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Abstract

Ann Michaels is an author of Jewish descent who did not experience the Holocaust; however, it 
influenced her fiction to a great extent. Michaels’ parents emigrated from Europe before the out-
break of the war and parts of her family that had stayed in Europe fell victim to the Holocaust. The 
fact that the Holocaust represents a significant aspect in her life despite her lack of direct experi-
ence is visible in her first novel. In Fugitive Pieces Michaels focuses on the question of Holocaust 
trauma transmission to subsequent generations; she manages to provide a complex view of Holo-
caust trauma and its development. This paper focuses on the analysis of the key characters within 
the novel, Jakob and Ben. The primary and secondary traumas are discussed through detailed 
analysis of memories concerning the Holocaust past. The aim of the article is to analyze the shared 
as well as the differing aspects of trauma transmission in both key characters. 

Keywords: Holocaust trauma transmission, PTSD, the second generation and the Holocaust, vic-
tim, perpetrator, family, Canadian literature

1. Introduction
Anne Michaels is a Canadian-born poet and novelist whose novel Fugitive Pieces (1996) 
is a significant work dealing with the issue of post-Holocaust trauma. Michaels is of Jew-
ish descent; her father’s family emigrated from Poland to Canada in the 1930’s and thus 
the family managed to escape the Holocaust (Berger 1). Michaels did not have a primary 
encounter with the Holocaust, but despite this, she chose to write about the direct trauma 
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caused by the Holocaust and the continuation of this trauma in the form of secondary trau-
matization. Michaels combines both these topics into a single novel, Fugitive Pieces. The 
strength of this novel lies in the fact that it manages to provide a complex view of trauma, 
its development through the generations and its impact upon the ties between relatives 
directly or indirectly involved in the Holocaust survivors’ fates. 

The novel Fugitive Pieces is formally divided into three parts, and the narrator changes 
as the story develops. Two thirds of the book are narrated by the Holocaust survivor Jakob 
Beer, and after his death the narrative shifts to Benjamin, the son of Holocaust survivors 
and a zealous student and researcher of Beer’s poetry. The topic of trauma transmission is 
ever-present, not only in Ben’s relationship to his parents but also in Jakob’s life too. Fugi-
tive Pieces is an exceptional piece of writing which attempts the seemingly impossible; the 
recollection of broken parts (of memories, identities and reasons) after trauma. However, 
the book’s view is not focused solely on the recollection of individual trauma; this trauma 
is discussed in inter-generational terms too. Attempted recollections are the common ele-
ment linking all the characters within the novel. Together with his rescuer Athos, Jakob 
tries to revive the lost details of Jakob’s family which vanished in the Holocaust. When 
Athos dies, Jakob tries to recollect the broken pieces of Athos’ unfinished work and the 
untold stories of his life. When Jakob dies, it is Ben who must continue with the recollec-
tion in a desperate attempt to recover the clue to Jakob’s poetry. Therefore the book sug-
gests that recollection itself is the key to the intergenerational transmission of trauma. The 
intergenerational connections between the characters create a circular recurrence of ideas; 
one idea can begin in one person’s life and finish in another’s. This bond between people 
sharing common obstacles becomes a transcendent motif in the novel. This circularity is 
also stressed by the fact that different chapters in the three sections of the novel bear the 
same name and thus imply repetition in the fates of Jakob and Ben. 

At the beginning of the novel, even prior to the initiation of the plot, Michaels describes 
the issue of bearing witness to the Holocaust and indirectly addresses the question of 
Holocaust fiction. She says that “countless manuscripts … were lost or destroyed” and 
that “other stories are concealed in memory, neither written nor spoken” (1). The main 
character Jakob was not only a survivor, but also a translator of Holocaust memoirs from 
the war. He has devoted his life to his trauma even within the boundaries of his work. 
Michaels points out that thousands of wartime testimonies were destroyed and could never 
fulfill their function of testifying. In contrast to this Michaels chooses to write a fictional 
memoir; a testimony that is not real but which cannot be destroyed. 

Michaels’ novel offers us a detailed focus on the transmission of trauma to the second 
generation. This paper analyzes the contribution made by Michaels’ scrutiny of the mecha-
nism of transmission. As a theoretical background, I use Abraham and Torok’s question 
of haunting, the location of the tomb, cryptophoria and Castricano’s cryptomimesis. The 
aim of this study is to demonstrate the role and importance of these phenomena in the 
processing of trauma. The second part of the paper, concerning the second generation of 
survivors, views these phenomena in a wider context and focuses on the survivor’s role in 
the transmission of trauma to later generations.
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2. Jakob’s Trauma
The novel opens with a description of Jakob Beer’s family life in the small Polish town 
of Biskupin during the war. When the village is overrun by the German army, Jakob hides 
in a house, and he thereby avoids the fate of his both parents and his sister Bella, who are 
dragged away. He never learns what happened to them, and he is unaware of how and 
where they died. After the incident Jakob hides in a forest until he is rescued by Athos, 
a Greek archeologist working on a project in Poland. Athos takes Jakob to Greece, where 
he grows up and is educated. Later they both move to Canada, but towards the end of his 
life Jakob returns to Greece to recollect the memories of his rescuer and his own peace of 
mind. In the novel, Jakob considers his recovery by Athos as his re-birth: “No one is born 
just once. If you’re lucky, you’ll emerge again in someone’s arms; or unlucky, wake when 
the long tail of terror brushes the inside of your skull” (5). All of those who survived the 
Holocaust were reborn. But this rebirth implies a prior death, or the death of the previ-
ous way of life. If death precedes the subsequent life, the question of the tomb arises in 
a renewed context. The survivors often survived only due to sheer luck; in literally sec-
onds, they had to leave behind their previous lives and everything they knew. Taking this 
into consideration, survivors found themselves in a completely new environment with no 
connection whatsoever to their previous selves. Therefore they missed not only the exter-
nal elements which they had lost, but they missed their own identities as they had existed 
prior to the catastrophe. 

2.1 Haunting and the Importance of a Burial Place
In the first chapter Jakob describes his primary trauma, mainly the loss of his beloved 
sister. Living in Greece after his rescue by Athos, Jakob is unable to overcome the vivid 
and constant feeling that his family is always with him. The spectres continue to haunt 
him throughout his life. When Jakob ponders: “I know why we bury our dead and mark 
the place with stone, with the heaviest, most permanent thing we can think of: because the 
dead are everywhere but the ground” (8), we can see that he secretly wishes that he could 
have buried them. In her theory of the cryptomimetic principle, Castricano describes the 
necessity of a tombstone as a “threshold … that marks the divisions, borders or boundaries 
between inside and outside” and “implies a sense of crossing a line” (98). In the case of 
Jakob’s family, there is no tombstone to form a division or boundary; therefore in Jakob’s 
mind there is no line to be crossed, and the ghosts of his past return sporadically to haunt 
him in the present.

By stressing the importance of a burial place within the cryptomimetic principle, Castri-
cano indirectly connects her ideas to similar psychoanalytic principles which were devel-
oped by Abraham and Torok. Cryptomimesis in fact returns to the affected person “a mem-
ory they buried without a legal burial place. The memory is of an idyll, experienced with 
a valued object and yet for some reason unspeakable. It is memory entombed in a fast and 
secured place, awaiting resurrection” (“Lost Object” 141). Jakob’s memory of his former 
peaceful family life is his memory of an idyll. However, there is no solid boundary line 
between his current and previous lives; therefore these two elements of his psychological 
life intertwine with each other in both his conscious and unconscious perception. 
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After the war, Athos and Jakob search in vain for documentary proof which would 
reveal the fate of Jakob’s family, and therefore Jakob is left to linger in the uncertainty 
over the fate of his family or the prospect of their possible survival. There is no grave with 
which he could honour them, no physical place where he could venerate their memory. As 
Abraham and Torok stress, “we will bury the deceased in the ground rather than in our-
selves” (“Mourning” 129). If burial elsewhere is impossible, their memory is buried within 
one’s self, and in this way the memory becomes a haunting memory. 

According to Kelly, Jakob’s memory also bears all the traces of traumatic memory; 
“temporal delays, temporal paradoxes, fundamental dislocation of time and space, refusal 
of historical boundaries, possession by the past, and repetition compulsion” (42). When 
Jakob is living with Athos in Greece, he can see his mother sitting at the table, his father 
reading a newspaper and Bella studying. These intrusive memory images mark Jakob’s 
everyday vivid haunting episodes, which are seen as typical symptoms of traumatic mem-
ory. Using Abraham and Torok’s interpretation, it is possible to state that Jakob’s images 
are symptoms of “metapsychological traumatism of a loss or, more precisely, the ‘loss’ 
that resulted from a traumatism” (“Lost Object” 141). Therefore, Jakob’s trauma primarily 
stems from this loss and his inability to incorporate the real-life consequences of this loss.

Later in the novel Jakob confesses that “Night after night, I endlessly follow Bella’s 
path from the front door of my parent’s house. In order to give her death a place. […] 
Because Bella might have died anywhere along that route. In the street, in the train, in the 
barracks” (Abraham, Torok, “Lost Object” 139). The urge to give his sister a physical rest-
ing place on the earth is remarkably strong in Jakob. We can see that his mind is unable 
to rest until he finds physical evidence of his sister’s fate. Since this does not happen, the 
haunting images continue. It is not possible here to speak about his sister’s “return from 
the grave”, since her inability to return stems partly from her lack of a grave. Žižek sug-
gests that “return from the grave materializes a certain unpaid symbolic debt” (qtd. in Cas-
tricano 13–16). Here we can identify the first role reversal in Jakob’s mind. His sister does 
not return from a grave, since she could not depart to a grave in the first place. Her returns 
in fact mark Jakob’s symbolic debt to her; he feels that he owes her a final resting place. 

Jakob’s recurring images and his experiences of psychological haunting begin when he 
is hiding alone in the forest prior to his discovery by Athos. Kandiyoti stresses that “sur-
vival from loss entails repetition, with a difference” (315). This is what happens to Jakob; 
every repetition of the images of his survival bears a modification. At the beginning of the 
novel, Jakob describes his first encounter with this psychological haunting:

I knew suddenly my mother was inside me. Moving along sinews, under my skin the 
way she used to move through the house at night, putting things away, putting things 
in order. She was stopping to say goodbye and was caught, in such pain, wanting to 
rise, wanting to stay. It was my responsibility to release her, a sin to keep her from 
ascending. I tore at my clothes, my hair. She was gone. My own fast breath around 
my head. (8) 

This description shows Jakob’s realization of his parents’ death; he accepts the reality not 
only of their physical deaths, but also of their deaths as their departure from family life. 
At this moment of realization, Jakob feels the spiritual presence of his mother in every 
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sense, even extending to the sensation of physical pain. This could be a representation of 
Jakob’s extrasensory perception of his mother’s death at that precise moment, but a more 
likely explanation of this experience is that it represents the projection of Jakob’s own 
belief. This image marks the point at which Jakob realizes that he will probably never see 
his parents again. 

The words “wanting to rise, wanting to stay” describe Jakob’s ambivalence about his 
feelings. On the one hand, the lost and isolated Jakob wants to feel the presence and reas-
surance of his mother, but on the other hand he feels that he must let go of this burden of 
unreality. Jakob becomes convinced that by clinging to his memories he keeps his mother 
alive in his mind, and this works as a traumatizing element. It also draws a sharp contrast 
between his own wishes and the reality of his situation. The first experience of this psy-
chological presence is so distressing that Jakob even feels the physical effects. This can be 
considered as the first symptom of Acute Stress Disorder, which he has developed under 
the pressure of hiding and isolation in the forest. 

Jakob’s perception of the presence of the dead is a reversal of the traditional experi-
ence of haunting or being haunted. Jakob does not feel as if his parents were haunting him, 
but instead feels that he was haunting them: “the possibility that it was painful for them 
to be remembered as it was for me to remember them; that I was haunting my parents 
and Bella with my calling, startling them awake in their black beds” (25). This thought 
only increases the psychological pressure placed upon Jakob. Jakob attempts to chase 
away his symptoms, but he is never successful in ridding himself of them. This shows the 
realization of guilt which is so typical for Holocaust survivors. But Jakob’s guilt does not 
only focus on the fact that he survived while the others died; it is a guilt which is even 
transposed into his present-day perception. Therefore, his guilt is of a distinctive nature. It 
does not consist only of a past incident and its aftermath, but it also covers the present, an 
action that is currently in progress. His guilt exceeds beyond the sheer fact of his survival. 
According to his intrusive memory images he is, or rather he considers himself to be, an 
active initiator of his parents’ suffering. He clings to the somewhat shocking idea that his 
mental proceedings represent a harmful invocation to his deceased loved ones.

The reversal of roles in this image is also remarkable. It is the living person who is 
“haunting” the spectres in his head. Thus Jakob shifts himself from the position of the 
victim into the role of a perpetrator. He does not perceive that the image of his parents is 
awakening him at night through intrusive dreams; he instead thinks that he is awakening 
them in their “black beds.” He believes that he is disturbing them from their deceased 
state, not that they are disturbing him in his life. This reflects the fact that survivor guilt 
is closely linked with the subconscious identification with the perpetrator. Steele argues 
that “the very presence of suffering … implies that a suffering has a cause, a cause rooted 
within the sufferer himself” (71). Thus the essence of Jakob’s suffering lies in his percep-
tion of himself not as a victim, but instead as a perpetrator.

What is interesting about this reversal of roles is that it has also been described and 
analyzed in Abraham and Torok’s psychoanalytic approaches. Within the context of this 
role reversal between the haunting subject and the haunted object, Abraham and Torok 
make the following reflection:  
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Yet who is actually sick? The dead. Of what? They are sick of it: they cannot ‘stom-
ach’ the trauma of their loss of the subject. The deceased person is incorporated in the 
subject in this way: ‘I carry in me someone who is dead and who cannot digest the 
fact of having lost me.’  (“Self-To-Self Affliction” 163)

This reflects Jacob’s uneasiness when considering his intrusive remorseful thoughts that 
by thinking about his deceased family members, he is reaching to them beyond the world 
of the living and bothering them in their eternal rest. He realizes that his family are now 
only alive in his head; however, his awareness that this is the only place where they live 
makes Jakob believe that he is prolonging their suffering. 

2.2 Jakob’s Intrapsychic Battle and its Outer Symptoms
Although he is a direct trauma sufferer, Jakob is also afflicted by the typical survivor guilt 
of the secondary generation. Survivor guilt is a phenomenon that was first reported in 1968 
by Niederland when describing survivor syndrome, noting that “chronic depressive states 
occur” and that they “cover a spectrum of conditions from masochistic character changes 
to psychotic depression” (Leys 31). This led to his conclusion that survivor syndrome 
needed to be treated separately from the general traumatic neuroses of war, recognizing 
that these two states were in fact two different conditions. As is evident from further analy-
sis, Jakob is suffering from both these conditions.  

Jakob was discovered and saved by Athos, and while he was safe in Greece, the atroci-
ties against Jews reached their culmination. In this context Jakob’s situation is very pecu-
liar; he is a direct trauma sufferer since his close family died in the Holocaust, but on the 
other hand, after his initial suffering while hiding in the forest, he was taken to safety. Jakob 
feels the contrast of this situation very strongly: “while I was living with Athos on Zakyn-
thos, learning Greek and English, learning geology, geography, and poetry, Jews were fill-
ing the corners and cracks of Europe, every available place” (45). Jakob perceives his guilt 
also on the basis that he has missed the experience of his peers, however terrible that fate 
may have been. We can see here a reflection of the author Anne Michaels whose family 
avoided the Holocaust by emigrating in time from Europe. Ironically enough, this twist of 
fate which saved Jakob’s life resulted in a multiplication of his trauma; his own personal 
trauma was intensified by his not sharing the fate of his parents and contemporaries. 

Over time, Jakob’s Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms and imagined 
haunting by his dead family members only intensify: “awake at night, I’d hear her breath-
ing or singing next to me in the dark, half comforted, half terrified that my ear was pressed 
against the thin wall between the living and the dead, that vibrating membrane between 
them is so fragile” (31). Again, we can see that the symptoms of PTSD became stronger at 
night. The state of being “half comforted, half terrified” alludes to the state of hypervigi-
lance at night time which is typical for survivors (Elhai et al. 357). Even if Jakob tries to 
fall asleep, his alert state of mind does not allow him to relax and he perceives this lurching 
between sleep and wakefulness as the difference between being alive and dead. However, 
Jakob is not spared from the symptoms during the daytime either. Every now and then he 
can feel a numbing sensation which lasts for hours: “for moments I was lost. Standing next 
to the fridge in our Toronto kitchen, afternoon light falling in a diagonal across the floor” 
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(44). This marks his inability to live a normal life. From time to time Jakob finds himself 
in a situation in which hours pass and he does not realize that he has been thinking only 
about the past.

Jakob feels as if his psychological state is forever present. He is constantly thinking 
about times that he needs to forget, for with forgetting comes also liberation. “How many 
centuries before the spirit forgets the body? … How many years pass before the difference 
between murder and death erodes?” (54). From this we can see that the healing of trauma 
takes time, but this may take years and possibly even one’s whole life. Sufferers often 
devote their entire lives to the process of overcoming trauma and the symptoms of PTSD, 
and all other life events happen under the shadow of this trauma. In many respects, PTSD 
can be perceived as a psychologically lethal condition.

The symptoms of Jakob’s fear do not appear only in private, and sometimes Jakob is 
forced to face embarrassing situations in public too. When Jakob is dining out with Athos 
and other friends after their emigration, he mishears a word and misinterprets that the topic 
they are talking about is “suspicions.” Jakob immediately shows physical symptoms; his 
state of mind becomes restless and he feels an overwhelming need to leave the place. His 
hypervigilance appears again and he cannot rid himself of this distracting feeling. When 
the others explain that he has made a mistake, he feels ridiculous and leaves the room. 
Such situations are typical for sufferers of PTSD and they often cause similar embarrass-
ing moments; these situations usually cause a gradual alienation of a sufferer from social 
life. Brief et al. argue that “antisocial personality disorder” is one of “the most common 
comorbid disorders” for PTSD and it is “characterized by socially problematic behaviours 
leading to treatment” (Brief et al. 295). The high comorbidity of PTSD means that patients 
are likely to show symptoms of additional disorders, not only PTSD (Elhai et al. 148). 
As Jakob later confesses, he has barely any friends. Through comorbidity this antisocial 
behaviour is one of the indicators of the severity of Jakob’s PTSD symptoms. He main-
tains a psychological affinity with the dead instead of building relationships with his peers. 

Michaels goes even further in her depiction of Jakob’s symptoms. She uses symbols 
that unmistakably evoke the atmosphere of concentration camps. When Jakob says, “the 
afternoon heat was thick with burning flesh. I saw the smoke rising in whorls into the dark 
sky. […] The bitter residue flying up into my face like ash” (105), he is already in Toronto, 
in a time and place far removed from the Holocaust. It is also possible to read between the 
lines in this allusion to burning human flesh. Jakob has never been in a camp; he cannot 
know what burning human flesh smells like, he can only imagine it. The fact that “resi-
due” falls into his face draws a connection with his state of mind. Jakob is living his own 
personal Holocaust within his mind and he lives his everyday life in a double perception. 
Boetz claims that in the character of Jakob, the “symbiosis between the two worlds rever-
berates across generations, through a sinister process of memory transfer” (271). Besides 
what everybody else sees, Jakob can see the Holocaust version of everything. 

The perceived sensation of burning flesh induces another nightmare for Jakob that 
night. The dream also bears heavy Holocaust connotations, since Jakob dreams about Bel-
la’s beautiful hair: “What did they make of her hair, did they lift its mass from her shoul-
ders?” (106). This connotation evokes the Holocaust since the prisoners in the camps were 
shaved at selection. Jakob cannot know if his sister was taken to a camp, or whether she 
died elsewhere. He can only presume that his family lived the last moments of their lives 
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in the camps and these intrusive images reflect his internal questions. His thoughts about 
his sister’s hair also represent certain symbolic meanings. We now know that hair “carries 
DNA and thus code race, ethnicity and gender” (Ronnberg and Martin 346). Taking this 
into consideration, the Nazi act of cutting hair is seen not only as an act of hygiene, but also 
serves as a symbol for the humiliation and annihilation of the Jewish race generally and for 
the absolute destruction which was conducted in the death camps. There is a peculiar detail 
concerning the fact that the hair was cut prior to the prisoners’ death. Hair “seems to have 
a life of its own” since “it continues to grow after death” (346). By removing the victims’ 
hair prior to death, any further possibility of life was halted. Removing hair and murdering 
the victims therefore not only means the end of their life; it also has a retrospective effect 
in its attempt to erase the entire existence of the victims. 

Another reversal of roles and shift of meaning can be seen in Jakob’s thinking here too. 
When he asks himself: “What did they make of Bella’s hair as they cut it – did they feel 
humiliated as they fingered its magnificence, as they hung it on the line to dry?” (106), 
he completely changes the roles within this act of humiliation. The Nazis humiliated and 
de-humanized the Jews in the camps by taking all their personal belongings, shaving them 
completely and replacing their names with numbers. But Jakob sees even this situation in 
reverse. It was not his sister who was humiliated by her perpetrators; instead they them-
selves were humiliated by her beauty and magnificence. By being the perpetrators, the 
Nazis were forced to assume the role of the humiliated. By committing de-humanizing 
deeds, they shifted this de-humanization onto themselves. Those who shaved off Bella’s 
beautiful hair were in Jakob’s view humiliated by their deed, and Jakob wonders if they 
had realized this. This is one of the haunting thoughts that always come back to Jakob: 
“I couldn’t turn my anguish from the precise moment of death. I was focused on that 
historical split second: the tableau of the haunting trinity – perpetrator, victim, witness” 
(140). The perpetrator-victim-bystander triangle marks his whole life; he feels that he is an 
important element in this relationship. He is a witness for both, for the perpetrator and the 
victim, despite the fact that he was not a direct eye-witness. As the only living member of 
this relationship, his psyche conflates all these three elements in his intrapsychic battle and 
the results of this battle are manifested in his intrusive symptoms. 

Ever since the Second World War, the German nation has both recognized its self-de-
humanizing deeds and acknowledged its collective guilt. The act of humiliation returns to 
the perpetrator and the aggressor becomes the sufferer of his own deeds. Later in the novel, 
Michaels writes: 

This is the most ironic loophole in Nazi reasoning. If the Nazis required that humili-
ation precede extermination, then they admitted exactly what they worked so hard to 
avoid admitting: the humanity of the victim. To humiliate is to accept that your victim 
feels and thinks, that he not only feels pain, but knows that he is being degraded.  (166)

In their need to degrade their victims, the Nazis confirmed their victims’ human status, 
and this self-contradiction essentially reversed the consequences. The German nation was 
forced to come to terms with this fact after the war. 
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2.3 Jakob’s Witnessing and Working Through
Jakob is a poet and a translator of Holocaust testimonies, and we can therefore see in his 
character a reflection of the author herself. Michaels started her writing career as a poet, 
and she directly deals with the issue of Holocaust testimonies in her work. Michaels 
imbues these two autobiographical attributes into the main character of our novel. The fact 
that Jakob deals directly with witness accounts of the Holocaust shows that he has devoted 
his life to self-healing. “I read everything I can. My eagerness for details is offensive” is 
what we learn about his zeal for knowledge (139). As he was never taken into any camp, 
Jakob was not present at the epicentre of the tragedy; he has to fill in the gaps in his knowl-
edge from external sources. This also represents his need to find out what happened to his 
family, and Jakob’s studies of the Holocaust are therefore perfectly understandable in his 
situation. But the fact that he is a poet contradicts Theodor Adorno’s well-known quote: 
“To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” (Adorno 34). Jakob’s character shows that 
poetry after the Holocaust is necessary. From Kyriakides we learn that this famous quote 
was later clarified by Adorno’s statement that “I do not want to soften my statement that it 
is barbaric to continue to write poetry. […] But… suffering… also demands a continued 
existence of the very art it forbids; hardly elsewhere does suffering still find its own voice” 
(qtd. in Kyriakides 442). Thus art, and by extension poetry, can represent a contributory 
force for the processing of suffering. Jakob’s suffering is the causative element for both his 
translation works and his poetry.

Michaels writes that “the poet moves from life to language, the translator moves from 
language to life; both, like the immigrant, try to identify the invisible, what’s between 
the lines, the mysterious implications” (109). Through the constant role shifting between 
perpetrator and victim, the humiliated and the one imposing humiliation, the dehumanizer 
and the de-humanized, and through the examination of these relations, Jakob practices 
a critical approach to life. All his life he remains in an intermediary state between life and 
death, in the same way as he moves between language and life in his professional career. 
In his translations of other survivors’ testimonies he moves from language to a life that he 
missed, to the presumed life (and death) of his parents. He moves towards an experience 
which he could never undergo. But as he is also a poet, he also needs to move in the other 
direction. He proceeds from life to language; the poems are his own testimony. 

Jakob does all this in his search for the answer to the most frequently asked question 
of sufferers: “why”. Only when Athos dies does he receive a partial answer. Boetz sees 
in Athos’ posthumous message for Jakob “a precious legacy: anthropo-geology and an 
integrative, universal view on human identity viewed pan-historically and cross-culturally” 
(272). Jakob wishes to unify and summarize Athos’ work, which is to say that he wants to 
recollect the fugitive pieces of his mind. During this attempt he finds out that Athos asked 
endless questions in his research, but he never asked the question “why”. It was left to the 
very end, and yet remained unspoken. It is at this point that Jakob realizes that he has chosen 
the incorrect approach, since he started with the question of “why”. As he says: “Therefore 
I began with failure and had nowhere to go” (118). If one manages to answer all the other 
questions, the question “why” will receive a proper answer as the sum of all the answers. 
But this can never happen when the initial question is “why”. The nature of Jakob’s quest 
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changes after Athos’ death. By embracing Athos’ legacy, Jakob “succeeds in restoring 
purpose and meaning to an existence rendered futile by the Holocaust” (Boetz 272).

2.4 Athos’ Role in Jakob’s Working Through
Athos is a very significant character in the novel; he functions as Jakob’s rescuer, as a wit-
ness to the Holocaust and as Jakob’s spiritual guide. Athos is an archaeologist who went 
to Jakob’s hometown of Biskupin in 1937 to work on local excavations. He finds Jakob 
lost in the forest and decides to take him from Poland to Greece, thereby saving his life. 
Over the years they develop a very close relationship; as they both lost their families when 
they were young, they become family to each other. As Jakob said “to share a hiding place, 
physical or psychological, is as intimate as love” (20) and this has defined their relation-
ship. They shared a physical hiding place during the war even in Greece, where it was not 
always safe to be Jewish. But primarily they share a psychological hiding place in Canada, 
the country they emigrate to, which both Athos and Jakob perceive as their common shel-
ter from the past. 

Athos does not disregard Jakob’s Jewish background and he is very well aware of the 
fact that Jakob will be one of those more fortunate ones who represent the Jewish future. 
He stresses this to Jakob, saying that “it is your future you are remembering” (21). Athos 
is well aware of the fact that the few survivors of the Holocaust will be the ultimate wit-
nesses of the past. Athos also has a personal reason for his wish to preserve Jakob’s Jewish 
culture; his brother and his mother died in quick succession when Athos was still young. 
His father was convinced that this happened because they had forgotten about their Rous-
sos origins. As a result, Athos sees neglecting one’s origins as a punishable act and wants 
to spare Jakob the consequences of this sin.

Another reason why the bond between Athos and Jakob is so strong is that Athos 
believed that he and Jakob had in fact saved each other. Not only did Athos save Jakob’s 
life from the Nazis, but also Athos’ fate was changed by this decision. After Athos had 
fled abroad with Jakob, his colleagues from the Biskupin excavation were attacked by the 
Nazis and sent to Dachau where they died. Thus both Jakob and Athos can be considered 
to be Holocaust survivors.

Athos is a significant character in Jakob’s attempts to work through his trauma. Aware 
that Jakob is being haunted by his dead relatives, he decides that “we must have a cer-
emony. For your parents, for the Jews of Crete, for all who have no one to recall their 
names” (75). Athos understands the significance of a symbolic farewell to the departed 
ones, even if a physical burial is not possible. With this symbolic act Athos manages to 
ease Jakob’s symptoms, but they never really disappear, even after Athos’ death. This 
again leads us back to Castricano’s argument concerning the importance of burying the 
dead. What Athos is in fact attempting with this symbolic funeral is to define “the divi-
sions, borders or boundaries between inside and outside” so that Jakob would no longer be 
haunted by the dead (98).

Athos also helps Jakob in another form of working through trauma – writing. Athos 
advises Jakob to “write to save yourself … and someday you’ll write because you’ve 
been saved” (165). Speaking out the trauma is a form of working through; writing about 
the trauma is working through with the help of art. Athos knows that if Jakob is to avoid 
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drowning in the symptoms of PTSD, it is very important for him to ease the trauma mem-
ory. The memories must be transferred from the subconscious to the conscious via writing. 
Athos’ advice serves as an impetus for Jakob to start translating the testimonies of other 
survivors, and thereby to learn more about the essence of his own issues. Once he becomes 
familiar with the haunting images and their source, Jakob is finally able to write his own 
testimony. 

Athos’ death is a great loss for Jakob. However, even with his death Athos teaches 
Jakob a significant lesson: “I know I must honour Athos’ lesson, especially one: to make 
love necessary. But I do not yet understand that this is also my promise to Bella. And that 
to honour them both, I must resolve a perpetual thirst” (121). Only later in the book do 
we learn that this perpetual thirst represents the will to live and to carry on. We can only 
honour the dead if we carry on with our own lives. The dead cannot honour the dead. This 
was the ultimate lesson which Athos teaches Jakob, but Jakob only realizes this many 
years later with the help of his second wife Michaela, when his symptoms of PTSD have 
weakened and he is able to live without the constant intrusive burden of his trauma.  

2.5 Cryptophoria in Jakob’s Failed Marriages
Some of the key indicators for Jakob’s suffering in his own intrapsychic battles are his 
real relationships to women. Jakob has only two important relationships in his life, with 
his first wife Alex and with his second wife Michaela. Both these relationships, however, 
come to stand in a binary opposition with his imagined and almost psychically incestuous 
attraction to his dead sister. The divorce from his first wife Alex is a direct consequence of 
his worsening PTSD symptoms. His second marriage can be considered successful, since 
he marries at a considerably late age (he is around sixty) and his second wife is able to help 
him overcome the manifestation of his trauma. Gubar notes that Michaels’ novel sustains 
a conventional approach to the Holocaust, i.e. “Jewish survivors are presented as male 
protagonists, while female characters play supporting roles as sacrificial muses or nurtur-
ing helpmates” (250). Jakob’s relations with the women around him confirm this theory. 
However, his relationship to both women shows how the natural and healthy development 
of his love life is constantly haunted by the spectre of his dead sister. 

Even twenty years after his trauma, Jakob continues to see the ghost of his sister liter-
ally everywhere: “Like my childhood encounter with the tree, I stare a long time at Alex’s 
silk robe hanging from the bedroom door, as if it is my sister’s ghost” (125). He has fallen 
between the real and unreal; he sees both at the same time, but is unable to reside in either 
of them. “Everything is wrong: the bedroom with its white furniture, the woman asleep 
beside me, my panic. For when I awake I know it’s not Bella who vanished, but me. Bella, 
who is nowhere to be found, is looking for me. How will she ever find me here, beside 
this strange woman? Speaking this language, eating strange food, wearing these clothes?” 
(126). In connection with Jakob’s regrets over the loss of his own language, Boetz notes 
how the erasure of Yiddish and the superimposition of English may alter the perception 
of the past itself (273), English is the language of “amnesia” (273) and Jakob is unwilling 
to submit to this forgetting of his family. Jakob also feels that his marriage to a “strange 
woman” is somehow a betrayal of his sister. 
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The glorification of Bella induces an almost incestuous admiration in Jakob. Bella did 
not have a chance to be loved by another man, and Jakob therefore feels guilt over his love 
for another woman. His sister was denied the joys of love, and he therefore feels that he 
betrays her when such joys are offered to him. Jakob’s character is strongly reminiscent 
of a patient who is described by Abraham and Torok, “a boy who ‘carried’ inside him his 
sister, two years older than he. This sister, who died when the boy was eight, had ‘seduced’ 
him” (“Mourning” 130). It is possible to see an analogy between his patient and Jakob, 
with his feelings that he is betraying his sister for having other women in his life and in his 
regrets that his sister was unable to experience love. Further in their analysis Abraham and 
Torok claim that “this example shows why the introjection of the loss was impossible and 
why incorporation of the object became for the boy the only viable means of narcissistic 
reparation” (“Mourning” 131). Similarly, in the same way that the young patient incorpo-
rated his dead sister into his ego, Jakob has narcissistically incorporated his sister into his 
everyday life too. This analogy also implies that introjection is impossible for Jakob. 

Whenever Jakob confronts the image of his sister incorporated through his ego into his 
own presence, he feels alienated from the present life he has made for himself. Kandiyoti 
notes that “in much of Holocaust literature, acts of re-creation bear the seal of the past and 
are sometimes submerged by it” (315). Jakob’s submergence results in the invocation of 
the ghost of his sister and he is afraid that his re-creation of a family on his own would 
end the metaphysical connection with his deceased family. His adult life is utterly different 
from his childhood life; he speaks a different language, he lives far away from his home. 
His wife does not become Bella’s relative, and the existence of Bella is a secret kinship. In 
his mind, Jakob is committing adultery by having a wife and being psychically unfaithful 
to the only woman in his life – his sister. 

At the beginning of his first marriage, Jakob is able to find some degree of happiness, 
but his symptoms of PTSD intensify as he and his wife start to drift apart. As the couple 
gradually become alienated from each other, the symptoms of PTSD worsen. Acute stress 
in life is a risk factor for the impairment of PTSD symptoms (Reyes, Elhai, and Ford 
12). Jakob’s condition worsens to such an extent that he again begins to live in a double 
reality: “Every moment is two moments. Alex’s hairbrush propped on the sink: Bella’s 
brush. Alex’s bobby pins: Bella’s hairclips…” (140). His sense of guilt over his perceived 
betrayal of his sister strengthens. Jakob realizes that the early stages of his relationship 
with Alex had helped him to overcome the symptoms of his trauma, but as the images of 
his sister continue to appear, his wife becomes the source of this double life. In the end, 
Jakob’s psychological departure from the relationship results in the failure of the marriage; 
Alex is unable to rescue Jakob from his double world.

The existence of Jakob’s double world can also be interpreted using Abraham and 
Torok’s theory. They analyzed the young patient “seduced” by his ghost sister as follows:  

The carrier of a shared secret, he became, after his sister’s death, the carrier of 
a crypt. To underscore the continuity of these two psychic states, we have chosen 
the term cryptophoria. To have a fantasy incorporation is to have no other choice but 
to perpetuate a clandestine pleasure by transforming it, after it has been lost, into an 
intrapsychic secret.  (“Mourning or Melancholia” 131)
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According to this theory, Jakob had become “the carrier of a crypt” after his sister’s death. 
Abraham and Torok’s cryptophoria, as the hidden secret of the bearer, and Castricano’s 
cryptomimesis, the hidden mimicking or acting out of the dead, are both applicable labels 
for Jakob’s behaviour. According to Fors, the crypt is “the vault of desire” and the function 
of this vault is “to keep, to save, to keep safe that which would return from it to act, often 
in our place” (qtd. in Castricano 9). Jakob’s mimicking of his sister’s life represents his 
vault of desire, the desire that his sister should be still alive. Also, his sister’s presence in 
his intimate relationships with other women represents Jakob’s most hidden intrapsychic 
secret. This secret is ultimately responsible for the failed introjection which has afflicted 
most of his life. 

Shortly before his death and before he finally finds the love which liberated him, Jakob 
realizes that his secret was a fateful mistake: “Bella, my brokenness has kept you broken” 
(169). The destructive attachment of the two siblings and Jakob’s attempt to share his body 
with his sister and to live her life instead of his own result in his inability to move on from 
the tragedy of his life. When he was broken, his sister too was suffering. She became part 
of him and whatever negative emotion Jakob was going through, it was shared through his 
mind. Athos tried to teach him a lesson that was the key to Jakob’s recovery: 

To remain with the dead is to abandon them. All those years I felt Bella entreating 
me, filled with her loneliness, I was mistaken. I have misunderstood her signals. Like 
other ghosts, she whispers; not for me to join her, but so that, when I’m close enough, 
she can push me back into the world.  (170)

Jakob failed to understand for so many years that the key to the proper veneration of 
his dead relatives is to live his life in the best way he can. When he finally manages to 
understand this he is able to build a healthy relationship with his second wife. He still lives 
in his double world, and he sees and hears his sister everywhere, but he manages to free 
himself from the burden of the guilt: “When I finally fall asleep, the first sleep of my life, 
I dream of Michaela” (182). Around the age of sixty, Jakob experiences his first restorative 
sleep without the burdens of the trauma of the Holocaust. Ironically enough, his life ends 
in a car accident just prior to receiving the gift he has longed for the most – the child, to 
whom he could transmit his wisdom. 

3. Ben’s Story, an Archetype of Holocaust Survivors’ Children
Ben is the narrator of the last third of the novel; he is the son of Holocaust survivors and 
a scholar paying tribute to Jakob’s work. Ben’s parents lived in Poland, surviving both the 
ghetto and the camp, and Ben was born four years after their liberation. Both his parents 
exhibit extensive symptoms of PTSD and they raised their son within the framework of 
their psychological condition. This distorted background is visible in Ben’s upbringing, 
and he describes the peculiar difficulties he had to face as a child. According to Kelly, Ben 
bears all the typical features of postmemory, i.e. “belatedness, displacement, generational 
distance, mediation through imaginative representation, stories shaped by traumatic narra-
tives, of previous generation, and a space of remembrance that affords psychic distance” 
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(42). Most of these features are observable in the realizations of Ben’s postmemory, which 
are described below. 

Although Ben knows some basic facts about his parents’ background, he never learns 
any specific details. The general atmosphere at home, throughout the years, can be best 
described as follows: 

There was no energy of a narrative in my family [...] My parents and I waded through 
damp silence, of not hearing and not speaking. It soaked into the furniture, into my 
father’s dank armchair, a mildew in the walls [...] When my parents died, I realized 
I’d expected sound suddenly to enter the apartment, to rush into the place so prohib-
ited.  (204)

From this characterization it is obvious that Ben’s parents struggled with narrative issues, 
and that they were unable to transform traumatic memory into narrative memory. This is 
a very important aspect, as Ruth Leys stresses that there are two types of memory. First 
there is the “traumatic memory” which is a kind of nebula in the sufferer’s mind; it is 
scattered, non-unified and inexpressible. Then, if the process of healing is successful, the 
memory is transformed into “narrative memory”, in which the victim is able to reproduce 
memories via speech (105). Ben’s parents’ “not hearing and not speaking” marks their 
alienation from the general public and from social life. Therefore, Ben can be seen as an 
archetype of the child of Holocaust survivors; a child who has grown up in an isolated 
world. The Holocaust was not a topic for discussion, and he has therefore suffered the 
silent transmission of his parents’ traumas.

3.1 Daily “Routine” in a Post-Holocaust Home
One of the typical aspects of post-Holocaust life in Ben’s family was an over-sensitive atti-
tude to food.  Ben had to grow up “thankful for every necessity”; nothing in life was taken 
for granted (205). His parents had no pleasant associations with food; food was nothing 
more than a necessity and their relationship to food was amplified. Ben’s mother habitually 
kept food in her purse in case anything happened, and his father ate very frequently “to 
avoid the first twists of hunger because; once they gripped him, he’d eat until he was sick” 
(214). The parents also transmitted this deformed perception of food to their son. Food 
became a worshipped item, a sacred sign of survival, no matter if it was edible or beyond 
the point of consumability. 

Ben describes his own traumatic experience with food when his father ordered him to 
eat a rotten apple:

And you throw away food? You – my son – you throw away food? – It’s rotten. – Eat 
it! – Struggling, sobbing, I ate. Its brown taste, oversweetness, tears. Years later, liv-
ing on my own, if I threw out leftovers or left food on my plate in a restaurant, I was 
haunted by pathetic cartoon scraps in my sleep.  (218)

The parents transmitted their fears of food deprivation to their son in the form of food glo-
rification. Ben has inherited his parents’ symptoms of sleep problems, but they were trig-
gered by different stimuli. Through their own traumatized behaviour, the parents caused 
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different types of trauma for their son. The fact that his father forced him to eat rotten food 
is analogous to the fact that he had to live with them in their rotten reality. Ben’s parents’ 
distorted view of food is mirrored in many other aspects of their lives. The notion of rotten-
ness and of being spoilt was a building block of Ben’s internal perception. He says that he 
“lived there with [my] parents. A hiding place, rotted out by grief” (233). His parents’ state 
of mind remained suspended in the past, a time when they were in hiding and when every-
thing around them was rotten. They also transformed this state into the everyday reality of 
their son as well. Kandiyoti describes the parents’ effect on Ben’s reality as “spatializing 
the grief,” which in fact “reveals the contents and contours of suffering” (325). Ben was 
placed into grief as a physical space, not only as an emotion. Even though he was not a 
direct witness of what happened, he was the direct witness of the resultant psychological 
effects. 

Later in the novel we learn the literal reason for this ever-present rottenness. Back in 
wartime Poland, Ben’s father had to disinter the bodies of his dead peers after a massacre. 
When we read that “they put their bare hands not into death, not only into the syrups and 
bacteria of the body, but into emotions, beliefs, confessions” (279), we can see the source 
of this rottenness. The physical decay results in the development of an inner decay. The 
focus on tangible decay and its affinity with the everyday life of Ben’s family is a reflection 
of the decay in which emotions, beliefs and confessions are wasted and all that is left is a 
mass of destruction that is forced upon the eye-witness.  

Estrin offers an essential perspective on the issue of Ben being forced to eat the rotten 
apple. He interprets this scene as a “return to Genesis and the forbidden fruit” through the 
symbol of an apple (280). In Genesis, the forbidden fruit marks the beginning of human 
history; yet Ben’s fruit was rotten from the very beginning, suggesting that rottenness and 
decay stand prior to everything in traumatic perception. However, one must be careful 
about the popular misconception of the Biblical apple. The Latin word “malus” has two 
distinct meanings: “apple” and “bad” (Ronnberg and Martin 168). This archetypal double 
meaning of this image can also be applied to Ben’s experience within the book as well. 
Ben not only ate an apple, he also ate the “bad” – and moreover it was a rotten “bad”, the 
worst of the worst. The Biblical apple is the symbol of original sin, and Ben’s rotten apple 
is a symbol of his original rottenness caused by the Holocaust. 

The relationship between Ben and his father is unsatisfactory, largely as a result of the 
father’s trauma. Their relations are marked by a generational distance which is typical 
for those affected by postmemory (Kelly 42). The father educates the son on the basis of 
imperatives: “His demand for perfection had the force of a moral imperative” (218). Ben 
lived in the context of things which were either compulsory or forbidden. His father did 
not spare him from anything, justifying this behaviour by stating that “you are not too 
young. There were hundreds of thousands younger than you” (218). Ben is well aware 
how lucky he was, but on the other hand he is unable to have any positive feelings about 
his luck. 

It is interesting to note that the guilt-inducing behaviour of his father did not actually 
cause active feelings of guilt for Ben (with the exception of this guilt over the waste of 
food). Throughout his description, Ben considers himself more as a victim of his child-
hood; he does not seem to exhibit any sense of guilt for not having been there with his par-
ents. This can be justified by the fact that his parents never talked about the actual events of 
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the past and they transmitted their trauma to their son through their behaviour alone. Ben 
confesses towards the end of the book that it was only when his father died that he became 
aware of the brutalities his father had been forced to endure. 

The psychological pressure for perfection placed on Ben by his father led him to secretly 
place himself in challenging situations. He describes an example in which he tried to liber-
ate himself from the typical childhood fear of the dark: “My task was to walk through the 
woods with the flashlight off until I reached the road, about a quarter of a mile away. My 
father could walk days, miles…” (220). Even after repeating this several times, he was 
still afraid of the darkness in his room. But these attempts marked his strong inner urge 
to liberate himself from the pressure put on him by his father. His father had had to walk 
for his life, and Ben was afraid of the dark in his own bedroom. Children of Holocaust 
survivors often feel ashamed of their typical childish fears, and they do not expect the help 
of their parents in this regard. The adversities which their parents had to face during their 
youth were incomprehensibly different from those faced by their children. The children of 
survivors carry on their shoulders the automatic imperative that they have to be as strong 
as their parents, even though they have never faced any situation remotely similar to those 
faced by their parents. 

Ben’s family suffered also from the so-called fear of a second Holocaust. Ben says that 
his “father was a man who had erased himself as much as possible within the legal limits 
of citizenship” (232). They also refused to accept benefits from the state, and after their 
deaths, Ben finds the untouched sum of money which they had received from the govern-
ment as compensation. They found it incomprehensible that they had been given some-
thing for free and did not want to leave their son in debt in case the government asked for 
the money back. Ben’s parents were constantly afraid of a second Holocaust and a renewed 
persecution of Jews, and they raised their son in this belief – which later resulted in Ben’s 
paranoia. 

It is also very interesting to note that Ben has also “inherited” sleep problems from 
his parents. He does not mention waking in the middle of the night or non-restorative 
sleep, but he speaks about his dreams in a peculiar way: “I wonder, is there sound in your 
dreams? My dreams are silent” (249). The silence in his dreams is a reflection of the sub-
conscious pressure of silence in his daily life. He goes on to relate more about his dreams: 
“I think: Don’t worry, I’ll help you [talking to his mother] – and realize she doesn’t know 
me” (249). This in fact represents his deepest fear, the fear that his parents do not recognize 
him as their son. He feels the pressure of this and their silence confirms the fact. When we 
later learn that he is not their firstborn son, we can see that these feelings are legitimate. 

3.2 The Second Generation and their Relationships 
Although Ben suffers from transmitted trauma, he is able to build and develop a far more 
fulfilling relationship than Jakob was able to do. He is married to Naomi and their mar-
riage works, despite Ben’s minor concern that his parents are able to connect with Naomi 
on a seemingly deeper emotional level than they are with him. He also feels the occasional 
need to stress the differences between their childhoods and Naomi feels this: “You want 
to punish me for my happy childhood, well screw you, screw your stupid self-pity” (242). 
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Fortunately, Naomi is a helpful wife and she tries to understand the adversities Ben has had 
because of his parents’ fate. 

Ben often feels offended by the closeness between his wife and his parents. The reason 
for this closeness is discovered by Ben only after the parents’ death when he finds a hidden 
photograph. His parents were around twenty-four when they were sent to a ghetto and 
from the photograph he learns that they had two children, Hannah and Paul. This comes as 
a shock to Ben and the shock is only amplified when he learns that his wife Naomi knew 
this secret. Kelly stresses that this photograph represents Ben’s “existential angst” (68). 
The parents had a traumatic block which prevented them from sharing this secret with 
their son, because the son represented a substitute for their dead children. They feared 
that a new Holocaust would deprive them of their child again. According to Kelly, the 
photograph represents a “visual narrative” and functions as a replacement of the verbal 
narratives which Ben lacked from his parents all his life (76). In Naomi, Ben’s mother 
saw a distant person, a therapist to whom she could reveal the secret, from one woman to 
another.

4. Conclusion: First Generation and Second Generation Differences
When we compare the characters of Jakob and Ben and their destinies, we learn the 
essence of the difference between direct Holocaust trauma and inter-generationally trans-
mitted trauma. In the case of Ben, we can learn more about the precise symptoms and daily 
issues of a Holocaust survivor, since Ben is an external witness to post-Holocaust suffer-
ing. When considering Ben, we can see which symptoms of PTSD can be transmitted to 
children and how this process occurs. In Jakob’s case, since he is a direct trauma sufferer 
and he is thereby deprived of the ability to express and discuss his trauma, we learn more 
about the internal emotions of a traumatized person. From Jakob’s point of view we gain 
a general image of the perception of a PTSD sufferer. 

The process by which these characters become traumatized is essentially different. In 
Jakob’s case the sufferer is directly exposed to the traumatic event. His trauma stems from 
obvious external factors which occurred during a specific time span. By contrast, Ben’s 
trauma was imposed up on him, since he did not witness the events which caused his 
trauma; he only absorbed this trauma through his parents. Therefore these factors can be 
considered as internal phenomena which concern the close family circle. This also implies 
that the respective processes of working through the trauma will also be significantly dif-
ferent for the two characters, and these differences have been described above in the text.

Both Jakob and Ben are searching for inner peace, for liberation from their adversities. 
Both of them manage to find this liberation towards the end of their lives, although Ben 
is granted time to enjoy this liberation, while Jakob is killed in an accident. Both of them 
have teachers who help them to achieve this liberation. In Jakob’s case it is Athos, his 
rescuer, and Jakob manages to learn Athos’ lesson when he is studying his legacy after his 
death. Analogously, the same happens to Ben; he finds answers and inner peace while he 
is researching Jakob’s legacy after his death. 

In one of Jakob’s poems we read: “I shook myself free of a million lives, an unborn for 
every ghost” (278). These lines mark Jakob’s revelation; he is finally liberated from the 
burden of his ghosts. At the moment when he was able to let Bella’s hand go, he managed 
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to learn the lesson of his life. At the age of sixty, he was finally ready to start his own life 
and to start a family of his own. Michaela became pregnant just before their fatal acci-
dent and she wanted to name the child Bella in memory of Jakob’s sister. The note which 
Michaela wrote was never read by Jakob before his death, but it was found by Ben. Ben, 
on the other hand, learned his lesson: “Who can separate fear from the body? My parent’s 
past is mine molecularly” (280). Ben finally understands the unbreakable bond between 
him and his parents, the one which he has been trying to escape all his life. The goals for 
which Ben and Jakob longed are the opposite of the other’s; Jakob needed liberation from 
his family, while Ben sought attachment. Both of them managed to find the essential clue 
they needed for life. 

The lives of Ben and Jakob are interconnected through the destruction of the Holocaust. 
Jakob states that “destruction doesn’t create a vacuum; it simply transforms presence into 
absence” (161) and Ben continues the idea by saying “I was born into absence” (278). 
Kandiyoti points out that the “observation key to the novel” is that “the destruction of 
place does not signify its disappearance” (310). Jakob was a witness of the destruction and 
Ben was a witness of the subsequent absence. Both characters need to be liberated from 
these situations; Jakob needs freedom from his destroyed life and Ben requires freedom 
from the absence generated by his parents. The novel ends with the words: “I see that 
I must give what I most need” (294). And this is the key which both of them find at the end 
of their quests.
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