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Explorations into Children’s Literature

Haunted by Humans: Inverting the Reality of the Hobcaust
in Markus Zusak’s The Book Thief

Aliona Yarova

‘It was awful living in that hell full of angels.’

(Marquez 1999, p. 224)

Inversion in The Book Thief

In Gabriel Garcia MarquezA Very Old Man with Enormous Wingsstrange angel-like man
appears in the human world. A different kind of estlvorldly visitor features in Markus
Zusak’sThe Book Thief In this text it is Death who takes a journey ittte hellish realms of
Nazi Germany to discover the humanity of the humam® were dehumanised in the
Holocaust.The Book Thiefs the story of a nine-year-old Liesel Memingerowlives in
Germany during the escalation of World War Il. Tievel has several levels of the plot
development: Liesel’s life during war; her relasbips with her foster parents Hans and
Rosa, the other residents of their neighbourhood, aaJewish fist-fighter Max, who avoids
deportation by hiding in her home; Liesel's bookettery (as the title suggests) and the
power of storytelling. The novel is set in a reat&ly depicted German town and could
belong to the genre of historical realism wereat that Liesel's story is narrated by the

other-worldly character: Death. Death is the ontyeal character in this otherwise realistic
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novel, and though he does not interact with reahdwu characters, we see all the events
through his eyes. This ‘magical’ narrator unveilsb@ader history of the war and the
Holocaust by questioning: What is real? What ismmad? What is humane? The inversion
enables Zusak to present horror that would otherlvestoo complex to grasp. As Hegerfeldt
comments: ‘The world is an absurd place where [nyjtlaing is more believable than the
truth. Magic realist fiction proposes that suchoasl-turvy reality requires a similarly

inverted approach’ (Hegerfeldt 2005, p. 339).

In order to clarify how inversion works, | focus twur central binarisms evident in Death’s
narrative: the portrayal of the supernatural asnaéthumans as ghosts; real as surreal; and
presenting life as death. Although these categarnesomewhat over-simplified, | suggest
that for the child and young adult reader this rsi@n creates the image of the war as
something completely irrational and abnormal. Altgl the novel has attracted adult
readers, my interest lies in explicating how thasrative strategy increases the potential for
younger readers to engage with horrifying matewiahout assuming that they have prior
knowledge of the historical events. Inversion grding strategy which seems patrticularly
well suited to reaching a YA readership, encourgggenagers to read about a topic they
might otherwise avoid. The goal of this paper islavify how this strategy functions iFhe

Book Thiefand the subsequent demands it makes of its readers

The Challenges of Holocaust Representation
Since the first decade after the war, magic reahasibeen widely used as a means to portray
World War Il and the Holocaust in fiction for adsjlimanifested in novels such@&énter

Gras$s The Tin Drum(1959),André Schwarz-Bad The Last of the Ju§1959), Jerzy

Kosinski’'s The Painted Bird1965), D. M. Thomas'$he White Hote{1981), David
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Grossman’sSee Under: Lovél990), and Jonathan Safran Fo&nerything Is llluminated
(2002) to name but a few. In children’s and youdglaHolocaust fiction, magic is a
comparatively recent phenomenon. Extensively dssdisiovels, including Jane Yolen’s
Devil's Arithmetic(1990) andBriar Rose(1992), Han Nolan’éf | Should Die Before | Wake
(1994) and Louise Murphy§he True Story of Hansel and Gref2003) are closer to
historical realism than to magic realism, althotiygy employ magic elements of time-travel

and a fairy-tale.

The illumination of the Holocaust in literature famildren must navigate numerous
problematic demands including historical accur#leg,issue of language’s potential to
capture atrocity, the degree of exposure to traignraith, the implied reader’s responses, or
as a metaphor for other historical events. Finalbynsideration needs to be given to the
optimal literary form which would take account bése demands without simplifying the
traumatic subject. Hamida Bosmajian (2002) and &yhkkola (2003) provide detailed and
insightful analyses of the representation of théoklaust in children’s literature focusing
mainly on realist novels. These scholars deal thighissue of how much to reveal and how
much to conceal in Holocaust texts for children #rednecessity of maintaining historical
accuracy. Similarly, David Russell highlights thdattic purpose of Holocaust fiction for
children in his discussion of the ethical and moialgation to speak the truth to children and
suggests that: ‘knowledge of the Holocaust foreeallto confront fear, ignorance and
hatred’ (Russell 1997, p. 278). Exposing childea traumatic history through literature
suggests that the role of literature for childres hlso undergone a major revaluation.
Kenneth Kidd claims that ‘the emergence of traurtesdture for children is a part of this

complex history of childhood’s revaluation’ as aduio longer shield children from cruel
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realities (Kidd 2005, p. 130). However, identifyiagpropriate ways in which authors should

introduce trauma to the young reader remains ctintesa As Winifred Whitehead observes:
A small factor in the equation, literature, espligiaooks for young people, can have a
part to play either in confirming acceptance oflenze as an integral part [...] of

modern life or as something we must strive to @atdi (Whitehead 1991, p. 213)

The Holocaust is apparently the most problemagmeht in the ‘equation’ as Whitehead
identifies a moral imperative for war literaturéni3 overarching goal acknowledges that
historical fiction might not necessarily represkistory inadequately, but by encouraging
readers’ engagement with the plot, enables themasjgond empathetically to the traumatic
content. However, this balance can be achievedibohjldren’s fiction writers manage to
create a balance between historical credibility ameader-engaging plot: ‘the task of the
artist is to find a style and a form to presentdtmaosphere or landscape of atrocity, to make
it compelling, to coax the reader into credulity-dantimately, complicity’ (Langer, 1975, p.
22). But how can such a balance be reached ihfight becomes too troubling to be
represented for young readers? Kokkola admitscthidren’s literature portraying the
Holocaust inevitably forces readers to undergorearedegree of suffering. Kokkola
positions her argument against melancholia as proppate response for a reader, by stating
that ‘melancholia is a pathological state’, oppgsirto mourning, which is a ‘healthy way of
coming to terms with the loss’ (p. 171). Criticach as Kokkola, Whitehead and B. J.
Epstein and others identify works of Holocaustidistwhich are of dubious suitability for

child readers, but do not propose a successfuhalige.

In his article ‘A is for Auschwitz’, Kidd discusséisne-slip narrative in the above-mentioned

historical novels by Yolen and Nolan, arguing ttigse narratives exemplify ‘the
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expectation that young readers must find historgq®ally traumatic in order to know it’
(2005, p. 133). Kidd refers to Kate Capshaw Smigingument that ‘faith in the power of
travel/ trading narratives stems in part from thecgss of similar texts about African
American historical trauma’ (p. 133) where the myadare encouraged to experience the
horrors of slavery. Kidd finds such ‘a metadisceun§ personal suffering’ problematic as it
‘can sometimes lead to a denial of history’s comiples, which aren’t always so easily
plotted’ (Kidd 2005, p. 134). Another Holocaust nadgive focused on the protagonist’s
personal trauma is Judy Blume&sarring Sally J Freedman as Hersdl§cussed in detail by
Anastasia Ulanowicz in her recent bd®&cond Generation Memory and Contemporary
Children’s Literature(2013). Ulanowicz discusses how Blume depictgptiagagonist’s

literal reincarnation of her family’s past by weagitogether Hollywood and Holocaust
imagery (p. 86): the protagonist uses Hollywoo@ired fantasies to play games of War and
Concentration Camp in her attempt to act out amdroat her cousin’s brutal death in
Dachau (p. 77). Acknowledging Kidd’s and Ulanowgpbservations, alternatives to realist
narrative strategies do not always appear to leetefe means of representing the bigger
picture of genocide. However, both scholars engmieareconsideration of the role of
children’s fiction in representing trauma, and segjghat a metadiscourse of personal
suffering may stimulate moral development rathantespair. An effect that is somewhat

similar to the Aristotelian concept of catharsis.

The question of how artistic expression could playsonvey the irrationality of World War
Il without evoking despair, melancholia and hopstess, remains open for speculation.
Obviously, no matter how problematic the repredenriaof the Holocaust is for children, any
new attempt to represent the history of Nazi gat®anust prevent the topic from falling into

oblivion and stimulate historical awareness andeilation to the present. In her discussion of
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the ‘chilling tales of the supernatural’ (20132p. Ulanowicz argues that contemporary
children’s literature narratives aimed at evoking jhostly memories of historical trauma are
‘preoccupied with much more terrifying and tangibait specters’ (such as the haunting
images of concentration camps and battle-ravagetstapes) than the monstrous and the
uncanny from fantastical and Gothic narratives @@l2). She argues that those haunting
images are so horrifying that they ‘cannot be expld away by any rationalist discourse’ (p.
2). I agree with Ulanowicz’s point and propose tinat magic realist technique of inversion
used inThe Book Thiek an attempt to present the traumatic historjéocdhild reader by

transgressing the borders of rationalist discourse.

Anne Hegerfeldt defines magic realism as a new formimesis, arguing that reality itself
has become more unrealistic and literature recse¢hteabnormal as a norm. Her example is
the ghosts in Toni MorrisonBelovedwhich are ‘no more incredible than the phenomenon
of slavery appears, or ought to appear, from agoteday perspective’ (Hegerfeldt 2005, p.
321). Similarly, in discussion of the Holocaustr-ewvent which shattered human
understanding of the real, probable and believalgenocide finds its reflection in the
inverted form of magic realist fiction ‘transgressireality’. As Hegerfeldt suggests:
‘Political oppression, religious fundamentalismnsership, genocide, despotism and
corruption [...] these elements are fantastic nahat they are physically impossible —

unfortunately, they only all too obviously are veyssible indeed’ (p. 323).

Magical worlds are not necessarily places to estape reality, as they can be places in
which readers reflect on their own reality: ‘Onesnunderstand the magical realist universe
not as a flight from reality but as a flight simtalg an artificial world within the real world,

meant to prepare us for a better grasp of it’ (A2088, p. 78). Simulation is performed
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through readers’ empathy, associations, and thecalagymbols which they are invited to
decode. Magic realist tropes help readers to racape real by creating associations
between concepts from their prior experience, wingbkes their emotional engagement.
Joe Langdon defines such an effect as the ‘fefieeence of trauma: ‘The deliberately
ambiguous nature of magical realist texts meartsthieg can often be read in a multitude of
ways, often causing the reader to “lose the plotf Beel or experience, rather than
objectively observe or understand, occurring evéhesgdon 2011, p. 9). Magic realist
Holocaust literature presupposes a catharsis-higagement with the subject, possibly with a
trauma-amplifying effect. But how is such ‘felt’ gerience achieved? Arva suggests that
‘magical realist images attempt to recreate trauoeents bysimulatingthe overwhelming
affects that prevented their narrativization in fin&t place’ (2008, p. 61, italics original). The
events presented in the hidden form are aimeceatthder's engagement and, when trauma

is narrated indirectly, the impact is amplified.

Both Langdon and Arva suggest that magic realiseraips on a sensory level. Unlike
fantasy, magic realism foregrounds the problenepfesenting reality, which paradoxically
‘simulates the sense or experience of somethirg(teangdon 2011, p. 3). For adolescent
readers, the advantage of magic realism is tlatiiices overt didacticism whilst stimulating
reflection, resulting in the ‘thoughtful literatuoé atrocity’ suggested by Kidd (p. 144) in
which readers are guided to recognise the redélamtagic elements as a step towards
reconsidering the present. Ultimately, as Lois Zeavamd Wendy Faris suggest, ‘storytellers
may need magic to battle death camps and totalitasgimes’ (1995, p. 164). As already
noted, the use of ‘magical’ storytellers who embousersion is common in magic realist
fiction for adults. Children’s literature also ughs strategy: the down-to-earth angel in

David Almond’sSkelligand comforting and healing monster in Patrick NseAdMonster
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Callsare just two examples. Similarly, Zusak’s Deathadiionally portrayed in literature as

macabre, becomes humanised and benevolent ingime of the Holocaust.

Supernatural as Natural
If we accept that human figures in the novel ageeied to be read as though they resemble
‘real’ people, then we must also accept that ZusBldath is supernatural and not real. He is
made comprehensible by contrasting him with hunferacters. Death is a sentimental,
humorous, and sympathetic character, despite lzegiwstly figure that belongs to the
afterlife and spiritual world. Magic realist fichpas Hegerfeldt observes, ‘makes the past
present in the shape of ghosts’ (2005, p. 235)akkagyhostly narrator is omniscient in the
sense that he knows what is happening in many platcéhe same time, and can also be
physically present as a spirit. For example, Deatinates Liesel’'s conversation with a
mayor’s wife and then takes readers to anotheeg@evitness what is happening to Max:
‘Now for a change of scenery. [...] How about we feriylolching for a minute or
two? [...] We will travel a little, to a secret stgeroom, and we will see what we
see. A GUIDED TOUR OF SUFFERING To your left, pgsbgour right, perhaps
even straight ahead, you find a small black roamit $its a Jew(Zusak 2007, KL
1812-1817, capitals original).
By narrating events that are happening in diffepdates simultaneously, Death seems to be
more reliable than an omniscient human narratat,sanmay invite greater trust from the

reader.

Human narrators prevail in fiction, even in novabstaining supernatural characters. In
contrast, realist Holocaust fiction usually inviteaders to share the perspective of a
particular character, or from an omniscient perspechat enables readers to witness the

same events from multiple — but always human {g@ets/es. Human narrators are
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inevitably subjective (we see the events from amaetpof view) and fragmented (we see only
the parts of the events available to the narratmi)ke Zusak’s Death who sees history in its
totality, without fragmentation or interruption. $4ghostly capacity to ‘float free in time, not
just here and now but then and there, eternal eed/ehere’ (Zamora and Faris 1995, p.
498) makes him an unrestricted, objective narrattistory. Death links the past and the
present by calling ‘into question the possibilite#sa future based on avoidance of the past’
(Weinstock 2004, p. 6). Thus Death performs sevetat: he is the bearer of historical

memory, a source of unlimited knowledge and an etimbent of the past-made-present.

As the holder of collective memory, Death descrigesing ‘an eclipse when a human dies.
I've seen millions of them. I've seen more ecliptes | care to remember’ (Zusak 2007, KL
170). This capacity to remember everything providesak’s Death with distinct
advantages over other omniscient narrators. Ghossgiories are limited to their mortal
lifespan and continue into their afterlife as gpjrwvhereas Death’s memory is everlasting,
encompassing all histories and cultures. Once reateept Death’s total omniscience, they
realise that his narrative does not allow for lagh over the narrator’s reliability: history as
seen through Death’s eyes is the absolute trutimoZa and Faris suggest that ‘history itself
is a ghost’ (1995, p. 503), an idea that is captimeZusak’s portrayal of a phantom of the
past which never ceases to haunt the present.
The supernatural narration Tine Book Thiefay leave readers uncertain about where magic
ends and reality begins. Such defamiliarisatiorgeifeldt suggests, is a key feature of magic
realism:
Defamiliarization produced by magic realist fictisndue not only to
supernaturalization, as critics suggest, but egdalmagic realism’s matter-of-fact

presentation of the unreal, which engenders a derable amount of reader
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hesitation. [...] In destabilizing received notiorfdlze real and the fantastic, magic
realist fiction reveals the extent to which botkegaries are matter of social and
cultural consensus [...] The world contains thingsengonderful, but also vastly
more horrific, then the human imagination will ailéor. (2005, p. 200)
Death’s encounters with humans have a similar effesnans are uncanny, strange and,
thus, unnatural to Death. Readers are also enceditagake on this perspective, and
interpret humans as unnatural, whilst Death isgieet! as natural, possessing human-like
features:‘Please, trust me. | most definitely can be cheerftdn be amiable. Agreeable.

Affable. And that's only the A’s’ (Zusak 2007, K12833).

Death is invisible for the human characters whaafeein the realist mode; the magical and
the real are not juxtaposed, they co-exist. AsalRgsenberg explains: ‘The fantastic
suggests naturakr supernatural while magic realism suggests naamdksupernatural’
(Rosenberg 2003, p. 79, emphasis added)hinBook Thiefe can see the latter
combination but inverted: Death is seen as a gadadity rather than the uncanny, whereas

the human world is seen as unnatural and sinister.

Death’s role in the narrative resembles the roldhefreader as a ghost, as described by
Lynne Pearce: 'As a reader, | am a ghost not oababse | return, but because | am
returning to a text. As a reader | am a voyeurabiba in which | cannot participate or
intervene’ (1997, p. 2). The reader haunts thewdtkiout being able to affect the lives of
characters. Similarly, Zusak’s narrator hauntshilmman world, but does not influence the
development of the plot: he merely observes. Destifies to the atrocities of the Holocaust
through his ability to delineate historical realily multiple dimensions. By resembling the

role of the reader, Death leads without didacticgsrd, in doing so unveils the bigger picture
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of World War Il. History becomes more fully accédsias Death leads the reader into
inaccessible places such as gas chambers and lhddements. The technique of inversion
enables readers to access history in its most@sadae places. Thus, the reader becomes

familiar with Death: anatural supernatural story-teller.

The narrator seems ‘natural’ because he is onaime $ooting as humans; Death has no
control over humans as the power structures aextied. Normally, the ‘Grim Reaper’ as the
personification of Death is assumed to decide wieewill take a human life, but Zusak’s
figure offers a counter viewpoint claiming thatrithg the war, humans — not Death himself —
have the power over life and death. For instanceeabeginning, Death introduces himself
with the statement: ‘Here is a small fact. You goeng to die’ (Zusak 2007, KL 80). Later he
adds that he does not decide when the person’scomes, it depends ‘on a diverse range of
variables’ (Zusak 2007, KL 88). In granting auttypto humans and admitting his own
powerlessness, Death highlightsmanresponsibilities for murder: ‘I am not violentam

not malicious. | am a result’ (Zusak 2007, KL 11Dgath in wartime is not fate: it is a direct
consequence of human violence. Death reminds reddarhumans could avoid death. He
describes how man ‘already cheated me in one weald but would later be put into another
[...] where he would somehow manage to avoid me agausak 2007, KL 401). The fact
that a man can “cheat” and “avoid” Death suggdssfate is in human hands; humans are
responsible for crimes against humanity. As theshoecalls the innumerable victims of the
Holocaust, humans are shown to dehumanise ‘otheh€reas the humane, albeit ghostly,
narrator is perceived as natural. The magic re@@tnique of inversion removes reader
hesitation about the nature of Death-as-narratd&imgehim asuper-naturalcharacter: a

ghost who is as natural as a human, but simultahgsuperior to humans.
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Death as Human

The personification of Death has a long-standiadition in European literature from oral
traditions onwards. Death has been variously egedas ‘the skeleton with the hourglass’,
the ‘god of sleep’, ‘the rider on the pale horsie hunter’, ‘dancer’, ‘judge’, ‘grave-digger’,
‘gardener’, ‘fisherman’, ‘fowler with his net’ (Goke 1999, p. 11). Death has been given the
face of a ‘monster’, ‘guardian of the gates of Héthe grinning skeleton’, ‘the sardonic
jester’ (Neill 1997, p. 5). Despite the multipliciof Death’s faces in literature, they share one
inherent feature: the macabre. Death is always ousinterrifying, 'the threatening Other’
(Neill 1997, p. 5). Apparently this characteristitginates from Death’s generally infamous
anti-humane ‘job’. The uniqueness of DeatfTire Book Thief that he is presented as a
human and, perhaps, the most ‘humane’ character imd¢ivel. Death himself admits the
peculiarity of being emotional and frequently tagsout his heartfelt moments: ‘You see?
Even death has a heart’ (Zusak 2007, KL 3010). &skense of humour, expressed through

ironic and skeptical storytelling, creates a serfgbe proximity of Death to humans.

In The Book ThigfDeath’s humour has several functions. The narsit@nic language
predisposes the reader’s affinity toward Death,ingkim likable. However, this
characteristic not only serves to shape readeqs'assions of Death’s humanness, it also
amplifies Death’s scepticism towards humans. Thistg&ir humour of the narrator is
subversive and his ironic comments accentuatedieilousness of the war:
They say that war is death’s best friend, but | hadifer you a different point of view
on that one. To me, war is like the new boss whmeets the impossible. He stands
over your shoulder repeating one thing, incessaf@gt it done, get it done.” So you
work harder. You get the job done. The boss, howeages not thank you. He asks

for more. (Zusak 2007, KL 3919)
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Karen Coats notes that ‘Death’s grim humour refléds idealist stance with regard to people
[...] they continually surprise him, prompting a hunmas response to the incongruity of what
he sees’ (Coats, 2011, p. 328). Such incongruégtes dissonance as the human, not
magical, world is the source of conflict. Inversioresents Death as more sensible than

humans.

Even though Death adopts a god-like position, bimdn foibles make him approachable: ‘I
only wear a hooded black robe when it's cold’ (4u2807, KL 3892). Interestingly, Death
describes his human features in episodes wherersiara only souls: ‘I blow warm air into
my hands, to heat them [souls] up’ (Zusak 2007 44B4). When Death tries to heat the
shivering souls he seems to blow life into the @sdi beings, which makes Death even more

physical than humans.

Death’s sentimental personality also makes him rharean. Eric Tribunella suggests: ‘Both
protagonist and reader can experience the pawssfdnd the pain of reading about a
historical atrocity, but also the pleasure of gaetitality’ (Tribunella 2010, p. 104). Death is
the character that enables readers to feel thasple of sentimentality” as they are invited to
observe the events from his unique perspectiveshatk his sentimental feelings.
Paradoxically, Death is the only character thaosinvolved in the atrocities of the war

either as a victim, or as an offender. When reademnsathise with the victims of the war,

they incidentally take a similar position to Deatlino is exhausted by the process of
collecting their souls: ‘I'm tired, I'm so tiredZusak 2007, KL 6879). Such ‘solidarity’ in
terms of attitudes to humans between Death anceders situates this supernatural narrator

within the readers’ realities: the ghostly figuecbmes human.
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Death’s sentimentality is exemplified through eraptlity. For instance, when Death

collects the souls of victims exterminated in tiag ghamber: ‘I picked up each soul that day
as if it were newly born. | even kissed a few weanisoned cheeks ... and freed them from
their fear’ (Zusak 2007, KL 4495). This passageaatigrises Death not only as human-like
but also as liking humans, which contrasts shasqtly traditional portrayals. Consequently,
Death can reveal the ‘inhuman’ human nature. JAadams, however, interprets this passage
as an example of magic realist ‘escape and comsolaarrative’ which is ‘obscuring the
event's traumatic historical reality in their prataion of a narrative of escape which seeks
to recuperate the atrocities represen{@diams 2011, p. 154). Even though Death’s narrative
in this fragment offers a certain degree of reasste (in terms of stylistic devices) Adams
fails to see how presenting Death as a sentienghsia technique aimed at representing the
uncanny as natural, to highlight how humans brediral laws during war. When Death is
presented as a human, both aggressors and vigtipesualess humane: the Nazis because of

their cruelty, but also the victims of the Holockare turned into ghosts.

Humans as Ghosts
Death perceives humans as ‘ghosts’— uncanny, odidngsterious — when they are alive.
Their ability to start wars is something he findgange [...]. Full of blood and violence — but
also full of stories that are equally difficulttathom’ (Zusak 2007, KL 2255). Death’s
interest in humans largely stems from his curioaligut their odd lives, incomprehensible
behaviour as well as a fascination with their eadae. For instance, he describes a mother
carrying her dead child:

How could that woman walk?

How could she move? That's the sort of thing I#ver know, or comprehend — what

humans are capable of. (Zusak 2007, KL 298)
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Death’s inability to “know, or comprehend” humassanalogous to humans’ fascination with
the mysteries of the supernatural world. Humanosifiy about the supernatural — typically
superior — is inverted ifthe Book Thiefvhere humans fascinate the other-worldly character
The world of humans for Death is ‘other worldlyfrasxge, confusing and yet thrilling: ‘It
amazes me what humans can do, even when streafffsang down their faces and they
stagger on, coughing and searching, and findingsék 2007, KL 6831). Death’s
amazement or puzzlement about humans remains Inedsas he cannot directly interact
with them: he merely observes, rather than padteip. He asks: ‘How could that woman
walk? How could she move?’, but receives no anski¥eath cannot form a dialogue with
humans, and so they remain distant and mysternsisas the afterlife remains unimaginable
for humans. By foregrounding this inversion, read®e expected to reexamine their
previous assumptions.

Death sees living humans as phantoms and encoweays's to follow his example. In the
episode where Jews are marching through the cith@inway to Dachau, Death explains:
‘Some people were moving around. The drizzle mhdmtlook like ghosts. Not humans, but
shapes, moving about’ (Zusak 2007, KL 642). Thesthmess of the humans in the scene
does not require a supernatural narrator. Theildgglshapes intermingling with the
drizzling rain, metaphorically portray the annitibe of human life during the war. Yet
Death consistently views humans as ghosts, whichweages readers to follow suit and
regard even robust figures in a ghostly light. Ne®lescribed as being ‘as close as possible
to a noiseless shadow’ (Zusak 2007, KL 2962) inHhbermans’ cellar where he spends
months hiding to avoid being exterminated. Max &xis between the living and the dead; he

is simultaneously a shadow and a human.
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Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle describe ghagteming non-human nature as
‘paradoxical since they are both fundamental tchilm@an, fundamentally human, and a
denial or disturbance of the human, the very beinpe inhuman’ (Bennett and Royle 1999,
p. 132). Inversion stimulates readers to reconsidetherhumanalways meangational and
natural, in the context of the Holocaust, this seems undied. Acknowledging Bennett and
Royle’s intricate definition, the presentation ainians as ghosts in this novel serves to show
the victims being deprived of their human digniihereas Nazi's inhumane cruelty is
contrasted with ‘humanised’ Death. As a resul, rimlity of the Holocaust — where humans
are ghost-like shadows — is portrayed as surrdws. ifiversion leads to a deeper level of

inversion in which the real is perceived as surreal

Real as Surreal
Just as in surrealist paintings where incongruausihinations of objects are collected into a
single picture, infhe Book Thiefirotesque fragments of inverted reality compigedurreal

picture of the Holocaust.

Death, to use Gérard Genette’s term, is a hetageticenarrator, who is ‘absent from the

story he tells’ (1980, p. 244) and yet remains bépaf accessing multiple points of view.
Death follows Liesel Meminger throughout her lifeit he is equally concerned with

providing readers with insights into other humadi. First of all, the omnipresent narrator

in this novel is physically displaced; as Deathitbes above the earth, proffering readers
opportunities to observe the events from inaccéssihgles. For example, Death provides
access to ‘a secret storage room’ (Zusak 2007, &l9)1and even enters and survives the gas
chambers. When Death descends ‘to do his job’ta.eollect the souls of dying humans, the
reader flies alongside him. This creates a cureftest like a camera zooming in and out,

thereby allowing readers to focus on a particulg;, bouse, or character and, subsequently,
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when Death distances himself, readers find therasedlevated above the earth. This
narrative technique allows the reader to see evbkatsare happening simultaneously, and the
sudden shifts in perspective create a surrealngictithe Holocaust. The result is that, the
overall absurdity of World War, the whole ‘kaleidoge of realities’ (Arva 2008, p. 80) is
brought to the reader’s attention. This narrate@hhique is employed to amplify, as Death
says, the ‘nonsense of war’ (Zusak 2007, KL 2270ptesenting it as surreal:

More than a thousand bomber planes flew towar@eegknown as Koln. For me, the

result was five hundred people or thereabouts ..e Rindred souls. | carried them in

my fingers, like suitcases. Or I'd throw them owey shoulder. It was only the

children | carried in my arms [...]. My arms achedl arcouldn’t afford to burn my

fingers. There was still so much work to be dodesék 2007, KL 4296)

The surrealism is amplified by the incongruous pletat of souls as suitcases, whereas the
reality of this episode may surpass human imagnai his episode is made believable by
the details of Death’s physical pain: his humangites render him more credible. Through
the juxtaposition of Death’s hurting arms (presdras something trivial) and the death of
five hundred people (whose souls are carried dsamd@s), the inversion of the real and the
surreal is achieved. The text invites readers ¢atlse parallels between the surreal elements:

by mentally transforming suitcases into peoplegimotional engagement is achieved.

Death also enables readers to foresee the futurieanhcters through repetitive
flashforwards. For instance, Death explains th#tée] group of Steiners and Liesel walked
past some shop windows and the imposing town Waih in later years would be chopped
off at the knees and buried’ (Zusak 2007, KL 628)is knowledge of the future creates a

sense of tragic premonition. The stylistic peciutijanf the anthropomorphised buildings
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resonates with the impression of an inverted nealibhe destruction of the houses is
portrayed as a brutal murder (‘chopped off at theds’). The ‘murdered’ buildings will be

leveled to the ground, just as innumerable victmisbe wiped from memory.

There are other passages where the inversion lifyrexpressed in Death’s description of
inanimate objects as sentient, causes a dramaaffext as readers are encouraged to
empathise with the pain of people through the sliinreages of the houses in pain: ‘Shaped
like a long, broken arm, the road contained sevevakes with lacerated windows and
bruised walls’ (Zusak 2007, KL 638). No injured ptoare described; instead, the street is
depicted as a crippled person. Comparing a rodu aviiroken arm stimulates readers to feel
the trauma through association with living persdrge magic realist technique of
‘literaliz[ing] metaphor’ (Hegerfeldt 2005, p. 25B)esents ‘lacerated windows’ and ‘bruised
walls’, suggesting that the whole world is tortutsdthe war. It is easier for the imagination
to accept the destruction of the street than tiseraietion of human lives. But this illusionary
relief is short-lived, as Zusak exposes the metaphaealing that the street stands for the
annihilated humans. Inversion, achieved by confgriiuman qualities and physical features
on objects, helps readers see afresh: what wasislelde (the accordion, houses), what was

alive is dead (humans).

The representation of the real as surreal in thiehis connected to the irrationdhe Book
Thiefmatches the criterion suggested by Elizabeth Bhat,in Holocaust fiction evil must
be depicted ‘as something totally irrational, sdmreg that springs inexplicably, full blown,
unannounced, into one’s life’ (Baer 2000, p. 384e Holocaust springs, full-blown and
unannounced into Death’s consciousness: he seewahd is a factory. The sun stirs it, the

humans rule itAnd | remain. | carry them away’ (Zusak 2007, K&78). This thought-
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provoking comparison of the world with a ‘factorngcalls the common use of this metaphor
in conjunction with the processing of bodies in éx¢ermination camps. The surreality of
history portrayed by Death invites readers to eegaith events so overwhelmingly intense
that their direct and realistic description woutst be plausible in YA literature. Zusak’s
Death offers veiled images; the readers’ task igteeil them:
Within minutes, mounds of concrete and earth wixeked and piled. The streets
were ruptured veins. Blood streamed till it wagdron the road, and the bodies were
stuck there, like driftwood after the flood. Thegne glued down, every last one of
them. A packet of souls. Was it fate? Misforturethiat what glued them down like
that? Of course not. Let’s not be stupid. It prdpdiad more to do with the hurled
bombs, thrown dowby humandiding in the clouds. (Zusak 2007, KL 179, empsasi
added)
The metaphoric portrayal of humans as a ‘packsbafs glued to the earth’ is unnaturally
heavy in comparison with stereotypical descriptiohsouls as light and floating. The
concept of the soul is inverted, not only becausephysical rather than spiritual, but also
because of the down-to-earth characteristic ofdoglned down, suggesting that even souls
have been murdered. ‘Ruptured veins’ metaphorictind for both the bombed streets and
the bleeding people. The emotions directed towHrelsnanimate street, irrationally provide

a platform for emotional engagement with the huwiahms.

Christine Brooke-Rose considers that in literattoetaining magic, ‘inversion of real/unreal
is perfectly logical. If the “real” has come to seeanreal, it is natural to turn to the “unreal”
as real: the two oppositions are interrelated’ (B®mRose 1981, p. 4). In Zusak’s novel,
inverted magic realism is employed to convey thetpainful episodes in the novel. The

inversion of real as surreal emphasises the maistraf the experience of death despite the
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apparently neutral tone: ‘A train was moving quyckt was packed with humans. A six-
year-old boy died in the third carriage’ (Zusak 20RL 220). This matter-of-fact manner, or
following Hegerfeldt's terminology, ‘rhetoric of bality’ (2005, p. 209), appears striking in
contrast with the previous sentimental passaged@&sare invited to accept the ‘bitter’
reality of the event. Short factual sentences arested of emotion; the horrific becomes
routine, almost incidental. As Arva suggests: “Oeeeptive simplicity of magical realist
images [...] enables readers to see and feel — withexessarily understanding — the
indescribable horrors of the past’ (Arva 2008, %). The simplicity of language in the
excerpt quoted above is striking in its incompétipwith the terrifying image of death trains
and serves to amplify the horror of the Holocallkis stylistic strategy of juxtaposing mood
and manner works to invert readers’ perceptiorealfity. Readers are exposed to the totally
irrational destruction of humans, and only supematDeath appears to behave reasonably.
Eventually, the combination of the inverted rolésatural and supernatural, humans and
ghosts, real and surreal results into a believiageesentation of human life during the

Holocaust as death.

Life as Death

Most tragic moments ifthe Book Thiefiighlight the various levels of inversion outlined
above. What could be more surreal and phantasntattyam Death flying in the whirlpool of
souls ‘released’ every minute from the concentratamps?: ‘When their bodies had
finished scouring for gaps in the door, their soake up. Their fingernails had scratched at
the wood and in some cases were nailed into ihbysheer force of desperation ... they just
kept feeding me. Minute after minute. Shower adteswer’ (Zusak 2007, KL 3910). What
makes this scene striking and convincing at theestame is the inverted play of life and
death. Death, both physical and anthropomorphisetht to be feared; life, instead, is

depicted as terrifying. This reversal acknowledtpesreality of victims of Nazi atrocity,
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many of whom committed suicide. Zusak positionslees to feel, to use Hegerfeldt's terms,
‘a sense of horror [...] more profound than couldéhbeen expressed in words’ (2005, p.
87). The magic realist representation of trauntasable of effecting an emotional
connection between the reader and the text. There direct description of violence; only
the repetition of ‘minute’ and ‘shower’ reveal timereasing horror, and the use of ‘bodies’
instead of ‘people’ implies that life during the ldoaust is worse than death. Similarly, in
another passage, the experience of the concemticdinps is depicted as surreal:
I'll never forget the first day in Auschwitz ... Theewere broken bodies and dead,
sweet hearts ... Some of them | caught when they am®ehalfway down. Saved
you, I'd think, holding their souls in midair asethest of their being—their physical
shells—plummeted to the earth. All of them weghtj like the cases of empty
walnuts. Smoky sky in those places. The smelldilstove, but still so cold.shiver
when | remember—as | try to de-realize it. | bloarm air into my hands, to heat
them up. But it's hard to keep them warm when thdssstillshiver.(Zusak 2007,
KL 4481, emphasis added)
This narrative excerpt is dramatised by the reptad®n of humans in the afterlife. We
know nothing about their lives, except that thdiysical bodies are ‘broken’ and reminiscent
of ‘empty walnuts’ and ‘shells’, representing tloéal devastation of their physical being.
These people’s lives, their experience in Auschwitt their afterlives, could have been
narrated instead, and might have been more disiyidnd realistic. However, the effect of
this passage would not have been as strong witheuhagical realist images of ‘shivering
souls’ and ‘cold sky’ (see also Arva 2008, p. 7ese descriptions suggest not only the
unbearable cold, amplified by the repetition of Wward ‘shiver’, but also the unbearable
pain. According to Arva, magic realist narrativesh in sensory details and conspicuously

lacking specific words describing physical violeneady on metaphors suggesting the pain
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and horror of the real events (2008, p. 61). Ageesrecognise the magic images as real, the
emotional intensity forces them to engage withttaema. Readers cannot help imagining
what has not been said: the atrocity that turndbloms of people into empty shells and
shivering souls.
Looking at these events from Death’s perspectisdieaflies over the camps gathering souls,
allows readers to not only be exposed to a singgeacter’s tragedy, but to the tragedy of
innumerable other victims. Reality is a nightmalgng stands for awakening. This is most
concrete when suicidal humans call to Death plepdim to take them:

“Have me,” they said, and there was no stoppiegithlhey were frightened, no

guestion, but they were not afraid of me. [...] Mael Holtzapfel [...killed himself

for wanting to live(Zusak 2007, KL 6389, emphasis added)
This excerpt shows that death and life are invelifedis no longer valued, death instead is
what humans seek. Naturalising suicide takes invets its extreme: what can be more
unnatural, nonhuman than suicide? The phrase lleglkiimself for wanting to live’ turns
the concept of life inside out, as an utmost eftéchagic realist inversion (KL 6389).
Indeed, what were the victims of the Holocaustedrmto if not bodiless phantoms? What
was the life of people in the concentration canmip®i death? What kind of picture is the one

of this genocide if not surreal?

Concluding remarks: storytelling and memory

In his article ‘Children, War, and the Imaginat@pace of Fairy Tales’ (2000), Donald
Haase explores how fairy tales help children of iweerpret their traumatic war experience
by identifying war space with the fairy tale landpe: ‘Storytelling itself could become a
space for refuge — familiarity — linked to protectj security, and the return to meaningful
life’ (Haase 2000, p. 366). In the same way, Lisshievery of the books is her search (as a

child of war) for imaginative space and her subcamss emotional survival strategy in
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extreme conditions. Zusak pays tribute to the paetorytelling already by the novel’'s
intertextuality: Max credits the bodkein Kampfwith saving his life, Liesel’s first stolen
bookThe Grave Digger’'s Handbookith its trivialised burial procedure helps herctipe

with the traumatic memory of her brother’s gravbe Book Thié$ magical storyteller is
Zusak’s attempt to help young readers interpretntigtic history of the Holocaust and to pass
the memory of the Holocaust to next generationg. ddfamiliarising techniques of magic
realism protect young readers from knowing mora tihay are capable of processing, but do
not allow them to shy away from the truth. In thMay, Zusak invites readers who might

otherwise avoid reading about the Holocaust to gagdth the historical events.

As this article has argued, the specificity of Désstorytelling lies in the reversal of the
concepts normal and abnormal, natural and unnatifeaand death. By inverting these
somewhat overstated binarisms, Death’s narrativiéeis young readers to discover the
meaning ohuman normalandhumanen the context of the Holocaust. Even though young
readers are not supposed to find peace from tbcodery, they come to realise that humans,
such as Liesel, Hans, Rosa and Max, managed fa th&r humanity in the extreme
conditions when some humans were turned into glaostdived life which was life-in-death.
Death's narrative serves also to accentuate thamityrof the sympathetic humans, while
also contrasting with the inhumanity of the NaZisrough Death’s storytelling the memories

of these humans in war remain alive even after thmiies are deceased.

Ulanowicz uses the photographic ghost infaagea metaphor for second-generation memory
‘which involves the merging of images of the paghwhose of the immediately experienced
present — and, not unlike the uncanny photogramtint, unsettles conventional notions of

space, temporality, and identity’ (p. 5). In theerted reality ofThe Book Thiedll the
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conventions are unsettled: the uncanny ghost phapbgdepicts’ human ghosts hovering
over the figure of Death. The striking intensityladath’s closing statement embodies the
controversy at the heart of the inversion:

A LAST NOTE FROM YOUR NARRATOR

| am haunted by humans.

(Zusak 2007, KL 6949, capitals original)
The order of things is reversed: the magic worldaanted by humans. The inversion comes
full circle: Humans persecute Death, whilst Deathes for humans. The hunter becomes the
hunted, the victimiser the victim. Finally, readars invited to see that this seemingly
irrational, surreal picture has led us to realitg &ruth: it is not Death who is ‘*haunted by

humans’, but we humans who are ceaselessly habgtdet memory of our past.

Notes

1. Markus Zusak is an Australian writer born to AusmtrGerman immigrant parents. The
novel was inspired by the stories told by Zusalisepts who experienced the horrors of the
war firsthand in their native countries. In theemiew for Chicago Public Library, he says
about his parents: ‘They gave me the world of biwisk like a language | didn't know | had.
Sure, there's a ratio of probably 90 percent fictiothe finished work, but it's the world and
backdrop of the story that they brought to life.’

(http://lwww.steppenwolf.org/watchlisten/program-ags/article.aspx?id=301

2. Ghost image is a term used in photography vverimages are superimposed upon one
another and whose coincidence on photographic gapduces an eerie effect on the viewer

(Ulanowicz 2013, p. 5)
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