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To my friend Jo 
Murdered in 1941 
And to all the victims 
Of the Nazi barbarity






For one pleasure a thousand pains

François Villon, 1463
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On Remembrance Sunday in November 1977, I took part in a small ceremony to lay a pink-triangle wreath on the war memorial in Norwich, England. I was a doctoral student at the University of East Anglia on the edge of the city, writing my thesis on gay literature. We members of the student gay group had persuaded the students’ union to pay for and lay the wreath, in memory of the many men killed by the Nazis for being homosexual.

The announcement of our plans had caused controversy in the local press—ostensibly because the nation’s war memorials and the traditions of Remembrance Sunday (on which the United Kingdom formally celebrates the anniversary of Armistice Day, 1918, which brought the First World War to an end) were intended to commemorate British victims of recent wars, not German and other European non-combatants. But there was, we judged, also a homophobic edge in the response to the announcement of  our plans. The British Legion, which presides over the formal events of national commemoration, would not allow us to take part in the morning wreath-layings and two-minute silence; so we would lay our pink triangle in the quiet of the afternoon.

Later that day, we were confronted by a small group of hostile protesters. There was no overtly physical threat, but a lot of shouting and finger-pointing. They accused us of being unpatriotic. We accused them of being homophobic—but this word was newly coined, and they had no idea what we meant.

When the president of the students’ union went to lay our wreath, a protester snatched it from his hands and tried to hurl it down into the marketplace below the memorial, but it hit the railings and fell to the ground. The angry group shouted at us for several minutes and then abruptly left the scene. We handed the slightly battered wreath to the president, and he placed it on the memorial.

Some time later, two uniformed members of the British Legion removed the wreath and carried it off to their car. We intercepted them and, after a long but quite goodnatured argument, they handed it back to us. Once again, we put it back on the memorial. But by the evening it had vanished.

There was nothing especially imaginative, innovative, or daring about the political gesture we had taken part in. Since we were not an especially radical group, we were simply  copying what we had heard that other groups had done at any of the universities in London—perhaps where gay liberationists could guarantee themselves a decent crowd when organizing such demonstrations. The so-called “gay holocaust” was one of the themes of the time, as academic historians were piecing together and making sense of the facts of the matter. As an event or series of events, it stood for the extremes to which the oppression of homosexuals might be taken. It merited George Weinberg’s newly minted term “homophobia.” The gay liberation movement had adopted the pink triangle—as forced on many homosexual internees in the Nazi concentration camps—as one of its symbols. We wore it on lapel badges; it often graced the mastheads of our newspapers; we carried it on banners during our demonstrations.

One of the characteristics of the broad discussion of this theme was an escalation, without evidence, of the estimated numbers of homosexual victims of Nazism (a hundred thousand, a quarter of a million, half a million ... ), and a careless tendency to assume that the Nazis had prosecuted the same kind of campaign against homosexual men as they had against Jews, with the aim of total annihilation as a “final solution” to the homosexual “problem.” My feeling now is that such exaggerations were understandable and perhaps inevitable, given that most of us were hearing of the Nazi mistreatment of homosexual men for the first time and that few substantiating facts seemed to  be available. Above all, in contrast to the Shoah—the Holocaust of the Jews—this smaller catastrophe had apparently not been furnished with the narrative evidence of survivors. Jewish memoirs of survival had been coming into print ever since the war had ended. Where were the homosexual equivalents?

For lack of firsthand accounts, some writers began to try to build narratives of the homosexual experience under Nazism around fictional characters. The gay holocaust became one of the concerns of the British theatre group Gay Sweatshop. They addressed it in two plays, As Time Goes By by Noel Greig and Drew Griffiths (1977), and Bent by Martin Sherman (1979). The first of these has successive historical settings, in three main locations: London in the 1890s, Berlin in the 1930s, and New York City in 1969. The aim was to compare and contrast the effects historical circumstances have on gay subcultures and on individual gay men. In each case, police action against gay men leads to drastic outcomes: the London characters decide they must go into exile; the Berlin characters are caught between exile and the horrors, as yet unrealized, of the concentration camps; and the New York characters respond to a police raid on the Stonewall Inn by kicking off a riot, thereby giving spectacular impetus to the gay liberation movement.

In the manner of all of Gay Sweatshop’s plays—performances which were always followed by lively discussions with the audience—As Time Goes By is agitprop  drama with a clear political message, an argument against quietism and the closet. The characters who meet oppression with optimistic discretion, keeping their heads down and hoping for the best, tend not to do well from it: for their invisibility is no more acceptable to the authorities than the flamboyance of the drag queen—and is hardly more secure. The argument is in favor of visibility, pride, and active resistance. The play recognizes that this may have been virtually impossible, except to a few extraordinary individuals, in 1890s London and 1930s Berlin (where the pioneering sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld is one of its characters); but in gay-liberationist New York—and, by implication, in the England in which the play was to be performed—there was no excuse for inaction or for staying in the closet.

On the use of Nazism as the context for the play’s central section, Philip Osment, a playwright and director who worked with Gay Sweatshop, later wrote:
Even in 1977 there was a widely held belief that homosexuality had been somehow responsible for the Third Reich. The perverted brutality of that regime was often embodied in plays and films by the queer Brownshirt or SS guard. I remember friends who couldn’t understand why Gay Sweatshop was doing a play about Nazi Germany asking, “Weren’t most of the Nazis gay anyway?” The fact that homosexuals were sent to the concentration camps was still not widely known and we were often left out when victims of the Holocaust were listed.1






The post-war situation of German gay men and lesbians had been exacerbated by a homophobic mythology that had been built up by the propagandists of the anti-Nazi movement. The Nazis were themselves said to be homosexual perverts: hence the imagery of the Hitler Youth; hence also the tailored uniforms and jackboots. This has proved to be one of the most enduring of the myths about Nazism, all the more solidly endorsed whenever yet another biography of Hitler repeats unsubstantiated suggestions either that he was actively homosexual himself or at least that, by reason of poverty, he worked as a rent boy during his youth in Vienna. The need to prove the sexual perversion of Nazism as an ideology, and of its leaders (most of whom were, of course, conventionally heterosexual) as a psychological type, has clouded the clarity of the regime’s anti-homosexual vigor.

While As Time Goes By was in development, the playwright Martin Sherman, himself both Jewish and gay, had been called in to rehearsals to help the actors with their American accents for its third section. This experience then gave him the idea for a play entirely focused on Germany in the 1930s. Sherman’s Bent is a play I now find almost unreadably sensationalist. Most of its debates look inspired by gay politics of the 1970s rather than by the catastrophe for homosexual Germans in the 1930s. One of its central themes is the necessity to come out—even in a Nazi concentration camp. The character Horst, who wears the pink  triangle, is at pains to persuade Max, who wears the yellow star as a Jew, to affirm his gay identity with pride. And, indeed, Max does so after Horst’s death, by swapping jackets with his corpse.2


Another of the play’s undercurrents, somewhat along the same lines as Larry Kramer’s controversial 1978 novel Faggots, is an argument against promiscuity and sadomasochism. For instance, in the penultimate scene of the second act, as the play is reaching its inevitably fatal climax, Horst says to Max: “You’re like them. You’re like the guards. You’re like the Gestapo. We [in the homosexual subculture of Berlin] stopped being gentle. I watched it, when we were on the outside. People made pain and called it love. I don’t want to be like that. You don’t make love to hurt.” This is so preachily aimed at the play’s late-1970s gay audiences that, for me, it is an infuriating distraction from the play’s far more serious theme. The distracting comparison of consenting sadomasochists with Gestapo torturers and murderers severely compromises the play’s otherwise clear, anti-homophobic message.3


However, one of the clearly beneficial effects of both As Time Goes By and Bent was to show their younger audiences that, even in the worst of times, it was possible—and necessary—for homosexual men to lead active social and sexual lives. It is not possible retrospectively to gather statistics on such matters, but it is worth remembering, about the 1930s and 1940s, that not all homosexual men  suppressed their desires and either got married or remained celibate; not all who chose to remain unmarried ended up, at best, in solitude, or, at worst, committing suicide. Appalling social circumstances did not always end in tragedy—or even in unhappiness.

The more one studies the history of gay people’s lives, the more one is heartened by the evidence that, even in the least likely circumstances, it was possible for love—or for the choice of promiscuous sexual enjoyment—to flourish. Gad Beck, who lived in Nazi Berlin as both a Jew and a gay man, later wrote: “I never felt like an outsider because of my homosexuality. We were all united by a strong sense of solidarity. We were repressed and persecuted, and we had no desire to become people who discriminated against others.”4 These three sentences convey a vivid impression of compensatory subcultural warmth. In this respect, perhaps, oppressed homosexuality is somewhat comparable to poverty. Observing it from more privileged circumstances, it is often difficult to see how people could have survived; but survive they did, and thrive they often did. It is one of the miracles of the human spirit.

Even while still a schoolboy, Pierre Seel had no difficulty finding other men and boys of his own sort and of establishing sexual contact with them, and he knew the risks. Judging by Seel’s account, there was little by way of a “gay scene” in his home town of Mulhouse, and none of these was free of risk. There was cruising in Steinbach Square, as well as in other, unnamed public places. There was a room  above a café concert where men gathered in the afternoons and where, once its door had been locked, they could have sex together. And there was the balcony of the movie theatre on the Corso.

But if you live outside the law, you cannot then seek help from the agents of the law and trust them to act dispassionately on your behalf. Seel’s one great indiscretion was not his association with dubious characters (including the man who stole his watch) but reporting one of them to the police. This was an era of the keeping of lists, and his name was added to one.

Of course, Seel was neither German himself nor living in Germany. But his home region of Alsace, in the Rhinelands, had been for centuries the field of Franco-German disputes. In most recent history, it had been ceded to Germany in 1871 and then returned to France after the First World War in 1919. If Alsace had indeed been, as Seel puts it, “the victim of its geographic location” (p.5), he too would become a victim of that same geography. Once he had appeared on a list compiled by the Alsace police, it was only a matter of time before his name came to the attention of the German authorities.

Nazi policies on homosexuality were, by definition, reactionary. They were vindictive and vengeful, an angry reaction to the perceived excesses of the period of the Weimar Republic, a visible solution to the problem of increased homosexual visibility. In this sense, it might be said that the violent reaction was caused by the progressive gains of  the inter-war period: the queers had only themselves to blame. Since then, we have seen the same logic being applied in many countries in response to the spectacular gains of the post-1960s gay rights movement. We see it in the many claims that gay men’s deaths in the AIDS epidemic were self-inflicted.

While imprisoning homosexual men as criminals, morally responsible for their crimes against the Reich, the Nazis also used the new discourses of sexology and psychoanalysis, categorising the “condition” of homosexuality as an illness, and giving a spuriously scientific gloss to their attempts to cure it. The language used by their white-coated doctors may have seemed superficially more sympathetic than that of their black-coated Gestapo officers, but the end results were much the same.

I have written in detail elsewhere about how the published memoirs of Rudolf Hoess, the Commandant of Auschwitz, used the language of sexology to express an assumed knowledge of the minds of homosexual men who came into his purview and against whom he committed, ordered, or sanctioned the most repellent atrocities.5 Hoess looked at such men, to his own satisfaction, with the objective eye of the clinician, determined to eradicate their deviancy with a behavioral or physical cure—by forcing them into sexual intercourse with women, for instance, or by castration—but then applied the same eye, once any individual proved intractable or intransigent, to selecting him for removal from the national body politic. This was the  same language of a medicalized sexology that had allowed the individual homosexual man to think himself “born that way” and therefore not immoral because he was unable to “help it.” Sexology had defined him, identifying him to himself; but it could also be used against him, identifying him to the authorities.

What was specifically dreadful about the situation of homosexual men and lesbian women in the great whirlwind of hatred that Nazism generated? Many were already living in isolation, unknown to be gay by their families and colleagues at work, perhaps even by their closest friends, and they were often in a depressed state as a consequence of this seclusion. They were indiscriminately regarded as being immoral, criminal, and ill—even by many anti-fascist leftists. Unlike the situation of Jews or gypsies, they had not been brought up by those of their stigmatized own kind—they had not been brought up as gay in gay families, and indeed, if exposed as gay, they often received the most horrified responses from those who were closest to them. Unless firmly ensconced in pockets of queer subculture, they lacked the automatic support that came from being, although an outsider, an insider among outsiders.

The most sobering lesson to be learned from the Nazi abuse of homosexual men is that they did not need to formulate new laws under which to do so; and that, after their defeat, the men who had been imprisoned for homosexual crimes were treated as common criminals by the “liberators” and forced to serve out the full terms of their imprisonment.  Paragraph 175 of the Imperial Penal Code dated from 1871; and, far from being revoked after the defeat of the Nazis, it was strengthened and used more often, not to be liberalized in the East until 1968 and in the West until 1969. Not until decades after the war did Holocaust memorials begin to pay proper attention to the pink triangle internees and deportees; and survivors did not receive compensation. The postwar settlement did not include sympathy for those who were generally agreed to be the dangerous perverts, as the Nazis had condemned them.6


As Seel says at the end of Chapter Three, “Liberation was only for others” (p.88). At the end of the war Charles de Gaulle’s government extirpated most of the puppet Vichy regime’s laws—principally, of course, its various anti-Semitic edicts—but not its anti-homosexual laws, which would not be removed from the statute books until 1981. Homosexual concentration-camp survivors, when they did eventually emerge from imprisonment, tended to have to cover up the nature of the crimes for which they had been incarcerated or deported. They did not emerge as a liberated people; and they had, as yet, no language with which to form common cause and to identify themselves as an oppressed minority. There was no wave of Holocaust memoirs from these men.

After the war, homosexual survivors were still subjected to shame—indeed, in many respects, more so than before the war as the period of peace known as the Cold War began  to unfold. Whether they ended up in the East or the “free” West was, in this respect, immaterial. The East regarded homosexuality as a bourgeois perversion with no place in a socialist society; the West regarded it as an untrustworthy psychological condition, leaving one open to entrapment and blackmail by Red spies. The 1950s and 1960s were the heyday of aversive treatments for homosexuality and prosecutions for homosexual acts. This is why the homophile movement of the 1950s and the gay movement that followed it regarded reform of the institutions of mental health as no less crucial and urgent than law reform.

As the gay liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s developed an interest in the history of the oppression of gay men and lesbians—an interest that soon became manifest in the first wave of publications by academics working in what would come to be called “lesbian and gay studies”7—it seemed increasingly urgent to try to collect the memories of previous generations while they could still be heard firsthand. The elderly were witnesses to history, and their voices needed to be heard in their own tone, undistorted by the requirements of the gay movement itself.

But not many such witnesses could be found; and even fewer could be persuaded, after decades of discretion, to speak out. Even the most tactful young gay liberationist could seem threatening to old men who were still scarred by their wartime experiences. This is why Pierre Seel’s book is so valuable to historians of institutionalized homophobia.  It has a unique place in the literature of the broader Holocaust, alongside that of the Shoah. As much as it is invaluable in its own right, it also has to stand for all those other memoirs that were never written, either by those men who perished in or on their way to the camps, or by those who served their time and survived the war but then, perforce, returned to the shadows of everyday life in what would come to be called “the closet.” Seel’s memoir is the type and prototype of others we can only imagine.8


When Seel revisits the location of the Schirmeck/ Vorbrüch camp in 1989, he finds it transformed into a residential suburb, with only the cast-iron gates of the camp preserved, decorating the facade of the town hall. A plaque and a sculpture (“hypocritically,” he says) are expected to perform the whole task of the commemoration of history. As anyone who has visited a post-1989 east-European sculpture park now hidden away in the suburbs of a Sovietsatellite capital will tell you, there is a limit to the effectiveness of monument-builders’ sincere but ultimately bombastic symbolism. One sees the same problem in many of the designs for the post-9/11 rebuilding of the World Trade Center site, including those designs chosen to be realized. Monuments tend to be rather demanding of those who encounter them: they announce emotion, but only rarely can they authentically evoke it. This is where the personal accounts of survivors come in—of Auschwitz or Stalingrad, of the Cultural Revolution or 9/11, of Beslan or Srebrenica.

It is in this context—of the dubious reliability of plaques and sculptures in evoking for new generations particular horrors of the past—that we should think of the memoirs of Holocaust survivors. A monument can, of course, be scanned in a complacent moment or captured in the click of a tourist’s camera, whereas a book takes a certain amount of time and effort to be appreciated. A monument can be seen by accident, in passing, whereas the reading of a book takes an initial act of will, followed by a temporary commitment.

But physical memorials remain important, too. In the Netherlands, the Homomonument Foundation was established in 1979, and the Homomonument itself was finally unveiled in Amsterdam in September 1987. It consists of three equilateral triangles of pink marble forming the points of a larger triangle, one of them projecting out onto a canal and pointing towards the National War Memorial on Dam Square. It was not until the 1980s and 1990s that most of the pink-triangle memorial plaques were installed at the concentration-camp sites themselves—all under pressure of the new spirit of gay liberation, sharpened in urgency by the AIDS epidemic: Mauthausen 1984, Dachau 1985, Neuengamme 1985, Sachsenhausen 1992, and so on. The Gay Holocaust Memorial in Berlin was unveiled in May 2008.

Much as the pink triangle had been adopted as a gay liberationist symbol, it then took its place in the fight against AIDS, most notably on the SILENCE=DEATH Project’s  buttons, posters, and T-shirts. The decision of American playwright and AIDS activist Larry Kramer, as a Jewish gay man, to call his collected AIDS journalism Reports from the Holocaust (1989) was consistent with his arguments about both government responsibility for the scale of the emergency and quietist gay men’s responsibility for allowing politicians and medics to get away with their negligence. One thinks of this circumstantial connection between Pierre Seel’s generation, gay liberationists’ revival of interest in its experiences of the Holocaust, and that younger generation’s experience of the AIDS epidemic, when Seel points out that the journalist Jean-Pierre Joecker from Gai Pied who first interviewed him about his earlier life, subsequently died with AIDS. Seel’s editor Jean Le Bitoux eventually suffered the same fate.

There is a lesson to be learned in all this, as much about the future as the past. Advances can be thrown into reverse; optimism can be misplaced. And yet, reverses can themselves be reversed, and the idealism that drives political resistance can restore genuine grounds for an optimism rooted in the possibility of social change. For all the major advances that lesbians and gay men have achieved in the West in recent decades, it can still be difficult, even dangerous, to be openly gay in the school yard, on the streets of the small town, even in certain districts of the big city. And what has come to be called the “gay lifestyle”—as if there were only one such way of living—has remained extremely controversial from certain political, religious, and other  subcultural points of view. Resisting the acceptance of homosexuality remains a crucial article of faith on the political right in the United States—and not just on its abundant radical fringe. I say nothing of those nations in which women’s liberation has not even begun to take hold, let alone gay liberation—largely as a consequence of fundamentalist readings of the Bible, the Qu‘ran, and other religious texts. My point is about the reversibility of our social advances even in those nations where we have made so much progress that we have allowed ourselves to take it for granted. The triumph of repressive National Socialism over all the experimental freedoms of the Weimar Republic tells us this. The vengeful triumphalism of homophobic responses to the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s in the United States and Western Europe tells us again. I keep my copy of Pierre Seel’s book on the same shelf as such AIDS memoirs as Paul Monette’s Borrowed Time and Mark Doty’s Heaven’s Coast.9


I still wear my old, battered pink-triangle lapel badge from time to time. In doing so, I identify myself (of course) as gay, but also as a gay liberationist of a particular vintage; and I take the liberty of allying myself with the memory of those on whom the pink triangle was imposed by the National Socialist ideology: those who were killed for being gay, and those who survived into the post-war era to continue being gay, if only in the circumscribed and still oppressed manner that the “liberatory” regimes of Eastern or Western Europe allowed.

Not until 2003 was Pierre Seel officially recognized as a Holocaust victim by the International Organization for Migration; and in 2008 the municipality of Toulouse posthumously renamed a street in his honour (Rue Pierre Seel—Déporté français pour homosexualité—1923—2005). His book continues to inspire people wherever it is read. For instance, the Lahore artist Anwar Saeed illustrated a sequence of erotic drawings of men on the actual pages of I, Pierre Seel; these were displayed in the exhibition Hanging Fire: Contemporary Art from Pakistan at the Asia Society in New York City (September 2009—January 2010). Saeed said of these images: “Drawing images of love, pleasure, and decadence was the way I went on to relate with the story, which is more about pain, torture and humiliation.” This seems an eminently worthwhile trade-off.

So extreme are the events they relate, that memoirs of the Nazi-run deportations and concentration camps often contain moments of breathtaking absurdity, when the language with which we are so familiar in the everyday usage of our own fortunately peaceful lives seems incapable of accommodating the enormity of even simple truths. We seem to have entered a grotesque phantasmagoria coauthored by Lewis Carroll and the Marquis de Sade. There is such a moment in this book when Seel blandly states, “I was not killed” (p.46). It is an extraordinary sentence for anyone to have to say, yet it is crucial to our understanding of his status as a survivor.

Having been forced to fight on the German side in the Wehrmacht, Seel finds himself, in the dying days of the war, trying to make his way home on foot from Russia. After spending the night in a deserted cottage in a forest, he slicks his hair down with some sewing-machine oil and makes a few camp gestures in the mirror (p.73). This is not a scene he dwells on at any length, but it sticks in my mind as an example of how his gayness—by which I mean not just the tendency to respond to other men with the physical signs of desire, but his cultural and social identity as a gay man—has survived a long sequence of hostile, suppressive circumstances, including torture, rape, starvation, and the threat of summary execution. For me, this image of a young queen’s rediscovery of himself takes on some of the emblematic force of its fairytale setting. It is as if a willowy yet spirited Red Riding Hood were to come to life again, mockingly self-aware, after being mauled almost to death by the Wolf.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/pier_9780465023837_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
I, Pierre Seel,

A Memoir of
Nazi Terror

PIERRE SEEL

Translated from the French by Joachim Neugroschel





OEBPS/pier_9780465023837_oeb_001_r1.jpg
I, Pierre Seel,
Deported Homosexual

A MEMOIR OF NAZI TERROR

Pierre Seel

Translated from the French by Joachim Neugroschel

BASIC BOOKS

A Member of the Perseus Books Group
New York





