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LANDSCAPES OF THE METROPOLIS OF DEATH

‘Otto Dov Kulka has performed a minor miracle. He has written a masterpiece … lyrical, incantatory … bears witness to the worst that man can do to man, and in doing so testifies to the enduring power of the human spirit’ The Times Literary Supplement
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There remained the inexplicable landscape of ruins. – History tries to explain the inexplicable. As it comes out of a truth-ground it must in turn end in the inexplicable.

after a parable by Kafka











Introduction

I assume that readers of my historical publications will have identified me unequivocally with an attitude of strict and impersonally remote research, always conducted within well-defined historical categories, as a kind of self-contained method unto itself. But few are aware of the existence within me of a dimension of silence, of a choice I made to sever the biographical from the historical past. And fewer still will know that for a decade (between 1991 and 2001) I made tape-recordings which allowed me to describe the images that well up in my memory and explore the remembrance of what in my private mythology is called ‘The Metropolis of Death’, or in deceptive simplicity: ‘Childhood Landscapes of Auschwitz’. These recordings were neither historical testimony nor autobiographical memoir, but the reflections of a person then in his late fifties and sixties, turning over in his mind those fragments of memory and imagination that have remained from the world of the wondering child of ten to eleven that I had once been.

For many years I refrained from publishing the tape recordings. It was only after completing the major research and documentary projects to which I was committed1 that I decided to make my ‘Landscapes’ available to the public.

I am aware that, beyond the dichotomy that looms between my scholarly work and my reflective memory, this present book in itself reveals immanent tensions: a confrontation between images of memory and the representation of historical research.

The historical scene was a site called the ‘family camp’ (Familienlager) for the Jews from Theresienstadt at Auschwitz-Birkenau, mainly in the children’s and youth block that existed there for nearly a year, until the final liquidation of the camp and almost all its inmates in the summer of 1944.2

This book consists of ten chapters taken from these recordings, followed by three chapters of excerpts from my diaries, all from recent years. In their nature and themes these excerpts closely resemble the tape-recorded reflections. Where necessary, I have provided references, mainly for the sources of the quotations and names of persons. Similar to the language of the diaries, the tape-recordings are monologues. The difference is that they were spoken in the presence of the dialogue partner who initiated the recordings and made them possible. In transforming the original spoken word into a printed text I have tried to retain its authentic nature: the immediacy and the rhythm of the spoken word with all its irregularities and distinctive inflections and tonalities.

The visual component integrated into the text constitutes part of the narrative itself. The images are in part my own photographs of the sites I walked through in the narrative as well as photographs, drawings and facsimiles from other sources.

The hidden meaning of the metaphoric language of the central, recurrent motifs in the book, such as ‘immutable law of death’, the ‘Great Death’, the ‘Metropolis of Death’, reaches beyond the experience of the world of Auschwitz. They are metaphors for what at the time seemed to expand into a world order that would change the course of human history and remained so in my reflective memory. I am also aware that these texts, though anchored in concrete historical events, transcend the sphere of history.










            [image: Penguin walking logo]
         

LANDSCAPES OF THE METROPOLIS OF DEATH

   
       

   











1

A Prologue that Could Also Be an Epilogue

The start of this journey – I don’t know where it will lead me – is utterly prosaic, strictly routine: an international scientific conference in Poland, in 1978, at which I was one of several Israeli participants. It was held under the auspices of the International Committee of Historical Sciences, specifically the section on comparative history of religion. Our group consisted of one medievalist, one early modern history specialist, and, from the modern era, me, together with another historian to whom the Poles refused entry because he was a former Polish citizen and by immigrating to Israel had ‘betrayed the homeland’. The conference went pretty much as conferences go. True, my lecture was quite innovative and generated considerable interest,1 but that passed. Afterwards the conference hosts organized trips to the far corners of the country – to Kraków, to Lublin and to the beautiful places that are intended for tourists. I told my colleagues that I would not be going with them but would follow a route of my own and go to visit Auschwitz. Well, a Jew going to visit Auschwitz – there’s nothing unusual in that, though at the time it wasn’t the fashion it is today.

One of my colleagues, the medievalist, whom I had known for quite a few years from the field of our academic work, told me, ‘You know, when you go to Auschwitz, don’t stay in the main camp, which is a kind of museum. If you’re going already, go to Birkenau

On the Road up along the River of Time


The Night Journey of 18 January 1945
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The Red Brick Gate of the Metropolis. The Landscapes of Silence and Desolation from Horizon to Horizon. The Burial of Auschwitz
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On the Ruins of the ‘Youth and Children’s Block’ and the ‘Hospital Block’





The Way to the Place of the Third Destruction – ‘Prometheus in Hades’




The Circles of Return to (and from) the Metropolis of Death
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The Way Back
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