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This article examines two pioneering texts written by Jewish authors who developed an early 

material-environmental approach to the death camp of Treblinka: Vasily Grossman (1944) and 

Rachel Auerbach (1947). Both writers visited Treblinka right after the war and found themselves 

compelled to solicit the assistance of nonhuman testimony—the natural environment, everyday 

objects, and human remains—which they transformed into witnesses to a new species of crimes. 

Their interest in materiality led them to develop an archaeological approach to the death camp 

Treblinka. The article seeks to illuminate each author’s embryonic materialistic approach. I ask 

what led them to take this freshly forged path, how their treatment of human remains, everyday 

objects and the natural environment converged and diverged, and how their texts may offer 

possible solutions to ethical and theoretical dilemmas raised by contemporary material and 

forensic approaches to the Holocaust.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Zone of Interest (2023) is one of the most recent attempts to grapple with the question of how, 

and whether, the Holocaust can be represented and captured in an artistic form. The director, 

Jonathan Glazer, chose to address this dilemma by creating a movie about Auschwitz that refrains 
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from directly depicting the horrors that took place inside the death camp, the systematic murder of 

over a million Jews during the Holocaust. The film mostly restricts itself to the everyday life of 

the commandant of Auschwitz Rudolf Höss, his wife Hedwig and their five children, who lived in 

a villa with a garden and a pool alongside the camp. Rather than attempting to show the atrocities 

themselves, Glazer chose to represent them primarily though the sounds of screams, shouts, trains 

and gunshots, which form a haunting background throughout the film.1 Moreover, the victims 

maintain a material presence that resists the denial and concealment of their genocide. They appear 

in the film through the dark smoke from the crematorium, the cremated ashes that fertilize the soil 

of the garden, human remains that float downstream in the Soła River while Höss and his children 

swim, the red glow beyond the windows and the blood that has to be washed from the 

commandant’s boots. The Höss family collects material objects that are stolen from the Jewish 

victims, from fur coats and lipstick to gold teeth. It seems as if everyday objects, human remains, 

indeed nature itself, bear witness to the Holocaust, transgressing the boundaries that were meant 

to isolate the perpetrators from the reality of their crimes. 

In this sense, The Zone of Interest may be seen as emblematic of the “material turn” in 

Holocaust historiography and litigation in the 1990s, signifying the end of the “era of the witness.”2 

Foreseeing the approaching death of the last survivors, Holocaust scholars and litigators 

increasingly turned their attention to material objects, seeing in them “silent witnesses” to the 

Holocaust.3 Technology has also been harnessed, and archives of recorded testimonies by 

Holocaust survivors have been created since the 1980s.4 In law, this turn manifested itself in the 

decline of criminal trials and a wave of restitution lawsuits in national and transnational tribunals.5 

These changes have been accompanied by a growing reliance on technology and the birth of the 

new interdisciplinary field of “forensic archaeology”—a practice that turns the former killing 

fields and Nazi concentration camps, particularly in eastern Europe, into archaeological sites 

where material evidence of human remains are sought in newly discovered mass graves and new 

technologies are routinely applied to identify them.6 

At the same time, there is a growing literature that goes back to early writings and memoirs 

of the Holocaust to expose material sensitivities and engagement with the natural environment.7 

Indeed, according to Bożena Shallcross, the “material turn” in analysis of the Holocaust is not 

recent but can be traced to writers both during and immediately after the Holocaust.8 An 

unprecedented inversion of values, indeed the reversal of the traditional dichotomy between human 
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subject and material object engendered by Nazi criminality, induced certain Polish Jewish and 

Polish Catholic authors to invent a new materialistic language to bear witness to their own 

degradation and deaths (Władysław Szelengel and Zuzanna Ginczanka), to memorialize (Czesław 

Miłosz), to represent dehumanization in a death camp (Tadeusz Borowski), and to illuminate a 

forensic investigation (Zofia Nałkowska).1[give references] In their hands, mundane material 

objects, the decomposition of natural matter, and the waste product of human corpses were 

transformed into witnesses to the rupture in civilization produced by Nazism. Hence, a “material 

turn” has been evident in Holocaust texts since the Holocaust itself.  

While The Zone of Interest focuses on the material and spatial dimensions concerning 

Auschwitz, which has become a symbol of Nazi horrors, Claude Lanzmann’s 1985 documentary 

film Shoah returns to the sites of Operation Reinhard death camps such as Belzec, Treblinka and 

Sobibor, which remained relatively overlooked by the research for many years.9 His film pioneered 

what has come to be known as the geographical or environmental approach to Holocaust 

historiography.10 Lanzmann’s insistence on the unrepresentability of the horrors of the Shoah led 

him to abstain from using images of the past. Instead, the film juxtaposes interviews of survivors, 

witnesses and perpetrators with the present-day landscapes that often look pastoral and carry little 

traces of the past. This creates a disturbing effect. Lanzmann described Shoah as a “film from the 

ground up, a topographical film, a geographical film.” He explained: “The sites I saw were 

disfigured, effaced. They were non-sites of memory.”11 Critics argue that Lanzmann saw the 

scarring of the sites he and his team filmed as having the same indexical quality as the psychic 

damage done to his survivor interviewees.12   

                                                           
1 Zofia Nalkowska, Medallions, Evanston Ill, 2000 (trans. Diana Kuprel); Władysław Szlengel, W. (1987 

[1943]). What I read to the dead: Poems of the Warsaw Ghetto [in Hebrew]. (H. Birnbaum, 

Trans.). Tel Aviv: Traklin; Zuzanna Ginczanka, (2012). Little star (I. Grudzińska-Gross, A. 

Pramik, & G. Cebula, Trans.); Czesław Miłosz, The Collected Poems 1931-1987 (Penguin, 

1988); Tadeusz Borowski, Here in Our Auschwitz and Other Stories (T. Snyder trans., 2021).  

. 
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This article examines two pioneering texts written by Jewish authors who developed an 

early material-environmental approach to the death camp of Treblinka (Treblinka II), located on 

Polish soil 50 miles (80 km) northeast of Warsaw: “Treblinskii ad” (The hell of Treblinka), 

published in 1944 by Soviet Jewish journalist and writer Vasily Grossman in the wake of the 

liberation of eastern Poland, and Oyf di felder fun treblinke (In the fields of Treblinka), published 

in 1947 by Polish Jewish writer and historian Rachel Auerbach, who visited the former grounds 

of Treblinka a few months after the end of World War II as part of a Polish forensic delegation of 

inquiry.13  

Grossman and Auerbach arrived at Treblinka at different times. He arrived with Soviet 

troops in September 1944, and she arrived fourteen months later, on November 7, 1945. They 

shared similar goals: to collect the testimonies of survivors and other eyewitnesses and report to 

the world what had happened there. But both writers found themselves compelled to solicit the 

assistance of nonhuman testimony—the natural environment, everyday objects, and human 

remains—which through their eyes and in their hands became witnesses to a new species of crimes: 

for Grossman, crimes against humanity; for Auerbach, genocide (of the Jewish people). 

Forensic archaeologist Caroline Sturdy Colls observes that “[d]uring the Holocaust, 

attempts were made by victims and witnesses to alert the wider world to the crimes perpetrated by 

burying or hiding physical evidence.”14 Grossman and Auerbach undertook to transform such 

material objects into forensic evidence of a colossal crime. Moreover, their special interest in 

materiality led them to develop a kind of archaeological approach to death camps in an attempt to 

reconstruct Treblinka’s physical structure and social history through clues and traces buried in the 

ground. In this article I seek to illuminate each author’s embryonic materialistic approach to the 

death camp of Treblinka. I ask what led these two authors to take this freshly forged path, how 

their treatment of human remains, everyday objects and the natural environment converged and 

diverged—Auerbach read Grossman’s book and it provided her with a model, but she changed it 

in important ways—and how their texts prefigure and offer possible solutions to ethical and 

theoretical dilemmas raised by contemporary material and forensic approaches to the Holocaust.  

 

 

NEOMATERIALISM, POST-HUMANISM AND ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE HOLOCAUST 
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Grossmann’s and Auerbach’s contribution to contemporary discourse on Holocaust 

memorialization and historiography should be seen within the context of the broader discussions 

on the ethical dilemmas raised by the material turn that developed in the last three decades in the 

social sciences and the humanities.15 These writings adopt a post-humanist approach that 

recognizes the quasi-agency of nonhuman objects and the natural environment.  Janet Bennet has 

explored the vitality of nonhuman objects, which she defines as “the capacity of things—edibles, 

commodities, storms, metals—not only to impede or block the will and design of humans but also 

to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own.”16 

According to Bennett, to recognize the vitality of matter does not mean to anthropomorphize 

nonhuman objects or to attribute to them human intentions but rather to challenge our sole reliance 

on human subjectivity: “Such a newfound attentiveness to matter and its powers will not solve the 

problem of human exploitation or oppression, but it can inspire a greater sense of the extent to 

which all bodies are kin in the sense of inextricably enmeshed in a dense network of relations.”17 

For scholars of the Holocaust, a neomaterial or ecological approach to historiography 

therefore has the potential to highlight important aspects of the Nazi crimes, such as the blurring 

of the distinction between objects and human subjects, the inversion of value between them, and a 

radical process of commodification. However, the concern that a post-humanist approach may 

repeat the dehumanization that informed the worldview of the Nazi perpetrators has been aroused, 

for example, by the writings of Eva Domańska, who regards the decomposition of corpses in mass 

graves not only as “degradation” but as part of natural processes of inclusion and integration in a 

larger ecological system.18 Matilda Mroz argues that such an approach poses a difficult dilemma 

to Holocaust researchers and suggests that contemporary technologies of forensic archaeology of 

death camps and mass graves be understood as creating a sort of “material archive” of the crimes 

committed there.19 These scholars endeavor to incorporate inanimate objects and nature itself into 

Holocaust research by expanding our concept of witnessing.20 

Environmental approaches to Holocaust history share the neomaterialist attempt to bring 

non-human actors into their research by examining the influence of the environment on the 

Holocaust and exploring the use of nature in Holocaust memory.21 However, they also pose an 

ethical challenge, as formulated by Tim Cole: “How to steer a line between making a claim that 

nature matters without being misread as either excusing human behavior on the part of the 

perpetrators, or downplaying human experience on the part of the victims.”22 The solution he 
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suggests is to adopt the approach taken by Holocaust historian Saul Friedlander when facing the 

challenge of how to write “a historical account of the Holocaust in which the policies of the 

perpetrators, the attitudes of surrounding society, and the world of the victims could be addressed 

within an integrated framework.”23 Notwithstanding the disparities of power between perpetrators 

and victims, Friedlander saw the very act of bringing them together as part of an integrated history 

of the Holocaust as “an opportunity to challenge dominant assumptions about who exercised power 

during the Holocaust, seeing the potential for victims’ voices to ‘puncture’ the historical narrative 

developed from other sources and perspectives.”24 Cole argues that contemporary Holocaust 

historiography faces a similar ethical challenge in trying to overcome the divide between human 

and nonhuman actors without undermining the responsibility of perpetrators or the suffering of 

victims.  

In accordance with the material turn in Holocaust research, historians have begun to 

consider the material aspects of Nazi death camps such as Treblinka in an attempt to expand their 

investigation beyond perpetrators and victims to include the perspectives of Polish locals who 

lived nearby. Such studies include Jan Gross’s Golden Harvest (2012), which documents and 

discusses the practice of Polish grave-diggers in Treblinka after the war.25 However, the most 

important contemporary expansion of historical sources on Treblinka was the result of an 

archaeological shift. Sturdy Colls observes that archaeological research and fieldwork have been 

conducted in “all of the Nazi death camps—Bełżec, Chelmno, Treblinka, Sobibor and Auschwitz-

Birkenau—as well as a range of concentration and labor camps.”26 She herself led an 

archaeological investigation at the former Treblinka extermination and labor camps and uncovered 

the physical remnants of gas chambers, delineated the camp layout and created computer models 

of how the camp once looked.27 

 

These developments shed new light on the early texts by Grossman and Auerbach. As 

primarily literary writers, their embryonic archaeological investigation of Treblinka did not shy 

away from the difficult theoretical and ethical questions that contemporary ecological and post-

humanist theories present to Holocaust historiography and memory. Their descriptions were based 

not only on what they saw but also, and more significantly, on the thoughts, reflections and flights 

of imagination that were invoked by what they saw and heard. Returning to their early texts with 

new theoretical insights allows us to identify the divergent ways in which each developed a 
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materialistic approach that transforms inanimate objects and the earth itself into witnesses to 

Treblinka while resisting the dehumanization that stands at the core of the Nazi worldview and 

crimes. 

 

 

VASILY GROSSMAN AND “THE HELL OF TREBLINKA” 

 

When Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union, Grossman volunteered for the Red Army. From 

August 1941 to August 1945, he was a correspondent for the army’s main newspaper, Krasnaia 

zvezda (Red Star) and spent nearly three years following the Soviet troops along the eastern front, 

witnessing and documenting the terrible effects of war and genocide.28 After he arrived at 

Treblinka with Soviet troops in September 1944, he promptly recorded his impressions in “The 

Hell of Treblinka,” first published in November 1944 in Znamia (The Banner), a Russian literary 

magazine whose writers were associated with the Red Army. The piece was subsequently 

published in book form by a Soviet publisher in 1945.29 He wrote this essay and all his other works 

in Russian for a general Russian-speaking audience. It was later submitted as evidence in the 

Nuremberg trials.30  

In their biography of Grossman, John and Carol Garrard state that the basis for the essay 

was forty interviews that Grossman conducted with witnesses, including Jewish survivors, located 

by Red Army officers.31 But Grossman makes direct reference to only a handful of Jewish 

interviewees, and only two by name, Max Levit from Treblinka I and Abram Kon, a barber.32 This 

is understandable, since most Jewish survivors were long gone by the late summer of 1944.33 

Grossman also spoke to a few captured Ukrainian guards (Wächmanner) and local Poles.34 The 

fact that he barely invokes these testimonies in his text indicates that he wanted to understand more 

about the vast destruction of human life that he confronted at Treblinka than what he could simply 

learn from talking to human witnesses. For him, it was primarily what he observed with his own 

eyes, the material features of the camp, particularly nature, that enabled him to fully grasp what 

Treblinka was, what it represented and what it forbode for humanity.35 

 

Earth 
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Throughout the essay, Grossman shows how the Germans did their utmost to transform the earth 

into a complicit accessory to their crime, violating it in the process. Secreted in the earth were 

skulls, bone fragments, and ashes of Treblinka’s hundreds of thousands of victims; the ground was 

strewn with the victims’ countless personal belongings. Joanna Krongold argues that Grossman 

turned nature and the nonhuman into a “literary tool” that allows him to broaden the possibilities 

for representing the Holocaust beyond human testimony. This article takes this approach a step 

further and examines how Grossman (and later Auerbach) recognize the complicity of nature but 

also show how it could be turned into a moral witness to the Nazi crimes.36 In Grossman’s 

portrayal, the scarred landscape becomes a nonhuman, organic witness. He describes how the 

perpetrators used a huge excavator to dig vast grave pits in the sandy soil from morning till 

evening. The pits were hundreds of meters long and many meters deep (HT 137, 146). After his 

visit to Treblinka in February 1943, Heinrich Himmler ordered to have all the corpses disinterred 

and burned and their ashes and cinders removed and scattered across the fields and roads. For this 

purpose, the excavator dug another pit, 250 to 300 meters long, 20 to 25 meters wide, and 6 meters 

deep. Reinforced concrete pillars, 100 to 120 centimeters high, were inserted into the earth; they 

supported giant steel beams that ran the entire length of the pit. Rails that were spaced five to seven 

centimeters apart were then laid across these beams. As Grossman writes, “All this constituted a 

gigantic grill.” The earth was transformed into a colossal crematorium for the hundreds of 

thousands of corpses of innocent victims (HT 148). 

“For thirteen months, from July 1942 the executioner’s block had been at work, and for 

thirteen months from August 1943, the Germans had been trying to obliterate every trace of this 

work” (HT 159). However, when Grossman arrives there in September 1944, the earth 

demonstrates its resistance and refuses to be part of the perpetrators’ deception: “Today the 

witnesses have spoken: the stones and the earth have cried out aloud” (HT 123). He writes further: 

“And now the very earth of Treblinka refuses to be an accomplice to the crimes the monsters 

committed. It is casting up everything that Hitler’s people tried to bury within it.” The earth 

exhibits agency: it literally moves. As Grossman and the soldiers of the Red Army tread on the 

ground, “the earth sways beneath our feet—earth of Treblinka, bottomless earth, earth as unsteady 

as the sea. This wilderness behind a barbed-wire fence has swallowed more human lives than all 

the earth’s oceans and seas have swallowed since the birth of mankind” (HT 159). The earth has 

been transformed in Grossman’s perception from terra firma, solid ground, into a sea; the sea 
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eventually disgorges and ejects to the surface whatever has been cast into it, either intentionally or 

accidentally. 

Thus, in Grossman’s hands, the earth becomes a “moral witness.” According to Sara 

Horowitz, the moral witness “has an ethical function … fulfilling a moral obligation to the dead, 

who cannot speak for themselves and whose suffering and murder would be suppressed without 

the survivor relating it.” In her view, “the most powerful ethical call of their accounts [is] a 

confrontation with radical dehumanization, evil, and suffering that cannot be easily absorbed or 

explained.”37 This is precisely the role that Grossman assigns to the earth and how he understood 

his own role. In October 1944, at a meeting of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee’s literary 

commission to discuss The Black Book—a compilation of evidence and eyewitness testimonies on 

the Holocaust on Soviet soil edited by Grossman and the writer Ilya Ehrenburg— Grossman 

asserted it was his and his colleagues’ “responsibility of speaking on behalf of those who lie in the 

earth and cannot speak for themselves.”38 

The Nazis’ endeavor to conquer Europe and annihilate the Jews was underpinned by an 

ideological project to lay claim to the earth and then rid it of unwanted people by killing them and 

hiding their remains in that very same earth. Jews may have been their main victims but, for 

Grossman, the crime transcended the specific identity of the victims because nature is the 

birthright, the patrimony of every human being; thus, a gross violation of nature concerns every 

human being.39 Grossman named this novum a “crime against humanity” (117) using this term 

almost a year before this new species of criminal offense was codified in the 1945 London Charter, 

which laid the foundation for the International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg.40 

In Grossman’s account, nature, this inanimate moral witness, exhibits emotions. “It is 

quiet.” This is Grossman’s initial impression when he sets foot in Treblinka. Fragile lupines dot 

the landscape; a faint touch will make their pods burst. “The sounds of the falling peas and the 

bursting pods come together to form a single soft, sad melody. It is as if a funeral knell—a barely 

audible, sad, broad, peaceful tolling—is being carried to us from the very depths of the earth.” The 

earth, suffering from “unhealing wounds” and “splitting apart,” is in mourning, lamenting the 

killing of the hundreds of thousands whose corpses are buried in its subterranean bowels.  

 

Human remains 
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Ashes —the fine bone dust—from the corpses cremated over the grill pits provided Grossman with 

the first clue. Tons of cinders and ashes were removed from the grounds of Treblinka by Polish 

peasants from the nearby village of Wólka, who were ordered to load them onto their carts and 

scatter them on the road leading from the death camp to the labor camp. The cinders and ashes had 

a significant impact on the earth. “The ashes made the road black, like a mourning ribbon,” 

observes Grossman, “Car wheels make a peculiar swishing sound on this road” (HT 153).  

Grossman pays close attention to the perpetrators’ commodification of the victims’ bodies. 

He is told of the SS-created detachment of prisoners who were ordered to extract gold and platinum 

teeth from the mouths of victims pulled from the gas chambers and then sort them according to 

value and ship them in boxes to Germany. He adds sardonically that if the SS had found it more 

convenient or advantageous to extract the teeth of living victims, they would have done so without 

hesitation, just as they had women’s hair cut while they were still alive. “But,” Grossman writes, 

“it was evidently easier and more convenient to extract people’s teeth when they were dead” (HT 

145). Indeed, of all the human remains he encountered, women’s hair seems to have made the 

greatest impression on him. Women’s hair was removed by Jewish barbers acting under duress in 

the women’s barrack before women were dispatched to the gas chamber. Grossman asks for what 

purpose the Germans used the hair, which was shipped to Germany. No one knows for sure. To 

stuff mattresses? According to a Jewish prisoner’s written deposition, they used it make hawsers 

for submarines (HT 132). Near the end of his essay, Grossman describes a dramatic moment when 

he spots hair on the ground: 

 

We walk over the swaying, bottomless earth of Treblinka and suddenly come to a stop. 

Thick wavy hair gleaming like burnished copper, the delicate lovely hair of a young 

woman, trampled into the ground; and beside it, some equally fine blond hair; and then 

some heavy black plaits on the bright sand; and them more and more.... Evidently, these 

are the contents of a sack, just a single sack that somehow got left behind. Yes, it is all true. 

The last hope, the last wild hope that it was all just a terrible dream, has gone. (HT 160)  

 

The scattered remains of hair, evidently women’s hair, for Grossman a quintessential expression 

of human beauty, trampled into the defiled earth of Treblinka, were for him the final straw, the 

ultimate proof of the unredeemable crimes committed in that factory of death, which processed 
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and recirculated the remains of murdered human beings. As he chillingly noted: “The officials in 

charge of Treblinka took pride and joy in the fact that, in terms of power, handling capacity, and 

production floor space, this would far surpass the other SS death factories” (HT 141). 

 

Personal belongings 

 

Apart from the victims’ human remains, Grossman discovered a wide array of their personal 

belongings strewn over the ruined grounds of Treblinka. Material objects are another kind of moral 

witness, indicating what was important to, even treasured by, the victims.  

While new arrivals were being led to the gas chamber, Grossman explains, Jewish forced 

laborers who were members of the “blue squad” (so named because they wore blue armbands) 

collected, sorted and appraised the victims’ personal belongings for the use of their German 

masters. The prisoners were under tremendous pressure. “It takes real skill to sort out, in the course 

of only a few minutes,” Grossman writes. “Everything of value is to be sent to Germany; 

everything old, valueless, and shabby is to be burned.... Workers were not given the chance to 

make more than one mistake” (HT 129).  

“The Hell of Treblinka” includes two long lists of these personal belongings, which are 

mostly everyday items. An inversion of “value” occurs already during their sorting:  

 

Items of value were already being taken away to the storerooms, while the letters, the 

yellowed wedding announcements, the photographs of newborn babies, brothers, and 

brides; all the thousands of little things that were infinitely precious to their owners yet the 

merest trash to the masters of Treblinka were being gathered into heaps and taken away to 

vast pits already containing hundreds of thousands of similar letters, postcards, visiting 

cards, photographs, and sheets of paper in children’s scribble or children’s first clumsy 

drawings in crayon. (HT 130)  

 

Grossman does not refer to Jewish objects directly, but in the first list he includes prayer shawls 

and violins (HT 129). While prayer shawls are obviously Jewish objects, violins are often 

associated with Jews since playing the violin was popular in Jewish communities in both eastern 
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and western Europe, and Jews frequently took their violins with them when fleeing from home or 

being deported to camps.41 

In a powerful passage near the end of “The Hell of Treblinka,” Grossman creates another 

list to describe the resurfacing of victims’ personal belongings from the earth’s depths, which he 

himself observed: 

 

And from the earth’s unhealing wounds, from this earth that is splitting apart, things are 

escaping of their own accord. Here they are: the half-rotted shirts of those who were 

murdered, their trousers and shoes, their cigarette cases that have turned green, along with 

little cogwheels from watches, penknives, shaving brushes, candlesticks, a child’s shoes 

with red pompoms, embroidered towels from the Ukraine, lace underwear, scissors, 

thimbles, corsets, and bandages ... as if all that the Germans had buried was being pushed 

up out of the swollen, bottomless earth, as if someone’s hand were pushing it all out into 

the light of day.... And over all this reigns a terrible smell of decay, a smell that neither 

fire, nor sun, nor rain, nor snow, not wind have been able to overcome. And thousands of 

little forest flies are crawling about over all these half-rotted bits and pieces, over all these 

papers and photographs.42(HT 159–160)  

 

Grossman notices the semi-agency of the earth, pushing out the incriminating remnants of a crime. 

Listing these mundane objects also captures the humanity of their owners and highlights the 

enormity of the crime. Although he does not know the victims’ names, he deliberately emphasizes 

personal items bearing the imprint of the human touch, in which the human drama in all its facets 

is embedded. Grossman himself dug items out of the grounds of Treblinka, including a baby’s 

pacifier and child’s shoe, which obviously touched him deeply, as he mentioned discovering these 

items at a meeting of the presidium of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee in 1946.43 

However, lists in and of themselves have another function in the text; they represent 

rupture. Integral to this rupture is robbery not only of material objects but also of human beings’ 

right to live. They are part and parcel of the same event, two crimes unified by the same impulse. 

Indeed, the paragraph in which Grossman imagines the final moments of the victims in the gas 

chambers of Treblinka is permeated by the notion of robbery: 
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First people were robbed of their freedom, their home, and their motherland.... Then, on 

the square by the station, they were robbed of their belongings, of their personal letters and 

of photographs of their loved ones. After going through the fence, a man was robbed of his 

mother, his wife, and his child. After he had been stripped naked, his papers were thrown 

onto a fire; he had been robbed of his name. He was driven into a corridor with a low stone 

ceiling; now he had been robbed of the sky, the stars, the wind, and the sun. 

Then came the last act of the human tragedy—a human being was now in the last 

circle of the Hell of Treblinka. 

The door of the concrete chamber slammed shut. The door was secured by every 

possible kind of fastening: by locks, by hooks, by a massive bolt. It was not a door that 

could be broken down. (HT 144) 

 

In contemplation of the door of the gas chamber “slammed shut,” Grossman’s narrative breaks 

down. His narrative seems momentarily to have collapsed and all that Grossman is left with is the 

quintessential urtext—lists of everyday material objects, which he uses to humanize their owners 

and restore to them, even if only partially, what the Germans had robbed them of—their 

humanity.44   

 

 

RACHEL AUERBACH IN THE FIELDS OF TREBLINKA  

 

Grossman’s “The Hell of Treblinka” was published in Yiddish in Buenos Aires in April 1946 

under the title Treblinker gehenem alongside Jankiel Wiernik’s memoir, A yor in treblinke (A year 

in Treblinka).45 A Polish translation was also published in 1946.46 Rachel Auerbach, a survivor of 

the Warsaw ghetto (whose inhabitants were exterminated at Treblinka), probably read this 

translation. In the ghetto Auerbach had joined the clandestine archive Oyneg Shabes under the 

leadership of historian Emmanuel Ringelblum, a victims’ initiative to document the history of their 

own annihilation and to prepare evidence for postwar justice. 47 Before the end of the war she and 

other survivor-historians established the Central Jewish Historical Commission (Centralna 

Żydowska Komisja Historyczna, CŻKH), and began collecting and compiling evidence and 

testimonies of Holocaust victims.48  
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Auerbach arrived at the Treblinka death camp with an official Polish delegation of inquiry 

on November 7, 1945, under the auspices of the Central Commission for the Investigation of 

German Crimes in Poland. Although the commission’s investigation focused on collecting 

testimonies from surviving prisoners and the analysis of railroad records, it also sent a delegation 

to the site of the death camp to conduct a limited excavation in search of corroborating material 

evidence.49 The delegation was headed by a judge, Zdzisław Łukaszkiewicz, and comprised a local 

prosecutor, licensed surveyor, press photographer, local officials, five Treblinka survivors and 

Rachel Auerbach and Józef Kermisz (Kermish) of the CŻKH. The delegation produced an official 

report, while Kermisz wrote a report for the CŻKH (FT 27).50 But Auerbach wrote her own account 

in Yiddish, Oyf di felder fun treblinke: Reportazsh (In the fields of Treblinka: Reportage), which 

was published in 1947 by the CŻKH.51   

Like Grossman before her, Auerbach went to Treblinka to see for herself the place from 

which no one had been supposed to return and to write an account of her visit to inform the world 

of what had transpired there. While in the ghetto, she had already recorded the testimony of one 

of the first escapees from Treblinka to return to Warsaw, Abraham Krzepicki.52 But she herself 

was not a survivor of Treblinka and could not give firsthand testimony of what had occurred there. 

By visiting the physical site of Treblinka and reporting on what she saw, she turned herself into a 

secondary witness to the camp.53 

 

The road to Treblinka 

 

The road to Treblinka. Here it is, the saddest of all roads ever to be trod by Jews.... 

When we revisited Treblinka, maybe we, too, should have gone there by train, or 

perhaps even walked, like pious pilgrims to a sacred shrine, reliving every stage of the 

Jewish death march, but the milestones of that particular Golgotha have yet to be set in 

place. At this point, we were not yet going to Treblinka to pay homage to our dead; we 

were going there only with a commission of inquiry to inspect the site. (FT 24) 

 

Between the alternatives of complete identification with the Jewish victims and a ritualized 

religious commemoration, Auerbach considered the legal approach of a forensic examination as 

offering a transitional space. The legal investigation examined the remains of the past with an eye 
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to a future criminal trial; its procedures and processes allowed Auerbach to gain some perspective 

by focusing on hard evidence, trying to put into words what seems at first beyond good and evil 

(FT 39). 

Auerbach herself inhabited a hybrid position in the delegation. She was both insider and 

outsider, part of an official delegation but not a formal legal expert.54 As a survivor, she identified 

with Treblinka’s Jewish victims and sought to give voice to their viewpoints. Although part of a 

forensic criminal investigation she turned herself into an anthropologist of sorts, as if embarking 

on a study of remote tribes. She relied on the knowledge of “local informants” (Treblinka 

survivors) with whom she could communicate. However, alongside their testimonies, she turned 

to material evidence, trying to decipher the strange and unknown “material culture” she 

encountered at Treblinka. She examined the remains and ruins like an archaeologist of an ancient 

past. Thus, for example, she noticed the local Polish looters who desecrated dead bodies for 

material gain. She describes how plunderers with shovels overran the grounds of Treblinka: “They 

dig, search  and ransack; they sift the sand, they drag parts of half-rotted corpses from the earth, 

bones and scattered refuse in the hope that they may come upon at least a coin or a gold tooth.” 

(FT 69)55   

 

Nature as moral witness 

 

To decipher the post-apocalyptic world of the death camp Treblinka, she resorted to two types of 

witnesses—human and nonhuman. The human witnesses, Treblinka’s former prisoners—she 

ironically refers to them as di treblinker (“the men from Treblinka”)—were rendered mute when 

they reentered the site (FT 65). Hence, Auerbach turned to nonhuman witnesses—the earth, pine 

trees, the sky—for help. Nature provided her with a first key to decoding Treblinka’s secrets. The 

fog that suddenly descended on a clear and sunny day as the delegation approached Treblinka 

indicated that something was amiss, as did the earth, which was full of pits and moved under her 

feet like shifting sands. As in Grossman’s text, nature is humanized and mourns the countless 

murdered in Treblinka: 

 

A leaden fog hung so low in the sky that it seemed as if we would be able to reach out and 

touch it. The milky-gray fog filled up the entire space. The pine trees stood out from a 
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distance as if shrouded in black veils. The sun had become pale and dim; it looked like a 

small, round human face gazing down at us from above, like the twisted, suddenly-aged 

face of someone newly bereaved. (FT 66–67)  

 

Auerbach highlights the ethical stance of nature by contrasting it to those “human hyenas,” local 

Poles, who were willing to overcome the cultural taboo of desecrating the dead, and to the ease 

with which the perpetrators, “ordinary, simple, normal Germans who, with the self-awareness and 

calm deliberation of respectable functionaries of the state, committed the most heinous crimes ever 

perpetrated in this world” (FT 42).56  

Nature functions not just as a metaphor in Auerbach’s text. The title of her book, In the 

Fields of Treblinka, is meant to direct attention to the ways that the Germans used nature as 

camouflage for their crimes: “While the Germans were still here, the whole area was plowed up 

and sown with lupine grass. And the lupine grass really grew and covered the whole surface with 

a green mask. It looked as if all the traces of the crime had been wiped away” (FT 70). Auerbach 

explodes this idyllic image to reveal the horrors it conceals. She explains that the attempt to use 

nature as camouflage began early on, when the Germans forced some of the Jewish prisoners of 

the Sonderkommando to manufacture deception: 

 

The most important of all the details throughout was the “camouflage detail.” Its function 

was to cut down branches in the woods and interweave them into the barbed wire fences. 

It was forbidden to come closer than one kilometer to these fences. In the fall of 1942, the 

field of mass graves, which was surrounded with pine trees, came to be referred to 

humorously as the “Kindergarten.” The purpose of the trees was to hide the interior of the 

camp from outside observers. (FT 58)  

 

However, when Auerbach arrived at Treblinka in November 1945, she found the earth covered 

with holes and pits: “Not one level place in the whole area. Everything had been torn up and dug 

up. Little hills and holes.” Ironically, it was the local diggers’ use of explosives in search of Jewish 

valuables (“treasures”) that undermined the German attempt to create a “prefect crime” without a 

body. The bones and parts of human bodies were scattered around the grounds, alongside everyday 

objects. The earth “yields up its secrets” (FT 70).  
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Everyday objects 

 

Auerbach’s text initiated a method of inquiry that combines legal, anthropological and 

archaeological approaches, known today as “forensic archaeology.”57 As Sturdy Colls and Michael 

Branthwaite, archaeologists who excavated Treblinka between 2008 and 2018, explain: “The 

significant amount of physical evidence that actually survived can be used to tell and retell the 

site’s history and victims’ experiences as well as reveal spatial trends and insights into the camp’s 

architecture and organization.”58 While standard forensic investigation focuses on finding 

evidence for a crime, forensic archaeology uses the remains of the material culture on the site to 

reconstruct the experiences of the victims and the perpetrators and the structure of the camp. The 

legal inquiry, as described by Auerbach, resembles an archaeological investigation of ancient 

objects excavated from the ground. Auerbach directs her readers’ attention to the objects divulged 

by the earth, and like Grossman, she enumerates them in a list: “Aluminum kettles and pans, 

enameled tin pots—blackened, dented, full of holes. Combs with teeth broken off, half-rotted soles 

from ladies’ summer sandals, broken mirrors, leather billfolds. All this is near the station platform 

where the camp’s first barbed wire fences had been.” She specifically refers to the value of these 

objects as legal evidence: “Here was the physical evidence; here were the corpora delicti.” She 

explains that these were “[r]emnants of the huge piles of Jewish property which had been packed 

up and sent away, incinerated, cleared off, and yet still could not be completely cleared away” (FT 

70–71).  

Since the industrial death in Treblinka was accompanied by systematic looting, Auerbach, 

like Grossmann, deliberately blurs the legal distinction between murder (of human beings) and 

theft (of their objects), collapsing them both under one encompassing category of “robbery”: “It 

was not enough that they robbed the Jews of their lives and all else they possessed, including what 

was left of their bodies. They robbed them even of their last bit of human dignity, of their last right 

to human respect. Total robbery! Total murder! Total brutality!” (FT 25).Like Grossman, she 

likens Treblinka to a death factory—meaning that the robbery made death in Treblinka 

“productive.” It was a place of complete commodification—the looting and recirculation of 

clothes, the everyday possessions and valuables of the murdered, the women’s hair that was shorn, 

and the gold teeth that were extracted from dead bodies (FT 32).  
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A second list of objects that Auerbach composes helps identify the victims as Jewish:  

 

Twisted Sabbath candlesticks—enough for whole collections. A scrap from a prayer shawl. 

Just dug out of the ground, lying white and fresh, complete with a blue Star of David, is an 

elegant Warsaw armband (from the corner of Karmelick and Leszno—the latest fashion in 

the ghetto). A whole pile of ladies’ marriage wigs. (FT 71) 

 

Suspicious of the tendency of universalizing language of humanity to obscure the Jewish 

particularity of the crime, Auerbach adopted the particularistic expression “crime against the Jews” 

(FT 22, 34, 68). The Jewish cultural objects that she identified evoke Raphael Lemkin’s 

conceptualization of genocide, which recognizes the centrality of cultural genocide, and 

Grossman’s description of the uniqueness of the Nazi crimes against the Jews in “Ukraine without 

Jews.”59 Auerbach viewed the crime as a systematic attempt to annihilate a group of people and 

their cultural identity. For this reason, she referred to the Jewish objects she found on the ground 

as remnants of the Jewish inheritance (FT 70).60 

By defining the crime in particularistic terms (a crime against the Jews and Judaism) and 

identifying with the victims, Auerbach risked undermining her position as an “objective” 

investigator. However, she believed that her membership in the victim group allowed her to better 

interpret the meaning of the everyday objects she found (down to the street in Warsaw where 

fashionable cloth was sold). Thus, whereas the different coins found in Treblinka during 

excavation were important to the Polish delegation as forensic evidence that could prove the 

organized and systematic murder of Jews from all over Europe at the camp, Auerbach saw them 

as empathetic objects that revealed the social history of the Jewish victims. 61 She mentions the 

German order issued to the inhabitants of the Warsaw Ghetto to bring with them gold and foreign 

currency as part of the German scheme to loot and debunks antisemitic notions about “Jewish 

gold”:  

 

As a people of wanderers over the generations, and especially since the beginning of the 

war and the deportation, Jews had realized that they could be ordered out of their homes ... 

and leave all their possessions behind. For this reason, all the Jews tried to convert as much 
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as possible of their immovable property into movable goods. And the most movable of all 

goods were gold, jewelry and American dollars. [FT 67-68] 

 

And like Grossman, she uses their valuables as a way to humanize the victims and tell their story. 

Here she provides a third list: 

 

The strings of pearls, diamond earrings and gold necklaces inherited from grandparents, 

the gold coins of the previous generation, the Czarist gold rubles, American “hard” gold 

pieces; the few “soft” dollar bills which a Jew might have received from a relative in 

America and worn in a little bag around his neck. (FT 68) 

 

Based on victims’ testimonies, Auerbach explains why most of the valuables were found hidden 

in women’s clothes: “It was believed that women would be less liable to be searched than men.” 

She mentions “small acts of defiance”—how Jewish victims “tore up their dollar bills in the last 

minute, but they could not tear up gold.” She also discusses the role assigned to the Jewish 

jewelers, the Goldjuden, in appraising the coins and valuables and how German and Ukrainian SS 

men sent unofficial “gifts” to their families (FT 68–69).  

Auerbach turns to the objects not only to expose the Jewish identity of their owners but 

also to restore their voices. For example, she quotes from the testimony of one of the Treblinka 

survivors in the delegation, Samuel Rajzman, who had been a member of the Sonderkommando: 

“I spent about three months doing nothing but sorting eyeglasses. A huge number of eyeglasses 

passed through my hand during that period” (FT 56). She also quotes Alexander Kudlik, another 

survivor of Treblinka: “I spent about six months, just sorting pens” (FT 56)  

Auerbach’s decision to treat the Jewish victims, particularly members of the 

Sonderkommando, as trustworthy, indeed as privileged witnesses, contrasts with the approach 

taken by the Allies at the Nuremberg Trial, who preferred to rely on German witnesses and 

incriminating documents. Indeed, only three Jewish witnesses appeared at Nuremberg, the most 

famous of them being the Yiddish Poet Abraham Sutzkever. One of the two other witnesses was 

Rajzman, who was summoned by the Soviets to testify on the mass killings in Treblinka.62 

Auerbach, however, uses Rajzman’s testimony about the statistics  of looted goods that he and two 

other prisoners secretly compiled in the camp to reveal the systematic plunder undertaken by the 
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Germans. By citing the statistics collected by the Jewish prisoners, Auerbach sheds light on a 

lesser-known act of “resistance”—the clandestine actions of the Sonderkommando, whose 

members knew they were destined to be murdered yet resisted the German attempt to rob them of 

their humanity by undertaking to document the mass looting. 

 

Hair 

 

The systematic looting did not stop with everyday objects. Body parts such as human hair and gold 

teeth, even prostheses, were all “products” of Treblinka’s death factory: “The modern, organized 

factory of corpses, the German murder plant, in which over a million Jewish lives were reduced to 

ashes, gold teeth, mattress hair and old clothes” (FT 25). How does one make death productive? 

By breaking all things (including human remains) down into their basic units, which are sorted 

and treated as “raw materials.”  

Auerbach reports that scientists and experts were brought to Treblinka to teach new 

techniques and make the killing process more efficient: 

 

It took some time for the technology and terminology of this new industry to reach full 

development, and for specialists to complete their training in the annihilation of humans, 

and in the destruction of the dead bodies.... The specialists in this new profession were 

businesslike, practical and conscientious. (FT 38) 

  

Auerbach gives the example of the scientific “discovery” that the bodies of women burned better 

than those of men; hence the realization—“‘Men won’t burn without women’” (FT 38). Like 

Grossman, Auerbach focuses on women’s hair, which was shaved before they entered the gas 

chambers. But she adds a Jewish dimension, calling the women “Treblinka brides” (FT 51) thus 

alluding to the Orthodox Jewish tradition of shaving the hair of the bride on her wedding night. 

All was collected, sorted, and shipped to Germany for recirculation.  

 

Bones    
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Instead of referring to desecrated bodies, Auerbach describes the earth itself as desecrated: “The 

bombs had uncovered the contents of the desecrated soil. Leg bones, ribs, pieces of spine, skulls 

big and small, short and long, round and flat. Skulls!” (FT 71). Although her text can be seen as 

an early precursor to modern forensic archaeology, which relies on science such as DNA 

technology, to identify bones, Auerbach remained ambivalent toward science, given its use by the 

Nazis to support their racist theories. Encountering the many skulls discovered in the fields of 

Treblinka, she comments sarcastically: “If only we could get an ethnologist to come here! He could 

have made the most accurate anthropological measurements relating to the racial features of the 

Jewish people” (FT 71). In light of the complicity of German science in the crimes, Auerbach 

describes the Jewish counterresponse: “We have already analyzed the data and defined the 

phenomena. The Germans created a science of annihilation and we are creating a science of 

perishing” (FT 58). She refers here to the documentation efforts by the victims, mentioned above. 

However, given the scientists’ betrayal, she was skeptical about the forensic approach adopted by 

the legal experts in the official Polish commission: “By now the district attorney and the judge 

knew every nook and cranny here. They had been conducting their investigation for some time. 

They had examined both Jewish and non-Jewish witnesses, taken measurements and carried out 

minor excavations” (FT 72). In contrast, she identified with the Treblinka survivors, who 

constantly blurred the boundaries between investigator and investigated, between living and dead, 

between legal investigation and religious ritual: 

 

Look there, at the edge of that hole,” said the judge, “these are bones from a child’s leg!” 

One of the Treblinka survivors rushed over. “Be careful!” said another. “There’s still some 

flesh hanging from that leg! But the one who had taken it was wrapping it up into a 

newspaper with much the same reverence as a pious Jew wrapping up an Etrog [citron].... 

He wrapped it with the skirt of his coat, then put it into his breast pocket and hugged it to 

his breast. “Perhaps it’s the foot of my little boy, whom I brought here with me,” he said. 

And the weird truth is that ... this discovery could have chanced to be the plain, unvarnished 

truth.63 (FT 72) 

 

In this short but powerful paragraph, Auerbach offers a meditation on truth. There is 

forensic truth (“be careful not to damage the evidence, don’t touch”); there is religious truth 
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(treating the citron as sacred, wrapping it in cloth); and there is a personal or familial truth (“this 

could be my dead child”). The law distinguishes between two types of truth, objective and 

subjective. Forensic truth, the one that can be considered as “hard evidence,” is a form of truth that 

can be proven in public by various verifiable techniques. Subjective truth, the one experienced by 

the victim, is discounted by law as potentially biased by emotions or distorted by human frailty. It 

is only after victims become “witnesses” whose words are duly recorded and who undergo cross-

examination that the law can rely on their testimony. But in Treblinka the survivor adopts a 

blatantly irrational position, treating a random child’s foot as if it belonged to his own child. 

Nonetheless, Auerbach thinks that his words may be more capable of revealing a deeper truth than 

a scientific, forensic examination, which produces only data. In the case of mass murder that 

amounts to genocide, what is the point of collecting and carefully examining each and every bone? 

That kind of investigation had to wait decades, until DNA technology was developed. And even 

then, given the enormous scale of the crime, from whom would DNA samples be taken? And does 

an approach that aims to identify each bone not risk obscuring the deeper meaning of a collective 

crime whose objective is to eliminate a whole people? 

Auerbach’s text seems to waver between the forensic and the religious approaches. 

Whereas at the beginning of her journey, she was weighing the respective advantages and 

disadvantages of the legal and religious ways of contending with the mass murder, it seems that at 

the end of her journey, the approach of the Jewish religion to the dead has won her over as being 

more meaningful and a more faithful reflection of the experiences of the survivors themselves.64 

 

 

CONCLUSION: DREAM, FOG AND TRUTH 

 

In the epilogue to Eichmann in Jerusalem, Hannah Arendt offered her verdict on the accused:  

 

And just as you supported and carried out a policy of not wanting to share the earth with 

the Jewish people and the people of a number of other nations—as though you and your 

superiors had any right to determine who should and who should not inhabit the world—

we find that no one, that is, no member of the human race, can be expected to want to share 

the earth with you. This is the reason, and the only reason, you must hang.65 
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In their early writings on Treblinka, Grossman and Auerbach also evoke the earth, but they go a 

step further: they transform the natural environment, particularly the earth, itself into a moral 

witness to the crime: “Today the witnesses have spoken; the stones and the earth have cried out 

aloud,” asserts Grossman (HT 123). Both endow nature with a will of its own. In their 

representations of it, the earth in Treblinka is uncanny, unstable, full of holes, and constantly 

exposing the objects and bones still hidden within it. The earth in their narratives refuses to 

collaborate; it exposes the truth.  

Both writers wanted to expose the Nazi deception, but also to resist the “ecological” 

worldview of the Nazis, in which “natural law” was harnessed to justify the need for Lebensraum 

for the “superior Aryan race,” while confining the Jews to enclosed, sealed spaces—ghettos.66 And 

later, unwilling to share the earth with their victims, the Nazis transported the Jews to the small 

space of Treblinka to be murdered. Grossman imagines this cosmic crime through the prism of the 

first murder in human history—in the Bible: “Not a single person brought to Treblinka II [the death 

camp] ever made the return journey. The terrible question has to be asked: ‘Cain, where are they? 

Where are the people you brought here?’” (HT 122–23). 

In pursuit of the answer to this “terrible” question, Grossman and Auerbach’s respective 

investigations led them to confront the limits of representation: to what extent can Treblinka be 

represented at all?67 Both Grossman and Auerbach turned to materiality to illuminate the “hell of 

Treblinka,” but they responded to this epistemological question in different ways. Grossman did 

not reflect on the impossibility of representing Treblinka, since for him, it was impossible to “hide 

the traces” and silence the (nonhuman) witnesses to the crime (HT 157). The earth “does not want 

to keep secrets … it is casting up everything that Hitler's people tried to bury within it” (HT 159). 

Auerbach, on the other hand, insisted on the limits of representation: “There is more reflection 

here than description; more is said than is shown. The realism of the concrete experience of the 

death camp is not portrayed” (FT 20). Her words “do not encompass the true picture of Treblinka, 

as I have seen and known it. It is no more than a sketch, a fragment of a picture” (FT 23).  

Two literary motifs illuminate the difference between the authors’ approaches to the limits 

of representation. The first is fog. “When we left the town and took the side road for the final ten 

kilometers to Treblinka,” writes Auerbach when describing the arrival of the Polish delegation at 

Treblinka, “an eerie fog descended on the whole area” (FT 66).:  
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“Where did this fog come from?” someone in our car asked. “There will always be a fog 

over this place,” one of the Treblinka veterans replied. And I could sense that he was trying 

to say something, something important and profound. Something he had never said in his 

life before. But he couldn’t say it. (FT 67) 

 

The silence of the Treblinka survivor signals a limit to the voice of the witness. By the same token, 

the fog obscures the investigators’ vision. This is not only a literary device to create an atmosphere 

of mourning (an identification of nature with the dead) but also an acknowledgment and acceptance 

of the inevitable limits on cognition. The fog allows one to see only parts of things, but no more. 

“Deep down in the hole [in the ground],” she writes, “some outlines could be dimly seen through 

the fog” (FT 72). Grossman, however, has no truck with fog. “Things are escaping of their own 

accord … as if someone’s hand were pushing it all out into the light of day” (HT 160). Grossman’s 

Treblinka lies exposed under the glaring light of day for all to see. 

The second literary theme is that of the dream. Near the end of Grossman’s narrative, when 

he stumbles across strands and plaits of women’s hair trampled in the ground, evidently “the 

contents of a sack, just a single sack that somehow got left behind,” Grossman experiences a 

cognitive jolt: “Yes, it is true. The last hope, the last wild hope that it was all just a terrible dream, 

has gone” (HT 160). The Nazis’ crime was not a dream, not a nightmare, but reality, a terrible 

reality. Grossman was propelled by what Robert Chandler calls his “love of truth.”68 “It is the 

writer’s duty to tell the terrible truth, and it is a reader’s civic duty learn this truth,” Grossman 

writes. “To turn away, to close one’s eyes and walk past is to insult the memory of those who have 

perished” (HT 150). 

For Auerbach, in contrast, a dream, immersed in fog, makes her doubt the lines between 

the living and the dead, the individual and the community: 

 

These bones are the bones of all of us. Let us take a good look: Are these not also our own 

skulls lying in that sandpit? And we—or is it perhaps some cruel, furious God—aren’t we 

just dreaming on this death-like, dreary, foggy autumn day, that we still have our own heads 

on our shoulders? Isn’t it only a gratuitous accident that our bones are not also scattered all 
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over this field? Were we not all condemned together, to perish in the same way, and in the 

same place?69 (FT 73) 

 

In this enigmatic passage, Auerbach abandons the purposive and scientific rationality of the 

forensic delegation and resorts to the (il)logic of dreams. Maybe the Jewish survivors who have 

joined the delegation, like Auerbach herself, are only alive in the dream of a menacing God. Unlike 

Grossman, who evokes the motif of dream to reject it, Auerbach is ambivalent. In this spirit, near 

the end of her text, she raises fundamental questions about the delegation’s forensic approach. Fog 

and dreams provide her with a different phenomenology of Treblinka. Blurring the lines, inverting 

the distinction between subject and object—these are signs of a dream, indeed a nightmare, but 

they also represent the radical change that Treblinka wrought to our previous understanding of 

war, crime, good and evil. 

We began our journey with Glazer’s Zone of Interest where the victims’ absence becomes 

present only through material traces such as sound, sight and smell. We conclude by returning to 

the contemporary wave of material historiography that expands our definition of witness to include 

a “zone of sensory witnessing.”70 As historical research on the Holocaust expands to include the 

environment (sensory contamination) and the earth (forensic archaeology), it challenges the idea 

of a “crime without a witness.” Grossman’s and Auerbach’s pioneering works on Treblinka were 

early harbingers of this material turn. By transforming material objects into forensic evidence of 

the genocide, they showed the need to overcome the divide between human and nonhuman 

witnesses by articulating a new conception of moral witnessing that encompasses both.  
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