
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			PRIMO LEVI

			ITALIAN WRITER AND HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR

			
					Born in Turin in 1919.

					Died in Turin in 1987.

					Notable works:	The Truce (1963), novel

	The Wrench (1978), novel

	The Drowned and the Saved (1986), essays




			

			Primo Levi was born in Turin to a middle-class Jewish family. After studying chemistry in his hometown, he moved to Milan for work and joined the anti-fascist resistance in 1943. As a result, he was arrested and deported to Auschwitz on 22 February 1944. He remained there for a year, until the camp’s liberation by the Red Army in January 1945. Upon his return to Italy, he found work as a chemist and married Lucia Morpurgo, with whom he had two children.

			Immediately after his return from Auschwitz, he began work on his first book, If This Is a Man (1947). This was followed by several others, including The Truce (1963), which tells of his journey back to Italy, The Periodic Table (1975), which focuses on his experiences as a chemist, and The Drowned and the Saved (1986), his last and darkest book. Levi committed suicide in 1987.

		


		
			IF THIS IS A MAN

			AUSCHWITZ AND THE ANNIHILATION OF HUMANITY

			
					Genre: autobiographical novel

					Reference edition: Levi, P. (1991) If This Is a Man/The Truce. Trans. Woolf, S. London: Abacus.

					1st edition: 1947

					Themes: the Holocaust, Second World War, Nazism, concentration camps, survival, humanity

			

			If This Is a Man was one of the first accounts of life in the Nazi concentration camps to be published and, according to its author, aims to “furnish documentation for a quiet study of certain aspects of the human mind”. This first-person narrative was motivated by Levi’s urgent need to share his experience of Auschwitz with those who had not experienced its horrors.

			The novel was first published in 1947 by a small publishing company, and to begin with its success was modest. It was not until it was republished in 1958 that the book reached a bigger audience, even inspiring theatre and radio adaptations. Since then, If This Is a Man has come to be considered one of the most important literary works about concentration camps.

		


		
			SUMMARY

			LIFE IN THE CAMP

			At the age of 24, Levi joins the anti-fascist resistance in Italy, which leads to his arrest by the militia. During the ensuing interrogation, he declares himself an “Italian citizen of Jewish race”. He is then sent to a camp near Modena. From there, 600 Jews – men, women and children – are transported to Auschwitz in sealed goods wagons.

			There, the healthy are separated from the sick, with the former sent to the Buna-Monowitz and Birkenau camps, and the latter condemned to the gas chamber. Levi describes the men who know they are leaving for their death and their astonishment at the gratuitous, emotionless brutality of the SS. 

			Levi and his companions are immediately stripped of all their possessions, shaved and tattooed. They receive the same old clothes that they had glimpsed camp prisoners wearing the previous day. Levi soon learns the codes of the Lager (camp), which govern every activity, from labour to meals to sleep. Within just a few days, he realises the futility of looking to the future or remembering the past.

			Shortly after his arrival, he is assigned to Block 30, where he discovers two fundamental elements of camp life: the jumble of languages and the value of bread, which is not just food, but also serves as currency. He also meets Steinlauf, a former sergeant in the Austro-Hungarian army, who washes himself every day so that he can hold on to his humanity, survive the camp and bear witness afterwards. However, Levi struggles to see the sense in clinging to a value system in a place as hellish and senseless as the Lager.

			Levi later injures his foot on an iron girder and is sent to the clinic, where he stays for around 20 days. The prisoners there are not obliged to work, which gives them time to think about what they have left behind and the suffering that people inflict on their fellow human beings at Auschwitz. They are determined to spread the news of the horrors of the camp if they make it out alive.

			Levi sees life in the Lager as an opportunity to analyse the human soul, and mentally files his fellow prisoners into two categories: the chosen and the damned. The damned are those who follow the rules and meekly accept their fate, while the chosen manage to survive by any means necessary: theft, resourcefulness or brute force.

			BLOCK 45

			On leaving Ka-Be (the name given to the camp medical clinic), Levi is arbitrarily reassigned to Block 45 where, by chance, he finds his friend Alberto. Once again, he has to barter for cutlery and other items that are needed for survival, before returning to the exhausting pace of work and the restless nights. The long days spent working in the cold and the snow leave the prisoners utterly drained. They are punctuated by brief escapes to the latrines, always under the supervision of a workmate, and the highly anticipated lunch break. Lunch is a watery soup, which warms up the prisoners and allows them a brief moment of respite.

			Trade is central to camp life, as tobacco, fabric and food taken from the inmates’ meagre rations are stolen and exchanged. The value of each item fluctuates according to events. The hub of this activity is the Exchange Market, where all the prisoners gather by nationality. Both thieves and victims of theft are severely punished, but in the camp the lines between good and evil quickly become blurred.

			The sole aim of the Lager’s inmates is to hold on until the spring. Although the biting cold gradually lessens, their omnipresent hunger becomes even more acute. Templer, the most resourceful of Levi’s workmates, manages to get his hands on a big pot of soup, so everyone in the group can eat three extra litres, three times their daily ration. At Auschwitz, the German verb fressen, which is normally applied to animals, is used to refer to the act of eating, further stripping the prisoners of their humanity.

			KOMMANDO 98

			Levi and Alberto are recruited into Kommando 98, which is made up of chemistry specialists. Levi is initially tasked with transporting magnesium chloride, before being given the chance to take a chemistry examination which secures him far better working conditions. The examination is conducted by Doktor Pannwitz, who looks as him as though he is not human, but rather part of some other species that deserves to be eliminated.

			Jean is the “Pikolo”, meaning the youngest member, of Kommando 98. He has not been assigned a job, but is responsible for various tasks, including washing the bowls. He is very well-liked among his workmates, and asks Levi to accompany him to go and fetch the pot of soup. On the way, Levi recites the Canto of Ulysses from Dante’s (Italian writer, 1265-1321) Divine Comedy.

			THE LIBERATION OF THE CAMP

			In the summer of 1944, by which point the prisoners have entered a kind of fugue state in which the concepts of the past, the future and time itself have lost all meaning, the Allies launch a new bombing campaign above Auschwitz. At this time, Lorenzo, an Italian civilian worker, takes Levi under his wing and serves as a reminder of his humanity.

			One rainy day in November, Levi finds himself working alongside a man named Kraus. Levi privately thinks that Kraus will not survive much longer, but as they make their way back at the end of the day, he talks at length about a dream he pretends to have had, in which Kraus comes to visit him in Italy after the war.

			However, winter is approaching, and the cold and hunger in the camp intensify. A new selection takes place, and anyone who looks too weak is sent to the gas chambers. Kuhn, an elderly man, thanks God that he has not been chosen. Next to him, the 20-year-old Beppo is silent, fully aware that he is destined for the Final Solution. After his examination, Levi is sent to the chemistry laboratory, where he is sheltered from the harshness of winter, the dangers of the work and, to a certain extent, hunger. He works with three German women, and the way they look at him makes him realise that they see him as repulsive and less than human.

			Levi and Alberto have come up with various tricks for procuring food, including working with civilian employees. One evening, instead of going to roll-call, the prisoners are forced to watch a man be executed by hanging for trying to organise a rebellion. None of the prisoners in the crowd judge or try to defy the Germans.

			After coming down with scarlet fever, Levi is once again admitted to Ka-Be in January 1945. As the Russians close in, the Germans force the prisoners to leave the camp, leaving Levi and the rest of the sick in the clinics. By working with two French inmates, he manages to survive until the Red Army arrives. 

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			All the characters in If This Is a Man really existed and experienced the concentration camp alongside the narrator. They can be divided into two broad categories: those who helped Levi and those who worked against him.

			PRIMO LEVI

			The author is also the narrator and main character. At the start of the book, he is a 24-year-old chemist who is captured by the Nazis on 13 December 1943. The other concentration camp inmates nickname him “two left hands” because he is clumsy and struggles with the manual work they have to carry out. After his arrival, he is taken to Monowitz-Buna, a subcamp of Auschwitz, and assigned the number 174517.

			To begin with, he retains his innate honesty and generosity, but soon realises that if he wants to survive, he will need to adapt to the harsh rules of the Lager, where there is no room for kindness or compassion and the only way to get by is through cunning and deceit.

			He owes his life to his chemistry knowledge, which wins him a place in the camp’s chemistry laboratory. This enables him to work inside rather than outside hauling beams, pushing wagons and enduring potential beatings from Nazi soldiers.

			On 11 January 1945, Levi comes down with scarlet fever and is moved to Ka-Be. On 17 January, the Nazis hurriedly evacuate the camp, forcing most inmates to accompany them on lengthy death marches but leaving the sick behind. Red Army soldiers arrive to liberate Auschwitz on 27 January, but Levi does not make it back to Turin until 19 October of that year. His journey back forms the basis of his novel The Truce, which was published as part of a single English edition with If This Is a Man.

			HELPERS

			Alberto

			Alberto, a 22-year-old Italian, proves a great help to Levi and becomes his best friend in the camp. He adapts quickly to life in the Lager after he realises the strength of character needed to survive there, but is still able to preserve his innate goodness. He and Levi pool their resources to buy a bowl, and this keeps them alive. He dies when the Nazis evacuate the camp.

			Lorenzo

			Lorenzo is a civilian worker in the Buna camp’s chemistry laboratory. Unlike the inmates, he is paid, does not have to work on Sundays and is entitled to leave. He is a kind man, and helps to keep Levi alive by giving him extra food every day for six months. Lorenzo and the other civilian workers are released on 1 January 1945, and he then travels to Turin to tell Levi’s mother that he has not yet been able to leave the camp but is still alive.

			Charles

			Charles is a French prisoner who comes to Auschwitz while the camp is being evacuated and spends the last ten days in the clinic with Levi. They manage to get their hands on a cast-iron stove, which they use to heat the infirmary and keep its 11 patients alive until the Red Army liberates the camp. After the end of the war, the two men stay in touch.

			Pikolo

			Jean, nicknamed Pikolo because he is the youngest person in Kommando 98, the unit that specialises in chemistry, is a pharmacy student from Alsace. He helps Levi by asking him to come with him to fetch the soup every evening so that he can get out of work for a while and conserve his energy. During one of their conversations, Levi recites Dante’s Canto of Ulysses to him.

			OPPONENTS

			Doktor Pannwitz

			Doktor Pannwitz is a member of the SS and hates Jews. He is in charge of the Lager’s chemical laboratory, and he is the one who conducts Levi’s chemistry exam.

			The green triangles

			The green triangles are the German prisoners in the camp. The fact that they are German gives them the upper hand over the other prisoners, and they like to lord it over their fellow inmates.

			The Kapos

			The Kapos are right at the top of the camp hierarchy. The ordinary prisoners are known as Häftling, and are below the Prominents, from whose ranks the Kapos are drawn. The Kapos known that they rank above the other prisoners and are quick to abuse their power.
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