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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.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 In the Holocaust memoir Auschwitz and After, Charlotte Delbo, author and Holocaust survivor, 

depicts the impossibility of Holocaust memoirs to be historically accurate due to the effects trauma has 

on one’s sense of time and memory.  Although the effects trauma has on Delbo’s psyche cripple her 

ability to articulate her history in a completely accurate way, she is able to convey a psychological 

realism in that she stays true to telling her story as she remembers it albeit historically inaccurate, 

fragmented, dream-like, and distorted at times. Consequently, her memoir illuminates the psychological 

realism that emerges in the absence of historical accuracy; demonstrating that documentary fiction 

writers need to have the option to sacrifice a record of real events and historical accuracy to artistic 

concerns and psychological realism.  The use of trauma theory to explore the responses to trauma Delbo 

portrays in her memoir offers a tool for understanding the impossibility of writing Holocaust memoirs in 

a completely historically accurate way.  Her text highlights the damaging effects trauma has on one’s 

memory that in turn renders Holocaust writers such as Delbo incapable of being able to fully remember 

the Holocaust accurately and in accordance with historical fact and chronology.  Moreover, her memoir 

offers a new way of thinking about Holocaust memoirs, which is from a psychological realistic 

standpoint instead of merely from a historical perspective.   

 The use of trauma theory to explore the responses to trauma Delbo portrays in her memoir offers a 

tool for uncovering the psychological truthfulness that is often times submersed in her fragmented and 

sometimes inaccurate portrayal of her historical experience.  In addition, it helps to explain the rupture in 

time and memory that inevitably makes it impossible for Delbo to write a historically accurate depiction 

of her ordeal. Delbo’s experience as a Holocaust survivor constitutes a traumatic experience in that 

traumatic events, as described by Judith Herman, author of Trauma and Recovery, are events that are 

“extraordinary, not because they occur rarely, but rather because they overwhelm the ordinary human 

adaptations to life” and “generally involve threats to life or bodily integrity, or a close personal encounter 

with violence and death” (Herman 32).  The Holocaust fits Herman’s description of traumatic events 

since the individuals who experienced the Holocaust first hand found themselves in a position outside the 

normal realm of experience in which they were in “close personal contact with violence and death” on a 

daily basis (Herman 32). Suggesting that the Holocaust can be viewed as a traumatic event is not to 

suggest in any way that the Holocaust should be reduced to a generality of experience.  I am only 

suggesting that the information available to the study of trauma may be applied to the study of Holocaust 

literature; in this case, Delbo’s memoir.     

 Trauma theory aids in explaining the psychologically realistic sense of time Delbo portrays in 

Auschwitz and After.  Her sense of time doesn’t coincide with the chronological and linear account of 

time that is portrayed in historical documentation.  Instead, her sense of time is circular, fragmented, and 

often times frozen in Auschwitz.  Although her memoir is chronologically set up so that the first section, 

“None of Us Will Return,” discusses her and her comrade’s arrival to Auschwitz; the second section, 

“Useless Knowledge,” discusses her and her comrade’s time spent in Auschwitz and the destruction of 
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time and memory that transpires; and the third section, “The Measure of Our Days,” discusses their 

liberation and return home; the actual content of the poems, narratives, and fictional monologues adheres 

to no such chronology (Trizise 859).  Delbo’s written documentation of her experience often times 

switches from discussing her past to discussing her present and vice versa because in her psyche, her 

Auschwitz past is a part of her present psychological reality.   

 In Auschwitz and After, Delbo reveals that life after Auschwitz is a continuation of her traumatic 

experience.  In essence, she remains frozen in time and unable to psychologically escape Auschwitz.  In 

her portrayal of reality, Delbo suggests, as postmodernist James Williams also suggests, that “there is a 

series of different versions of reality” and that her and her comrade’s version of reality is just as valid as 

anyone else’s (Williams 71).  Thomas Trezise touches upon Delbo’s alternate reality when he argues in 

his essay, “The Question of Community in Charlotte Delbo’s Auschwitz and After,” that the title “None 

of Us Will Return” begs the question of what it means to truly return from Auschwitz.  Can someone 

really return from Auschwitz if they are psychologically still living there after liberation?  In his essay, 

Trezise argues that the meaning of return in Charlotte Delbo’s title “None of Us Will Return,” cannot be 

restricted to biological survival alone: 

although obviously ‘alive’ as the dead are not, survivors remain nevertheless in what 

Delbo calls ‘a place where time is abolished’ that is, where the future is permanently 

frozen as such and consequently forecloses the possibility of a definite “after 

Auschwitz.”  [. . .] [T]heir experience of trauma, here articulated in temporal terms, 

precludes in another sense any unambiguous ‘return’ (Trezise 863).   

 As Trezise points out, Delbo and forty-eight other women from her squad do “return” to the 

community in a physical sense; however, their particular “experience of trauma” makes it impossible for 

them to return on a psychological level (Trezise 863).  Delbo and her comrades continue to live out their 

traumatic experience in the present so that their post Auschwitz lives are a continuation of their traumatic 

experience.  Therefore, Delbo is incapable of writing a historically accurate memoir that accurately 

reflects her past because her past is also her present.  In that sense, her memoir isn’t a reflection of her 

traumatic past; instead, it is a portrayal of her psychological imprisonment in Auschwitz, an ever-present 

reality that she endures even after liberation.   

 Delbo illustrates most clearly the collapse of her past and present in the first section of her trilogy, 

“None of Us Will Return.”  She fully realizes the erasure of her past while she is imprisoned. The first 

step Delbo takes in presenting the collapse of a chronologically ordered sense of past and present time is 

to illustrate the destruction of time that takes place while the traumatic event is being experienced. She 

then goes on to demonstrate how “the past and future [being] subsumed by the present,” leads to living in 

a “timeless present” that persists after Auschwitz (Kamel 67-9).  Delbo illustrates the destruction of 

one’s sense of a chronologically ordered past when she discusses the loss of memory she experiences 

while in Auschwitz, “And yet, you might counter, each had a stock of memories?  No, one couldn’t be 

sustained by one’s past, draw on its resources.  It had become unreal, unbelievable.  Everything that had 
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been our previous existence had unraveled” (Delbo 168).  According to trauma specialists, such as Judith 

Herman, the collapse of any real sense of past and present time is a very common response to trauma.  In 

addition, Herman states that the alterations in time sense "eventually progress to the obliteration of the 

past” (Herman 89).  Delbo loses her ability to fully draw upon her past as a way of mentally escaping the 

reality of Auschwitz.  The environment of Auschwitz makes her past seem “unreal, unbelievable” (Delbo 

168).   

The collapse of the past and present leaves Delbo’s sense of time all together distorted so that 

she is forever living in an endless present.  In “Daytime” Delbo clearly alludes to the endless present 

where she and the other prisoners live.  In this particular section, her depiction of eternity is the same 

amount of time as a day; a day is an eternity.  The grueling work she and her comrades have to perform, 

that of digging in the frozen marshes and emptying dirt out of handbarrows, seems to go on forever when 

hunger, thirst, and fatigue are their enemies.  The infinite present of Auschwitz leads to one day equaling 

the same amount of time as an eternity: 

What is closer to eternity than a day? What is longer than a day?  We know that time is 

passing because the fog slowly lifts.  Our hands are less numb.  Vaguely, far off, a bit 

of sunlight.  [. . .] Daylight has come.  [. . .] It is day until night.  [. . .]  It is day for a 

whole eternity (Delbo 47-8).  

 While working, her and her comrades turn to the Earth for signs that time is passing.  However, 

despite the earthly indications that time is passing, such as the fog lifting slowly or sunlight appearing, 

one day feels like an “eternity.”  Just as their work never seems to end, their day never seems to end.     

 In addition to the collapse of the past and present Delbo experiences, traumatic dreams and 

memories add weight to her psychological imprisonment and reality.  Delbo’s present reality both during 

and after Auschwitz remains grounded in Auschwitz partially due to the nature of intrusive dreams and 

memories.  The dreams that she experiences at night constitutes her reality.  The very nature of traumatic 

dreams forces Delbo to relive the traumatic experience of the Holocaust in the present. Herman and 

Caruth describe nicely the unusual qualities of traumatic dreams that give Delbo the sense that what is 

happening in her traumatic dreams is in reality happening in the present.  Herman states that unlike 

normal memories and dreams, traumatic ones arouse physical sensations because they “are encoded in 

the form of vivid sensations and images. . . . The intense focus on fragmentary sensation . . .  gives the 

traumatic memory a heightened reality,” furthermore, they “[o]ften include fragments of the traumatic 

event in exact form, with little or no imaginative elaboration.  [. . .] They are often experienced with 

terrifying immediacy, as if occurring in the present” (Herman 38-9). As Herman illustrates, the 

heightened reality of traumatic dreams stems not only from the physical sensations experienced while 

dreaming, but also from the inclusion of fragments of the traumatic event in exact form. Caruth builds 

upon Herman’s assertion that “fragments of the traumatic event” appear in intrusive dreams “in exact 

form” by suggesting that the literality of the dream is due to the inability of survivors to process the 

trauma at the moment it occurs: 
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The returning traumatic dream [. . .] Is purely, and inexplicably, the literal return of the 

event against the will of the one it inhabits.  [. . .] They remain, precisely, literal.  It is this 

literality and its insistent return which thus constitutes trauma and points toward its 

enigmatic core: the delay or incompletion in knowing, or even in seeing, an 

overwhelming occurrence that then remains, in its insistent return, absolutely true to the 

event (Introduction 5).   

 Trauma victims are forced to relive the event in the present because, as Caruth suggests, survivors 

are unable to fully process and experience trauma at the actual time of its happening; thus the traumatic 

event is left to be lived through via traumatic dreams and memories.  However, traumatic dreams and 

memories include only fragments and partial episodes of the actual event so that Delbo cannot willfully 

recall the whole unprocessed memory of the event in chronological order as it happened. 

 Delbo begins experiencing traumatic dreams while she is still a prisoner in Auschwitz.  In the first 

section of her trilogy “None of Us Will Return,” she depicts the living nightmare that begins in 

Auschwitz and continues after her liberation so that she psychologically remains grounded in Auschwitz 

during and after her experience.  The endless present of Auschwitz leaves Delbo feeling as though her 

days in Auschwitz are being lived in a nightmare. Delbo uses the dream in “None of Us Will Return” as 

a metaphor for the timeless present she lives in.  The endless present that traps Delbo has a number of the 

same qualities as the nightmare; which is why Delbo feels as though she is living out a nightmare during 

and after Auschwitz. In both the timeless present and in nightmares time is frozen.  The collapse of the 

past and present leaves Delbo with no sense of real time, which in turn leaves her stuck in a frozen space 

where time doesn’t move, as in a dream.  Not only is time frozen for Delbo, but her body is at times 

frozen and incapable of moving as well.  During the daytime, Delbo frequently loses the capability to 

completely control her bodily functions.  Yet another similar quality is that, as with nightmares, the 

endless present is uncontrollably horrific to the person experiencing the trauma.  Delbo’s daily life in 

Auschwitz seems so horrific to her that it could only happen in a nightmare.    

 Delbo depicts reality as a dream in her narrative “Night” and in turn, she effectively shows the 

qualities of nightmares that exist in the endless present she is trapped in during her daily life.  Delbo 

begins her narrative “Night” by describing two dreams she experiences during the nighttime.  In her first 

dream, the arms of octopi are viciously wrapped around Delbo and her comrades with the goal of 

crushing them to death.  This dream transforms into another dream where instead of octopi having a hold 

of them it is mud that they are wrestling against to free themselves.  She describes these two dreams as 

follows: 

The octopi strangled us with their viscous muscles, and if we succeeded in freeing an arm 

it was only to be strangled by a tentacle coiling itself around our necks, tightening round 

our vertebrae, squeezing them until they cracked. [ . . . ] All of a sudden, we felt we were 

waking up.  These are not octopi, it is mud.  We swim in mud, a viscous slime with the 

inexhaustible tentacles of waves.  It is a sea of mud in which we must swim, swim 



Brandy Opse 48

strongly to the point of exhaustion, running out of breath. [. . . ] Swimming would not be 

so bad if we didn’t have to carry handbarrows loaded with clods of earth (Delbo 54).  

 Physically, Delbo has to endure just as much pain in her nightmares as she does in her daily life in 

Auschwitz.  Delbo uses words such as “strangled,” “tightening,” “squeezing,” “cracked,” 

“inexhaustible,” and “exhaustion” to portray the same physical exhaustion she endures during the 

nighttime as she does during the daytime. The heightened reality and physical nature of intrusive dreams 

is exhibited in her nighttime nightmares.  What intensifies the reality of the nightmares she experiences 

at night is that the timeless present of Auschwitz seeps in.  During her nightmare, she sees herself 

carrying “handbarrows loaded with clods of earth” (Delbo 54). The extension of the timeless present into 

the nighttime adds a new dimension to Herman’s portrayal of the timeless present.  Not only is the 

timeless present experienced during the daytime but it is experienced during the nighttime as well.  Even 

while sleeping, Delbo is unable to escape the timeless present of Auschwitz.   

 Delbo awakens from these two dreams when she knocks her head “against the planks [she] sleeps 

on” (Delbo 55).  She remains in the moment of reality only briefly for another nightmare begins - her 

daily life in Auschwitz.  When the whistle blows summoning Delbo and her comrades to awaken and 

step outside for roll call, her sleeping nightmare ends and her living nightmare of Auschwitz begins. As 

with the nightmare Delbo dreams at night, the nightmare she experiences during the day is just as unreal.  

Thus, she remains trapped in a dreamlike state in which the nighttime never really ends.  Delbo illustrates 

her entrapment when she writes, 

a nightmare congeals and another begins/ there is only a lucid moment between  the two.  

[. . .] It is not the end of night/ it is not the end of night for those who are delirious in the 

charnel house/ nor the end of night for the rats devouring lips still alive/ it is not the end 

of night for the stars frozen in a frozen sky/ it is not the end of night/ it is the hour when 

shadows slip back into the walls, when other shadows issue into the night/ it is not the 

end of night/ only the end of a thousand nights and a thousand nightmares (Delbo 57).  

 As with her nightmare, the daily life of Auschwitz Delbo depicted in “Night” is horrific and 

uncontrollable.  For example, during the living nightmare rats devour the lips of those who are still alive, 

and the ghostlike shadows in her nightmares make way for the new shadows that appear in the living 

nightmare.  Moreover, she remains as the stars do, “frozen” in a timeless space where time doesn’t pass 

(Delbo 57).   

 Interestingly, Delbo states that there is a “lucid moment,” or a third state of reality that exists 

between the two nightmares (Delbo 57).  The lucid moment she refers to complicates the notion of the 

timeless present Herman portrays by suggesting that there is a third state where Delbo is able to step out 

of the frozen space of Auschwitz, even if it is only for a brief moment, and recognize her reality for what 

it is.  In this lucid moment Delbo reflects, thinks, and writes about her traumatic experience.  The fact 

that Delbo organizes her memoir into sections where the first two sections deal primarily with her 

experience of Auschwitz and the last section, “The Measure of Our Days,” deals with life post Auschwitz 



Truthful Lies: The Paradoxical Relationship between Truth and Lies in  
Charlotte Delbo’s  Holocaust Memoir Auschwitz And After 

49

shows that Delbo is able to separate the realm of Auschwitz and her current life enough to organize her 

memoir.  It is the act of writing, however, that summons her traumatic memories to take a hold of her 

sense of reality so that while writing she is thrust back into her living nightmare, Auschwitz.   

The rupture in time sequence Delbo portrays in her narratives “Daytime” and “Night” persist 

even after the traumatic experience has ended so that she is left living out her nightmare in a different 

kind of world than she was living in during Auschwitz.  Delbo’s psychological representation of reality 

and time illustrates the present reality of the new world she lives in postAuschwitz that includes both her 

time in Auschwitz as well as her time in her current posttraumatic life. Instead of living as she did in 

Auschwitz, which was only in the traumatic present, she now lives in two completely different kinds of 

worlds simultaneously.  Van Der Kolk and Van Der Hart believe the simultaneity to be “related to the 

fact that the traumatic experience [and] memory, is in a sense, timeless” (Van Der Kolk and Van Der 

Hart 177).  Responding to the traumatic past by collapsing any real sense of past and present time has 

profound effects on Delbo’s sense of present day reality once she is liberated.  One primary effect this 

alteration in present day reality has on her sense of reality post Auschwitz is that she is left living in 

parallel worlds, these parallel worlds being Auschwitz, “the realm of the trauma,” and “the realm of the 

current, ordinary life” (Van Der Kolk and Van Der Hart 176).  As Langer suggests, the traumatic realm 

can “never be joined” with the survivor’s current life, which “suggests a permanent duality […] a parallel 

existence” (Van Der Kolk and Van Der Hart 177).  

 In her narrative “One Day,” Delbo depicts the simultaneity of the two extremely different but 

parallel worlds, which make up her sense of reality after liberation.  In “One Day,” she describes the 

brutal attack of a female inmate by an SS officer’s dog.  While Delbo narrates this particular story, she 

describes it as though she were standing right there, in Auschwitz, witnessing the event once again.  She 

switches from this story into her other reality, post Auschwitz, when she writes, “And we remain 

standing in the snow.  Motionless amid the motionless plain.  And now I am sitting in a café, writing this 

text” (Delbo 29; emphasis added).  She moves from one realm of existence into another almost 

seamlessly.  Her story isn’t chronological in order; instead, she writes as though she remains 

motionlessly in a timeless space, “standing in the snow,” witnessing the death of a concentration camp 

inmate, while at the same time sitting in a café writing her memoir (Delbo 29).  She lives in two parallel 

worlds while writing Auschwitz and After.  What is supposed to be a memoir reflecting upon her and her 

comrade’s experience as concentration camp inmates is in actuality a psychologically truthful narrative 

about their current existence in the camp, since they never really left.   

 What further complicates Delbo’s illustration of the collapse of past and present time, especially the 

chronological order that usually goes along with thinking about a past and present time sequence, is that 

while describing the brutal attack of the woman in “One Day,” she switches immediately to talking to her 

mom about her dog Flac:   

What can we do?  She’s going to die.  Flac, you know, our scrawny yellow dog, is going 

to die.  Still may hours to go.  Suddenly a shudder runs through this heap of a yellow coat 
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lying in muddy snow.  The woman attempts to rise. . . . The woman collapses.  One last 

palpitation and that’s all.  Something snaps.  The head in the muddy snow is nothing but 

a stump.  The eyes dirty wounds.  ‘All these dead women who no longer look at me.’  

Mama, Flac is dead.  He was a long time dying (Delbo 29). 

 The woman and Flac occupy the same body.  The death of the woman is also the death of the dog, 

“She’s going to die.  Flac, you know, our scrawny yellow dog, is going to die” (Delbo 29).  Interestingly, 

Delbo doesn’t reflect upon the death of Flac; instead, Flac’s death happens once again while the woman 

is dying.  The fact that the death of Flac seeps into Delbo’s narrative adds a new dimension to the notion 

of a parallel existence Langer, Van Der Kolk, and Van Der Hart describe by demonstrating that instead 

of the parallel worlds being made up of only “the realm of the trauma,” and “the realm of the current, 

ordinary life” the past, before Auschwitz, also becomes part of her parallel existence (Van Der Kolk and 

Van Der Hart 176).  In “One Day” fragments of her pre-Auschwitz past make up part of her parallel 

existence.  The idea of a parallel existence becomes more complicated because the past doesn’t disappear 

entirely as fragments of the past become part of the present.   

 Yet another dimension of the reality Delbo depicts in the witnessing of the woman’s death in “One 

Day” is the concept of the living nightmare that is depicted in “Night.”  However, unlike in “Night” 

where the living nightmare is experienced while Delbo is in Auschwitz, the living nightmare of 

Auschwitz is experienced in “One Day” post Auschwitz.  Thus, the timelessness of the living nightmare 

extends into Delbo’s present reality even after Auschwitz.  During the narrative of the woman’s death 

Delbo describes the reality of the event as though it were occurring in a dream in the present.  Delbo 

describes the exact moment when the dog pounces on the woman as if it were happening in a dream:  

The dog pounces on the woman—without growling, panting, barking.  All is silent as in a 

dream.  The dog leaps on the woman, sinks its fangs in her neck.  And we do not stir, 

stuck in some viscous substance which keeps us from making the slightest gesture—as in 

a dream.  [. . . ] I feel the dog’s fangs in my throat.  I scream.  I howl.  Not a sound comes 

out of me.  The silence of a dream.  (Delbo 29) 

 One specific quality of the nightmare Delbo alludes to in this example is inexplicable silence.  All of 

her senses are focused on witnessing the death of the woman so that nothing else seems to be going on 

around her; she doesn’t hear or see anything else except for the woman’s death.  Even when she attempts 

to scream, not a sound comes out.  The atmosphere remains silent.  The physical nature of traumatic 

dreams, as well as the true horror of the living nightmare, is especially vivid when Delbo feels the dog’s 

fangs sink into her own throat.  Delbo physically and painfully feels the piercing teeth of the dog’s fangs, 

in the present, while she writes her memoir.  Another quality of the nightmare depicted in this illustration 

of the living nightmare is the frozen state the dreamer is stuck in, “we do not stir, stuck in some viscous 

substance which keeps us from making the slightest gesture—as in a dream” (Delbo 29).  Delbo is frozen 

in place unable to physically have any control over her body or mind. As is common in a dream, Delbo is 

unable to move even if she attempts to. Her frozen state is also depicted in her attempt to scream when 
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she physically feels the dog’s fangs in her own throat.  She tries to scream, to howl, but nothing comes 

out.  Feeling the dog’s fangs in her throat and not being able to scream or control the horrific event gives 

her the feeling that she is living the nightmare in the present, as she writes her memoir.   

 Delbo experiences a confusion of reality due to the nature of the living nightmare and altered sense 

of reality that she presents in “One Day” when she tries to distinguish which world is real – Auschwitz or 

the present. She explains this confusion of reality in her poem following her narrative “The Morning of 

Our Freedom,” in which she states,  

I’ve come back from another world/ to this world/ I had not left/and I know not/ which 

one is real/ tell me did I really come back from the other world?/ As far as I’m concerned/ 

I’m still there/ dying there/ a little more each day/ [. . .]  And I no longer know which is 

the real one/ this world, right here/ or the world over there/ now/ I no longer know when I 

am dreaming/ and when/ I do not dream. (Delbo 224) 

 The literalness of the living nightmare coupled with her altered sense of reality leaves Delbo 

wondering when she is dreaming in the normal sense and when she is actually living.  She cannot 

decipher which world is the one she is really living in because in her mind Auschwitz is still very much a 

part of her reality, perhaps even the main part of her reality.  She writes, “As far as I’m concerned/ I’m 

still there/ dying there” (Delbo 224). Her reality is split in two; she can see herself presently existing in 

two worlds, both of which are real to her at times while at other times they seem unreal.  It isn’t that she 

remembers her life in Auschwitz; instead, it is that she is still living her life in Auschwitz or as she 

suggests, dying there.   

 On the other hand, although there are instances within the text where Delbo demonstrates that she 

psychologically still remains motionless in Auschwitz via intrusive dreams and memories, there are also 

times when Delbo is unable to recall and write more about a particular day spent in Auschwitz than a 

sensory image.  Her inability alludes to one of the characteristics of traumatic memories that Van der 

Kolk, McFarlane, and Weisaeth discuss in their co-authored book Traumatic Stress.  In the chapter titled 

“Trauma and Memory,” Van Der Kolk states that “the very nature of a traumatic memory is to be 

dissociated and to be stored initially as sensory fragments that have no linguistic components” (Van der 

Kolk, McFarlane, and Weisaeth 289).  In “The Stream,” Delbo cannot recall anything else about the day 

when she bathed in a stream other than the sensory image of the stream itself, as she states in the first 

line of the narrative, “[s]trange, but I don’t recall anything about that day.  Nothing but the stream” 

(Delbo 147).  This narrative isn’t necessarily a historically factual account of what happened the day 

Delbo visited the stream; instead, it is a psychologically realistic recollection of the day she visited the 

stream.   

 “The Stream” illustrates nicely how Delbo attempts to work through her memory and the steps she 

takes to fill in the blanks and construct a memory and linguistic story about experiences for which she 

cannot entirely account for.  Through her attempt to remember this particular day, she tries to probe her 

memory by asking and answering a series of questions.  When she ponders which direction she and the 
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others went after rollcall she asks herself, “Did the column go right or left?  Right to the marshes, or left 

toward the demolition work, or the silos?” She answers her questions with an unequivocal, “I have no 

idea” (147).   

Even when she tries to convince herself and her readers that she is positively certain 

about a recollection of the day, it is impossible to trust the accuracy of her memory.  At 

one point she discusses the leader of the column whom she remembers for certain 

because the memory of her “is intimately connected with the stream” (147).  She 

describes the leader in a matter of fact way: “She was a German political prisoner .  [. . .] 

a former Socialist who had arrived at Birkenau 

 [. . .] [who] had been imprisoned for seven or eight years” (147).   

 Delbo intertwines seemingly factual attributes of the leader with speculations “[s]upposedly she was 

a former Socialist who had arrived at Birkenau” and “[p]erhaps she had gotten used to shouting” (147).  

At the end of Delbo’s recollection of the column leader she writes, “I remember only the stream” so that 

everything she previously stated about the leader and her having been there the day of the stream is 

negated.  Her statement “I remember only the stream” begs the question if the reader can believe 

anything she wrote about the day she visited the stream. 

 Her conclusion of “The Stream” reminds the reader that this narrative is a working through of 

memory and not a definitive recollection of her experience when she visited a stream at Auschwitz.  In 

her conclusion, she reiterates once again to the reader that the only thing she remembers about the day is 

the stream.  She ends her narrative by stating that “[i]t must have happened like this, but I have no 

memory of it.  I only recall the stream” (153).  Although her account cannot be historically truthful, it is 

psychologically truthful in that she remembers different scenarios – all of which seem very real to her. 

 In connecting the larger implications of the issues of truthfulness and historical accuracy that “The 

Stream” calls into question with Delbo’s memoir as a whole, we are left wondering if anything she 

recalls about her experience is accurate.  I would argue that Delbo’s memoir is more of an illustration of 

her attempt to work through the memory of her experience rather than a definitive historical recollection.   

 The issues of truthfulness and accuracy depicted in “The Stream” give rise to misunderstandings 

between author and reader.  Throughout her entire memoir, Delbo repeatedly makes clear that as she 

attempts to illustrate the truthfulness of her experience and its ramifications, it is impossible for an 

outsider to ever fully comprehend and believe what she tries so hard to articulate.  She highlights the 

reader’s inability to believe what is written in her text when she writes, “you don’t believe what we say/ 

because if what we say were true/ we wouldn’t be here to say it” (Delbo 276).  A paradoxical theme of 

being dead while alive exists because, as discussed by Lawrence Langer in “Pursuit of Death in 

Holocaust Narrative,” Delbo can’t be alive and dead at the same time but yet, psychologically she is dead 

and physically she is still alive (Langer 1).  In addition, Delbo herself hasn’t even fully processed the 

reality and extent of her horrific experience.  What is left then is a misunderstanding that exists between 

the writer, Delbo, and the reader.  A large part of the inability for outsiders to see past the fictional 
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elements in her characters, monologues, and prose rests in their lack of ability to fully understand and 

uncover the truth that lies behind the fiction in Auschwitz and After.   Delbo exemplifies the 

misunderstanding that exists between survivors and outsiders.  She writes, “You’d like to know/ask 

questions/but you don’t know what questions/and you don’t know how to ask them/  

[. . .] and we don’t know how to answer/not with the words you use/our own words you 

can’t understand/[ .  . .] if we gave you an answer/ you still don’t know how a day was 

spent/ and assume we don’t know how to answer” (Delbo 275).  Delbo fully recognizes 

the gulf of misunderstanding that flows between her and the reader due to the limitations 

of language, literary form, and understanding.   

 Despite an outsider's inability to completely comprehend the psychological realism and nightmarish 

reality of Auschwitz that she attempts to describe; she believes that it is still important for an outsider to 

at least try to understand.  Thus, she challenges her readers throughout her memoir to “[t]ry to look.  Just 

try to see” the horror of the trauma she attempts to depict (Delbo 86).  In an attempt to bridge gulf of 

misunderstanding between her and the reader, Delbo utilizes the concept of the timeless present to insert 

the reader into her Auschwitz experience.  She enables the reader to participate in her trauma 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.  In her attempt to help outsiders understand her traumatic 

experience, Delbo creates camp comrades out of her readers in “The Dummy.” In this narrative, Delbo 

describes one of the dummies the SS officers use to train their dogs: 

The SS at the head of the line is carrying a dummy.  It is a large stuffed doll dressed just 

like us.  A discolored, striped suit, filthy, too long in the sleeves.  The SS holds her by 

one arm.  He lets the feet drag, raking the gravel.  They even tied canvas boots onto her 

feet.  Do not look.  Do not look at this dummy being dragged on the ground.  Do not look 

at yourself (Delbo 89; emphasis added).    

 The dog and the SS officer do not differentiate between the dummy and the living inmates - in their 

eyes they are one in the same. Although the dummy appears as a woman, it can represent a man or a 

woman, because, as Delbo suggests to the reader, it represents “yourself” (Delbo 89).  Delbo’s statement, 

“[d]o not look at yourself” really asks the reader to put him or herself in the shoes of that dummy, or 

better yet, in the shoes of a concentration camp inmate. Delbo’s use of pronouns, such as “us” and 

“yourself” in “The Dummy,” “does not always designate the particular community of which Delbo was a 

member” (Trezise 861).  Instead, her ambiguous use of pronouns suggests that there is a space within the 

timeless present for the reader to participate in the collective experience of the Holocaust.  If, as Sarah 

Liu argues in her essay “Poetry After Auschwitz: Charlotte Delbo and the Return of the Word,” 

experience is “not univocal, but experienced with and through others,” on a small level the reader can 

participate in the collective experience of the Holocaust” and come to a better understanding of the 

psychological implications the experience has on Delbo’s sense of time, memory, and reality post 
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Auschwitz (Liu 12).  In a way then, the reader gains an insight into the ever present existence of 

Auschwitz through Delbo’s fictionalized but psychologically accurate memoir.   

CONCLUSIONS 

 In conclusion, a paradoxical relationship exists between truths and lies in Auschwitz and After.  In a 

sense, Delbo’s historically inaccurate portrayal of present time and reality is in fact truthful, at least 

psychologically.  Taking this into account, it is limiting to demand that Delbo stick to the facts and 

document her traumatic ordeal to appease to our sense of time, reality, and historical documentation.  

Basically, that would be asking her to write an impossible lie.  Moreover, it is unfair for outsiders to 

demand that Delbo and other authors of Holocaust memoirs write from a solely historically accurate 

standpoint since, as Clendinnen points out in her book, Reading the Holocaust, that “human 

rememberings [. . .]  Are not inert archives.  They are factories of dreams, and hopes, and illusions” 

(Clendinnen 172).  The inherent characteristics of human memory coupled with the effects of trauma 

makes it impossible for survivors to ensure that their memoirs are written in a historically accurate way.  

At most, what readers can and should expect from Holocaust memoirs is that they are written from a 

psychologically truthful standpoint that accurately depicts a survivor’s memory of the event even if that 

depiction includes fictional elements. It is important for Delbo to stay psychologically true so readers can 

fully realize the implications the Holocaust has on one’s psyche and sense of reality.  There is more to an 

account of history than historical facts; the psychological realism Delbo portrays in Auschwitz and After 

brings to the forefront an aspect of the Holocaust that the Nazis tried so hard to suppress – the human 

aspect.   
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