, P107), and will ensure an escape from the intensive and gruelling labour enforced in the general camp. In contrast to Fugitive Pieces, chemistry represents safety and escape to a better way of life. That it takes an examination, where an incorrect answer could cost Levi his life, for him to feel, “lucid elation […] excitement […] warm in my veins” (Levi, P112) and to remember his passion for chemistry clearly illustrates just how degrading life in Buna has become, how much of the essential parts of himself as a human Levi has lost through his treatment by the SS, but how much he also regains from the rediscovery of his passion for knowledge by means of an exam. 
Literature is another symbol we encounter in both If This Is A Man, The Truce and Fugitive Pieces and it is Levi’s recollection of the ‘Canto of Ulysses’ from Dante’s Divine Comedy which allows Levi a welcome diversion from the everyday horrors in Buna: “...So on the open sea I set forth.” (Levi, P118) At the words, “open sea”, the reader is acutely aware of Levi’s yearning for relief from his life in Auschwitz. This sea of Dante’s is one of memories, allowing Levi to escape to the freedom of his past, exploring whichever memories he chooses. Here, however, we are witness to something remarkable in Levi: he does not foray into his past as so many others have done just to lose themselves to their memories. Levi’s delight in The Divine Comedy does not allow him to be pulled away on another tide – Levi remains true to his present self because he has recognised, in others, the danger to the human mind that the past can represent. Levi’s memories of this episodic text are also triggered by his current surroundings, aiding his recall, especially when he realises: “Engineer Levi must be here [...] he is a brave man, I have never seen his morale low [...] ‘and that small band of comrades that never left me’,”(Levi, P119) Levi seems to have chanced upon another thing that is impossible to strip from a man: the sense of comradeship with fellow men when put into the harshest of environments. This part of If This Is A Man, The Truce epitomises this realisation of man’s endless capacity for friendship. After this revelation, there is another, “like the voice of God”, which Levi’s companion, Pikolo, “begs me to repeat”: “…you were made men, / To follow after knowledge and excellence.” (Levi, P119) What this evokes in Levi is quite astounding, and it was as if he “was […] hearing for the first time.” Completely epitomising each character’s pursuit of knowledge, these two simple lines perfectly portray the enduring nature of literature in time and the mind, its relatability and how, despite any man’s restraints, they can transcend with the accumulation of knowledge through literature. 
Literature for Ben, on the other hand, is something which represents his father’s pain and suffering, long after The Holocaust is over. Ben's father would pass: 
“The book or magazine to me silently [...] What was I to make of the horror of those photos, safe in my room with the cowboy curtains and my rock collection?” (Michaels, P218-219). 
The misery of Auschwitz, juxtaposed with Ben’s childhood bedroom conveys how his innocence is being systematically destroyed by his father through a way more powerful than words could ever be: pictures. Ben’s father is unable to comprehend innocence of any kind as his - and his entire family’s - was stripped from them in Auschwitz, leaving him devoid of all understanding of, and the innate desire to, preserve his son’s innocence. Thus, literature, at an early age for Ben, becomes something that contains the stuff of nightmares; images that haunt him until he is able to comprehend their true and horrific meaning: the mass suffering of thousands, the guilt of his father as a survivor and his subsequent need to communicate to Ben what every single person experienced so it never happens again. Both moving and affecting, Michaels’ and Levi’s use of science and literature in their respective novels aids the authors in conveying to their readers the devastating effect The Holocaust had on innumerable lives and how it echoed down through the generations, changing all who encountered it.  
The skilful depiction of lives before, during and after The Holocaust through narrative and symbolism is also infused with imagery, some overwhelming, some revealing hidden truths in the protagonists’ lives. Michaels continually adds detail to Jakob's life through similes, allowing the reader a vivid, childish experience, akin to Jakob's. As he runs from the river to the forest into hiding, it was, “dark as the inside of a box.” (Michaels, P8) This description of Jakob's hiding place is almost childlike. The use of “as” instead of “like” implies that Jakob has never actually seen the inside of a box, only heard his parents or other sources talking about that specific kind of darkness. This lack of knowledge seems strange – surely a box is an ideal hiding place for childhood games Jakob would have played. This conveys his innocence and just how much he still had to experience in the childhood that was prematurely stolen from him by The Holocaust. This metaphorical box is also inextricably linked with the hiding places of many other Jews: “A boy my age hid in a crate; after ten months he was blind and mute.” (Michaels, P45) Again, Michaels’ use of Jakob and his family as a symbol to represent all Jewish experience during The Holocaust is very moving for the reader, especially when he talks of his sister, Bella, whose, “magnificent hair was like black syrup.” (Michaels, P6) The sticky sweetness of syrup and its lingering touch, almost impossible to remove, describes perfectly the way Bella’s spirit does not leave Jakob for one moment until he comes to terms with his experiences of The Holocaust and is able to wash away all of its clinging residue. Bella’s beautiful hair, described through this simile, also adds detail to the fate of the Jews in concentration camps: their hair was taken from them, shaved when they entered the camps for hard labour. Yet again, Michaels manages to relate Jakob's experience to that of the Jews in concentration camps during The Holocaust through highly effective imagery.  


In comparison, Ben’s life is bereft of imagery, a clever ploy through which Michaels parallels the constant lack of beauty and happiness in Ben’s parents’ lives because of their imprisonment in Auschwitz. The lack of imagery is constant until Ben’s link with Jakob becomes even stronger and he moves to the Greek island of Idhra where Jakob lived in the latter years of his life. Michaels’ increased use of imagery symbolises both Ben’s newfound passion for life and the joy he finds in his distance from his parents and with that, his bitter memories of them and The Holocaust. Ben’s first description of Idhra is that it is like, “a whale in a shallow pool.” (Michaels, P260) The enormity Idhra, and the way it sits proudly and erect in the water is comforting as it conveys the island’s strength and stature. The stranded whale, however, would be unable to thrive in its current setting – much like Ben when he lived in Canada – but even then, the island seems to truly be alive: “barnacled with lichen, […] the island suddenly lifts its head.” (Michaels, 260) The aliveness of the whale of Idhra is somewhat saddening as it seems unable, or unwilling, to free itself and return to the depths of the ocean. The lichen too, seems to be a permanent, unmoveable reminder of the age of the island and all that it has seen and experienced – both good and bad. In many ways, the idea of the island’s inability to return to an environment it can thrive in reflects the remnants of Jakob’s life, untouched since his death, and unable to leave the earth he loved until the physical manifestations of their souls are also gone, like the soul of his sister, Bella. Once on Idhra, Ben discovers, “another talisman of beauty” (Michaels, P266) in everything present in Jakob's home: “Your images were everywhere.” (Michaels, P266) Ben's life becomes clear, complete, as if he is seeing the world for the first time and this new sense of being illustrates how effective Michaels’ use of imagery is. Ben's distance from Toronto - and therefore his own experience of The Holocaust – has lessened its vice like grip on his life, conveying the lasting effect it has had on him for all those years. 


It is Levi, however, who brings us back into the presence of The Holocaust by interspersing his account with images of the life he leads in Buna. Just before the disbandment of Auschwitz, Levi describes “the nothing full of death in which we had wandered like spent stars” (Levi, P188). The metaphor for Buna and the simile to liken the reduced state of the men to that of dead stars – unable to give off energy in any form - is a heart achingly vivid image which Levi uses to portray the full extent of their degradation by the Nazis and the soullessness of the environment which surrounded Primo and his comrades. This all-encompassing image can be likened to Jakob's feelings towards the stars in Fugitive Pieces: “I felt compassion for the stars themselves [...] we are blind to their signals until it’s too late, starlight only the white breath of an old cry.” (Michaels, P54) That both authors used stars as metaphors for the Jews is intricately linked with The Star of David – a Jew’s defining identification during the Nazi campaign across Europe. The stars also seem to be taken for granted by Jakob, even though they guide the mariners in Athos’ stories of his childhood, and Jakob when he was in hiding. These images are created so beautifully that it is to Michaels and Levi’s great credit that they are able to convey so captivatingly how The Holocaust destroyed, to a very great extent, the humanity within people who experienced its horrors first and second hand.

Both Michaels and Levi have successfully portrayed the devastating consequences of The Holocaust through their narratives, intertwining symbolism and imagery, portraying how easily one can lose their true self through maltreatment by our fellow man. The beauty with which Michaels weaves her individual narratives around each other and combines many similar elements with recurring patterns is constantly present in Fugitive Pieces, which is astounding and rare, making her novel that much more poignant and moving. This, contrasted with Primo Levi's emotionally restrained descent into hell and journey back to humanity, makes for an incredibly deep exploration of The Holocaust and its effect upon the humanity of those it touched. 
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