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Introduction

No one has a better claim than the witness to the experience of truth. In court, before the law, he 
swears to "speak the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.“ But this experience of truth 
is not identical to the fact of providing evidence. 

Jacques Derrida has insisted on the heterogeneity of witnessing and evidence.1 He gives the example 
of the Rodney King event, in California: a witness was there with a video camera when the police 
were beating up King, and filmed the scene. This was a direct image of the event, something a priori, 
indisputable. But in the eyes of the law the film was a debatable item of evidence that would only 
have value when combined with the testimony of the young cameraman, who, even though he had 
filmed the scene, was also obliged to testify before the bench, in person, that he had actually seen it. 
Going without his word, his presence, and being content with technical evidence was impossible.

Clearly certain testimonies can serve as evidence in themselves, though, when it is a case of testify-
ing to something purely subjective, and elsewhere than before the law. I became interested in tes-
timonies because this was the way the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan proposed that analysts should 
be recruited: on the basis of their own account of their relation to their unconscious, and of the real 
consequences on their lives of recognizing, through analysis, the existence of the unconscious. Here 
the evidence lies in the testimony itself, because the subject is the only one who can testify to his 
experience of the real of the unconscious. This implies other analysts listening and judging — a jury.

In apparent rebuttal of Derrida, also, there certainly does exist evidence that is valid without testi-
mony: archives, documents, images of events, and now, for certain crimes, DNA. We note, however, 
that historians, like lawyers, always look for testimony to corroborate this evidence and allow it to 
be interpreted. In the case of the law, we had an example in France in the case of Guy Georges, a 
rapist and serial killer of women. There was DNA evidence for most of his crimes, yet not just the 
victims‘ parents but all of France was waiting for his version of events, and was relieved by his public 
confession in court. For historians too, archival documents don‘t "say“ enough without the support 
of protagonists‘ accounts, in written form in the case of ancient history. Georges Duby, a historian of 
the French Middle Ages, writes,

I too am a positivist. In my own way. In my opinion, what is positive is not in the reality of "small, 
real facts“: I know very well that I shall never grasp it. What is positive is concrete objects, texts 
that preserve an echo, a reflection of words and gestures that have been irremediably lost. In my 
opinion, what counts is the witness, the image that a highly intelligent man offers of the past, 
what he forgets, what he keeps silent, how he treats memories in order to adjust them to what he 
thinks, to what he believes to be true, to what those who listen to him wish to believe to be just 
and true.2

Historians and judges are not the only people to want testimonies as well as archives; a work of art, 
insofar as it has a function of transmission, can also turn to testimony. The film Shoah (1985), in order 
to transmit the Holocaust in the mode of an "incarnation,“ a "resurrection,“ its director Claude Lanz-



mann has said, uses only one archival document onscreen.3 There is of course an immense quantity 
of historical data supporting Lanzmann‘s construction. (He has said that Raul Hilberg‘s The Destruc-
tion of the European Jews [1961] was for years his bible.) Shoah, however, is not a historical film but 
a film about witnessing. The film‘s most intense part is the accounts of Sonderkommando survivors 
who return to the vacated sites of the tragedy, where there remain only traces, almost completely 
erased: the Nazis were determined to render the extermination invisible. What is filmed and staged 
(locomotives and a barber shop were rented for the film) is not a historical reconstitution of the 
event, eradicating absence as certain fiction films do, but a present act of testifying to what is left for 
eyewitnesses: tenuous, fragile, incomplete, and partial remains, of which the surviving witness can 
only speak at risk, whether of being overwhelmed or of taking on in the process a new responsibility 
for his acts.

Thus the witness testifies at his own risk, implicating the future in the present. The necessary repeti-
tion of testimony implies an "iterability,“ in Derrida‘s sense: the repetition of what has already been 
said, but with an enunciation that is different each time, and thus with consequences that are a priori 
unpredictable for the subject. Shoah shows us this, for the witnesses, their voices yet again failing, 
are not speaking here for the first time.

This serves to introduce our subject: the melancholization of the witness. Certain survivors of the 
camps, witnesses of the Shoah, such as Primo Levi — "a perfect example of the witness,“ according 
to Giorgio Agamben — or the Austrian writer Jean Améry, committed suicide after testifying to their 
experience of the Lager (camp) in their work.4 There is no need to draw hasty conclusions. First, 
suicide is an act, and as Levi says, "No one has ever come back to relate their own death.“5 It is even 
the ultimate successful act, in the sense that there is a radical discontinuity between the action of 
killing oneself that it implies and the "obscure mass of explanations“ that attempt, after the event, 
to identify the causes. This does not stop people from making interpretations, of course; Levi did not 
hesitate to do so for Améry, or for Paul Celan.6 Second, can the experience of the Lager still be impli-
cated when the suicide takes place thirty or forty years later? Does the fact of having testified to the 
experience of the Lager bear on the suicide? Has the subject‘s testimony protected him until then, or 
has it hurled him to this tragic conclusion? Of course we can only look for fragments of answers to 
these questions, answers that will be incomplete and different in each case.

Truth and the Real

Bearing witness is an experience of discourse, oral or written.7 As an experience of truth, it implies 
the dimension of "making a mistake,“ even of lying. One can never tell "the whole truth.“ Trying to 
tell what has happened, the witness aims for the real. But if we agree that "full speech“ — that is to 
say, speech that is identical to whatever is spoken of — does not exist, then every testimony implies a 
discrepancy with the real in question. Perhaps one illustration of this is the difference between testi-
mony and evidence discussed earlier on.

Psychoanalysis posits an opposition between truth and the real. Truth has to do with speech and lan-
guage, in other words with the register of the symbolic; the real is excluded from this. According to 
Lacan, the real is even "excluded from meaning“: on rereading Freud‘s "Negation“ (1925), he shows 
how, on the basis of a preliminary perception, the subject constitutes itself out of a primary expulsion 
(Ausstossung) of the real, motivated by the pleasure principle.8 Whatever is too bad or too good, 
whatever is in excess with regard to this principle of homeostasis and equilibrium, "I“ reject, although 
not without retaining a trace of it in a symbolic affirmation (Bejahung) that constitutes my unconsci-



ous. The real is thus rejected (verworfen) at the very outset by this primary judgment of attribution, 
and from then on it lies outside symbolization and representation. It is consequently linked to the 
logical modality of the impossible.

Reality is constituted in a second phase by a judgment in which objects in the existing world are 
sought and found outside the self on the basis of a representation (Vorstellung) that imaginarily 
reproduces the perception of the first object of satisfaction. The objects of reality never coincide with 
this representation, and reside side-by-side with the real that was earlier rejected. Reality, then, is co-
extensive with the fantasy that masks this real that the subject will involuntarily encounter, and in a 
way that is invariably traumatic, when seeking his objects of pleasure.

When a subject speaks, in analysis or in bearing witness, he mobilizes the unconscious traces of the 
rejected real. Touching on what for him borders on the real — the signifiers of the trauma — can 
make this unrepresentable real emerge in the form of unpredictable acts, whether these be halluci-
nations or, more banally, phenomena of déjà-vu. Let us consider the latter. Phenomena of déjà-vu are 
accompanied by feelings of strangeness, a reluctance to speak, an impression of temporal distortion. 
Lacan describes déjà-vu as "the imaginary echo that arises in response to a point of reality that be-
longs to the limit at which it has been cut off from the symbolic“ — thus the imaginary echo of the 
real expulsed by the subject.9 These imaginary phenomena, which he likens to Platonic reminiscence, 
must be differentiated from those recollections that have a relation to the subject‘s history, insofar as 
it is symbolically accepted.

Whoever wants to bear witness thus exposes himself to such phenomena at moments when somet-
hing in his discourse evokes this severed and symbolically unaccepted real. In this hiatus between the 
symbolic and the real, the imaginary reveals itself as having affinities with the real that the symbolic 
does not have. The subject can be exposed to the return or creation of certain painful images that 
have great suggestive power over him. This is all the more true in that images, the imaginary, incite 
belief much more than discourse does, as is demonstrated by the experience of dreaming, hallucina-
ting, or, more prosaically, a captivating movie.

Melancholy

In melancholy, the ethical "illness“ in which the subject responds to a loss with a feeling of overw-
helming guilt, the power of the imaginary can prove fatal. Melancholy, we know, can strike those 
who are mourning someone close, or who have suffered the loss of an ideal or who have themselves 
provoked such a loss (by voluntarily renouncing something that was nevertheless precious to them, 
say). The Freudian paradox of melancholy is that the libidinal tie with the lost object is shed in the 
unconscious after a long struggle — that is, the work of melancholy — even as the subject main-
tains a tie with the object that becomes completely formal, leading us to think that he remains fixed 
to it in a process of mourning that is eternal and idealized. One condition for this powerful libidinal 
rejection of the object is that, earlier on, the beloved object was also hated, or was at least the site 
of a certain ambivalence. But the remaining formal fixation on the object is completely imaginary. In 
fact, once the object has been rejected, it is introjected into the ego, which it splits into two: on the 
one hand, the part of the ego that is marked by identification with the lost object; on the other, the 
superego that is unleashed against this first part, and that is marked by the same hatred that the sub-
ject previously felt for the object. The superego‘s hatred for the part of the ego identified with the 
object can be so extreme as to lead to suicide. The moment at which the subject expresses self-re-
proach indicates the end of the work of melancholy, which is in general invisible, and the introjection 
of the object that has finally been rejected.



Clinical experience teaches us that suicide is often triggered by the return of an image of the lost and 
idealized object that "comes to collect“ the subject and leads him toward death.

A Killing Smile

"Adieu,“ a short story of Balzac‘s from 1830, shows the power of such mummified images of the 
lost object.10 Let us briefly recall the story. Colonel Philippe de Sucy (P.) loves Stéphanie (S.), who has 
become the countess de Vandières on marrying the old general of that name. The three protagonists 
flee Russia in the Napoleonic war of 1812. As they are about to cross the Berezina River, the retrea-
ting French set the bridge on fire so as to halt the Russians‘ advance. To save S., P. has a raft built to 
take her across the river. But everyone rushes onto it in panic, and only two places remain for the 
three of them. P. gives up his place. "Adieu,“ says Stéphanie on leaving her lover. But the general falls 
into the water and is decapitated by a piece of ice before their very eyes. "Adieu,“ Stéphanie repeats.

In 1820, having survived to wander for pleasure through the French countryside, P. finds Stéphanie 
by chance. Since 1812 she has gone mad; failing to recognize him, she behaves like a wild child. Her 
only words are "adieu,“ repeated without meaning, empty returns. Her uncle has taken her in and 
is devotedly trying to help her get better. But P. has another idea. Two psychiatric conceptions of the 
time are contrasted here; it is that of Jean Etienne Esquirol that inspires P., who buys a neighboring 
property where he sets up a realistic recreation of the army‘s retreat across the Berezina. He wants 
to produce a beneficial shock that will awaken S. from her madness. On the determined day, S. is 
brought, asleep, to the site and awoken by the sound of the cannon. Before the raft, writes Balzac, 
"she contemplated this living memory, this past life translated before her, turned her head toward 
Philippe, and saw him.“ Her face transformed by the beauty of rediscovered intelligence, she recog-
nizes P., "comes alive,“ then suddenly "becomes a corpse“ and dies, saying: "Adieu, Philippe, I love 
you, adieu!“ Distressed, P. then notices the radiant smile that lights up the dead woman‘s face: "Ah!, 
that smile . . . look at that smile! Is it possible?“11

Ten years later, in 1830, P. has once more taken up a busy social life. He seems comfortable and hap-
py. A woman compliments him on his good humor:

"Ah! Madam,“ he says to her, "I pay at great cost for my fun in the evening when I am alone.“
"Are you ever alone?“
"No,“ he replied, smiling, with an expression that would have made anyone shiver.

Indeed, in the ten years since the death of the object S., the subject has not been alone, for he has 
been struggling against the lost object that he was trying to shed. This exhausting combat is the 
work of melancholy. The moment when he smiles at his worldly questioner indicates the end of this 
melancholic work; the shadow of the object falls on the ego, as Freud writes.12 The subject introjects 
the smile, the sign of the lost object, S. P.‘ s look that "makes one shiver“ evokes the avenging super-
ego. Indeed the conversation continues briefly with the woman:

"Why do you not get married? … life is smiling at you.“
"Yes“ he answered, "but there is a smile that is killing me.“
That very night he shot himself in the head.

If "adieu“ is the signifier of trauma — here, of separation, loss, and death — the smile taken from 
the idealized lost object condenses love and guilt (P. feels he has killed S. with his traumatic historical 
reconstitution). After melancholic work lasting ten years, the lost object is introjected into the ego, as 



we have said, with the smile on P.‘ s lips indicating this introjection. But the smile is also the image of 
S., which still fascinates him and pushes him to suicide. "The ego is crushed by the object.“13

Primo Levi

Let us return to the surviving witnesses of the Shoah.14 Bruno Bettelheim described "the feeling of 
absolutely irrational guilt that one feels for the very fact of surviving,“ for having "been the absolu-
tely powerless witnesses of the daily assassination of [one‘s] fellow men,“ "the fact of having lived 
for years under the direct and continuous threat of being killed for the single reason that one is part 
of a group destined for extermination.“ He transcribes the dialogue between the reason and the 
conscience of the survivor: "A voice, that of reason, attempts to answer the question: ‚Why was I 
spared?‘ in this way: ‚It is purely a question of luck, of pure chance. It is impossible to answer other-
wise.‘ Whilst the voice of conscience replies: ‚That is true, but if you were lucky enough to survive, it 
is because another prisoner died in your place.‘“15 Levi disliked Bettelheim, on the one hand because 
of his relatively privileged position (thanks to relatives, Bettelheim was able to leave Dachau and Bu-
chenwald for the United States, at a time when this was still possible16), on the other because of his 
psychoanalytic theories identifying prisoners with defenseless children and the Nazis with cruel and 
dominating fathers — a notion that is indeed more than questionable.17 In Levi‘s last work, however, 
The Drowned and the Saved, we nevertheless find almost exactly the same debate, between a sub-
ject and a super-egolike and accusatory "you,“ outlined by Bettelheim:

You are ashamed because you are alive instead of someone else? … This is only an assumption or 
less: the shadow of a suspicion that each man is his brother‘s Cain. … It is an assumption, but it 
gnaws away at you; it has lodged itself so deeply in you like a worm, you cannot see it from the 
outside, but it gnaws and screams. … I could have taken someone‘s place, which in fact means 
killed someone.18

These lines, written forty years after Auschwitz, evoke a feeling of their author‘s shame, and are 
thus the sign of the melancholization of the subject. In Levi‘s case, I would like to suggest, the two 
processes that I described earlier, and that I have condensed in the expression "melancholization of 
the witness,“ are superimposed. On the one hand, there is an effect, specific to bearing witness, of 
seeing the gulf between the symbolic and the real widen, with the risk of one or more images beco-
ming "the imaginary echo“ of the real that preys upon the subject. On the other, there is an expe-
rience of death, on which we will elaborate, that provides these images with their content and their 
fatal power.

Levi committed suicide on April 11, 1987, by throwing himself down the stairwell of the house in 
which he had been born and still lived with his wife and elderly mother, who was senile and had can-
cer. Some minutes earlier he had telephoned the great rabbi of Rome and had said to him, "I do not 
know how to continue. I can no longer bear this life. My mother is suffering from cancer, and each 
time I look at her face, I remember the faces of the men lying on the planks of the beds in Ausch-
witz.“19 An image of the faces of the dying men in the camp, the "Muslims,“20 then, is superimposed 
onto that of a loved one threatened with death. It seems that this image of the faces of the dying 
men had imposed itself for some time already on Levi, who was also trying to get over a painful ope-
ration. Indeed, in a poem of 1984, "The Survivor,“ we read:

He sees the faces of his comrades again.
Ashen, at the dawn of day,
Cement grey,



Veiled in fog,
Colour of death in restless sleep:
...
"Back, out, shadow people
I have not driven anyone out,
I have taken no one‘s bread,
No one is dead instead of me. No one.
Return to your fog. It is not my fault if I live and breathe,
If I eat and drink, I sleep and am clothed.”21

We find here the same correlation between the image of the Muslims‘ faces and the protest against 
a reproach addressed to him by the dead. In an interview of that same year, Levi nevertheless said 
that he was hopeful and that he felt at peace with himself for having borne witness.22 This suggests 
variations in mood: he is the site of an intimate combat with himself, in which his testimony is what 
enables him to fight against guilt.

On Testimony as a Symptom

Defining the symptom as the thing that never stops writing itself, Lacan situates it as a need envelo-
ping the drive, always on the border of the impossible, that is, of the real. In this sense the symptom 
supports the subject, even as it costs him dearly and causes him suffering. Bearing witness had this 
function for Levi: "I think that I am situated at the very extreme limit of those who tell their stories, I 
have never stopped telling my story,“ he says.23 His decision to bear witness was rooted in a recurrent 
nightmare he had had in Auschwitz, a dream in which, returning home, he would tell people about 
his experience only to find that they neither listened to nor believed him. His compulsion dated from 
the moment at the camp when he for the first time held a pencil and paper in his hands. (This was at 
the IG-Farben factory, where the Nazis used him as a chemist.) On his return to Italy, his dream was 
realized when he tried to narrate his experiences to a group of Poles and quickly found himself alone, 
"bloodless.“24 Indeed we know that he had trouble making himself heard in Italy, and had to wait 
ten years for If This Is a Man to be reissued by a major publisher there.

Nevertheless, Levi found at least one person who would listen to him, his wife, whom he met in 
1946 and married, as he later said, because she listened to him more than other people did.25 He 
chose writing as "equivalent to a spoken report“ with the intention of liberating himself, as though 
the act of writing were equivalent to "lying down on Freud‘s couch.“26 He felt writing had to be clear 
and precise, and had to attain an ideal of transmission in keeping with his chemist‘s dream of the 
written formula that is identical to experience.27 Clear writing was perhaps also an antidote to death, 
to "obscure writing,“ a model of which was provided for him by that of Celan, which appeared to 
him as "a bestial groaning“ heralding the "final chaos“ for which the poet was destined.28 The com-
pulsion to "return, eat, relate“ was accompanied by a violent anxiety evident in the opening poem of 
The Truce, written in January 1946, at the same time that Levi was writing If This Is a Man:

We have returned home,
Our bellies are full,
Our report is finished.
It is time. Soon we shall hear once more
The foreign command:
"Wstawac."29



Testimony is thus torn between two types of anxiety: on the one hand, of not being heard; on the 
other, of finishing one‘s account and finding oneself back in the camp. Levi continued his testimony 
in The Truce, published in 1963, after the success of If This Is a Man. He published further memories 
of the camp in Lilith, in 1981, and in his last work, The Drowned and the Saved, in 1986. In between, 
having once again taken up his career as a chemist, he also wrote short stories (often based on his 
dreams30), works of fiction, and an autobiography, The Periodic Table, which is also an account of 
his work as a chemist and was written when he was about to retire. At the time he wrote his short 
stories, he thought he had used up his stock of testimony about the camps and felt the need to ex-
press his experience in another form, "by adopting another language“ that was more ironic, strident, 
oblique, and antipoetic.31 From that time on, notably in about 1977 and more so in around 1984, he 
gave many interviews expressing a growing pessimism — one in fact justified by the rising phenome-
non of negationism, and by a certain deafness on the part of the younger generation and even of his 
own children, whose language he felt he could no longer speak.

Levi sometimes experienced a certain exhaustion of memory: he could only remember the camps 
through what he had written, which became a kind of "artificial memory“ for him.32 His first book 
functioned like a "prosthetic memory,‘ an external memory that was interposed between [his] exis-
tence today and that of the time,“ like a "filter“ or "barrier.“33 What was left out of what he had 
written was reduced to "a few details“ — or else he claimed to have written only the "Technicolor,“ 
while the essential part, on the contrary, was the "everyday gray,“ the "disintegrated material,“ im-
possible to convey, that encircled the prisoners. He reproached himself with having described the life 
of the Muslims when they had not spoken; this preceded the self-reproaches in The Drowned and 
the Saved for not having taken their place.34 In Other People‘s Trades he says of writers that they "in-
evitably end up copying themselves. Silence is more dignified, whether temporary or permanent.“35 
One has the impression that he himself arrives at this as the hero of his two short stories "Creative 
Work“ and "In the Park“: a writer who creates an autobiographical character, his double and himself, 
and who finds himself in a "park“ with the heroes of all the literary works ever written, then disap-
pears, his body little by little becoming transparent, for this inconsistent literary character has been 
forgotten in the world.

Back from the Lager, the work of memory was living, creative work, an experience of truth that inter-
posed itself between the camp and himself. Testimony was thus a symptom, a work in progress, that 
supported him. Afterward, however, his books deprived him of his living memory; his literary venture 
failed to tie the death drive now raging in his conscience into a new sublimation. As in his poem, 
"The Truce“ is over and he remains alone, confronted with the image of the Muslim who has come 
back like a reminiscence, an imaginary echo of the real.

On Seeing the Gorgon

Discussing the testimonies of the Sonderkommandos, Levi wrote in The Drowned and the Saved, "It 
is clear that those things that were said, and the others, countless others, that they must have said 
among themselves, but that did not get to us, cannot be taken literally.“36 Why, then, should we take 
him literally in the following much-remarked-on passage:37

We, the survivors, are not the real witnesses. … we are those who, thanks to prevarication, ability 
or luck, did not touch the bottom. Those who did, who saw the Gorgon, did not come back to tell 
us, or came back mute, but it is they, the "Muslims,“ those who were swallowed up, the complete 
witnesses, whose depositions would have had general meaning.38



Should we then deduce that Levi is not a "real“ witness? This is not my reading, but I do read it also, 
between the lines.

"Seeing the Gorgon means ceasing to be oneself, ceasing to be alive, in order to become like her, the 
Power of death,“ says the Hellenic scholar Jean-Pierre Vernant.39 Staring at the mask of the Gorgon 
means becoming the mask, its double, one‘s own, in the afterlife. I think Levi experienced seeing the 
Gorgon, and bore witness to it from 1945 onward:

Oh lifeless man who was once strong:
If ever we meet face to face,
Up there, in the sunlit tenderness of the world,
How will we look to one another, how?40

At around the age of six months, the ego constitutes itself through an identification with the image 
of the body in the mirror. This occurs through the intervention of a third party, usually the mother, 
who fixes this identification with the recognition, "That is you.“41 This moment, the "mirror stage,“ is 
a moment of jubilation, for the child, who is still dependent on the other in its movements and who-
se experience is a chaos of different drives, experiences in it an artificial unity. The imaginary relation 
to other people acquires its ambivalence from this moment, made up of both presence and rivalry. 
Primary narcissism is constituted here. The image plays a large role in our relation to the other, espe-
cially in love; although it is deceptive, it nevertheless masks what it is in the other that fills us with 
either desire or antipathy, Lacan‘s object a — what we seek to attain, and sometimes to destroy, in 
the other‘s image.

Certain subjects experience in madness what Lacan called "the death of the subject.“ In a catastrop-
hic return to the primordial moment in which the identity is constituted, the relation to the specular 
other is reduced to "its lethal side.“ Identity is reduced to a confrontation with the double, as though 
a "leprous corpse were leading another leprous corpse.“42The inhuman conditions of the Lager could 
artificially produce a similar experience, with a dual consequence.43

On the one hand, on the level of the image, the Muslims appeared as "shells,“44 men with "lifeless 
faces,“45 as undifferentiated ("they disappeared without leaving traces in anyone‘s memory“), and 
even as men without faces: "They people my memory with their faceless presence.“46 "There are no 
mirrors, but our images stand before us, reflected by a hundred livid faces.“47 On the other hand, 
this image covers the real, the object a shall we say, that Levi calls "man in the process of disinteg-
ration“48 or the "nonman,“ he who, on this side of injustice and murder, which are still human, "has 
been an object in the eyes of man,“ "he who allows himself to share his bed with a corpse.“49 I think, 
then, that Levi experienced such a death of the subject, which indeed inspired a supernatural short 
story, "A Serene Retirement,“ in which a piece of apparatus, "the Torec,“ allows one repeatedly to 
experience one‘s own death.50 This experience of subjective death is expressed again and again, in 
many forms. "To get used to“ or "to get accustomed to“ the Lager is "to lose one‘s humanity.“51 
Levi insists on the theme of bestiality, cherished by the Nazis to the point of using gas to kill equally 
people and lice.52 He describes "the death of the soul“ in the prisoners,53 or "the nonman in whom 
the divine spark has gone out.“54 He refers to ghosts.55 This experience of the death of the subject 
can also be induced from what he wants to say and reproaches himself for being unable to describe 
on behalf of "those who have been swallowed up“: the abolition of space-time;56 the time that goes 
mad for Mendel, a character in If Not Now, When?;57 the feeling of chaos, or of "gray and cloudy 
emptiness“;58 and the oppressive blanks in thought.59 There are also the references to the formless-
ness of Genesis and to Dante‘s Hell, and finally there is the title of Levi‘s first book, If This Is a Man.



Levi fought with all his might against this experience of death, retaining the desire to "always see in 
[his] companions and in [himself] men and not things.“60 One sees this especially in the episode in 
the Lager in which he recounts a false dream to Kraus, whom he senses is lost. He tells him he has 
dreamt of returning to Turin and of receiving Kraus at his home. He thus attributes to him a value of 
desire, a human value. He himself, progressively and not without suffering, comes out of this state of 
nonman. First, his meeting with his friend Lorenzo, who has remained a man (he does not live in the 
Lager), makes him feel like a man himself, as though he were reexperiencing the mirror stage.61 Then, 
when he regains his status as a chemist, even if a degraded one, in the Buna laboratory, he redisco-
vers mirrors and sees his reflection in a woman‘s eyes.62 When the SS leave, the bonds of speech and 
exchange, social bonds, are reinstituted between himself and his companions in the infirmary where 
he has stayed.63 Finally he rediscovers his childhood home, which "he inhabits like [his own] skin,“64 
and where he will remain for the rest of his life. He also finds love for his wife.

And he begins to write. I am struck by the fact that If This Is a Man is composed of portraits of the 
dead, at least one per chapter: Gattegno (chapter 1), Schlomo (chapter 2), Steinlauf (chapter 3), O18 
and Piero (chapter 4), Alberto (chapter 5), etc. In fact Levi wanted to avoid speaking of the living in 
order to avoid doing them moral violence or giving them a negative image of themselves.65 In his 
portraits of those who have disappeared "without leaving traces in anyone‘s memory,“ except per-
haps his own, he tries, in several collections of writings, to re-create a face over what he saw: a face 
"the color of death,“ the mask of the Gorgon. This, he would later say, constituted the hopeless 
task "of clothing a man in words.“66 This colossal labor — an infinite and indeed impossible work of 
mourning, since it concerns people beyond number — is in fact the invisible and long work of melan-
choly of which we spoke earlier. Indeed, the subject has the same profoundly ambivalent relation to 
the Muslim that one has with one‘s double in the mirror: with this "Mitmensch,“ this "cohuman,“67 
he was in competition for life. One senses reproach and a certain animosity against O18, who "is no 
longer a man,“ and who, indifferent to all, is the cause of a wound to Levi‘s foot, which has heavy 
consequences for him.68 The episode in the passage for October 1944, where he thinks "without any 
particular emotion“ that he owes his life to an error, to an exchange with someone in a better state 
than he, and then later to his privileged status as a chemist, also indicates this ambivalence, which is 
later transformed into a melancholic reproach (being "his brother‘s Cain“).69 One also senses animosi-
ty in his revulsion at the idea of seeing some of those who were with him at the camp again, such as 
"Henri,“ alias Paul Steinberg, who would also testify to his experience, although only after fifty years 
of silence.

This ambivalence prevents the subject from separating itself for good from the object a that is consti-
tuted by the Muslim, the lost object that he cannot abandon. And he feels its presence in the form of 
a "Doppelgänger, a mute and faceless brother“ whom he is "condemned to drag“ behind him when 
he writes.70

On the one hand, then, there is a dead faceless object that he introjects at the end of a work of me-
lancholia lasting forty years, and that he is finally able to reproach with being mute, in the conscious 
form of the terrible self-reproach of having never really testified — this from the man everyone had 
come to know as the "perfect example of the witness.“ The Freudian superego is avid for such para-
doxes. On the other hand, there is a hazy image, "a vile specter,“ the face of a Muslim, "a negative 
epiphany,“71 the mask of the Gorgon who attacks him and kills him at a moment when he is weak 
and threatened with a new loss.



Conclusion

"The melancholization of witnesses“ thus designates the overlapping of two processes. The first is 
linked to the gap created by any enunciation that attempts to express the real, and to the possibili-
ty that imaginary phenomena may arise and be evoked by borderline points between the symbolic 
(language and speech) and the real. This can happen to anyone who bears witness in an intense or 
repeated way, or to anyone who talks in psychoanalysis, as soon as the traumatic signifiers of his 
history are evoked. It must be understood that we all have such signifiers in our unconscious, even if 
we have not experienced extreme situations. The second process, melancholization, is linked, rather, 
to the experience of tragic loss, terrible suffering, and death in these extreme situations. We have 
shown that the case of Levi is paradigmatic of the superimposition of these two structures, and of 
the power that sinister image can acquire, despite the immense work of memory, speech, and wri-
ting that the writer undertook.

As a psychoanalyst, I am aware of the therapeutic power of speech to reconstruct and invent, but I 
also appreciate its limits. It is perhaps useful to draw attention to those limits in the face of the large-
scale publication of works of surprising optimism that develop the concept of "resilience,“ a concept, 
apparently, that owes a lot to research on trauma undertaken since the Holocaust and the Korean 
and Vietnam wars. Thus Boris Cyrulnik writes in a recent book, "Resilience is the art of navigating 
within torrents,“ and, "Time softens memory and accounts metamorphosize feelings,“ and even, "A 
work of fiction that enables the expression of tragedy thereby has a protective effect.“72 To activate 
this "resilience,“ which will give meaning to one‘s experience, one only needs "a helping hand“ and 
"to try to understand.“ What can one do about the real, though, which is precisely meaningless?

In his book La Mémoire, l‘histoire, l‘oubli (Memory, history, forgetting), "a plea for the defense of 
memory as a matrix of history,“73 Paul Ricœur links two roughly contemporaneous Freudian texts, 
"Mourning and Melancholia“ (1916) and "Remembering, Repeating, and Working Through“ (1914). 
He deduces parallels between the "work of mourning“ and the "work of memory,“ on the one 
hand, and between melancholy and passages to action, on the other. These two pairs are moreo-
ver opposed: one is either on the side of memory and mourning or, on the contrary, on the side of 
melancholy and passages to action.74 This reading could be improved, it seems to me, if it took into 
account Freudian contributions after 1920 that pose the death drive as something inevitable and that 
complicate this opposition. The simple fact of speaking and trying to remember — in analytic treat-
ment, of course, but I think one can extend this to testimony — brings to light, in the form of un-
controllable repetition, experiences that "even at the time could not bring satisfaction“ and that the 
subject cannot remember.75 It is indeed the account itself and the effort to remember that, in place 
of memories, can induce a passage to action linked to trauma, a real that has therefore been ejected 
from the symbolic, as we said earlier.

It is indispensable that witnesses and victims should speak, be heard, and transmit their historical 
experience, but let us not forget the risks they thereby run. We should also the fact that the German 
word for the "reconciliation“ with the repressed of which Freud speaks in 1914 is Versöhnung, who-
se meaning has been extended to the idea of a compromise but which has the same root as Sühne, 
expiation or indeed sacrifice.

Translated from the French by Beatrice Khiara
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