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ABSTRACT 

American poetry movements have regularly sought to solidify their collective self-image 
and public face as aesthetic and political communities by producing movement anthologies. 
Later generations often seek to codify the past in the same way. Such anthologies are inherently 
topical, but one topic-the Holocaust-has not served well to instantiate a literary community. 
It was in the nature of the death camps to obliterate all human meaning and all vestiges of com­
munity. As a result, a collection of Holocaust poetry cannot embody contemporary community; 
if anything, it represents a kind of anti-community. Teaching Holocaust poetry consequently 
presents severe challenges to the humanistic expectations of students and faculty alike-and 
defines the humanities at their most fierce. 

A moonscape from creation's day. 
Sand and stones, bushes, bare clay. 

Grayed grasses, wild cries of alarm. 
Here where all suffer final harm. 

(Karl Schnog, "The Stone Quarry")1

We, the rescued, 
From whose hollow bones death had begun to whittle his flutes, 

And on whose sinews he had already stroked his bow­
Our bodies continue to lament 

With their mutilated music. 
(Nelly Sachs, "Chorus of the Rescued" 25)2 

The gravest and most painful testimony of the modern world, the one that possibly 
involves all other testimonies to which this epoch must answer( ... ] is the testimony of 

the dissolution, the dislocation, or the conflagration of community. 
(Nancy, Inoperative Community l) 

I. 

When American poets began to write Holocaust poems in great numbers, as 
they did beginning in the 1960s and 1970s and still more extensively in later de­
cades, they did so under the shadow of anguished witness from European poets, 

1 Translated from the German original, which can be found in Nader (220-21). I offer a
different translation from that in Traumatic Verses. Schnog was in Buchenwald when he was 
liberated by the U.S. Army. 

2 Translated from the German by Michael Roloff. Sachs was a German Jew who fled to 
Sweden in 1940. 
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