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			Robert Merle

			French writer

			
					Born in Tebessa (Algeria) in 1908

					Died in Grosmouvre in 2004

					Notable works:	Week-end at Zuydcoote (1949), novel

	Death is My Trade (1952), novel

	Fortune de France (1978-2003), novel




			

			A French writer born in Algeria in 1908, Robert Merle arrived in France in 1918. Having studied English literature, he taught in various high schools and worked as a translator for Gallimard until 1939, when he was enrolled and became a translator for the English troops based in Dunkerque. He was taken prisoner in Germany until 1943, and upon his return to France, he wrote his first novel, Death is My Trade (1952), a testimony of Dunkerque’s fiasco.

			Although Robert Merle’s work is as rich as it is diversified (news stories, plays, essays, thriller novels, etc.), the author is most widely known for his historical novels: between 1978 and 2003, he published the thirteen volumes of Fortune de France, a historical fresco based on the religious wars, for which he received the Jean Giono award in 2003. He died in 2004.

		


		
			Death is My Trade

			Inside the head of an SS-officer

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Merle, R. (1952) La mort est mon métier. Paris: Gallimard.1

					First edition: 1952

					Themes: Second World War, Nazism, concentration camp, duty, Nuremberg trials

			

			Death is My Trade, a historical novel published in 1952, belongs is an example of concentration camp literature, as it explains how the Nazi regime was able to set up the death camps of Auschwitz and Birkenau. The first part of the story is the novelized biography of Rudolf Höss (1900-1947), head of the Auschwitz camp in the 1940s. Based on the notes left by the American psychologist G.M. Gilbert, who interrogated Höss in prison, Robert Merle created a character called Rudolf Lang and imagined what his life would have been like. The second part of the novel is dedicated to the logistics of the conception and the construction of the death camps; to do this, Robert Merle relied on accounts from the Nuremberg trials (1945-1946).

			

			
				
					1 All quotes are translated by BrightSummaries.com. 

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			The life of a killer

			In 1913, Rudolf Lang is a 14-year-old German teenager brought up with Christian values. His father, feared by the whole family, wants his son to dedicate his life to the Virgin Mary, in reparation of an adulterous sin he himself committed. However, Rudolf wants to become an officer in the army, like his grandfather. His upbringing taught him a sense of duty, respect, and subordination to authority.

			One day, he has an argument with a comrade and accidentally breaks his leg. Panicked, he goes to confess to Father Thaler. Once his father hears the news, he punishes him severely, and Rudolf loses his faith, believing that it is Father Thaler who betrayed the confessional secret and turned him in.

			In 1914, after his father’s death, Rudolf tries twice to be enrolled for the front, but, as he is too young, he is sent home. He is finally enlisted a few years later and works in the military infirmary. There, he meets the Rittermeister Günther, the captain of the dragoons, who takes a liking to him. Under his influence, Rudolf slowly abandons the family traditions linked to the Church and decides to dedicate himself fully to the salvation of Germany. Then, he decides to change his civil status to “believing in God, not belonging to any confession” (p. 166). He manages to be sent to Irak with the dragoon regiment: he has to fight the British and help the Turks to control the Arab opponents. Mission after mission, Rudolf realizes what his duty implies, but he does not try to shirk it. On Günther’s death, the dragoons go back to Germany where they hear that their country has surrendered.

			Rudolf, demobilized and unemployed, goes home. His mother has died and his sisters are strangers to him. He leaves his family to join Schräder, a former dragoon. Thanks to him, he finds a job in a factory. However, because of Lang’s lack of solidarity with the other workers, the two friends are fired. They are then enrolled in the corps of volunteers on the Western border. Soon after their arrival, they join the Eastern corps of volunteers, who were then considered as the rebels of the German Republic. After Schräder’s death and the dissolution of the squad, Rudolf is demobilized once gain.

			Joining the national-socialist party

			Settled in M. for a while, Rudolf has found work on a construction site. Exhausted, famished, poor, and convinced that Germany isn’t worth anything anymore, he decides to commit suicide. A colleague prevents him from doing so and puts him in touch with the national-socialist party, which works in favor of the country’s rehabilitation. Tasked by the party with the murder of an opponent, Rudolf is arrested and sentenced to ten years in prison at Dachau; he only serves five.

			When Rudolf comes out of prison, he is sent to Pomerania by the party. He comes into the employment of the Baron von Jeseritz as a groom. The nobleman asks him to restore an old farm in the marsh, and after having found him a wife, Elsie, he sets them up there. Pushed by von Jeseritz, Rudolf joins the Bund der Artamen, a party which defends the German race and soil, and becomes its secretary. He meets Himmler, who orders him to spot and train the militiamen who would later become the SS. In 1932, the party comes to power and Rudolf is made an under-officer in the SS.

			Soon, he is offered the position of managing the administration of the concentration camp of Dachau. He hesitates, then accepts, as a service to the party and out of a feeling of duty. When the war breaks out, he wants to be sent to the front, but his request is denied: he is more useful as a part of the administration than on the field. Thus, he is made an officer and is chosen to design and build the concentration camps of Auschwitz (for the Jewish population) and Dachau (for the war prisoners). In 1941, a few months before the opening of the camps, Rudolf learns that Himmler has been chosen to carry out “the final solution to the Jewish problem in Europe” (p. 242). The camp of Auschwitz becomes a death camp whose “maximum efficiency [would reach] ten thousand units a day by 1942” (p. 287). With the help of his underofficers, Rudolf solves the different problems linked to the camps’ infrastructure (showers, gas chambers, cremation in the furnaces, mass graves, etc. ). Lang’s plan is accepted and prepared: everything has to be done by 1942.

			From 1943 to 1945, he is appointed camp inspector. In 1945, he receives the order to stop the executions and to do everything he can to reduce the death rate in the camps. In April, Rudolf flees Berlin and hides on a farm. When he hears of Himmler’s suicide, he feels betrayed: the man did not live up to his responsibilities. In 1946, he is arrested by Allied soldiers and put in prison while awaiting the Nuremberg trials, in which he is to act as a prosecution witness. He is then put into the hands of the Polish authorities for his own trial. He is sentenced to be hung in Auschwitz, on one of the gallows he built himself.

		


		
			Character study

			Rudolf Lang

			The main protagonist and narrator of the novel, Rudolf Lang is a young German (he is 14 at the beginning of the novel) from a family of merchants and officers. His father, a true tyrant, gives him a very strict ultra-Catholic upbringing destined to prepare him for his future clerical life. This conditioning will play an important part in the building of his personality (sense of duty and respect for authority). From his childhood, he also harbors a strong distaste for the Jewish population and the French people.

			From the beginning of the story, a brief but comprehensive description enlightens the reader: “Rudolf! You are small, you lack style, you don’t talk. But you are smart, educated, and everything you do, you do as a good German is supposed to: thoroughly!” (p. 63).

			Throughout the novel, Rudolf Lang is described (by himself or by someone else) as a distanced, insensitive person, who is rarely moved by the plights of others. Although this characteristic might be a problem for his affective and amical life (overall, he does not really care about his family, Elsie, or his friends who died fighting), it is also a tremendous advantage in his military career, as it prevents him from suffering from inner conflicts and therefore, disobeying orders. His dehumanized side is strengthened by his need, when he is anxious, to do mechanical and repetitive actions (walking whilst counting his steps or polishing his shoes). Moreover, it is due to his indifference that he has been chosen to implement the final solution: “Meine besondere Stärke ist die Praxis” (p. 231) (“My strong point is practice”).

			Rudolf also appears as a very obedient character, subordinate to authority, anxious to fulfill his duty and to serve his country. Due to these qualities, he is very appreciated by his hierarchical superiors and he has their trust. The director of the prison, who congratulates him for being honest (Rudolf refused to lie, even though it could have spared him many years of prison), tells him of the danger this characteristic entails: “All honest men are dangerous” (p. 185). He is indeed dangerous, as Rudolf Lang, in obeying Hitler’s orders, kills 2,500,000 Jews.

			“Father”

			Rudolf’s father, always called “Father”, is a very pious fabric merchant. To be absolved of a sin of adultery, he has decided to leave the army and to dedicate his life to the Catholic Church. Deeply religious, he forces his relatives, who fear him, to adopt a rigorous lifestyle, made of privations, duty and repression. He dies in 1914 from a bronchial disease.

			Even after his death, he continues to exercise a significant influence over Rudolf Lang’s life, who respects him as much as he fears him (p. 29). From his strict catholic upbringing, the young man retained his unwavering subordination to authority, as well as a very acute sense of duty: “Because I taught you – Rudolf- to do your duty – as you clean these windows – thoroughly” (p. 16).

			Even though he tries to distance himself from his paternal inheritance, as
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