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ABSTRACT 

 In the essay Truthful Lies: The Paradoxical Relationship between Truth and Lies in Charlotte Delbo’s 

Holocaust Memoir Auschwitz and After, I discuss the impossibility of memoirs of traumatic events, such as 

Charlotte Delbo’s Auschwitz and After, to be entirely truthful and accurate in accordance with historical fact.  I use 

trauma theory to explore how experiencing trauma affects one’s ability to accurately remember the event 

experienced.  Trauma theory can explain why the facts aren’t always correct when a writer such as Delbo documents 

a traumatic experience. It is more important that the author writes the memoir as she remembers it even if that 

recollection isn’t parallel with historical documentation.  In Delbo’s text, her sense of time is distorted so much so 

that the Holocaust is very much a part of her present sense of time while she is writing her memoir.  In addition, her 

past, post-Auschwitz, becomes part of her remembered experience of Auschwitz so that while she writes about the 

time that she spent in the concentration camp, she remembers things from pre-Auschwitz happening while she is in 

the camp.  For example, she remembers the death of her dog Flac happening as though he was killed during the time 

she was at Auschwitz.  The collapse of past and present time that Delbo experiences during and after Auschwitz 

confuses her sense of reality entirely - she no longer knows which world is real and which world is a dream. How 

can she write an accurate memoir about her past when her past is also her present?   

 I conclude the essay by arguing that Delbo, as well as other authors, should be able to sacrifice a record of real 

events to artistic concerns and psychological realism.  Delbo uses literature as a means for her readers to take part in 

her trauma by playing upon her reader’s senses and by addressing the reader directly when she uses the words “us,” 

“we,” and “you” so that the reader is included in her recollection of the Holocaust. She includes the reader when she 

writes about her roll call experience. The reader knows that he or she wasn’t really there during roll call; that is a 

given, but it helps the reader to feel like more of a part of the experience.  Delbo wrote the way she did in order to 

realistically follow her own thoughts and feelings as she experienced the trauma of the camp.  In that sense her 

writing is extremely realistic and accurate, psychologically, even though it is historically inaccurate.   

 



 


