
      [image: Cover of SparkNotes Guide to Night by SparkNotes Editors]

   
      Night

      Elie Wiesel

   
© 2003, 2007 by Spark Publishing


This Spark Publishing edition 2014 by SparkNotes LLC, an Affiliate of Barnes & Noble


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


Sparknotes is a registered trademark of SparkNotes LLC


Spark Publishing

A Division of Barnes & Noble

120 Fifth Avenue

New York, NY 10011

www.sparknotes.com /


ISBN-13: 978-1-4114-7179-5


Please submit changes or report errors to www.sparknotes.com/errors.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Contents






Context


Plot Overview


Character List


Analysis of Major Characters


Themes, Motifs & Symbols


Part 1


Part 2


Part 3


Part 4


Part 5


Part 6


Part 7


Part 8



Important Quotations Explained


Key Facts


Study Questions and Essay Topics


The Literary Essay: A Step-by-Step Guide


Suggested Essay Topics


A+ Student Essay


Glossary of Literary Terms


A Note on Plagiarism


Quiz and Suggestions for Further Reading



      Context

      
      Elie Wiesel was born on
         September 30, 1928,
         in Sighet, a small town in Transylvania that was then part of Romania but
         became part of Hungary in 1940. Wiesel’s
         Orthodox Jewish family was highly observant of Jewish tradition. His
         father, Shlomo, a shopkeeper, was very involved with the Jewish
         community, which was confined to the Jewish section of town, called
         the shtetl. As a child and teenager, Wiesel distinguished himself
         in the study of traditional Jewish texts: the Torah (the first five
         books of the Old Testament), the Talmud (codified oral law), and
         even—unusual for someone so young—the mystical texts of the Cabbala.
      

      
      Until 1944, the Jews of Hungary
         were relatively unaffected by the catastrophe that was destroying
         the Jewish communities in other parts of Europe. The leader of the German National
         Socialist (Nazi) party, Adolf Hitler, came to power in 1933,
         behind campaign rhetoric that blamed the Jews for Germany’s depression
         after World War I. Germany embraced Hitler’s
         argument for the superiority of the Nordic peoples, which he (mistakenly)
         called the Aryan race. The country soon implemented a set of laws—including
         the infamous Nuremberg Laws of 1935—designed
         to dehumanize German Jews and subject them to violence and prejudice.
      

      
      As World War II progressed, Hitler
         and his counselors developed the “Final Solution” to the so-called
         Jewish Question—a program of systematic extermination of Europe’s
         Jews. By the time the Allies defeated Germany in 1945,
         the Final Solution had resulted in the greatest act of genocide
         known to the world. Six million European Jews had been murdered,
         along with millions of Gypsies, homosexuals, and others whom the
         Nazis considered undesirable. The greatest numbers of victims were
         killed in concentration camps, in which Jews—and other enemies of
         Germany—were gathered, imprisoned, forced into labor, and, when
         they could no longer be of use to their captors, annihilated. In
         addition to the slaughter at the camps, millions of soldiers were
         killed in battle. By the end of World War II, more
         than thirty-five million people had died, over half of them civilians.
      

      
      While anti-Jewish legislation was a common phenomenon
         in Hungary, the Holocaust itself did not reach Hungary until 1944.
         In March of 1944, however, the German army
         occupied Hungary, installing a puppet government (a regime that
         depends not on the support of its citizenry but on the support of
         a foreign government) under Nazi control. Adolf Eichmann, the executioner
         of the Final Solution, came to Hungary to oversee personally the
         destruction of Hungary’s Jews. The Nazis operated with remarkable
         speed: in the spring of 1944, the Hungarian
         Jewish community, the only remaining large Jewish community in continental
         Europe, was deported to concentration camps in Germany and Poland.
         Eventually, the Nazis murdered 560,000 Hungarian
         Jews, the overwhelming majority of the prewar Jewish population
         in Hungary. In Wiesel’s native Sighet, the disaster was even worse:
         of the 15,000 Jews in prewar Sighet, only
         about fifty families survived the Holocaust. In May of 1944, when
         Wiesel was fifteen, his family and many inhabitants of the Sighet
         shtetl were deported to the Auschwitz concentration camp in Poland.
         The largest and deadliest of the camps, Auschwitz was the site of
         more than 1,300,000 Jewish deaths. Wiesel’s
         father, mother, and little sister all died in the Holocaust. Wiesel
         himself survived and emigrated to France.
      

      
      After observing a ten-year vow of silence about the Holocaust, in 1956 Wiesel
         published Un di Velt Hot Geshvign (Yiddish for And the
            World Remained Silent), an 800-page
         account of his life during the Holocaust. In 1958, he condensed
         his work and translated it from its original Yiddish into French,
         publishing it under the title La Nuit. The work
         was translated into English and published in 1960 as Night. Some
         scholars have argued that significant differences exist between Un
            di Velt Hot Geshvign and the subsequent French/English
         publications, chiefly that in the Yiddish text, Wiesel expressed
         more anger toward the Nazis and adopted a more vengeful tone.
      

      
      Although publishers were initially hesitant to embrace Night, believing
         that audiences would not be interested in such pessimistic subject
         matter, the memoir now stands as one of the most widely read and
         taught accounts of the Holocaust. From a literary point of view,
         it opened the way for many other stories and memoirs published in
         the second half of the twentieth century. In 1963,
         Wiesel became an American citizen; he now lives in New York City.
      

      
      
Night as a literary work
      

      
      While Night is Elie Wiesel’s testimony
         about his experiences in the Holocaust, Wiesel is not, precisely
         speaking, the story’s protagonist. Night is narrated
         by a boy named Eliezer who represents Wiesel, but details differentiate
         the character Eliezer from the real-life Wiesel. For instance, Eliezer
         wounds his foot in the concentration camps, while Wiesel wounded
         his knee.
      

      
      Wiesel fictionalizes seemingly unimportant details because
         he wants to distinguish his narrator from himself. It is almost
         impossibly painful for a survivor to write about his Holocaust experience, and
         the mechanism of a narrator allows Wiesel to distance himself somewhat
         from the experience, to look in from the outside. Also, Wiesel is
         interested in documenting emotional truth as well as the historical
         truth about physical events. Night is the story
         of a boy who survives the concentration camps, but it also traces
         Eliezer’s emotional journey from a believing Orthodox Jewish boy
         to a profoundly disenchanted young man who questions the existence of God
         and, by extension, the humanity of man. Wiesel terms Night a “deposition”—an
         exact rendering of the facts as they occurred to him. But Night is
         neither a record of facts nor an impartial document. Instead,
         it is an attempt to re-create the thoughts and experiences that
         Wiesel had as a teenage concentration camp prisoner.
      

      
      Because Night’s protagonist closely resembles
         its author, it may be considered more of a memoir than a novel.
         Nevertheless, since Wiesel employs various literary devices to make
         his story effective, it is important to examine how his techniques
         are different from those used in a novel. One important difference
         is that a novel typically concerns itself with creating a convincing
         fictional story, explaining the causes and effects of everything
         that occurs within its fictional world, tying up loose ends, and
         fleshing out all of its characters. Night, however,
         is concerned solely with Wiesel’s personal experience. Whatever
         events lie outside the narrator’s direct observation vanish from
         the work’s perspective. After Eliezer is separated from his mother
         and sister, for example, he never speaks about them again, and we
         never learn their fate. Night also has other literary
         elements. The narrator’s chance encounter in the Métro with a French woman
         he had known while working in the concentration camps is an encounter
         that usually occurs in fiction. And carefully chosen poetic language
         reinforces detail throughout the work. Night’s literary
         qualities, particularly the limited perspective of a first-person
         narrator, give us a subjective, deeply personal impression of the horrors
         of the Holocaust.
      

      
   
      Plot Overview

      
      Note: Although Night is not necessarily
         a memoir, this SparkNote often refers to it as one, since the work’s
         mixture of testimony, deposition, and emotional truth-telling renders
         it similar to works in the memoir genre. It is clear that Eliezer
         is meant to serve, to a great extent, as author Elie Wiesel’s stand-in and
         representative. Minor details have been altered, but what happens
         to Eliezer is what happened to Wiesel himself during the Holocaust.
         It is important to remember, however, that there is a difference
         between the persona of Night’s narrator, Eliezer,
         and that of Night’s author, Elie Wiesel.
      

      
      Night is narrated by Eliezer, a
         Jewish teenager who, when the memoir begins, lives in his hometown
         of Sighet, in Hungarian Transylvania. Eliezer studies the Torah
         (the first five books of the Old Testament) and the Cabbala (a doctrine
         of Jewish mysticism). His instruction is cut short, however, when
         his teacher, Moshe the Beadle, is deported. In a few months, Moshe
         returns, telling a horrifying tale: the Gestapo (the German secret
         police force) took charge of his train, led everyone into the woods,
         and systematically butchered them. Nobody believes Moshe, who is
         taken for a lunatic.
      

      
      In the spring of 1944, the Nazis
         occupy Hungary. Not long afterward, a series of increasingly repressive
         measures are passed, and the Jews of Eliezer’s town are forced into
         small ghettos within Sighet. Soon they are herded onto cattle cars,
         and a nightmarish journey ensues. After days and nights crammed
         into the car, exhausted and near starvation, the passengers arrive
         at Birkenau, the gateway to Auschwitz.
      

      
      Upon his arrival in Birkenau, Eliezer and his father are
         separated from his mother and sisters, whom they never see again.
         In the first of many “selections” that Eliezer describes in the
         memoir, the Jews are evaluated to determine whether they should
         be killed immediately or put to work. Eliezer and his father seem
         to pass the evaluation, but before they are brought to the prisoners’
         barracks, they stumble upon the open-pit furnaces where the Nazis
         are burning babies by the truckload.
      

      
      The Jewish arrivals are stripped, shaved, disinfected,
         and treated with almost unimaginable cruelty. Eventually, their
         captors march them from Birkenau to the main camp, Auschwitz. They
         eventually arrive in Buna, a work camp, where Eliezer is put to
         work in an electrical-fittings factory. Under slave-labor conditions,
         severely malnourished and decimated by the frequent “selections,”
         the Jews take solace in caring for each other, in religion, and
         in Zionism, a movement favoring the establishment of a Jewish state
         in Palestine, considered the holy land. In the camp, the Jews are
         subject to beatings and repeated humiliations. A vicious foreman
         forces Eliezer to give him his gold tooth, which is pried out of
         his mouth with a rusty spoon.
      

      
      The prisoners are forced to watch the hanging of fellow
         prisoners in the camp courtyard. On one occasion, the Gestapo even
         hang a small child who had been associated with some rebels within
         Buna. Because of the horrific conditions in the camps and the ever-present danger
         of death, many of the prisoners themselves begin to slide into cruelty,
         concerned only with personal survival. Sons begin to abandon and
         abuse their fathers. Eliezer himself begins to lose his humanity
         and his faith, both in God and in the people around him.
      

      
      After months in the camp, Eliezer undergoes an operation
         for a foot injury. While he is in the infirmary, however, the Nazis
         decide to evacuate the camp because the Russians are advancing and
         are on the verge of liberating Buna. In the middle of a snowstorm,
         the prisoners begin a death march: they are forced to run for more
         than fifty miles to the Gleiwitz concentration camp. Many die of
         exposure to the harsh weather and exhaustion. At Gleiwitz, the prisoners
         are herded into cattle cars once again. They begin another deadly
         journey: one hundred Jews board the car, but only twelve remain
         alive when the train reaches the concentration camp Buchenwald. Throughout
         the ordeal, Eliezer and his father help each other to survive by
         means of mutual support and concern. In Buchenwald, however, Eliezer’s
         father dies of dysentery and physical abuse. Eliezer survives, an
         empty shell of a man until April 11, 1945,
         the day that the American army liberates the camp.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Eliezer - The
            narrator of Night and the stand-in for the memoir’s
            author, Elie Wiesel. Night traces Eliezer’s psychological
            journey, as the Holocaust robs him of his faith in God and exposes
            him to the deepest inhumanity of which man is capable. Despite many tests
            of his humanity, however, Eliezer maintains his devotion to his
            father. It is important to note that we learn Eliezer’s last name
            only in passing, and that it is never repeated. His story—which
            parallels Wiesel’s own biography—is intensely personal, but it is
            also representative of the experiences of hundreds of thousands
            of Jewish teenagers.
         

      

      
      
         Chlomo - Even
            though he is the only character other than Eliezer who is present
            throughout the memoir, Eliezer’s father is named only once, at the
            end of Night. Chlomo is respected by the entire
            Jewish community of Sighet, and by his son as well. He and Eliezer
            desperately try to remain together throughout their concentration camp ordeal.
         

      

      
      
         Moshe the Beadle - Eliezer’s teacher of Jewish mysticism, Moshe is
            a poor Jew who lives in Sighet. He is deported before the rest of
            the Sighet Jews but escapes and returns to tell the town what the
            Nazis are doing to the Jews. Tragically, the community takes Moshe
            for a lunatic.
         

      

      
      
         Akiba Drumer  - A
            Jewish Holocaust victim who gradually loses his faith in God as
            a result of his experiences in the concentration camp.
         

      

      
      
         Madame Schächter  - A Jewish woman from Sighet who is deported in the
            same cattle car as Eliezer. Madame Schächter is taken for a madwoman
            when, every night, she screams that she sees furnaces in the distance.
            She proves to be a prophetess, however, as the trains soon arrive
            at the crematoria of Auschwitz.
         

      

      
      
         Juliek - A
            young musician whom Eliezer meets in Auschwitz. Juliek reappears
            late in the memoir, when Eliezer hears him playing the violin after
            the death march to Gleiwitz.
         

      

      
      
         Tibi and Yosi - Two
            brothers with whom Eliezer becomes friendly in Buna. Tibi and Yosi
            are Zionists. Along with Eliezer, they make a plan to move to Palestine
            after the war.
         

      

      
      
         Dr. Josef Mengele - When he arrives at Auschwitz, Eliezer encounters
            the historically infamous Dr. Mengele. Mengele was the cruel doctor
            who presided over the selection of arrivals at Auschwitz/Birkenau.
            Known as the “Angel of Death,” Mengele’s words sentenced countless
            prisoners to death in the gas chambers. He also directed horrific
            experiments on human subjects at the camp.
         

      

      
      
         Idek - Eliezer’s
            Kapo (a prisoner conscripted by the Nazis to police other prisoners)
            at the electrical equipment warehouse in Buna. Despite the fact
            that they also faced the cruelty of the Nazis, many Kapos were as cruel
            to the prisoners as the Germans. During moments of insane rage,
            Idek beats Eliezer.
         

      

      
      
         Franek - Eliezer’s
            foreman at Buna. Franek notices Eliezer’s gold tooth and gets a
            dentist in the camp to pry it out with a rusty spoon.
         

      

      
      
         Rabbi Eliahou - A
            devout Jewish prisoner whose son abandons him in one of many instances
            in Night of a son behaving cruelly toward his father.
            Eliezer prays that he will never behave as Rabbi Eliahou’s son behaves.
         

      

      
      
         Zalman - One
            of Eliezer’s fellow prisoners. Zalman is trampled to death during
            the run to Gleiwitz.
         

      

      
      
         Meir Katz - Eliezer’s
            father’s friend from Buna. In the cattle car to Buchenwald, Katz
            saves Eliezer’s life from an unidentified assailant.
         

      

      
      
         Stein - Eliezer’s
            relative from Antwerp, Belgium, whom he and his father encounter
            in Auschwitz. Trying to bolster his spirit, Eliezer lies to Stein
            and tells him that his family is still alive and healthy.
         

      

      
      
         Hilda - Eliezer’s
            oldest sister.
         

      

      
      
         Béa - Eliezer’s
            middle sister.
         

      

      
      
         Tzipora - Eliezer’s
            youngest sister.
         

      

      
   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Eliezer

         
         Eliezer is more than just a traditional protagonist; his
            direct experience is the entire substance of Night. He
            tells his story in a highly subjective, first-person, autobiographical
            voice, and, as a result, we get an intimate, personal account of
            the Holocaust through direct descriptive language. Whereas many
            books about the Holocaust use a generalized historical or epic perspective
            to paint a broad picture of the period, Eliezer’s account is limited
            in scope but gives a personal perspective through which the reader
            receives a harrowingly intimate description of life under the Nazis.
         

         
         First and foremost, it is important to differentiate between
            the author of Night, Elie Wiesel, and its narrator
            and protagonist, Eliezer. That a distinction can be made does not
            mean that Night is a work of fiction. Indeed, except
            for minor details, what happens to Eliezer is exactly what happened
            to Wiesel during the Holocaust. But Wiesel alters minor details
            (for example, Wiesel wounded his knee in the concentration camps,
            while Eliezer wounds his foot) in order to place some distance,
            however small, between himself and his protagonist. It is extremely
            painful for a survivor to remember and write about his or her Holocaust
            experience; creating a narrator allows Wiesel to distance himself
            somewhat from the trauma and suffering about which he writes.
         

         
         Wiesel did not write Night merely to
            document historical truths about physical events. The memoir is
            concerned with the emotional truth about the Holocaust, as experienced
            by individuals. As Eliezer struggles for survival, his most fundamental
            beliefs—his faith in God, faith in his fellow human beings, and
            sense of justice in the world—are called into question. He emerges
            from his experience profoundly changed. The Holocaust shakes his
            faith in God and the world around him, and he sees the depths of
            cruelty and selfishness to which any human being—including himself—can
            sink. Through Eliezer, Wiesel intimately conveys his horrible experiences
            and his transformation as a prisoner during the Holocaust.
         

      

      
      
         Eliezer’s Father

         
         Aside from Eliezer, Eliezer’s father, Chlomo, is the only
            other constant presence in the work. However, whereas Eliezer develops throughout
            the work, experiencing horrible revelations and undergoing numerous
            changes, Eliezer’s father remains a fairly static character, an
            older man who loves his son and depends upon him for support. We
            do not get to hear Chlomo’s thoughts about his experiences, and
            the only development we are shown is his gradual decline, a decline
            that all of the camp’s prisoners experience.
         

         
         This lack of insight into Chlomo reflects the work’s commitment to
            Eliezer’s perspective. Instead of understanding Chlomo and his experience
            objectively or through his own eyes, we see him through Eliezer’s
            eyes. Eliezer is constantly thinking of his father, and their relationship
            is crucial to Eliezer’s experience. Eliezer’s father serves not
            so much as a three-dimensional character but as an aspect of Eliezer’s
            life. We do not see what is going on in Chlomo’s mind because Eliezer
            can tell us only about his own experience.
         

         
         Chlomo is a central presence in the memoir because he
            is of utmost importance to Eliezer. He functions almost as the center
            of Eliezer’s struggle for survival. Eliezer’s relationship with
            his father reminds him of fundamental feelings of love, duty, and
            commitment to his family. His commitment to his father also reminds
            him of his own humanity, of the goodness left in his heart. All
            around him, he sees fellow prisoners descending to the deepest depths
            of selfishness and cruelty, but his relationship to his father reminds
            him that there is life outside of the Holocaust, and a set of fundamental
            moral values that transcends the cruelty and hatred of the Nazi
            universe.
         

      

      
      
         Moshe the Beadle

         
         Moshe the Beadle is the first character introduced in Night, and
            his values resonate throughout the text, even though he himself
            disappears after the first few pages. Moshe represents, first and
            foremost, an earnest commitment to Judaism, and to Jewish mysticism
            in particular. As Eliezer’s Cabbala teacher, Moshe talks about the
            riddles of the universe and God’s centrality to the quest for understanding. Moshe’s
            words frame the conflict of Eliezer’s struggle for faith, which
            is at the center of Night.
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