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The last work of prose by the Hebrew poet and author David Vogel (1891–1944), 

posthumously titled Th ey All Went out to Batt le, depicts a fascinating testimonial 

narrative of a year of imprisonment in French prisoner of war camps during 

the Second World War. The manuscript was found aft er the war buried in a yard 

in the small town of Hauteville in southeastern France. Vogel buried it himself, 

together with the rest of his literary remains, shortly before the Lyon gestapo 

captured and transported him to Auschwitz, where he perished in March 1944.

Throughout his literary career, Vogel, a native Yiddish speaker, took it upon 

himself to write and publish only in Hebrew. Wandering through Europe’s 

modernist centers and making a failed att empt to immigrate to Israel, Vogel 

managed to achieve this goal. Between the end of the First World War and the 

beginning of the Second, he published poems, a book of poetry, a novel, and two 

novellas—all, except for one, in Hebrew.1 That exception appeared in the form 

of an unpublished manuscript of 127 large (8.3 by 11.7 inch) handwritt en pages 

consisting of about 150,000 words composed entirely in Yiddish.

In the beginning of February 1944, the Lyon gestapo conducted an opera-

tion in the province of Ain in order to arrest several members of the French 

resistance as well as the few Jews who lived in the area, Vogel among them.2 

Shortly before that, he buried the manuscript of the novel along with two po-

ems and the fi rst pages of a comprehensive Hebrew novel he was rewriting.3 He 

buried the texts in a yard of the house where he rented a room since his release 

from detainee camps in August of 1940. Aft er the war, one of Vogel’s friends, 

the painter Avraham Goldberg, dug in the ground of that house and discovered 

the literary remains.4 Goldberg transferred the text to the Hebrew American 

author Shimon Halkin, then living in the United States, who delivered it to the 
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30 S h i r i  G o r e n

First page of Vogel’s Yiddish manuscript. Photo by the author, courtesy of the Gnazim archive.
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David Vogel’s Last Work of Prose 31

author Asher Barash in Israel.5 In 1950, with the establishment of the   Gnazim 

Institute for the Research of History of the Hebrew Literature in the New Era, 

Barash gave Vogel’s Yiddish manuscript to the institute, where it remains in Tel 

Aviv to this day.6

The manuscript, as the image on page 30 shows, comprises a draft  full of 

alternative words, erasures, and parentheses. Vogel’s tiny handwriting makes 

some of the words diffi  cult to decipher. Although the narrative is lucidly struc-

tured and has a beginning, middle, and end, Vogel never got a chance to fi nish 

it in terms of editing and preparing it for publication. This likely explains why, 

unlike the author’s Hebrew works, this Yiddish text was never published in the 

original language, and it has received litt le scholarly att ention. Only in 1990 

did a heavily edited version become accessible to the Israeli public through 

a Hebrew translation by literary editor and scholar Menachem Perry.7 For a 

title, Perry selected Th ey All Went out to Batt le—in Hebrew, Kulam yatzu lakrav—a 

line he took from one of two Hebrew poems by Vogel that survived the Second 

World War.8

Drawing on both Yiddish and Hebrew versions of the text and contextual-

izing Vogel’s narrative within his biography, my analysis takes Vogel’s work 

as a testimonial narrative created on the verge of catastrophe. By applying 

Maurice Blanchot’s conceptualization of the writing of the disaster and Hans-

Georg  Gadamer’s concept of the “fusion of horizons,” this investigation off ers 

a  tentative explanation for Vogel’s poetic decision to write this unique text in 

Yiddish.

The Geography of Vogel’s Biography

Vogel’s personal and literary histories seem related in several ways. Born in 

1891 in Satanov, Podolia (now Ukraine), Vogel, as a teenager, decided to dedi-

cate his life to becoming a Hebrew writer, even though his native tongue was 

Yiddish. Literary scholar Chana Kronfeld argues that “For Vogel, a famished, 

uprooted, perpetual wanderer through Europe’s modernist centers, the very 

decision to become a Hebrew writer was an act of self-marginalization, and 

self-modernization.”9 In 1912 he migrated west, crossing the border to Austria 

and arriving in Vienna, where he stayed for thirteen years. By moving to Vi-

enna not only did he change geographical locations within the continent, but 

Vogel also switched positions in the Jewish world: he att empted to abandon his 

Ostjude roots and reinvent himself as a west European man. In 1914, two weeks 

aft er the beginning of the world war, local police arrested him together with 

several other Russian citizens suspected of cooperating with the czar’s troops. 

Vogel was imprisoned for two years, during which time he intermitt ently wrote 

a journal in Hebrew.10 Although at fi rst he viewed the incarceration as a con-

venient solution for his fi nancial hardship, later on he suff ered despair and 
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32 S h i r i  G o r e n

loneliness. Aft er his release in 1916 he went back to Vienna but could not fi nd 

a place for himself there fi nancially or existentially. Nevertheless he became 

an Austrian citizen, married his fi rst wife, Ilka, in 1919,11 and began publish-

ing poems in various Hebrew journals toward the end of the First World War.12 

Undeniably, throughout his life, the more entrenched Vogel became in his in-

dividualism, the more world events chased him. The more he aimed at being 

particular, the more he unwillingly became a symbol for collective Jewish exis-

tence in interwar Europe.

Vogel’s wandering among geographical locations is mirrored in his shift ing 

of literary genres and styles. In fact, his poetics at that time, and throughout 

the rest of his life, refl ected his biography in that he was a minor author whose 

writing evades any att empt at literary, political, or ideological categorization. 

Indeed, Dan Miron emphasizes that Vogel stubbornly adhered to a nonre-

demptive writing style: “bleak universal existentialism and introspective in-

dividualism which sees nothing but the absurd fate of the lonely individual 

progressing toward his end.”13

Though writing in Hebrew, Vogel claimed no Zionist leanings, and he alien-

ated himself from the linguistic and national Hebrew revival. In 1929 he im-

migrated to Palestine with his second wife, Adah. Their only daughter, Tamar,14 

was born there, but they returned to Europe aft er a year and sett led in France. 

In 1939 when the Second World War broke out, Vogel lived in Paris with Tamar, 

then ten years old. At that time, his wife was hospitalized in a tuberculosis sana-

torium in Hauteville, in the countryside of southeastern France. Vogel’s train 

ride with his daughter from Paris to the countryside, a mere few hours before 

France declared war on Germany, forms the opening scene of the manuscript: 

“Dem tsveytn september [1939] hob ikh nokh uspeyet tsu khapn dem letstn 

tsug: paris-burg-shamberi” (On September 2nd I managed to catch the last 

train: Paris-Burg-Chambéry).15

A month aft er Vogel’s arrival with his daughter in Hauteville, local police 

arrested him, together with other people whose origin was, as the manuscript 

stresses, “funem itstikn groysn daytshn raykh” (from the current large German 

Reich).16 Ironically, twenty-fi ve years aft er his arrest by the Habsburgian au-

thorities as a Russian citizen, Vogel faced similar accusations by the French, this 

time as the carrier of an Austrian passport. He spent ten months (October 4, 

1939–August 8, 1940) imprisoned in several French camps for citizens of en-

emy countries.17

Following his release, a few weeks aft er France surrendered to Germany and 

established the Vichy regime, Vogel decided to return to Hauteville to be near 

his wife’s sanatorium.18 He spent the next three years there, relatively safe, rent-

ing a room in the house of an elderly woman, and focused mainly on writing. As 

far as we know, during those years Vogel authored several poems in Hebrew,19 

revised a modernist Hebrew novel, and probably dedicated most of his creative 

time to writing the autobiographical novel in Yiddish.20
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David Vogel’s Last Work of Prose 33

Vogel composed this highly uncharacteristic manuscript while on the verge 

of catastrophe in the midst of dramatic world events. Whether or not he sus-

pected how the war would end for him toward the end of his time in Haute-

ville, the circumstances under which he wrote the manuscript were incredibly 

dramatic and fraught.21 The care he took in ensuring the preservation of this 

manuscript requires us to read the narrative with particular att ention to the 

circumstances under which he wrote and saved it. Vogel created in proximity to 

universal, national, and personal disasters. The phrase “verge of catastrophe,” 

then, conveys here both the traumatic experience of Vogel’s own imprisonment 

in 1939–1940 and the sense of temporality and indeterminacy that writing in 

the middle of a world war embodies.

Vogel’s Last Work of Prose

Writt en in a fi rst-person voice, Vogel’s literary account is reminiscent of a jour-

nal or a diary. The main protagonist, however, is a fi ctional character named 

Rudolf—or in some cases, Ernest—Weichert, a Jewish painter with biographical 

and family circumstances very similar to Vogel’s own. The diff erent name and 

occupation of the main character seem to camoufl age, in diff erent degrees of 

displacement, the author’s reworking of the trauma of his incarceration.

The narrative follows Weichert, together with a group of German and Aus-

trian citizens, both Jewish and non-Jewish, through eight months of impris-

onment. The prisoners are transferred from one camp to another, aiming to 

maintain their daily routine in the highly irregular and sometimes violent 

situations they encounter and continuously fi ghting French bureaucracy in 

failed att empts at release from the camps. This haunting Yiddish manuscript 

depicts the crisis of a sudden break from the outside world, the loss of freedom, 

and the ever increasing sense of vulnerability and helplessness that the prison-

ers experience.

The fi rst paragraph of Vogel’s manuscript, right before the scene at the train 

station, describes the French mandatory call, from September 3, 1939, for all 

foreign citizens of hostile countries to immediately report to the local police:

Everyone whose origin is from the German Reich (with the handwritt en ad-

dition: “from the current large German Reich”) from the ages of seventeen to 

fi ft y years old (the day aft er, new posters announced: also from fi ft y to sixty-fi ve 

years old) must report in the next twenty-four hours, at their own expense, to 

a concentration camp for foreigners. If not, they will be arrested by the police. 

One must bring food for two days, two small blankets (or one big one), under-

wear, clothes, shoes etc.22

The impersonal narration, which changes to fi rst person in the second para-

graph, provides the reader with the background and context for the entire 

W5960.indb   33W5960.indb   33 10/9/12   8:23 AM10/9/12   8:23 AM



34 S h i r i  G o r e n

narrative. By applying this impersonal voice and quoting the language in the 

posters announcing the call, Weichert distances himself from any personal 

ramifi cations the order must have entailed for him. The character of Weichert 

employs this technique of hiding behind formal language on other occasions 

throughout the novel, for example, when Captain Ledoux interrogates him in 

Camp Arandon23 and when the authorities encourage the prisoners to volun-

teer for the French Foreign Legion.24

Weichert’s detailed, matt er-of-fact prose rarely contains expressed emotions. 

In fact, the narrator seldom reveals anything about his own feelings toward var-

ious situations he encounters, nor does he dwell on his life at any point. For ex-

ample, although he introduces some of the other inmates by their professions 

(carpenter, judge, physician, lawyer, manufacturer of goods), he does not relate 

such information about himself. The reader vaguely learns about Weichert’s oc-

cupation before the incarceration during two interviews with French captains 

in which he declares himself a painter in the fi rst interview and a writer in the 

second.25 The lack of details on Weichert’s life before his arrest, the scarcity of 

his own emotional output in writing, and his overall passivity suggest a com-

mon representation of the incarceration experience, in which the individual 

is reduced to a mere number. Weichert and the group of prisoners, whom he 

meets in the fi rst camp, Bourg, allude to this feeling in labeling their crowd 

with the number zero.26 Here the group is composed of law-abiding citizens 

who become prisoners for an unspecifi ed time for reasons beyond their con-

trol. This traumatic experience forms a sudden and complete break from their 

regular course of life. The prisoners’ inability to do anything to amend the situ-

ation only strengthens their frustration, cynicism, and despair.

Vogel’s narrative is a minor one, in that the events described in the text did 

not lead to the murder of the prisoners, who in the end were released from the 

camps. Rather, the occurrences appear as more links in the chain of dehuman-

ization and deprivation of human rights. Moreover, Vogel does not structure 

the dichotomy of good and bad around the axis of Germans and Jews: whereas 

most of the inmates were Jewish, the oppressive personnel belonged, without 

exception, to the French nation. Weichert despises Hitler and the French ad-

ministration equally for imprisoning him. He wishes a defeat for Hitler but 

at the same time hopes that the French, too, will learn their lesson. Writing in 

the middle of the war, Vogel seems painfully aware of the price it entails for 

all the parties involved yet nevertheless presents a humanistic worldview. The 

protagonist’s fundamental resistance to the war derives not from pacifi sm or 

altruistic motives but from practical, perhaps even selfi sh, reasons—he does 

not want to die:

I have only one life, limited in time, one and only, and it is dear to me. It is 

dearer to me than all the nations in the world and their stupid confl icts. It was 

given to me alone, to live in full, selfi shly. I do not want to give my life to anyone 
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and nobody has the right to take it away from me. Had I been at fault, I would be 

willing to pay. But I haven’t done a thing. It is not my fault that France wants to 

go to war. I would possibly be ready to sacrifi ce my life, but not to France alone. 

Never. But against Hitler, for the Jews. Yet I must make this decision for myself. 

Such a decision must be born in me, freely, without any outside coercion.27

Through the voice of his main character, Vogel therefore off ers a subversive, 

universal critique of nationalism and its inevitable outcome, war.

Vogel’s critique, however, is not limited to the big picture of the war but spans 

to the smallest details of the incarceration as well. The absurdities and incon-

sistencies that characterize the oppressive French regime in Vogel’s narration 

are evocative of Kafk a’s depictions of the unidentifi ed authority in his 1925 

novel Th e Trial. Vogel, an avid reader and speaker of German who translated 

but failed to publish his own magnifi cent novel Married Life into this language, 

was surely familiar with Kafk a’s oeuvre. Although Weichert is not Joseph K., the 

bureaucratic process supposedly leading to the release of the prisoners is so 

obscure and unproductive that the reader is reminded of a Kafk aesque world. 
Ultimately, Vogel’s narrative constitutes a literary meditation on the condition 

of the individual in the modern world, and in that respect, it certainly gestures 

toward Kafk a’s fable.

In more than one case, the author suggests a bitt er irony toward the inher-

ent impotency of the main character in various situations without Weichert’s 

knowing. For example, depicting his visits to the local police station before the 

initial arrest, Weichert says,

I immediately went to the city hall and then to the police. I did not believe 

that the announcements were directed to me as well. Me, a “former Austrian,” 

a Jew who has been living in France for many years, who is certainly not a 

friend of Hitler (may his name be forgott en!) not at all, to the contrary: a friend 

of France that now will fi nally wipe him off  the ground. I asked once and then 

many times over, as in such times, one has to know for sure. This is a war! They 

answered me, at the city hall and at the police, once and many times, that I do 

not have to go. Me, no. I am a former Austrian, I am a Jew, and Austrians are not 

Germans. We will free Austria, return its sovereignty. We’ll free all the small 

countries. We fi ght for freedom and equality for all.28

The situation is ironic and even slightly amusing, particularly due to the 

 reader’s knowledge of Weichert’s lengthy imprisonment shortly aft erward. 

Weichert and the policemen’s deep conviction that the French authorities did 

not target him becomes irrelevant a few paragraphs later when the same people 

come to arrest him. Moreover, the French policemen, speaking in fi rst-person 

plural, quote empty slogans on freedom and equality. Similarly Weichert, in 

many ways like Vogel himself, has only limited interest in world politics. There-
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fore, his intentions to appear enthusiastic about the war and France’s prospects 

of winning only stress his passivity throughout the actual incarceration. The 

narrator’s wording ridicules—in a second reading—both the character and the 

agents of the state. By using literary devices of irony and comic relief, Vogel 

therefore creates the opposite eff ect and brings the reader to understand the 

ultimate gravity of the situation.

The text travels between a few literary genres: autobiography, testimony, 

personal journal, memoir, and fi ction. Consequently, it does not fully follow 

the literary conventions of any of these genres. This hybrid form seems to be 

highly productive for the author and what he wishes to impart to his reader. 

Nevertheless, I read the manuscript as autobiographical fi ction or, more pre-

cisely, a novel with autobiographical elements.29 Such an interpretation views 

Vogel’s manuscript as a literary creation with aesthetic values rather than a 

journal or a testimony, as scholars have referred to it thus far, and allows the 

application of tools from the fi eld of literary theory in order to gain a bett er 

understanding of the text.30

Unlike a personal diary, Vogel’s text does not contain separate daily or 

weekly entries, and although the manuscript occasionally mentions dates, the 

narrative progresses geographically. It starts with the train ride from Paris to 

Hauteville and continues with Weichert’s arrest and transfer to the “concentra-

tion camp for foreigners” (zaml-lager far oyslender)31 in Bourg-en-Bresse. From 

there the prisoners move to another camp in Arandon, and then to another one 

in Loriol.

The fi nal scene, akin to the opening paragraphs, occurs on a train that takes 

the prisoners to an unknown destination. In both cases the sett ing symbolizes 

temporality, transition, and uncertainty, echoing the prisoners’ emotional con-

dition throughout their imprisonment. In the beginning of the novel, Weichert 

is a free man in a foreign crowd on the verge of becoming a prisoner. Although 

Vogel does not explain or intellectualize the fi nal scene, by the story’s end 

Weichert’s release remains unknown and he stands in a familiar crowd of for-

eigners. In both images the train leaves at night and the travelers are unsure about 

the destination and whether or not the train will even reach it. Moreover, both 

situations present overcrowded train cars and mayhem—of people, limbs, and 

belongings. Despite the gloomy sett ing, in both instances Weichert, who in the 

fi rst episode is accompanied by a child and in the second suff ers from ill health, 

not only manages to get on each train but even locates places to sit each time.

The preparations for the train rides and then riding the trains quintes-

sentially constitute, thus, Vogel’s actual experience (disguised as Weichert) 

throughout the incarceration. The similarity between the two scenes represents 

a circular, repetitive motion that typifi es the novel as a whole. Perry argues, 

for example, that the camps themselves serve as meticulous variations of one 

another, at times even parodied as such. There are several repetitive elements 

upon the arrival and sett ling down in each of the camps, from hammering nails 
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into the walls to sorely missing the old camp to domesticating the new place.32 

The time spent in the camps is lost time, which Perry rightly labels “existence 

in parenthesis.”33 The recurrent temporality and the sense that the main char-

acter is stuck, both physically and emotionally, show the futility of the entire 

incarceration experience. The nine months that pass between the fi rst and the 

last scenes—a period of time that according to literary conventions symbol-

izes a new beginning—only stress the feeling of stagnation and despair. The 

use of the pregnancy time period constitutes a cruel inversion of the typically 

blessed gestation time into a symbol of death and destruction. Vogel, it seems, 

made an informed decision to conclude the narrative with an open ending 

aft er nine months and chose to fi nalize Weichert’s story fi ft y-nine days before 

the end of his own narrative. Here the author’s poetic preferences overcome 

the authentic depiction of the events—an instance of the aesthetic prerogative 

overriding historical authenticity in Vogel’s autobiographical fi ction. The des-

tination of the train he describes in the last scene is Le Camp d’étrangers des 

Milles, near Aix-en-Provence. Vogel spent almost two months there before his 

release in August 1940, but, again, this period of time remains absent from the 

manuscript.34 Moreover, the decision not to provide the reader with closure to 

the narrative but rather to leave the fate of the prisoners unknown constitutes 

a powerful aesthetic choice, perhaps echoing the author’s state of mind while 

writing the narrative in the middle of the Second World War.

The unjustifi ed incarceration experience burned a permanent mark on 

Vogel, a scar that manifests itself in the way his text ends. Transformed and 

displaced, unhealthy, and deprived of basic rights, Weichert seems indiff erent, 

even apathetic, to what may happen next. When some of the prisoners stand up 

to bett er view the direction of the train, Weichert only cares for his own com-

fort, stretching his legs and thinking, “Ven a teyl shteyen, ken ikh mikh beser 

oysshtrekkn, di fi s gants grand.”35 Weichert remains apathetic, refl ecting the 

trauma of his incarceration, with a diminished will to live, sensing that there 

is no place for him in the world. No place, perhaps, except for where he is lo-

cated right now, in the text’s present tense, on the train that carries him onward. 

This could explain why sitt ing comfortably means more to him at that moment 

then knowing, for example, the destination of the train. The narrative, thus, ap-

propriately ends in transition, on a threshold, in between geographical spaces.

The transient metaphor and the train as a nonplace echo not only the emo-

tional and physical experience of the imprisonment but also the type of world 

Vogel faced upon returning to Hauteville in 1940 in the middle of the war. The 

world he grew up in and left  behind no longer existed, with circumstances that 

prevented him from returning to the Western metropolises, Paris and Vienna, 

where he previously resided. Vogel, then, lived in Hauteville and spent his 

time creating materials for his own time capsule. His Hebrew poem “Gallop of 

Troops around the World” (“She’atat tzeva’ot bimlo tevel”), writt en in Decem-

ber 1941, describes this period and the atmosphere of war lurking near him:
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ru’ah� ketel ba’olam titholel—

va’ani od rega nisharti po

wind of slaughter sprees around the world—

and I remained here [alone] for another moment

This image combines personal and international history. The speaker wants 

no part of the glory of death on the military batt lefi eld and strives to maintain 

his individuality on the verge of an imminent disaster. Indeed, a present-day 

reading of the manuscript, with the knowledge of the catastrophe of the war in 

Europe and the Holocaust in particular occurring at the time of Vogel’s writ-

ing, creates dramatic irony in the most classical sense of the term and greatly 

aff ects the experience of reading the novel.36

Yiddish on the Verge of Catastrophe

In his book Th e Writing of the Disaster (L’Ecriture du désastre), novelist and critic 

Maurice Blanchot discusses the possibility of writing about catastrophe and 

the ability of a text to register disaster. The Holocaust, he writes, “is the absolute 

event of history.”37 Blanchot conceptualizes disaster as unexperienced: “It is 

what escapes the very possibility of experience—it is the limit of writing. This 

must be repeated: the disaster de-scribes. Which does not mean that the disas-

ter, as the force of writing, is excluded from it, is beyond the pale of writing or 

extratextual.”38

The totality of the Holocaust catastrophe hovers above the reading experi-

ence of Vogel’s last work of prose. The retrospective, extratextual knowledge 

about the tragic fate of the author in Auschwitz no doubt contributes to the 

shaping of this experience. Like the reader of other Holocaust diaries whose 

authors perished at the hands of the Nazis, Anne Frank being the most famous 

example, the reader of Vogel’s work cannot help but be infl uenced by the his-

torical knowledge of the author’s untimely death.

The translator of Blanchot’s work, Ann Smock, further explains,

“The writing of the disaster” means not simply the process whereby something 

called the disaster is writt en—communicated, att ested to, or prophesied. It also 

means the writing done by the disaster—by the disaster that ruins books and 

wrecks language. “The writing of the disaster” means the writing that the 

disaster—which liquidates writing—is, just as “knowledge of the disaster” 

means knowledge as disaster, and “the fl ight of thought” the loss of thought, 

which thinking is.39

The catastrophe in Vogel’s narrative occurs only aft er the manuscript ends and 

is located outside the reality of the plot. At the same time, however, it forms 
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an undeniable presence that already exists in the reader’s collective past. In 

order to bridge these two levels of knowledge and experience—the text that de-

scribes traumatic events but does not contain “disaster” and the reader’s ret-

rospective contextualization of Vogel’s death—I use Hans-Georg Gadamer’s 

concept of the “fusion of horizons.” Gadamer views understanding as a matt er 

of negotiation between oneself and one’s partner in a hermeneutical dialogue 

such that the process of understanding may be seen as a matt er of coming to 

an “agreement” about a matt er at issue. Coming to such an agreement means 

establishing a common framework or “horizon,” which Gadamer takes to be 

a process involving the “fusion of horizons” (Horizontverschmelzung).40 In his 

words, “A virtual horizon of interpretation and understanding must be opened 

in writing the text itself, one which the reader must fi ll out.”41 Although Vogel’s 

narrative does not include the actual lingual encoding of the catastrophe that 

happens only aft er it has ended, the material surfacing of the text, aft er the war, 

already contains the knowledge of his personal catastrophe as well as the disas-

ter of European Jewry. The very act of intimating the hiding place of his literary 

works to others proves that Vogel certainly considered the possibility that he 

would never return to Hauteville, perhaps even suspecting his own impending 

death. This historical intertext and the dramatic account of the preservation of 

the manuscript together create the fusion of horizons here.

This fusion of horizons between the reader and the text contributes to the 

eff ectiveness of the fi nal scene of the novel. Delivered in the present tense, 

the scene depicts a train that carries the inmates to an unknown destination: 

“The clock passed eight, nine, and then ten o’clock. We started, we stopped, we 

rode further. We passed Marseille (some recognized the train station and the 

city from afar). We stayed there for about half an hour, then the train turned 

and drove a litt le bit backward. Then again forward. And now we travel farther, 

along the coast. The sea, smooth as a mirror without any wrinkle, spread to the 

horizon, deep-blue under the glowing southern sun, impartial.”42

The narrative ends with a minor, anticlimatic tone similar to other prose 

works by Vogel.43 The train could lead the prisoners to freedom or to another 

camp and a few more months of imprisonment. Historical knowledge att ests 

that the inmates survived this ride and eventually returned to their homes and 

families.44 As mentioned, the French authorities released Vogel in August 1940 

and he joined his wife and daughter in Hauteville for the next three and a half 

years. However, knowledge of the Holocaust and Vogel’s personal fate in Aus-

chwitz force the reader today to interpret the open-ended plot as concluding 

in tragedy. The autobiographical component of the narrative, the similarities 

between Weichert and Vogel, thrust on the reader an understanding that even 

if aft er the train ride Weichert is released from the French detention camp, he 

will not be saved. The reader knows that this constitutes merely the fi rst epi-

sode in the protagonist’s war plight, and thus the possibly hopeful impact cre-

ated by the open-ended narration is only temporal. In the mind of the reader 
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Last page of Vogel’s Yiddish manuscript. Photo by the author, courtesy of the Gnazim archive.

today, a forced train ride to an unknown destination is a ubiquitous metaphor 

associated with the Holocaust, a prescient literary device of Vogel’s. Therefore, 

the catastrophe that has already happened in the Jewish reader’s collective past 

is bound to occur in the novel’s future, beyond the pale of the text.

Still the questions remain: What does it mean to write such a narrative in 

Yiddish? Why choose Yiddish over Hebrew or German? In what ways does the 

personal biography relate to poetic decisions made by the author? Because Vo-
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gel did not have a chance to respond to these questions, scholars are left  to 

provide their own explanations.

Vogel’s choice to write in Yiddish contributes signifi cantly to the shaping of 

the experience that the narrative portrays. For a native speaker who had never 

before applied the language creatively, such a decision entails a number of 

symbolic investments. First and foremost it derives from an att empt to make 

sense—in the form of a retelling—of a traumatic, disorienting experience. Vogel 

may have preferred Yiddish to Hebrew for describing daily life in the camps. A 

major part of the vocabulary needed for such a depiction in Hebrew did not yet 

exist at the time of his writing, and even if the colloquial Hebrew fl ourishing in 

Mandatory Palestine had already invented or renewed some of these terms, Vo-

gel could not have had access to such information during wartime. In addition, 

according to the narrative, German was the most commonly spoken language 

in the French camps. It might have been easier to transfer dialogues and reen-

act situations in a language that semantically resembled the original tongue 

in which such conversations and experiences occurred. By switching the lan-

guage in which the events took place from German to Yiddish, Vogel gained 

control over the depicted situation, perhaps even reducing the emotional risks 

involved in remembering and retelling. Crucially for a writer whose existence 

was synonymous with in-betweenness, Yiddish also metaphorically functioned 

here as a mediator between German and Hebrew, serving as a medium that al-

lowed Vogel enough distance for distinct artistic creation.

Beyond the linguistic preferences, Vogel must have had other reasons for 

selecting Yiddish as the most suitable medium for the task of creating the nar-

rative of his incarceration experience. Scholarly research also provides some 

clues beyond Vogel’s own self-conscious motivation. Perry off ers a stylistic ex-

planation for Vogel’s creative choice. According to him, the novel is writt en in 

Yiddish not as a result of a sense of Jewish companionship but rather as an at-

tempt to echo grotesque forms of writing off ered by Mendele and Gogol.45 Laor 

connects the nature of Yiddish with Vogel’s thematic intents and argues that 

“Yiddish was a reliable medium for representing the kind of world Vogel was in-

terested in.”46 Viewing the novel as a testimonial narrative created on the verge 

of catastrophe may also assist in explaining the movement toward Yiddish.

Att empting to create an account of traumatic events involves a reconstruc-

tion and perhaps a reliving of the stressful experience. As Holocaust scholar 

James Young emphasizes, a parallel and contradictory impulse exists on the 

part of the writer to preserve in narrative form the very discontinuity that 

lends events their violent character. This same discontinuity is also eff ectively 

neutralized by its narrative rendering.47 Vogel, negotiating between these two 

opposing processes, sought a way of constructing a narrative that would serve 

simultaneously as a testimony of events and a work of fi ction. The experience 

he wanted to include in the narrative amounted to such unordinary circum-

stances that he may have wanted to move beyond his “regular” creative lan-
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guage, Hebrew, to relay those events. Although he could have picked German or 

even French, he consciously chose a language that by then was already in great 

decline, on the verge of its own vernacular death in western Europe particu-

larly. Perhaps as an act of defi ance, he decided against the Nationalist impulse 

he could now detect in both German and French.

Moreover, as a native speaker of Yiddish who mastered the language long 

before studying Hebrew, German, and other foreign languages, it might have 

been easier for Vogel to portray the experience of such displacement in his 

mameloshn, the language for which he possessed the most intimate knowledge. 

Vogel may have thus chosen Yiddish as the most adequate means to narrate 

his incarceration. Paradoxically, only through the application of his mameloshn, 
that most intimate and nurturing of languages, did Vogel fi nd strength within 

himself to recount the disturbing events. Yiddish became for him a divider or a 

buff er zone between the traumatic experience and its poetic recreation. It also, 

paradoxically, formed a protective, intimate site from which he could create. In 

that way, Vogel’s poetic decision to write in Yiddish and the proximity of the act 

of writing are directly and powerfully related to the author’s own past trauma 

as well as the ongoing war around him.

Vogel’s narrative depicts reality in dark, barely cloaked colors. His life expe-

rience led him to pessimism and despair. He no longer believed in the good-

ness of humankind. In one instance he writes, “And there will be no heaven. In 

a place where human beings are found, heaven cannot exist.”48 Writing on the 

verge of events that redefi ned the horizon for many, Vogel appeared to believe 

in nothing but artistic creation. He chose Yiddish, the language closest to him, 

despite or perhaps because of having avoided artistic creation in that language 

until that liminal point in his life. Like Vogel’s earlier decision to become a 

Hebrew writer, his choice of Yiddish, a language that itself was on the verge of 

catastrophe both before and during the war, amounted to an act of defi ance and 

self-marginalization. For him, the most rebellious act against the brutality he 

faced was to place it in a narrative structure using a familiar, intimate language 

suitable for what he had to say and tying, in the process, the survival of his ac-

count of events to the fate of his   mother tongue.
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