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and of Jewish literature alike, and Spinner’s unearthing of it is exhilarating and comes
as something of a revelation. The book brims with insights to which a short review
simply cannot do justice. It is a richly deserving co-winner of the 2022 MLA Ger-
manic Languages and Literatures Aldo and Jeanne Scaglione Prize and deserves to
be read and re-read by scholars and students of Comparative Literature, German
Studies, and Jewish Studies.
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“Relax, the living witnesses of every event in history have died and their memory has
persisted, thanks to writings, and other recording devices. [ . . . ] Living witnesses may
provide a certain frisson, sometimes even voyeuristic pleasure, but they are not needed
to preserve memory” (Ruth Klüger, “The Future of Holocaust Literature,” 2014).

Born in 1931 into a Jewish family in Vienna, Ruth Klüger was six years old
when Hitler annexed Austria. Her father was arrested for performing an illegal abor-
tion and, like Ruth’s half-brother Georg, later killed in Auschwitz. In September 1943,
Ruth and her mother Alma were deported to Theresienstadt concentration camp. Later,
they were transferred to Auschwitz and then Gross-Rosen. After years of forced labor
and starvation, Ruth, her mother, and her orphaned friend Susie escaped while on a
death march. After the war, they immigrated to the U.S., where Ruth attended college.
She became a literary scholar in the late 1960s, when, as Sander L. Gilman writes in
his essay on his longtime friend and colleague, “the humanities were hot in the United
States” (9). She taught at several universities before retiring as emerita professor of
German Studies at the University of California Irvine. During her decades long career,
she frequently returned to Europe, where she was a guest professor in Göttingen and
Vienna. After a bicycle accident in 1989 that put her in a coma for several days,
Klüger regained suppressed memories of her experiences during the Holocaust. These
memories form the basis of her memoir Weiter leben. Eine Jugend (1992), which she
translated and revised in an English parallel text as Still Alive: A Holocaust Girlhood
Remembered (2001). Both texts are highly regarded autobiographical accounts of a
Holocaust survivor. A college professor, a poet, an essayist, a feminist critic, and a
mother, Ruth Klüger passed away on October 5th, 2020, in the U.S.

In the introduction to The Legacy of Ruth Klüger and the End of the Auschwitz
Century, Mark H. Gelber credits Klüger’s friend and biographer Irène Heidelberger-
Leonard for coining the term “Auschwitz century,” which, according to Heidelberger-
Leonard, began with the Nazi genocide of six million Jews and ends when the last of
the survivors die. The central goal of the book then is to show that “as long as readers
continue to encounter her writings, and perhaps as long as viewers continue to en-
counter her in documentaries,” Klüger’s scholarly and poetic work “stands to outlast
or continue beyond the end of the Holocaust” (4).

The Legacy of Ruth Klüger and the End of the Auschwitz Century aims to honor
Klüger’s memory by engaging critically with her writings and career. In addition to
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the introduction by Gelber and his own essay “Ruth Klüger, Judaism, and Zionism:
An American Perspective,” in which he provides an analysis of the author’s relation-
ship with Zionism and Judaism in an American context and reflects on Klüger’s
decision to be buried in a Jewish cemetery, the volume includes eight further contri-
butions.

At a time when the Humanities are threatened and Modern Languages / German
Departments are not hiring or are being closed across the United States, one cannot
help but feel wistful while reading Sander L. Gilman’s recollection of his and Klüger’s
bond. It was formed during their early careers, when German Studies “seemed to have
a high status among the humanities,” and “were seen as the moral center of Higher
Education” (9). In his essay, Gilman focuses on Klüger’s different names and their
relation to gender, memory, and identity. Another of Klüger’s longtime friends, Hein-
rich Detering, analyzes her authorial style and her engagement with hermeneutic sub-
jectivity during the 1990s. He proposes that the author’s sense of tension (“Span-
nung”), which characterizes her writing, also served as a principle at work in her life.
Stephan Braese’s essay examines the use of the German language in the context of
Klüger’s memoir Weiter leben and the attempt to foster a dialogue between Germans
and Jews. Klüger’s close friend and biographer Irène Heidelberger-Leonard’s contri-
bution compares Klüger’s writings with those of Jean Améry and Imre Kertész. Rabbi
Ulrike Offenberg’s insightful discussion of the Kaddish, the Jewish prayer of mourn-
ing, concludes by suggesting that Klüger, who refused to recite the prayer in memory
of her father and half-brother due to its patriarchal subtext (the Kaddish has tradi-
tionally been considered a prayer to be said only by men in a quorum of ten Jewish
males), replaced Jewish prayer with poetry. Monica Tempian’s essay examines poetry
and diary entries composed by children and teenagers during the Holocaust and views
them as acts of resistance. Klüger, who often challenged and criticized Holocaust
memory culture, would have enjoyed Daniel Reynold’s essay and his argument in
favor of Holocaust tourism. In his reliance on the concept of the “implied tourists,”
he argues against Klüger’s rejection of Holocaust tourism and lists the positive aspects
of visiting concentration camps. Finally, China historian and poet Vera Schwarzc
contextualizes Ruth Klüger’s legacy with examples of Chinese ghost and mourning
poetry. Schwarzc reminds us that one of Klüger’s goals was to “encourage those who
encounter and read her poetry and other writings to become better ‘Ghost Seers’” (8).

As far as this reviewer is concerned, Gelber and the other eight “ghost seers”
who contributed to the volume succeeded. After reading their essays and in prepa-
ration for this review, I reread Weiter leben and Still Alive and went down the
YouTube rabbit hole: I watched several portrayals, interviews, and the discussion of
Weiter leben by the literary critics of the Literarische Quartett. I was moved by
Klüger’s Bundestag speech, read her obituary, and finally, I ordered copies of her
books for my university’s library.

Klüger was right: living witnesses are not needed to preserve memory. What
we need are scholars like Mark H. Gelber and his colleagues, some of whom were
friends with Klüger for decades, who share their expertise, their memories, and in-
sights, and who carry the author’s message beyond the end of the Auschwitz century.
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