PART |

THE NOVEL



Chapter 2

Hi story and Interpretation

"For me, the reading of novels has been ny only access to
certain truths." (p. 174)



Keneal |y produced the novel and docunent on which the
nmovi e on Oskar Schindler was based. Oskar is a man for whom
life is in the service of desire, of passions, of a process of
self-transformation, but in the end he uses that very process
to save the lives of others, to ensure their survival. Oskar
Schindler is a man with a surfeit of abundance. He is a
nmonster of energy which is turned toward the salvation of a
remmant of Jews from the steanroller of Nazi evil. To what
extent is Keneally's account a fabrication, and to what extent
does the novel capture the reality of the Hol ocaust and the
character of Schindler? Is Oskar in the novel a historical
wi tness of what occurred, and is he hinself rooted in his own
hi story?

Yosef Yerushalm clainmed that the novel was forging the

image of the Holocaust rather than historiography. "The
Hol ocaust has al ready engendered nore historical research than
any single event in Jewish history, but | have no doubt that
its imge is being shaped, not at the historian's anvil, but
in the novelist's crucible."' However, critics acclained

Keneally for being an excellent docunentalist and uphol ding
the principles of an historian or a good journalist even
t hough the story was told in the form of a novel. "The joint
testimony of these survivors has been tirelessly researched,
skilfully assenbled, scrupulously checked."? In the opening
author's note, Keneally hinmself denies that he is witing
fiction, and concludes that in his novel, "Oskar Schindler's
astonishing history (my italics) appears for the first tine in
extended form" (p. 11)

You can't call Schindler's List fiction any nore
than you can call In Cold Bl ood, or The
Executioner's Song, or The Right Stuff fiction. | do
see that all of these books are in the fiction

section of the bookstore for conveni ence sake, and
al so because they have these literary qualities. |
think the device of the docunmentary novel is well
established in North Anerica and there are a number
of precedents for what | did.?

Anatoli Kuznetsov's Babi Yar, witten as a document in
the form of a novel, was one such precedent. As Kuznetsov
hinmself said in an interview, "The result is not a novel in
the conventional sense, but a photographically accurate
picture of actual events."? Oral testinony and docunentary
evidence were turned into a literary version of a photograph,
"for the photograph operates rhetorically on precisely the
same assunption at work in docunentary narrative. That is, as
a seeming trace or fragnment of its referent that appeals to
the eye for proof, the photograph is able to invoke the
authority of its enpirical link to events, which in turn seens
to reinforce the sense of its own unnmediated factuality."®



The fictional technique was nerely the convenient form
Keneally, in fact, was upset when he received the Booker
prize, not for the prize itself, but because it was awarded
under the category of fiction. He clainmned to be witing the
truth, an honest portrayal of the Holocaust itself and an
honest account of Schindler's heroic act of salvation using
the form of the novel.

The novel not only clains to represent historical truth,
it begins with a personal historical note which attributes the
origins of the novel to a tale told by another person at a
particular tinme and place - Leopold Pfefferberg. Keneally
attests that he is not the author of the tale. He based his
story on the testinony of w tnesses. Keneally clains that he
is only responsible for rendering the aesthetic form he gives
to the material, but the truth of the content derives fromthe
original tellers of the tale.® Is this claimvalid?

Certainly, the feel of what happened is accurately
portrayed. Nanes, dates, the integration of the anecdotes of
Wi tnesses into a continuous story, these are the docunentary
techni ques that the novel enploys to convey the feel of the
time. The novel provides a powerful portrayal of the sense and

enotional inpact of the Holocaust. "Schindler's List reads
like a novel: Its voices are thick with living tissue; its
scenes are so vivid they appear to result from a kind of
ventril oquism"’ "His narrative 'feels' true: it i's

consistent, it nakes sense, it carries its own conviction."®

To test the wverity of Keneally's depiction of the
Hol ocaust, | want to exam ne exanples of his description of
evi dence of Hol ocaust events, what he hinself says about the
Hol ocaust, how he explains it, and the frame within which he
seeks to understand it.

The burning of the synagogue in Krakow is the first scene
of actual genocide depicted in the novel. After describing the
SS smashing doors and stealing valuables, tearing a fur coat
off a girl by breaking her arm when she resisted, and shooting
a boy who refused to give up his skis, the scene shifts to the
synagogue.

"While the SS were working the apartment buildings,

t he Ei nsat zgr uppe squad moved agai nst t he
fourteenth-century synagogue of Stara Boznica. As
t hey expected, they found at prayer there a

congregation of traditional Jews wth beards and
si del ocks and prayer shaws. They collected a nunber
of the less Orthodox from surroundi ng apartnments and
drove themin as well, as if they wanted to neasure
t he reaction of one group to the other.

"Anmong those pushed across the threshold of Stara



Boznica was the gangster Max Redlicht, who would not
ot herwi se have entered an ancient tenple or been
invited to do so. They stood in front of the Ark

these two poles of the sanme tribe who would on a

nor mal day have found each ot her's conpany
of fensive. An Einsatz NCO opened the Ark and took
out the parchment Torah scroll. The disparate

congregation on the synagogue floor were to file
past and spit on it. There was to be no faking - the
spittle was to be visible on the calligraphy.

"The Orthodox Jews were nore rational about it than
t hose others, the agnostics, the liberals, the self-
styl ed Europeans. It was apparent to the Einsatz nen
that the nodern ones balked in front of the scroll
and even tried to catch their eye as if to say, Cone
on, we're all too sophisticated for this nonsense
The SS nmen had been told in their training that the
European character of |iberal Jews was a tissue-thin
facade, and in Stara Boznica the backsliding
reluctance of the ones who wore short haircuts and
contenporary clothes went to prove it.

"Everyone spat in the end except Max Redlicht. The
Ei nsat zgruppen nmen my have seen this as a test
worth their time - to nmake a man who visibly does
not believe renounce with spittle a book he views
intellectually as antique tribal drivel but which
his blood tells himis still sacred. Could a Jew be
retrieved from the persuasions of his ridiculous
bl ood? Could he think as cleverly as Kant? That was
the test.

"Redlicht did not pass it. He made a little speech
"I'"ve done a lot. But | won't do that.' They shot
him first, and then shot the rest anyway and set
fire to the place, making a shell of the ol dest of
all Polish synagogues." (pp. 60-1)°

One does not have to be intimately acquainted with Polish
Jewry to find problenms with this account. VWhy could a gangster
not attend any synagogue, orthodox or otherw se? Any Jew -

gangster or not - is welcome to join a mnyan.® Further, why
woul d orthodox and not-so orthodox or even |iberal Jews have
found each others conpany offensive? And how many, if any,

i beral Jews or atheistic Jews would have regarded the Tanach
as antique tribal drivel?' The lack of forelocks and wearing
of nmodern dress were not signs of the beliefs of npdern Jews.
Being an atheist did not entail regarding the Torah as either
antique or tribal let alone drivel.

Though the latter poi nt may have only been the
perspective  of the Einsatzgruppen that Keneally  was



reflecting, the text is anbiguous. But the statenment that a
gangster would not have been invited to enter a synagogue or
that |iberals and orthodox were two poles of the sanme tribe
who found each others conpany offensive is nore clearly
Keneal ly's interpretation. Keneally cannot be accused of using
words | oosely and unthinkingly. He is an excellent prose
stylist and a very econom cal witer who denonstrates a poet's
precision and close attention in his choice of words, and a
great sensitivity to their neaning. Wy does Keneally say
t hese things about the Jews?

The interpretation is not only questionable, it is
unknowabl e. Keneally could not possibly know the attitude of
the Jews to each other or to the Tanach since all the Jews in
t he synagogue were killed. Even if Keneally happened to have
access to Einsatzgruppen archives, they would be self-
evidently wunreliable in reporting only what confirnmed Nazi
prior beliefs.

Keneal |y clainmed that he only used dial ogue where he had
testinmonial or docunentary support from Schindler files. "I

didn't even use dial ogue unless | had testinonial backing for
using it, from docunents that Schindler had |eft behind him
or from live testinony from former prisoners."' No Jews

survived the torching of the synagogue to give evidence or
testimony. Oskar was not there. Archives would not have
provi ded such information. However, the issue is not whether
t he Ei nsatzgruppen characterized the Torah as primtive drivel
rather than the Jews, or even the attitudes of liberal Jews,
but, assum ng even that the liberal Jews shared that attitude
and Keneally found such views expressed in archives, why would
Keneal | y appear to confirmtheir beliefs in explicit words as
well as in his description of the scene? Keneally creates a
powerful scene which seens to verify the Einsatzgruppen
conviction that race runs deeper than education. Wiy would he
do this? It is one thing to tell the story of the burning of
t he synagogue to confirm that Oscar knew about such planned
events, but why present the possible SS view as if it were, at
| east in part, his own?

Look at the story again. It becones not so nuch a tale
about the burning of the synagogue as the story of SS beliefs
and the behaviour of Jews confirmng such beliefs. Further,
the story seens to confirmthe hypocrisy of nost |iberal Jews.
| f atheistic Jews believed that the Torah scrolls were antique
tribal drivel, why would they refuse or even hesitate to spit
on it if they were under a brutal threat if they refused? And
why would the ultra-orthodox be "nore rational™ and do so
readily? Both |iberal and orthodox Jews knew that survival was
a higher value in God's eyes than spitting on the Torah under
t hreat of death, though presumably both groups m ght hesitate
to spit. In any case, why would the differential behaviour of
the two groups be depicted and then contrasted in their



behavi our to confirmthe Einsatz belief that the Jew sh raci al
bl ood nenory of the sacred Torah was at odds with their
intellectual convictions? Finally, assum ng the |egend of Max
Redl i cht had been passed down by Jews, why would the |egend
not be wused to illustrate the courage of even a Jew sh
gangster who would stand up to Nazis even when they ordered
himto spit on the Torah? Why is the story told to illustrate
t hat tradition, i f not bl ood, runs nmuch deeper than
intellectual beliefs?

This is not really even an issue of history, but the use
of legend for historiographical purposes. And the purpose does
not seem to be ained at putting forth a Jewish view of the
Hol ocaust which m ght have represented the crimnal atheist
Max as a tzaddic (a righteous person).®® Keneally offers a
version of a tale which not only has no basis in docunentary
facts, 1is inplausible given what 1is known about Jew sh
behaviour at the tinme, seenms to endorse Nazi rather than
Jewi sh nythol ogy, but could not even be based on historica

documentary fact. Is it possible that Keneally buys into the
Nazi netaphysical view of the world -- not Nazi racism and
anti-semtism-- but the celebration of natural chance rather

than the Hebraic spiritual tradltion or the Greek phil osophic
tradition of human rationality?

On the other hand, the story does attenpt to docunment
sonet hing about Schindler even if it is only a particular
version of a |egend about the Hol ocaust. Keneally's Schindl er
is clearly portrayed not only as knowing about the Nazi
brutality that surrounded him but of warning the Jews of

pl anned violent actions. In the novel, Schindler is clearly
acquainted with Nazi violence from t he very begi nning. One
conment at or, in describing Schindler’ reaction to the

clearing of the ghetto which occurred nuch | ater than the
burni ng of the synagogue, erroneously noted:

Apparently this incident, seen from a distance, was
Schindler's first experience of violence. Strangely,
Keneally's Schindler, nmving freely about Nazi-
occupi ed Cracow, had nmanaged not to see the
brutality that was everywhere. The thousands of
arrests, the public executions, the beatings, the
evictions. The succession of roundups of people
| eaving churches after Mass, the many 'bloody
Sundays,' the attenpts at 'returning’ Cracow to the
status of a pure German' city are ignored in
Keneal | y' s book.

The clearing of the ghetto was not Schindler's first
know edge of violence, though it may have been his first
direct encounter with that violence. The critic's main point
is that there has been a selection of events in the portrait
of the Hol ocaust. For exanmple, the suffering of the Poles and



the Christians was omtted in the novel. The fact that the
Poli sh underground was Iarge and active from 1939 is left
entirely out of the novel. The critics were right in this
regard; there is historical selectivity in dealing with the
Hol ocaust as background to the Oskar Schindler story. But is
that selectivity significant?

The main problem is not distortions caused by selective
representation. That is bound to happen in any relatively
conci se docunent, especially when the material is not germane
to the story of Oscar Schindler. The real issue is how
Keneal |y provides such interpretive descriptions (the burning
of the Kracow synagogue), what he says about what he
descri bes, how he explains it, and the intellectual frane in
whi ch he pl aces the Hol ocaust.

Keneal |y characterized the Hol ocaust and connected it to

Schindler's actions as follows: "his salvage of a cross
section of a condemmed race during those years now known by
the generic name Holocaust." (my italics) Oskar Schindler's

action is described as a salvage operation. Though certainly
his act saved people from extraordi nary danger, we nornmally
sal vage ships about to be wecked or goods from shi ps about to
sink. W do not ordinarily wite about people as salvage.
Saving them bringing salvation if sonme religious overtone is
i ntended - but why the word 'salvage' applied to the Jews?'

Further, why are the Jews referred to as a 'race' when
the very idea that Jews are a race, that is, a group with the
sanme genetic inheritance, has been rejected by Jews as
applying to thenselves. Jews are an ethnic group, a nation,
adhere to the sanme religion, share common cultural features -
what ever equi vocal designation one prefers, but not a race.
Why does Keneally depict Jews by the very characterization
attributed to them by their greatest assassin?

And why condemmed? The answer seens i nmedi ately obvious -
condemmed by Hitler. Condemmed by H nmler. Condemmed by
Heydrich. Condemmed by the entire Nazi nurder machine. But
condemmation suggests blanme. Condemmation suggests guilt.
Condemnation suggests that the party condemed is in the
wrong. This word is not only associated with those sentenced
to prison or death, or, what is worse, condemmed, as in a
building no |onger considered wuseful. 'Condemmed' has a
psychol ogical, nmoral and theological side as well as a
descriptive one.

The use of 'salvage' (as if the Jews were things) and the
use of 'condemmed race' (which adopts the I|anguage of the
murderers), may be just a questionable choice of phrase.
However, the choice appears significant when a third part of
the same clause is examned - the phrase 'those years now
known by the generic nanme Holocaust'. Since when is the



Hol ocaust a neasurenment of a time span? And why is it a
‘generic' term when the use of the word with capitals was to
characterize the specific attenpt to exterm nate the Jews and
the nmurder of six mllion of them as a unique event? The
generic term sinply neans a great loss of life by fire, or
"the word hol ocaust, shorn of its particular reference along
with its article, threatens to beconme a synbolic word
connoti ng mass mur der and destruction what ever t he
magni tude."*® Prior to the Second World War, hol ocaust referred
to a burnt offering as practised by the ancient Israelites, a
use now restricted to historical specialists. Wy would
Keneally refer to the years, rather than the exterm nation of
the Jews, as the Hol ocaust, and then call it a generic nane as
if it were a generic drug rather than one advertised by nmeans
of a nanme that had been culturally copyrighted?

Keneally seems to be suggesting that the Hol ocaust was
not the Holocaust but a holocaust. This is certainly the
i npression of Philip Marchand who interviewed Thonmas Keneal |l y.
"Keneally insists that the events recorded in Schindler's List
be linked in spirit with these atrocities (the Arnmenian
genocide, Stalin's treatnment of the Ukrainians) as well. There
is no netaphysical uniqueness to the Hol ocaust which should
prevent it from being nentioned in the same breath with other
exanpl es of genocide."™ \What Keneally grants with the
capitalization, he takes away with the nodifier.

Keneally treats the people who provided the testinonials
for his novel, and to whom he offers profuse thanks, as
objects, as salvage. He characterizes them in terns of their
physical traits and their nmenbership in a collectivity
described in terms of 'race' using the |anguage of the
murderers who wanted to kill them He then depicts the
hi storical event from which they were saved as sonething both
generic and unique, but unique only insofar a reference to a
specific time period is unique.

Keneally goes further than nerely describing events in a
way that has no docunmentary foundation and characterizing the
Hol ocaust in very questionable ways; he provides his own
potted historical explanation of the Holocaust in general.
Keneally clainms that the final solution to the elim nation of
the Jews from Europe through mass exterm nation by neans of

gas was the result of a technological innovation - "a
di si nfectant conmpound, Zyklon B?, would suppl ant Madagascar as
the solution.” (p. 69) No respectable historian of the

Hol ocaust attributes the final solution to a technol ogical
i nnovation. First, other gases |ike carbon nonoxi de were used
at other exterm nation canps, such as Belzec, Sobibé6r and
Trebl i nka. Secondly, the bulk of the initial victinms of Zyklon
B were not Jew sh; they were Soviet POM. "Nor is there any
reliable evidence to suggest that these Kkillings were
rehearsal s for the subsequent mass gassing of Jews."?' Finally,
al t hough Zyklon B allowed for a nore effective neans of mass



killing on the scale of Auschwitz, it was not the critical
factor replacing WMdagascar as the solution. 1deological,
political, economc, mlitary and practical factors were all
far nore significant. For exanple, the beginning of the Gernman
war wth the USSR is the critical factor elimnating
Madagascar as a solution, as Keneally hinmself acknow edged.

Though this is a problem of historical inaccuracy, | am
nore interested in the fact that Keneally points to a
t echni cal innovation as the explanation for the nass

exterm nation of the Jews. Attributing the cause of the
Hol ocaust to Zyklon B gas is such an egregious error that sone
account must be given of it. | suggest that the explanation
can be found in Keneally's own pragmatic orientation.
Pragmati sm stresses not only the inportance, but the |eading
role of practical activities on human affairs, so that new
devel opnents are determned not only by their practicality in
solving a problem but the practicality of a new devel opment
in deciding a problemis often the decisive factor in creating
a new devel opnent. O course, pragmatists do not only believe
that thinking is a response to a concrete situation ainmed at
solving a problem and that such practical solutions nake the
critical difference in human conduct.®

In Keneally's own pragmatism and in his projection of
the enphasis of the critical role of technology in historica
change associated with pragnmatism Keneally commits serious
hi storical factual errors. But these are |ess inportant than
hi s peculiar characterizations. These cannot be connected with
his pragmatic outlook - the description of Oskar as a sal vager
of a cross section of a condemmed race, the description of
Stern as having inherited characteristics of his race (which |
had not alluded to heretofore), the description of the
Hol ocaust itself as an historical period.

Keneally creates a powerful scene which seens to confirm
the Einsatzgruppen conviction that race runs deeper than
education. Keneally, in the rare nonents when he ventures
superficially into the thought side of his characters, seens
to be projecting his own world-view onto them These problens

are not linked to Keneally's pragmatism but are due to the
ot her side of his dialectical analysis, attributing behaviour
to inherited characteristics. They are connected with

expl aining Oskar's behaviour in ternms of an inborn dainon
which | wll expand on later.?

This trait does not appear to fit in with Keneally as a
pragmati st, for pragmatists who follow in the Dewey nold are
non-theistic humanistic believers in a universal ci Vi
religion.? Experience counts, not inherited cultural or even
racial characteristics. But there is another side to Keneally.
He depicts Oskar Schindler as Janus-faced. But Thonmas Keneal ly
al so emerges as Janus-faced. Keneally seens to hold a doctrine



of inherited characteristics, inherited as an individual and
as a nmenmber of a group. This is not racism in any sense of
prejudice. Keneally is clearly not endorsing Nazi actions. But
his outlook is related to the Nazi world view.

Connected with the dichotony between pragmati sm and the

classical view of inherited characteristics and personality
traits is another dichotony - the tension between feelings and
t hought .
Keneally appears to synpathize with the view that |iberal
menbers  of the enlightennment had feelings which were
sentinentally attached to their past (their inherited dai nmon)
while their intellectual convictions were based on entirely
different prem ses and |ooked towards the future (their
pragmati sm . Keneally endorses first those liberals, who, like
Stern, conbined their |Iliberal enlightened attitudes with a
commtnment to his people rather than their Book. He does not
approve of those whose sentinents are out of synch with their
t houghts, but who make no effort to integrate the two. Even
the orthodox, who have a nmuch nore coherent value set, are
superior in this regard. For Keneally, rationality entailed
integrating one's thoughts and feelings.

Hi s description of Schindler's behavi our I's an
illustration. Chapter 5 in Keneally's novel denonstrates even
nmore explicitly that Oskar Schindler's synpathies were not
with the Nazi goal of elimnating the Jews, but with the Jews
t hemsel ves. The dilemma for him was how to nmake Oskar's
t houghts and actions conformto his feelings. Secondlyi Oskar
COMES across as an unequi vocal conmmunitarian pragmati st® as he
shares his anti-Nazi sentinments with his German officer pals
drawn from the lesser ranks as they listen to nmusic in a
cellar jazz club together, where the SS and Party officials
were nost unlikely to appear given the Nazi conviction that
jazz was the expression of subhuman ani mal s.

Some of Oskar Schindler's friends cane from Canaris. "To
the SS the eneny within mght be the Jew, but to the Canaris
the eneny within was the SS." (p. 65)% None of the friends in
the jazz club were abom nators of Jews. Keneally is explicitly
clear that Schindler belonged to a comunity of Germans who
opposed Hitler's policy of exterm nation. Schindler belonged
to a comunity of pragmatists who were anti-Nazi. Schindler
al so had feelings of synpathy for the Jews.

Oskar Schi ndl er went one step further in this
identification. He communicated with a nunber of dissident
factions, particularly the Zionist underground, to transfer
funds and transmt information back. Further, |ike many Jew sh
survivors, for whom testinmny became the sole reason to
survive, Oskar also wanted to serve as a witness to what had
ocurred. After the first Aktion in the ghetto: (7000 had been
cleared out) "Oskar had now become nore exact about this sort



of information. He knew, for exanple, that the Aktion had been
under the overall managenment of one W/ hel m Kunde but had been
led by SS CObersturnfiuhrer Oto von Mllotke. Oskar kept no
dossier, but he was preparing for another era when he would
make a full report to either Canaris or the world. It would be
made earlier than he expected.” (pp. 134-5) In the book, the
i nportance of what Oskar sees in the ghetto is that he is
preparing to use the material he observes as historical
evigenc% for the subsequent convictions of the perpetrators of
mur der .

In fact, Oskar Schindler was an inportant war crines
Wi t ness.
"And he proved useful to the Anerican authorities, and brought
a heap of dangerous hostility upon his own head, by presenting
the occupying power with the nost detailed docunmentation on
all his old drinking conpanions, on the viscious owners of the
other slave factories that had stood near his, on all the
rotten group he had wined and flattered while inwardly
| oathing in order to save the |ives of helpless people."?

This is ironic. Oskar Schindler, who lived to be a
witness to history against the Nazis, is given an enornous
boost towards general immrtality by an author who clains to
be an historian, but who reconstructs that history wth
interpretations and expl anatiopns that seemto betray, to sone
degree, that history.

In the postnodernist version, the explanation is sinply
that all historical reconstruction is creative. "All witing,
all composition, is construction. We do not imtate the world,
we construct versions of it. There is no mnmesis, only poesis.

No recording. Only construction."? Put another way, "the
truths of the Holocaust--both the factual and interpretive--
can no |longer be said to |lie beyond our understanding, but

must now be seen to inhere in the ways we understand,
interpret, and wite its history."%

One, however, need not go that far. Historiographical
accounts nmay be judged in terns of their conpleteness,

consi stency, plausibility, wevidential support, interpretive
pr oj ecti ons, erroneous expl anati ons, etc. Furt her, t he
intellectual frame for undertaking the construction will tell

us a great deal about the design and interpretation of the
events. And Keneally's interpretation was focused on the
problem of portraying virtue. He could not revert to the
romantic hero nodelled on Rousseau's portrait of hinself as
naturally good and well intentioned. For Keneally makes it
clear that Schindler neither purported nor could be m staken
in any way for possessing such a virtue. Rousseau in his
Confessions clainmed an "utter inability to hate or injure".
Schi ndl er nowhere invokes such virtue nor provides any self-
justification for his black marketeering, his use of slave



| abour, hi s dri nki ng and womani zi ng based on t he
exceptionality of his circumstances. Keneally nakes clear that
Oskar neither possessed nor professed conventional virtues.

For this is the story of the pragmatic triunph of

good over evil, a triunph in emnently neasurable,
statistical, unsubtle terms. VWhen you work from the
other end of the beast - when you chronicle the
predi ctable and nmeasurable success evil generally
achieves - it is easy to be wise, wy, piercing, to
avoid bathos. It is easy to show the inevitability

by which evil acquires all of what you would call
the real estate of the story, even though good m ght
finish up with a few inponderables like dignity and
sel f - knowl edge. Fatal human malice is the staple of
narrators, ori gi nal sin t he not her-fluid of
hi storians. But it is a risky enterprise to have to
wite of virtue. (p. 14)

Keneally was faced with a problem He was witing in the
m dst of an evolutionary imginative world in whhich his
readers already brought to new imaginative reconstructions
their own ready-made experiences and expectations provided by
Keneal | y' s predecessors. He was witing about virtue and not
original sin; nodern readers are skeptical of virtue.

Keneally had a pragmatic problem How could he nmke an
act of such great virtue plausible. Further, how could he do
so without endorsing a doctrine of the inevitability of evil
which others used to wite about the dramatic fight betweeen
t hese ol d opponents?

Who else has witten about such a lofty thenme in the
twentieth century? To whom is Keneally conparing hinmself? For

what author does evil prevail even if good achieves a few
i nponderables like dignity and self-know edge? The reference
to original sin offers a clue. Is Keneally thinking of the

seedy world of Graham Greene? In The Last Anerican, at the end
of the novel, the character Fowl er reflects on his nenory of
Pyl e through whose death Fow er achieved a snall nmeasure of
redenpti on. "Everything had gone right with me since he had
di ed, but how I w shed there existed someone to whom | could

say that | was sorry." As one critic sunmmarized Fowl er's
state, "what has mattered in Fower's story is that he is
capable of feeling this pity and sorrow for the |ost young
man; that as an ordinary, nonpolitical, noderately selfish,
but intelligent human being he is noved to act against
vi ol ence and stupidity; and that he is inpelled towards such
action above all by his insight into human suffering,

especially the suffering caused by war and political
conflict."3

Thi s suggests why Keneally sees his task as difficult. He



cannot rely on the literary device of irony to provide a sense
of distance from the action, for Schindler is not noderately
sel fish, but excessively so. And when he nobves to act agai nst
violence and stupidity, he succeeds. According to Keneally,
Oskar's success does not seemto result from sonme netaphysi cal

or theological insight into suffering produced by war and
conflict. Keneally is witing about a selfish man who | acks
any special understanding of either pain or evil, a mn who
achi eves a trenmendous victory over the forces of evil, while

the characters in a plethora of novels that have (literally)
informed our imaginative intelligence have failed to achieve
such a victory. How is Keneally going to establish credibility
about his account of Gskar Schindler?

To put it another way, in an era when the anti-hero is
king in literature, how does a novelist wite about a hero
wi t hout appearing maudlin? How can the author convey a sense
of dramatic intensity that the subject deserves w thout naking
the whole affair seem inplausible? Unlike Fow er, who is full
of noral intelligence but is totally indecisive, Schindler is
extrenely decisive but with no special entrée into the world
of noral wi sdom Like Pyle, Oskar is courageous, but he is not
i neffectual; Oskar has street smarts. Rehabilitation in G aham
G eene's The Power and the Gory is slow and secret; in the
novel by Keneally, there is no rehabilitation.® There is no
original sin, just human failings.

W are entering the same Manichaean worldview G aham
Greene held, but without the Jansenist prem se of original sin
and the power of evil to enmbrace us all.

The Hol ocaust has becone the principal netaphor for

evil in our time, and like all netaphors it risks
deval uati on by const ant use and occasi onal
rhetorical abuse. By telling Oskar Schindler's story
the way he does - with nanmes, dates and anecdotes
supplied by survivors - Thomas Keneally renews the
met aphor in the only way possible, by locating it
again in concrete, i magi nable situations where
certain individuals make choices and others suffer
consequences, where &evil 1is as palpable as the
presence of a madman with a gun or a bureaucrat wth
a list.?®

Pal pabl e, not nmetaphysical evil. The victins are sal vage.

The Hol ocaust is but a depiction of a few years of history.
Concrete space and tinme. Keneally left the priesthood and,
li ke Oskar, is a lapsed Catholic. For him wevil is the stuff
of everyday life. The contest is real enough, even if the
m ght of evil's power has been greatly reduced.

When Keneally refers to the "inevitability of evil"3,
per haps the conparison is to be made to Joseph Conrad who was



one of the pioneers of the anti-heroic |eading character in
quest of his soul in a dark, dark world. But for Conrad,
"there is a fundanental inconpatibility between materi al
i nterest pursued by self-seeking individuals and conmon hunman
needs. "% Schindler, as a character who was victorious over
evil, just does not fit into this imaginative frame. Can you
think of one literary work or film in which the hero is a
busi nessman? And this is heroism on a nost magnificent scale.
Consider how hard it is to wite convincing prose about a hero
who is introduced as a nman determned to make noney.
| magi nation is determ ned by our experience and education. W
cannot | eave them behind and then pretend we are omi scient.
They influence what we expect and what we wll accept as
pl ausi bl e. By what neans does Keneally make a virtous hero out
of a man in pursit of wealth?

The conundrum is that none of the imaginative frames that
we, Keneally's readers, bring to the novel, allow for the
exi stence of such a character. This is Keneally's difficulty.
He has to mke such an account convincing. Providing the
appearance  of hi st ori cal authenticity was critical to
est abl i shi ng t hat pl ausibility. Keneal l y's novel
overwhel m ngly succeeds in creating that sense of reality even
if his descriptions, characterizations of the Hol ocaust,
expl anation for it, and intellectual frame for understanding
the Hol ocaust have little to do with history itself. The
appearance of historical reality, however, is not a sufficient
condition for making his account of a virtous hero convincing.
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