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			PRIMO LEVI


			ITALIAN WRITER AND HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR


			

					Born in Turin in 1919.


					Died in Turin in 1987.


					
Notable works:
	
The Truce (1963), novel


	
The Wrench (1978), novel


	
The Drowned and the Saved (1986), essays







			


			Primo Levi was born in Turin to a middle-class Jewish family. After studying chemistry in his hometown, he moved to Milan for work and joined the anti-fascist resistance in 1943. As a result, he was arrested and deported to Auschwitz on 22 February 1944. He remained there for a year, until the camp’s liberation by the Red Army in January 1945. Upon his return to Italy, he found work as a chemist and married Lucia Morpurgo, with whom he had two children.


			Immediately after his return from Auschwitz, he began work on his first book, If This Is a Man (1947). This was followed by several others, including The Truce (1963), which tells of his journey back to Italy, The Periodic Table (1975), which focuses on his experiences as a chemist, and The Drowned and the Saved (1986), his last and darkest book. Levi committed suicide in 1987.


		




		

			IF THIS IS A MAN


			AUSCHWITZ AND THE ANNIHILATION OF HUMANITY


			

					
Genre: autobiographical novel


					
Reference edition: Levi, P. (1991) If This Is a Man/The Truce. Trans. Woolf, S. London: Abacus.


					
1st edition: 1947


					
Themes: the Holocaust, Second World War, Nazism, concentration camps, survival, humanity


			


			If This Is a Man was one of the first accounts of life in the Nazi concentration camps to be published and, according to its author, aims to “furnish documentation for a quiet study of certain aspects of the human mind”. This first-person narrative was motivated by Levi’s urgent need to share his experience of Auschwitz with those who had not experienced its horrors.


			The novel was first published in 1947 by a small publishing company, and to begin with its success was modest. It was not until it was republished in 1958 that the book reached a bigger audience, even inspiring theatre and radio adaptations. Since then, If This Is a Man has come to be considered one of the most important literary works about concentration camps.


		




		

			SUMMARY


			LIFE IN THE CAMP


			At the age of 24, Levi joins the anti-fascist resistance in Italy, which leads to his arrest by the militia. During the ensuing interrogation, he declares himself an “Italian citizen of Jewish race”. He is then sent to a camp near Modena. From there, 600 Jews – men, women and children – are transported to Auschwitz in sealed goods wagons.


			There, the healthy are separated from the sick, with the former sent to the Buna-Monowitz and Birkenau camps, and the latter condemned to the gas chamber. Levi describes the men who know they are leaving for their death and their astonishment at the gratuitous, emotionless brutality of the SS. 


			Levi and his companions are immediately stripped of all their possessions, shaved and tattooed. They receive the same old clothes that they had glimpsed camp prisoners wearing the previous day. Levi soon learns the codes of the Lager (camp), which govern every activity, from labour to meals to sleep. Within just a few days, he realises the futility of looking to the future or remembering the past.


			Shortly after his arrival, he is assigned to Block 30, where he discovers two fundamental elements of camp life: the jumble of languages and the value of bread, which is not just food, but also serves as currency. He also meets Steinlauf, a former sergeant in the Austro-Hungarian army, who washes himself every day so that he can hold on to his humanity, survive the camp and bear witness afterwards. However, Levi struggles to see the sense in clinging to a value system in a place as hellish and senseless as the Lager.
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