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A man is stripped of his former life and dignity, sent to a prison camp and forced to work under inhumane conditions while watching his companions waste away around him. Yet on the surface of Primo Levi’s Survival in Auschwitz, it would seem that the author’s initial anger and despair have grown into detached acceptance—a state of mind that recognizes the power of the events to speak for themselves, and one that allows the author to step back emotionally in order to do just that. It would explain the terse, clinical prose of the novel. Yet Levi deliberately incorporates literary elements into his work that allows the reader glimpses of the author’s anger and reluctance to forgive or accept the horrors of Auschwitz. Rather than the desperation or misery that also sits on the surface of the author’s writing style, this anger is much more aggressive and heated, a sharp contrast to the cold, dismal diction and imagery.  

The overall sketch of the entire novel mimics that of the introductory poem, and the hostility and anger that lingers on in the poem’s final lines warns the audience that while the author’s writing style might be terse, it does not mean he is apathetic or completely accepting of the events in the story. The first twenty lines of the poem asks the reader to consider the value of humanity and of individuals, and to always remember the horrors of the Jewish Holocaust lest the event disappears as simply another historical event. The beginning references to “hot food and friendly faces” echoes the loneliness felt by Levi and his fellow prisoners at the beginning of their imprisonment. However, scenes depicting the prisoners reminiscing on the familiar scenery of the “Hungarian countryside and the fields of maize and a recipe to make meat-pies with corncobs and lard and spices… (Levi 74)” soon disappear as the prisoners forget about their former lives and begin to concentrate on simple survival instead. The product of this deterioration from simply being a physical prisoner where the body is detained to that of a mental prisoner is shown in the poem lines 12-14, “With no more strength to remember, / Her eyes empty and her womb cold / Like a frog in the winter.” The imploring wish made right after, to “Meditate that this came about” and to “Carve [these words] in your hearts… Repeat them to your children,” seems signal the author’s despairing acceptance of the past event and a simple desire to keep these events from occurring again. Therefore, if the introductory poem were to end here, then the tone set for the entire story would be very different. However, the last three lines completely change the poem’s objective. “Or may your house fall apart, / May illness impede you, / May your children turn their faces from you,” are clearly hostile towards those undervalue the Holocaust and the Jewish prisoners’ suffering. The severity of these lines influences the audience and allows them to glimpse the author’s resentment. The fact that the entire poem, which has a structure echoing the tone of the book, ends in a curse is significant because it allows the reader to bear witness to the resentment and antagonism that has sprung up in Levi’s mind since his imprisonment. Although Levi’s mental state has been worn down to a point where he can spare little thought for anything outside of survival by the time he escapes from Auschwitz in the last chapter of the novel, the reader can assume that once he was able to regain his anger along with the thawing of his numbed mental state. 


For the most part, Levi rarely directly addresses his captors in the book with hatred or blame, preferring rather to let the events in the book indirectly comment upon them. However, Levi’s anger towards the Germans manifests itself in his negative focus on their language. Levi uses language as a symbol for two things: first, for the feelings of alienation that he experiences in Auschwitz as an Italian Jew who cannot communicate with the other prisoners freely, and second, as a metaphor for the German guards. The diction that Levi uses to describe the guards’ conversation makes it clear that the reader is not meant to listen with neutral ears either. Descriptions like “the words coming bitterly out of Flesch’s mouth; this was the German manner of laughing (Levi 23),” are some of the first phrases that he uses to build up the German language as a motif in the novel. To emphasize the harshness of the language, Levi also refuses to translate certain words or phrases as to not lose the original weight; this is the case when he explains he is a Häftling, a prisoner “baptized” to “carry the tattoo [of his number 174517] on [his] left arm until [death] (Levi 27),” the anxious peril associated with being “declared Arztvormelder (Levi 47),” and the ominous question that marks the “last ceremony of the day: ‘Wer hat kaput die Schuhe?’ (Levi 58)”. These un-translated German words and phrases do little to drive forward the plot but instead weigh down the mood by constantly reminding the audience of the setting. Also, by keeping some of the guards’ words and orders in German, Levi manages to create a sense of distance between himself and the Germans, reminding the audience that in each other’s eyes, they are dehumanized and objectified into simple representations of hate. Just as the German guards at Auschwitz view Levi and the prisoners as less than human, Levi clumps all of the Nazis together into a mass of cruelty. With the non-prisoners speaking an incomprehensible language, Levi shows the extent to which the two groups within Auschwitz—the non-prisoners and the prisoners—operate on different levels and live in separate worlds. By removing his antagonists’ individuality through their common language, Levi can project his hatred more easily and that anger comes through in his reactions to the harshness of the German tongue. 

But just as Levi uses German words and phrases as angry embellishments, his consistently sharp writing style also suggests a simmering anger, especially as the clinical languages emphasizes certain key passages or pieces of figurative language. The detached descriptions also serve as a contrast to the anger suggested in the introductory poem and the harshness of the German language, and the juxtaposition serves to highlight the other instances of anger within the writing. For example, Levi lays out a scene of the men working in a muddy area, shoveling earth and then taking it away in wheelbarrows. However, he ends the paragraph with a terse metaphor: “Our world today is this hole of mud (Levi 132).” Although Levi means this literally to some extent, as the prisoners’ work is what their lives revolve around, he is also using this metaphor to comment angrily on their situation. There are several other similar instances, where Levi will describe a scene but then end it with a metaphor or with personification that is bitter in tone. Not only does the sharpness of Levi’s style emphasize the author’s anger, it also suggests to the reader a sense of constant resentment. If Levi were to use flowing syntax and detail-laden imagery, it would be as if he were simply describing an event and trying to allow the reader to picture the story as well as possible. However, the clipped tones are far more emotional because they make it clear that Levi has not been able to let go of his memories and still regards the events to hold significant power over his personal life. It is because he is so angry that his language explodes in short bursts. 


The inclusion of Levi’s anger in Survival in Auschwitz makes for a fascinating read for the audience. One of the most distinct and praise-worthy elements of Levi’s writing is his ability to transform the inflated, self-pitying myths of Auschwitz into a stark account of his experience that is all the more powerful for its naked language. It is the occasional melancholy musing, occasional compelling metaphor and of course, occasional lapse into unrestrained anger that contrast the rest of Levi’s syntax and diction and give the story its poignant depth. It is the too-human inclusion of anger that makes Survival in Auschwitz a true tragedy. 
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