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Styren's Senhie's Choice is =n swsitieus novel censtructed in the foerm of a cenfrentatien
vith the Helecrust. Superficizlly meny eof the fermal devices threugk which the n-rrative

is teld - the discentinueus temnerzl sequence threugh which Sephie's stery zets grrdually
reverled snd vhich s ems te refleet = disintegrated identity that cireles a2reund an
uncssimilable pest that has effectively blecked the -essibility ef further persenszl
develewmettt, the mixture of fictienal and expesitery wedes of disceurse znd the inclusien

of himterierl rnd documentary msterial whickh functien te authenticate the narrative and effer
it net strietly s fictien dut =s a ferm ef meditatior en the ceptrel werzl rnd histericasl
¢cotzstreshe of eur time, the thematic expleratien of =n initistery cenfrentatien between
irnecence rnd the experience of evil - resemble these that ve find in ether Helecmust fictien
=nd vhich have been develeped =s » censequence of thé unique chzllenge which the Heleccust
»s 2 histerierl event, merzl riddle, =nd psychologleal experience peses for the literary
_imeginatien, beund #s it is te literary trasditien zné- its inhkerently arehetypal view of
experienee, But while seme of the best Helecrust fictien struggles te dsvelep = fermal and
linguistic weiium threush which = nen-rnalegeus lodel ngy functien zs° the vehlcle of =n
imsginative swprehension of the Helec-ust er =ttempts te reglster in its narrative ferm and
style its difficulties in wicturing the event threugh trﬁiitlonal forls and contrxts, 8tyron'
self-cencecious =nd eften nuite seshisticoted handling of nerrative cenventiens snd fermal
resources de net werk this way a2t #11. Fer while the nevel eertaifily censtifutes - at le-st
ir its intentiens if net in its executien - 2 seritas “tte-pt te uhderstand ‘the Heleczust,

the form Styren h-e chesen s his medium ef this understanding Ros nethlng exserimental sbeut
it, ecentzins ne real surreness of the preblem of centeining the Helecrust within traditienal
medr=, rnd has in censecuence the effect of zhserbing the event inte - set of familiar
conventiens which net enly vulg-rise, exsleit, snd ultimately ecclude it from view dut
censtitute = revigien of the Heleczust fer the swparent pursese: of exculp»tzng Christianity
frem its guilt in being imslicated rs = freter'in fecilitating the executien ef the "Final

delutien”.

Fundrwentslly, tke structure of the nevel is censtructed in the fore of an interpenetratie.
of twe wedrs of remance, that ef » quest remsrnce with the writefnsrrater ns its here snd th=t
of ¢ Gethie remznce vhich is the wade threuszh which Seshie's nersensl histery snd threugh it
the histery of the Tlolecrust =nd the n:ture of the cencentrztiensry uiiverse sre visuslized
snd mede imsginstively mesningful. The nevel is se clabor-tely censtructed snd its use of
literary cenvertisns snd fersulss se self-conscious snd self-knewing thot it is €ifficult

te krnew if the remsmee »:ttern snd imagery threugh which the varieus stzges of the norrater's
enceupter with Seshie snd Nothan ~re narrated are used seredisticzlly er efffred as o medel
of initistery enesunter with the Heleczust. In = eruciel sense beth medes ~re validsted,

for vhile the cenclusien of the nevel snd the n:rrrater's eventu=l cenfessien ef ircemnrehensi¢
in the free of the Holecrust tend te meck the nerrzter's yeuthful eptinisw, quest for sexual
sdventure =snd initiztien, snd frhtesies of srtistic success, the remsnce prttern end imcgery
beceme the vehicle threurh Which 'z rite of iritistien is enrcted =nd 2 necessary stege in
the srtist's szrevth tersrrd "maturity" is dremstized. Threusiveut the nevel =lmest every situati
cné ehrrogter is nictured threush the imsgery =nd symbelism ef rem:rnce. Thus we have, in the
pneningsituntien of the nevel. = severent se typiczl of remcnce frem o familiar werld te 2
strenge, mysterieus ene (the foct thot this enchs ted reslm of remsnce is Breeklyn, dubhed

in the lrnzurge of romsnce s the "Kingdem ef the Jews"su gests sn slmest villed refusal,
thourh sretretrd by ire y cné »rredy, te weve heyend the im-ge of Jews fte vhich the narrrter
cofe ses =5 hrving hrd g8 2 child a8 mysteries cre-ture practicing s-vage rltes) the initial
siturtien ef the ncrraoter is femiliazr frer rem-nce: that ef a rituzl iselatien sreszratery of
an enceunter vith zdventure: we have in the chsracter ef Farrel the sert ef msretective figure
clse frpilisr Trem rem-nee, ene whese blessings cenctitute =kind ef sacrzmental launching ef
the here's deseent inte the underwerld: there fellew verieus srencratory signs ef the upceming
ordeal such #s the suicide of Marir Hunt snd the drezm image of the wother's c-neer-ridden
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body. As the nevel srezrrsses rem:znce images znd formulas »reliferate: the trianguler r situatien
which develeps Between the neorrater, $esaie, »nd Nithan is entirely cenceived not enly in terus
of trrditienal remenece but in terms of 2 Freudian femily romenece. The alternate view of Sephie
ns 2n idenlized ekjecct, remeved frem the narrater by belenging te athan znd te her prcst

(end her relatienship witk Nothan functiens s the psychelegiczl reenactment of that pest

frem vhich she esn't free herself) and =s =n ebject of eretic quest whe sets up » rivalry betwec
Neth-n #nd tke nrrrater:; Sevhie's functier 2s sn initiater inte histerieal snd sexual experience
ond thus o= the nsrreter's srtistic snd eretic muse; the rele of Nathan =s Sephie's rescuer and
demenic enchrnter =nd »ursuer; Sephie's situstien threugheut the nevel =s peised between

rescue snd doem - these sre ¥11 themes =nd metifs rnd images frem remsnece, While Styren's use
of them is often irenie rnd m-redistic, they remain his chesen mede of n prehending the Helecrus
As = result the Heleecrust recedes frem view =2s a histeriecal event srid becemes the eccesien

of = rite of sessage for the nerrater en his woy te sexual snd artistie "maturity'.

Sophie herself is troesed betveen the twe medes of remence by mezns of which she is wresented.
As © hereine of r Gethic remence, her histery is reducible te » set of persecutiens =nd =
sequence ' of sufferings in the hefids-of vefieus figures of tyrsuny. whe deminste =nd exwleit her
Her father dominrtes find sbuces her: her slenned scductien eof Hess b=ckfires =nd she ends up

rs his vietim; she is finger reped in the Ne Werk subwrys: and in her relatienship with Nathan
she becomes the prssive vehicle of his meeds: an ebject of his rescue efferts and the ebject
of his rege. In this secuence of pre-erdrined deem, her experience in Auschwits cemes te seem
net = redierl bre-k with = previeus life but the ultimete expressien ef =z life lived under seme
form of deminrtien, the gratuiteusrrss ef her srrest by the Gestape fer smuggling inte Warsaw
some niece of hew illustrating net whet Styren hos mesnt te illustrate (the rendemness of tae
Nozis' cheice of vietims) but # life lived under the sign of deem. As = figure s wpreended
threush the eyes of the n:errater, 8eshie is seen wrimerily as a Tigure of tabee, someene whe
hrs Ween deeply defiled but whese defilement censtitutes ene of the seureces of nttrrctien,

The m-rks of her cencertratien camp exserience zre eonstantly filt red threush the glamerized,
Remantie symbollsn of » fairy-land in which she hrs sojourned rnd te which she belengs, morking
ker off =s a2 type vaalowed by the Remaniic peets, sarticulsrly in Germany, s type of the
Lz Belle Dime sons Merei, z figure whe represents the temptations eof sn ereticiszed Dezth fer
the srtist. The trteeinumber en Sephie's srm is visusliszed =s seme form of teeth marks frem
s vrmaire: her rnewmis -nd iren deficiency os a result of M molnutritien in Auschwits is
»resented s seme gort of en-zttreetive, ghest-like whiteness vhiek is » sign of her kelenging
te the “ingde: of Desth; her toéthlhsSness, wkiech the narrater discevers esrly in the nevel,

is sresented o8 o kind of reveleation ef her being = witeh -~ thus in the Remantic mythelegy
threugh which the cencentrotienary werld is filtered =s kind eof Lawia; her sedy, which is
levingly +nd licentieusly deseribed in great detail threugheut the nevel, is beth besutiful
arid irredeesshly taninted with the signs of Ueath. The effeet of s11 this is that we never get
te visuslisze Sanhie eor the sctusl nature of the cencentratienaty universe threugh which she
hrs posscd except threuzh the Remontic mythelegy =nd symbelism in which she is clethed snd
vhich identifies her == = doem-lcden, hounted erc-ture, sn enchented fairy whe hss dwellt in
fairy-lsnds ferlern ‘whick still has her in its thrz11. kven the hrsny end which "Stinge"

fantasizes fer her snd himself ‘during their zberted flight te the Seuth, te back "home"

frem the enchented reclms, and which is ef ceurse paredied 2s = freile Hellyvweed formula
unreslirsble in the resl - ‘crld see s te be en imvessikility net se much becruse of the
permanent ssychie datrg% she hes suffered in the camps but kecruse ef her status =s an
enchrnted fisure of dork remsnee whe cannet be demesticated inte » hausfrau but must centiiue
te beleng te the friry-lend frem which ske has eserped but whieh is still exerting its spell

on her., What we rre sresented then in Bephie is #n imege of the surviver as = figure ef
magicrl tabee, simultanesusly defiled snd zttraetive, a2ttraective beczuse defiled, the fecus

* Remrntic liebestedt.

One of the cerntr:zl festures of the Gothic zerre is thr ficure of the Getihie villzin whe is
the embediement eof = sexurl =né religious terrer becruse he has breken with the tcheos eof
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of civilized life, tabees vertaining primarily te sexucl cenduet znd te a religzieus life of
ehedience te divine rutherity. A1l three representztive Nozi figures in the nevel =re
cericeived in this Gethic meuld, fiszures of sexual terrer like the Nasi industrizlist

Durrfeld whe is identified with #atan in Seshie's eretic dresm of anal interceurse just-befere
tets]l submersien inte the cencentratienary universe, figures of religious terrer like the dect
whe cemsels Seshie te cheese ene of her children znd whese sct is explicitly identified .

2=  ferm of metrphysics]l rebellien against and simultzneeus craving fer Ged, snd fizures
wie cembine beth sexusl rnd religieus terrer, such == Hess. Fer despite Styren's zssurences as
te Hess's ®rnzlity snd tediousness, substentisted by references te Hennah Arendt and $imene
Weil »nd by sttempts en Styren's port te make him scéMempty »nd programmed te wmouth enly

the cliches of Nozi ideolegy, Hoss is viewed in the nevel »rimsrily ss = kind of evil menk,
erne 1he hre wrecerved i+ hic mede of life semething ef the zusterity »nd ritusl discieline

of £ menk rnd vhe is #till haunted by seue visitztiens ef conscienee znd fermer faith, by

the shost of the Christ in vhem he hed ence believed but vhem ke had new reslsced by 2 new
divinity, Hitler, vhese sicture ss = Teutenic knight is hung in Hpss s menkish cell =t a
nlrece vhere erdinsrily = craeifix weuld h»ve hung. Voreover, the whele =borted seduetion =ecd
betreer Sevhie snd Hess, in itself = rather shoddy siece of stage ne‘odrana, is shreuded in
the stmesshere of = gothic thrill whese seurce is the sotentisl brerking of seme sexual tabkee.

¥ 3 is in this Gethic visien of Nrzism as » deionig rebellion rgeinst God, specif10ﬂ11 agsinst
Christ (end sz seurce of erotie foscinstien) that the center of tie nevel lies. Mueh of the
histericel revisienism ef the rievel censists in Styren's insistenee, threugh sutherial veice,
threugh sutherizl swekesmen like Wonda, the Pelish resistznce fighter, snd mest wrevecatively
by crt'tlnv » nen-Jewish surviver cs the center-piece of = nzrrative sbeut Auschwitz, that
the es=ence of Nrzism lay net'in the "Finmal Selutien! -te the Jewlsh preblem but in’'the cend
eentrs tienaxry ceme’ syytem vhich ¥ss based on the prineipsle of total dom1nat19n cnd human
exnrnd bility,*demonie arineinle which ang spplicable and wel¥ of ‘coursé swolied te ether
neobles then the Jews. While sueh = view owes semething te Hrnnah Arendt's thesis eof
t‘thllt“rl'ﬂlSI, vhat it dees prim-rily is twe things: it sets up = medel of Nazism which

27 We reenccted ot the level of sade-m=sechistic mexusl reletions - as Sephie snd Nathan de -
ﬁni mest crucirlly it prepeses - fundswentally enti-Christisn view eof Nesfsw., For if the
,eeaprce of Nrzism twere te be identified with the murder of the Jews, then Auschvwits, 2& the
exbodinent of the Nowxi visien, ceule be leeked »t as the culwin:ztien, hewever wmenstreusly
mzgnified, of centuries of Christisn ﬁnti—semitispﬁad es the encetment, in 2 medernised,
techncloglzed ferm, of = buge pogrer. But by insisting that the eenter of Negzism 12y elsevhere
and. thet. the ge ocide reainst the Jews exaressed = pursese sther then troditiensl anti-sewitis
ord thet, if -ny ectse, Jews were te we the first in » series of »lonned genecides, Styren is
sble te “disrsastiate Chrlsgjlanity frem its reswensibility fer the Finsl Selutien. This
sttbnwted exculn-tien is eof ceurse the reazsen for the snslegy hetween Peland =nd the American
South which Btyren develews in the nevel. Beth Peland snd the Seouth were Christizn ceuntries
vhere snti-semitism in the ene @=nd rezeism in the ether were enly intermittent, represzenting
a 1lrese #nd net the expressien ef Christiasn princisles, lamses vwhich vere eemprehensible,
if net excussble, en the gréund that peth ceuntries were csseatisl y defested :ne exsleited
netiens with racise snd snti-semitism funetiening ss cenduits ef frustratien snd cemmensatien
fer defert 2nd imsetence., The fate of Sephie's father, » fanotical snti-semite whe hos net
breken cemsletely with Christisnity is mesnt te illustrate the radieslly snti-Christisn nsture
Negi snti-semitism, indeed the rlmest irrelevance of znti-semitism zs the defining feature
of Negism and the impessibility ef genecide within s Christisn framewerk. Fer the peint eof the
Prefesser's fate is thast in Pel:-nd befeore Lae Germesn eccu-stien gerevidal anti-sesitism ceuld
ret get = hesring =nd in eccuvied Pelznd the Prefesser's prepes:l becomes =n irrclevance snd
bene=zth netice =8 cemi‘iz frem 2 Pole.

The eentral »rradex in this qussi-religioeus view of Noszism as ( thevinesrn-tien ef the anti-
Christ, and ene which is sn inherent aspect of the Gothic mede threugh which this view @s

sresented, is thet it tends te glowerize evil snd eveke it 2= an ereticized ferm of terrer.
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Precisely Weezuse of this the nevel never sttempts te visualize the specifie nature and acpual
funetiening of the cencentratienary werld but fzbricstes instesd scenes whiech indulge in 2

. pernezrephieally stiwulated fentisy eof the eoncentration eemp - such os Senhie's sttempted
leshian repe by Hess's heusekeeper and of ceurse the scenes desling with Sephie and Hess. Thae
depiction of ‘the Hoss houschold itself in the midst of Ausechwits has the intention of uneewe:
uneovering'soue ultimate trutk =nd revelstien of Noszism but haes the retuszl effeet of indulging
in the stmespheries of 8ctanism, thus Blurring the scepd:l >nd zctuality ef the eremateris
which funetien =s eveertive vackdreps te cenventional images of hell, their flrmes fueling
the palzce of 3étan. Sophie's ewn naorrative is structired net te signify =n uncssimilzble
prat vhich bresks the centinuity ef persensl identity But te crerte » suspenseful drama with
2 meleérsmetie climax. $tyren hes ihsisted thst he hes singled eut Sephie as his vehicle

of understending the cenecentratiensry universe precisely beczuse. she wss net just snether
vietim but ene-with o stery te tell, : secret te revesl. This sdmissien is tantemeunt te
eenfessing th?t*hiq~inzéiné%foabcan't and wen't wenetrate srers of experience it esnnet

find thrilling er zkser® inte resdy-made imoges »ndé struetures of eretiezlly stimulated
frntesies, This wersl f#ilure of »n iwrginative imebility te grasp and wenetrate srecs

of exnerience.net drzmrtizsble in the medes of meledrrma alse accounts fer the mest flmgrant
picce of vulgrrity in the whele nevel, the reductien ef Senhie's cheice st the platferm eof
Auschvits te » climactic viece of meledrzmatie herrer. Lo

The Gothic mede, =t lerst =5 Btyren emmleys it, hos the effect of eccluding frem view the
‘specific nrture of the cencentrstienary werld snd the histerieal centeurs of Nagism =né
substituting fox'ggfionventionalisei imnges of ereticized demenism. It slse acceunts fer the
unreselved ambiguity whick lies 2t the center of this nevel: the rele of eres snd its relatier
te Christirnity. The nevel, in the menner of Richsrd Rubinstein te whese view of theelegy in
o west-Auschiits verld 8tyren is grestly indebted, seems te be peised in an ambivalent pesture
teverd the sexurlity which it se cemieusly expleits. Fer while it seems e enderse a=n attitude
of sexual liberstien, the sbsence of whieh is ene of the chicf rezsens for the narrater's
frustratiens snd the sesrea of which ferms ene of the ebjeets of .is quest, it scemws te

ke foseinsted by “né fix: ted on the view of the inextricable fusien ef sex =nd vielenece, eres
and death, » fusien which Sevhie and Nathsn examnlify (and is ene of the defining features

of the Cothic visien ef Nozism) #nd te which the narrater's self-zbserbed, narcissistic eres
esnnet effer on rlternstive., This ambiguity zbeut ereticism in its relatien te Chrisitanity
is sccutrtely embedied in the situastien ef Bephie whe is pietured'alternétely 28 a Tremance
hereine te be soved or dcmned threugh her eretie relatiens and ss a kind eof sinner, z lest
seul, ene of the demned in a permenent state of despair =nd guilt whe is te be ssved or damned
threugh seme recevered sresence ef divine graee. 5 n wents te affirm the validity ef =
Christien cencentien of leve snd ef the signs of » divine presenee in'the human seul (the
densrture of thot sresemce in 2 scene in Hess's heuse while Heydn's Creztien is played as
an irenic cemmentary en the nrecess of de-creatien er anti-ereatien dAbAusekwit: censtitutes
ene of the migns of Bephie's fall, her cenditien ef becoming one of the dswned) but at the san
time he »1se wrnts te #ffirm the rele of the bedy, an eroeticized, sexually liberated body 3s
merns te =rlvatien in fnew, aost-ﬁuschwitzf’ospels. ut the twe =ffirmatiens of faith de het
corlesce, and their irrecercilsbility {despite the willed attempt te recencile them) is symised
synbelized in the last scene where Bephie =nd "Btinge" sre tegether in Washingten, with
Stinge mesquersding s r priest while enscting the rele of sn eretie knight ef remansce.

The effect of this scene 28 well ¢s of the preblem whick it dramstises here =nd elsewhere in
the novel is net se wuch te te pese 2 relizious snd merzl dilcema =s te indulge in the kind
of sensatienclism frmiliar frem the literature ef the late Hemsntiggas well #s frem much
ponular literature: that of previding # thrilling mizture of sex and religien, sin and
sunishment, snd this prrticular indulgence in the eretics of sin hespesks of an imaginative
znd mersl failure te &y en:neipa*e eres either frem its fescinztien with desth or frem its
nereissistic self--bserstien =nd te suberdinate it te = selfless form of leve.



