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Styren's Senhie's Choice is »n emeitieus nuvel censtructed in the foerm of 3 cenfrentatien
yith the Helecrust. Suwerficislly msny ef the fermal devices threugh which the n-rrative

is teld - the déisecentinueus temneral sequenee threugh which devhie's stery gets grodually
reverled snd vhich s ems teo refleet » disintegrated identity that cireles areund an
ur-ssimilable prst that hes effeetively blecked the -essibility ef further persenzl
develewnetit, the mixture of fictienal and expesitery medes of disceurse and the inclusien

of histeriesl rnd Aocumentary material whiek functien te authentieate the narrative and effer
it net strietly =s fictien but s a ferm of meditatien en the centrel werzl rné histerical
cotestreshke of eur time, the thematie expleratien ef =n initistery cenfrentatien wetween
irnecenece rnd the exmerience of evil - resemble these that ve find in ether Helecrust fictien
and vhich Reve been dcveleped =s » censequence of thé uniqueé chzllenge whickh the Helecrust
»8 » histerierl event, mersl riddle, =nd psychologleal exverience peses for tie literary
_imeginatien, beund s it is te literary tresditien snd- its inherently arehetypal view of
experience. But while seme of the Wwest Helecrust fictien struggles te develop = fermal =nd
lirsuistic we-ium threugk which = nen-=nalegeus noiel may Tunctien ss: the’ veh:cle ef ~n
imcginative rwprehension of the Helecrust er ~ttempts te register in its narrative ferm =nd
style its diffieulties in wicturing the event threugh- traditienal ferms rnd certexts, tyren's
melf-cenccieus rnd eften auite sewhisticrted handling ef nrrrative cenventiens rnd fermal
reseurces de net werk this way st =11. rer vhilc the nevel eertrinly cerctitutes - 2zt le-st
ir its intentiens if net in its executien - 2 serieus "ttclpt te unde rstend ‘the Helecrust,

the form Styren h-s chesen == his medium of this uncerst«mdlng Ras nothing exwerimental ~beut
it, centrirs ne real ri:reness of the preblem of centriring the Helecrust within traeitienal
medrs, =nd Ras in eenseruence the effect of =eserbing the event inte - set of femilior
cenventiens which net enly vulg-rise, ex, leit, rnd ultimetely ecclude it frem view but
corstitute r revigiern of the Helec-ust fer tke rwparent pursese of exculv'tlng Ceristianity
frem its guilt in ®eing imslicated rs = frcter in frcilitating the executien of the "Final

Selutien”.

Funérmentrlly, tre structure of the revel is censtructee in the fors of an'  interpenetratien
of twe wedrs of remance, that ef » quest remmrce with tre writefp-rr:ter rs its here »nd th-t
of ©+ Gethic remznce -lick is the wede threuzk vhich 3eshie's nersenrl histery ~cd threugh it
the Listery of the Telecrust =nd the nrture of the cencertr=tienzry u iverse zre visuslized
=nd mrde imrginrtively mesningful. The nevel is se ¢laWorr tely censtructed srd its use ef
literary cenvertisns snd fersulcs se self-conscieus snd self-knewing thrt it is difficult

ts krnew if the rewanee wv-ttern =né imagery threugh which tke varieus stzges of the nrrrater's
encenpter vith Seshie =nd Nrthan sre nsrrated sre used srredisticzlly er efffred as o medel
of i~itirtery enesurtrr =ith tke Helecsust. In » crucirl sense Freth weodes rre validroted,

far 1hile the cenclusisn ef tre nevel snd the nr-rrater's eventu-" cernf:ssier ef irncesnrehensie
in *re frece of tre Halecrust terd te meck tkhe n:rrstor's yeuthful esti=zism, quest for scxuel
~dventure =nd initictien, =nd frhtesies of rrtistic success, the remsnce w» tiern end iwrgevy
becewe th: vrhicle thrauch which - rite of iritistien is fnrcted =nd » necess-ry stoge in

the srtist's srevth terrrd "maturity" is drem-tized. Tereu-reut the nevel -lmest every situsti
"né ehrrroter is sictured threush the im-gery rnd symkelisze of rewrnce, Thus we hove, in the
ameningsiturtien o *v¢ rovel. © -evereni so tyniczl of rer-nce frem » familiar werld te »
strenge, mysterieus ene (the frct that this ench: ted re~lm of rewmsrnce is Breeklyn, duc-bed

in the lrneurge of romence s trhe "Kingdem of tre Jews"si gests =1 slwest willed refusezl,
theush ~retrctrd By ire y zré » redy, te meve beyend tre im-ge of Jeus fte rhich the narr-ter
ecofe ses rs hrvi'g hréd =8 ¢ child »s mysteries cre-ture precticing s-vage rltes) the initial
siturtien ef the rrrreter is frmilizr frer rem:nce: thst of & riturl iselatien sreszratery ef
on enceunter vith séventure; we have in the carracter of Frrrel the sert ef wretective figure
rlse freilirr frem rem-nee, ene whese blessir.c ce ~titite =ki:d of srer:zmental launching ef
the here's descent inte the underwerld: there fellew verisus wrenrratory signs ef the umcering
erdesl such rs the suicide of Xarir Hunt ond the drezm image of the wother's crneer-ridden
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body. As the revel nrezr¢sses remznce images snd formulas sreliferate: the triangul-r situatien
which develeps between the norreter, sesmie, »ra N:iuan is entirely ecenceivee not crly 1r terus
of trreitional remence wut in terms of 2 Freudian frmily remsnee. The alternate view of Serhie
ns en idenlized ekjrct, remeved frem the neorrater sy welenging te athan znd te her prst

(2nd hee relatienshiw witk Nethan funetiens £s the wsychelegiczl reeractment ef taat pest

frem vhich she ern't free herself) and =s =n ebject of eretic quest whe sets up » rivalry betweer
Nethrn snd the n=rrater: senhie's functien rs rn initiater inte histerieal =mnd sexual experience
snd thus re the nerreter's ~rtistic =nd eretic muse; the rele of Knthan rs Sephie's rescuer and
demenic enchrnter rnd sursuer: Sephie's situctien threugheut the nevel =s weised between

reseue snd doem - these rre =11 themes =nd metifs r~d images frer rem:nee. While Styren's use

of them is often irenic rnd w-redistie, they remain his chesen mede of o prehending the Helecrust
As » result tre Helecrust recedes frem view »s a histerical event srid becemes the eccrsien

of + rite of nzssage for the nerroter en his wry te sexual »nd artistie "maturity".

Sowhie herself is trowsed betveen the twe redes of rew-nce by me:ns of which sghe is sresented.
As r hereine of = Gethic rew-nce, her histery is reducible te - set ef persecutiens #nd »
sequence of sufferings in the wrids: of v:rieus figures ef tyrsrny whe dewinrte =né exmleit her.
Her fzther demin-tes rné ~kuces her: her »lenned scductier eof Hess w-ckfires she encé= up

rs his vietim; she is finger rewed in the Ne Werk subv:ys: 2nd in her relatienshis with Nathan
she hecemcs thre wrssive vehicle of his meeds: an ekject ef liis rescue efferts »nd the ekjrct

ef ri= r-ge. In this seruence of are -erdrsincd deem, her exnerience in Auschvwits| comes te =eem
ret = rrdicr] ®reck vitr ¢ previeus 1ife but the ultim:zte exarcssien ef = life lived under seme
form eof deminrtien, the gretuiteusrtss of Wer rrrest by tne Gestowe fer swuggling inte w®arscw
some miece of hrm illustrrting ret wh=t Styren krs wme-nt te illustrote (the r-rderness of tne
Nrris' cheice ef victims) but » 1ife lived under the sign of deem. As r figure -nprekended
threu~-in the eyes of the n-rrater, Seshie is =meen wrimsrily as 2 fizure of tzbee, someene whe
hrs Ween deewnly defiled But whese defilement censtitutes ene of the seurces of =ttrrctien.

The w-rke of her cencertrztie: camp exwerience sre censtsntly filt 1¢d threush the glamerizce.
Remzrtic sy~welism of » fairy-land in wkich she hrs sejeurned rnd te which she belengs, =r-rking
ver off rs 3 tyse develewed by the Remantic weets, srrticul-rly in vermary, = type of the

Lr Belle Desme sons Kerci,' figure whe rewresents the temptstions ef =n ereficized Dezth fer
the rrtist. The trtms nusker en Sewhie's rrm is visurlized s semc form of teeth merks frew
v-maire: her -nemir -nd iren deficiency ¢s result of ¥e& =z lnutritien in Auschwits is
srecentrd r= some seort of 1 sttrretive, ghest-like vhiteness which is = sign eof ker welenging
te the “ingde: of Deoth; her toothicsaness, vhich the nz-rster discevers e:rly in the revel,

is aremented o8 ¢ kird of reveleatien of her beins = witck. - thus in the Remantic mythelegy
treush which the cence trotiensry werld is filtered =s kind ef Lemia; ker eedy, which is
levingly -nd licentieusly described in grest deiail threugheut the revel, is beth besutiful
rrd irredrewsily irninteé +it- t-¢ signs of veath. The e“fect of =11 this it that we never get
te vieuslize Sanhie eor the sctusl nature of the cencentretiensty universe threugh which she
hrs wosscd excent threuzh tke Remcntic mythelegy =nd symbelism in which she is clethed =nd
+hich identifies her r= » deem-1lrden, hrunted er:-ture, =n enchrnted fairy vhe hrs dzellt in
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One of trhe centr=1 f
the embedicment of -

‘wriek still has her in its thrzll. Aven the kr »sy end which "Stinge"

rnd himself ‘during their zbertcd flight to the South, te back "heme"
e~1ms, a2nd which is ef ceurse paredied »s = freile Hellyvweed fermula

rer]l -erld, see s te e zn imwessipility net se mueh becruse of the

mrge she mrs suffered in the camps sut becruse of ker status =s an

d2Tk remsnee who cannet be demesticated inte » hausfrau but must centi.ue
ry-lend frew which she has esecrped but whiek is still exerting its spell
wresented then in Senhie is rn im:ge of the surviver as a figure of
taneeusly defiled =nd attraetive, attraective beczuse defiled, the feeus
tedt,
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estures of tre Gothic e re is thr ficire of the Getuie villezin whe is
sexurl ~né religieus terrer wecruse he hns breken with the tobeos of
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of ecivilized life, tabees wertzining primarily te sexusl cenduct :nd te z religieus life of
ovedience te divine rutherity. All three representztive N-3i figures in the nevel sre
cenceived in this Gethic weuld, fisgures of sexual terrer like the Nazi industrizlist

Durrfeld whe is identified with ®atan in Seshie's eretic dresm of anal interceurse just befere
tots] submersien inte the cencentratienary universe, figures of religious terrer like the dect
whe cemaels Seshie te cheese ene of her children znd whese sct is exmlicitly identified .

s » ferm of meterwhysicr]l rekellien sgainst and siwultsneeus crzving fer Ged, =né fizures
we couklnr Poth sexusl rrd religieus terrer, such =s Hess. Fer dcspite Styren's =ssursnces as
te Hess's Wrnslity rnd tedisusness, sukstentisted by refere.ces te Hennah Arendt =nd $imene
Weil rnd ey sttempts on dtyren's port te make hiw st éfferpty ~nd wrogrammed te weuth enly

the cliches of N-7i ideelegy, Hess is vieved in the nevel »riwsrily as = kind ef evil menk,

ene the hre wrecerved i his mede of life something eof the rusterity rnd ritusl discisline

of - mork e e iz £1till haounted By sc e visitetiars ef carscienee rnd fermer faith, hy

the shest of the Clhrist in vhem he hrd ence believed wut vhem ke had new rezloced by 2 new
divinity, Hitler, *hese »icture =5 » Teutenic knigkt is hung in Hess's menkish cell =t =
wl-ce rhere erdincrily = craeifix weuld hrve hung. ¥eresver, the vhele ~bortes scduction =efMta
betreer, Bashie rné Hess, in itself = rrther shoddy viece of stage me’ odrana, is shrouded in
the rtmesahere of = gothic thrill whese seurce is the ~etentizl bresking of seme sexual tabee.

Tt im in this Gethic visien of Nrzism 5s = qenopie revellion rgrinst Ged, swecificr11 sgrirst
Christ (#né rs r seurce of erotie vaClngthF, tart the certer of the novel lies. Muck ef the
hieterics] revisisnise ef the riavel censists ir styron's i-.sistence, threugh sutheriazl veice,
trreush rutherisl swekee=men like #rnda, the Pelisk rezistznce fighter, rmneé mest »revecstively
ry erertine r nen-Jevisk surviver rs the center-piece of ¢ nrrrntive zbeut Auscovits, that
the escence of Nrrism lay net in the “Final delutien" te the Jewfsh prebvler But in’ the cen<
centrr tien=ry crwe syytem which vas based on the prineisle ef tetal dominstien "nd human
exmerdrbility "femoniec arinciale which ang renlicele and wep¥ of coursc zwslied te other
meowles thrn the Jews, While such » view ewes sometiing te Frnnah Arendt's thesis eof
tetalitrrirnism, *hot it dees wrim-rily is twe things: it sets up © sedel of lLirzi=a whick
cr e reenrcted ¢t the level of sade -n=sachistic sexusl rel-tions - zs Seskie rnd N-than de -
snd west crucirlly it sremeses - fund-wertally :r.ti-Christizn view of Nzsism., Fer if thre
eccence of Vrzism rere teo we identified with the wurder of the Jews, then Auscavits, »s the
ewhod ivent of the Noxi visier, ceulé be loeked -t as the culwin: tien, hewever merstreusly
n=giified, of centuries of Christirn rntl—scmltlspbrd s the encctment, in 2 medernised,
technelegized ferm, of r kuge wegree. But sy insisting thet the center of Nrzism lay elsevhere
2nd thrt tee ge ocifr resinst the Jews exaressed = pur~ese etiser thrn trrditienal anti-sewitiss
<& teet, ip *0v come, e = were to be the first in r series of alrnned gerecides, styren is
zele te ilspssitiate Chrisftianity frewm its reswensiwility fer the Finsl Ielutien. This
sttemrted excul»-tien is of ceurse the rezsen fer the -nolegy wetween Feland -nd the Aperican
Seuth vhich Styren drvelems in the nevel, Beth FPeland rnd tke Zeuth were Christizn ceuntries
vhere rnti-semitism in the ene =nd rzeism in the ether were enly intermittent, reprezenting
2 1-wse rnd net the exsressien of Christian erincisles, lawses vhich vere cemprehensible,
if net excussdle, en the ~gréund that weth ceuntries were cssential y sefe-ted :ne exsleited
n=tiens with racisme snd snti-semitism funetiening ss cenduits ef frustratien snd cemmensztien
for defert »nd im»etence, The fate of Sephie's father, » fancticsl rnti-semite who has et
Wreken cemaletely vith Christisnity is mesnt te illustrate the radieslly snti-Christian nsture
Nexi rnti-semitism, indeed the r1mest irrelevance of znti-semitism zs the defining festure
of M:egism ond the impessibility eof genecide within & Christisn fremewerk. Fer the peint eof the
Prefesser's fate is tart in Pel-nd sefere Lae Germean sccu-:r tien gereegidal snti-sesxitism ceuld
net get = Wenring =nd in eccunied Pel:nd the Prefesser's preres:1l becemes #n irr:levanece neé
beNesth netice os cemi o frem 2 Pele,

The central »-radex in this qussi-religioeus view of Nrzism 2s . the:inerrn-tien of the anti-
Christ, and ene which is sn inherent ssmect of the Gethic mede threugh which this view s

wresented, is thet it tends te gl=werize evil znd eveke it =& an ereticized form of terrer.



— 4 -

Precisely wec-use of this the nevel never =ttempts te visualize the s»ecifie nzture and acpual
furetiening eof the cencentratienary werld Wwut fewericrtes insterd scenes whichk indulge in =
pernezrophically stimulated fentisy eof the cencentratien cemp - suck rs Seshie's -ttempted
leshizn repe ky Hers's. aousekeeyer and of course the scenes decling with Semhie snd Hess, The
depictien eof ‘the Hoss Wouschold itself in tke midst of Auschwits h=s the intentien of uneewer
uncevering seme ultimate trutk =nd revelatien of Nozism but has tke retuzl effeet eof 1ndu1g1rg
in the rtmespherics of 3rtanism, thus dlurring the sc:. 41 »nd zctuality ef the erewateria
vkich functien zs eveective backdreps te cenventienal images ef hell, their flrmes fueling
the walsce of sntan. seprie's ewn n:rrztive is struct.red net te signify nn unrssimil-ele

warst thich sresks the eentinuity ef wersenz1 identity sut te cre-te = sussenseful droma with

» melefrematie climax, 8tyren hess insisted thzt e hos singled eut Seprie 2s his veaicle

of urderstsnding the cencentrstiensry universe mrecisely beczuse she wes net just snether
vietim Wut ene with - stery te tell, : secret te reveal. This cdmissien is tsntameunt te
eenfessing thet his imszinztien ean't and wen't wenetrate zre:s ef exmerienee it csnnot

find thrilling er zkserd inte re:dy-made images =neé structures of eretieslly stizulatee
frntesies., This war-1 feilure of #r ir ginative imebility te grasp snd weretrate cress

of exseriense.net drrmntizzble in the medes of mcledrrma z1se zcceunts fer the mest flrgrant
picce of vulgrrity in the whole nevel, the reductien of denhie's cheice at the plztform of
Auschrits te » climactie wiece of weledrsratie herrer.

The Gothic mede, =t lesst rs Btyren empleys it, hes the effect of eccluding frem view the
steélflc rrtu-e of the cencentrstienary werld =nd the histerieal centeurs ef Nasism #nd
suhstltutlng fox'ggfkcnventlonallxed imrges of :eretieised demenism. It zlse acceunts fer the
unreselved ambiguity whieh lies =t the center of this nevel: the rele of eres snd its relatien
te Caristirnity. The nevel, in the menner of Richzrd Rubinstein te whese view of theelegy in
» west-Auserits verld Styren is grestly indebted, seems te e peised in an ambivalent pesture
teverd the sexurlity whieh it se eewiously expleits. Fer while it seems te endorse an attitude
of sexual liberstien, the absence of whieh is ene of the ewicf rezsens fer the narrater's
frustratiens sné the sezreh of waich ferms ene of the edbjeets of ..is quest, it seceus te
be froseinsted vy ~ré fix ted on tiae view of the inextricable fusien ef sex 2nd vielenee, eres
and death, » fusien which Sevhie and Nathan examslify (and is ene of the defining feotures
of the Gethic visien ef Nsxisn) znd te which the narrater's self-abserbed, narcissistic eres
esnnet effer =n =lternative. This ambiguity abeut ereticism in its relatien te Chrisitanity
is sccutr tely emwedied in tke situstien ef &ephie whe is pictured alternately as a remance
Rereine te be srved or drmned threugh her eretie relatiens sznd ss a kind ef sinner, z lest
sdul, ene of the demned in s permanent state of despair =nd guilt whe is te be ssved or damned
threugh seme recevered sresence ef divine graee. $ n wents te affirm the validity eof =
Caristisn eencestien of leve mnd ef the signs eof = divine presenee in'the human seul (the
dewsrture of thrt sresemee in = seene in Hess's heuse while Heydn's Creztien is played as
an irenie eommenfsry en the nrecess of de-creatien er anti-creatien ¢€ Auschwits censtitutes
ene of the signs of Bephie's fall, her cenditien of becoming one of the dswned) Wut at the sam
tlne Re ~1se wrnts te =ffirm the rele of the body, an ereticized, sexually liberzted bedy 3as
rne te =rlvatien in @rney, §0Qt—AuSChﬂltﬁ.gﬁﬂﬂels. sut the twe sffirmatiens of faith de het
rlesce, end their irrecencilsbdility (despite the willed attempt te recencile them) is symised
symbollxed in tke lost scene where Seshie znd "Stinge" rmre tegether in wWzshingten, with
Stinge mrsquersding =s = priest while enscting the rele of rn eroetie knight of remance.
The effect of tkis scene =s vrell =8 of the wreblem whick it dramstizes here =nd c¢lscwhere in
the navel is net se much te te sese a religieus rnd merrl éilcema »s te indulfe in the kind
of senmatienclism frmwiliar frem tke literature ef the lzte Hewrntigg == well rs frem much
pnuulﬁr literature: that ef wsreviding s tarilling sizture of sex ane religien, sin and
wunishment, snd this »=rticular indulgence in the eretics ef sin hesperks of =n imaginstive
and merrl failure te Ay en:nc1gafe eres eithker frem its frscinstien witk desth er frem its
nereissictic melf-rwserwtien r~né te suberdinate it te - selfless form of leve.



