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“Due icone della Shoah”: 
Primo Levi, Anne Frank, and 
the “peccato della finzione”

Millicent Marcus 
Yale University

Abstract: In Primo Levi e Anna Frank: tra testimonianza e letteratura, Maria 
Anna Mariani undertakes a doubly formidable challenge:  to break new 
ground in the scholarship on these exhaustively studied “icone della 
Shoah;” and to do so by using a juxtapositional strategy without lapsing 
into a schematic and reductive drawing of comparisons between the 
two. Instead, Mariani’s book is shaped by the deeper logic announced in 
its subtitle. What interests this author is the over-riding problem of the 
so-called “’peccato’ della finzione” – the perceived threat posed by any 
aesthetic tampering with the authenticity of Holocaust witness within 
the writings and the constructed public personae of Levi and Frank. In 
the case of Levi, who believed that he had usurped the testimony of the 
only true Holocaust witnesses – those who had experienced the fatal 
logic of the Final Solution – Mariani traces the literary strategies needed 
to “espiare il proprio debito di presenza”. In the case of Anne Frank, the 
“peccato” – the aesthetic manipulation of the Diary – is attributable to both 
the writer herself, and to the interventions of her father, Otto. In a striking 
final move, Mariani compiles examples of the imaginative appropriations 
of these “icone della Shoah” within the literary and pop-cultural spheres of 
their afterlives. 
Keywords: Holocaust, Shoah, testimony, witness, Primo Levi, Anna Frank, 
Otto Frank, Auschwitz, Se questo è un uomo, Survival in Auschwitz, La tregua, 
Il sistema periodico, La ricerca delle radici, Storie naturali, I sommersi e i salvati.

In a 1966 interview cited by Mariani, Primo Levi proclaimed 
himself a bipartite creature: 

 “Io sono un anfibeo, sono un centauro. [ . . .] Io sono diviso 
in due metà” (76). The same can be said of this fine new book 
by Maria Anna Mariani (Primo Levi e Anna Frank: tra testimonianza 
e letteratura. Roma: Carocci, 2018), which undertakes the 
daunting task of breaking new ground in the scholarship on 
two exhaustively studied “icone della Shoah” (11). From the very 
start, Mariani disabuses us of any expectation that this will be 
a rigid, mechanical series of comparisons between the personal 
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statures and testimonial works of Primo Levi and Anne Frank. 
It will not be a programmatic run-through of their respective 
biographies and writings, accompanied by contrastive analyses 
of their achievements. Instead, this book is shaped by a deeper 
logic, announced in its subtitle: “tra testimonianza e letteratura.” 
Formal balance gives way instead to the looser structure required 
by this in-depth exploration of a project as aesthetically complex 
and ethically fraught as this. (More space is devoted to Levi than to 
Frank, and the approach adopted in the Levi chapters hinges largely 
on close textual analysis, whereas that of the chapters on Frank 
addresses editorial issues, her status as icon and her appropriation 
by artists and impresarios – in short, her cultural afterlife). 

What serves to unify the two disparate “natures” of this hybrid 
study is the over-riding problem of the “’peccato’ della finzione” 
(12) – the threat posed by any aesthetic “contamination” of the 
alleged purity and authenticity of Holocaust witness. The result 
is a study of remarkable urgency and rigor in its contributions to 
the scholarship on Levi and Frank, as well as to the larger debates 
surrounding representations of the Holocaust in the arts. 

The tension between “testimonianza e letteratura” in the work of 
Levi has been the subject of much concern among scholars such as 
Lawrence Langer and Nancy Harrowitz most recently.1 But they use 
literature in its institutional sense, pointing to the Dantean model 
in “Il canto di Ulisse” chapter of Survival in Auschwitz, for example, or 
classical allusions throughout his work. For Mariani, “the literary” 
stands for the broader category of literary technique – questions of 
voice, semantics, syntax, and genre. Central to her analysis of Levi’s 
rhetoric throughout his testimonial writings is the suppression of 
the pronoun io in favor of noi, a tendency which arises from his 
dread of being labeled a usurper. Mariani bases this pronomial 
strategy on the famous passage in I sommersi e i salvati, where Levi 
claims that the only true witnesses, “i testimoni integrali, coloro la 
cui deposizione avrebbe avuto significato generale” (cited on p. 34) 
are the drowned, those who touched bottom, who saw the Gorgon, 
who lived out the extreme logic of the Final Solution. Because he 
cannot exorcise the doubt that his own survival may have been 
achieved at the expense others, more worthy than he, Levi must do 
penance by speaking for those who no longer can, by voicing their 
plight per delega, per interposta persona. In order to expiate his own 
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survivor’s guilt, he must bury the “io” of the usurper, and take on the 
collective “noi” of the drowned, a tactic which, despite all efforts, 
fails to save him. As Mariani puts it, “parlare per delega rischia 
di svuotare il corpo del sopravvissuto della propria singolarità […] 
di trasformare quella sua vita in una vita impropria, che non gli 
appartiene” (37). Throughout all of the chapters devoted to Levi, 
Mariani will insist on the writer’s need to “espiare il proprio debito 
di presenza” (50), pointing out, for example, his strategic reference 
to chemistry as “nostro mestiere” in Il sistema periodico, as a way of 
hiding the singular, autobiographical impulse behind what is in 
effect, a text of witness. It was chemistry, after all, which enabled 
Levi to survive Auschwitz, so that the personal pronoun in “nostro 
mestiere” comes to point to another collectivity – that of the lager 
itself – whose genocidal fate he was able to avoid thanks to his 
months spent in the lab of Buna.

In an ingenious move, Mariani discerns another masked 
autobiographical text – one which affords Levi “un altro modo di 
dire ‘io’”(53) – in La ricerca delle radici, the anthology of writings 
dear to Levi from scriptural, philosophical, scientific and literary 
sources. Because each excerpt in this collection is associated with 
an episode in Levi’s life, Mariani proclaims La ricerca delle radici an 
autobiography by indirection, since it is the excerpts which drive the 
anthology, and not the author’s life stories with which they are 
linked (emphases mine). Another index of veiled autobiographical 
intent is the gallery of authorial doubles who feature in these 
selections: Job, Ulysses, Jacob, Marco Polo, et. al. In the process, 
La ricerca delle radici offers “l’unico praticabile autoritratto leviano: 
quello per interposte persone” (55).

Though science fiction promises Levi escape from the burden 
of testimony by allowing him to indulge his authorial ego, 
untrammeled by the need to “expiate his debt of presence,” that 
promise proves to be a hollow one. No matter how whimsical and 
fantastic these short fictions are, the lager is never far away, either 
by analogy – both sci fi as a literary genre, and Levi’s analytical 
approach to Auschwitz partake of experimentation (76) – or by an 
oblique and distorted process of social mirroring (78 n.11). Levi’s 
very description of the short story collection Storie naturali as “vizio, 
trasgressione, frode, reato” is telling. This list of labels, playful in 
its exaggerated moralizing, nonetheless betrays Levi’s deep unease 
at deviating from his testimonial calling.
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Throughout the first half of her study, Mariani anchors her 
arguments in the specifics of Levian prose, revealing her impressive 
powers of close reading at the service of interpretation. Analyzing 
the passage in which Levi compares the lager to a giant experiment, 
for example, she notes the dryness of his prose, da manuale. But 
a surprising adverbial interjection – the archaic “quivi” – in the 
midst of this passage, alerts the critic to Levi’s own efforts to resist 
the cold scientific approach which his writing must otherwise 
reflect. In her rhetorical analysis of Levi’s invitation to his readers 
to imagine what it would be like to be entirely stripped of their 
humanity, Mariani’s calls attention to the strategic use of the passive 
construction throughout the passage. Prisoners’ emotions can only 
be expressed as “potenziali, ipotetiche, distanti, disincarnate,” and 
modal verbs must be formulated in the conditional (25). But it is 
at the service of her central argument in the Levi section – the 
writer’s need to purge the “I” from his testimony – that her gifts of 
close reading are most consequentially brought to bear. 

Above all, Levi’s “grammatica concentrazionaria” (25) requires a 
recodification of pronouns. Where Levi confesses the fear that his 
survival may have been bought at the expense of others (32-33), 
Mariani skillfully traces the movement of pronouns from tu to noi, 
in the writer’s effort to skirt the underlying io which threatens the 
moral justification of his right to bear witness. Among the most 
striking features of the book’s second half is its treatment of Primo 
Levi and Anne Frank as characters within the literary imaginations 
of others, and within the cultural imaginary of our times. Frank’s 
afterlife as a femme fatale for Philip Roth, as an old woman in an 
attic for Shalom Auslander, as a face infinitely reproduced, as the 
object of theatrical and cinematic spectacles, shows how amenable 
she is to appropriation and identification. 

Mariani dedicates particularly poignant pages to “Il volto di 
Anna Frank” (112), the frozen image of “una ragazza in divenire” 
(114) who encapsulates all of the possibilities of becoming. Levi, 
instead, does not lend himself to such free appropriation, a fact 
which Mariani attributes to the “sacred” status that he has achieved 
as the survivor/witness per eccellenza (125). Among the gallery 
of fictionalized Levian figures is a cartoon character in Matteo 
Mastragostino’s Primo Levi who hews closely to biographical fact, 
as does Demetrio Paolin’s Levi in Conforme alla gloria, and Jorge 
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Semprún’s character in “Il giorno della morte di Primo Levi” (the 
eighth chapter of La scrittura e la vita). The most fraught of these 
Levian “sightings” is the one which Mariani analyzes in Giorgio 
Pressburger’s Nel regno oscuro, where Levi becomes the object of the 
first-person narrator’s vitriol for committing suicide. Of the utmost 
significance for Mariani’s project is the appearance of Frank along 
with Levi among the cast of characters in this regno oscuro. 

As in his characterization of Levi, Pressburger paints Frank with 
a dark brush, placing her in the setting of Belsen-Bergen, where 
the optimism of her reflections on human nature in her writings is 
given the lie, thus filling the void between the events recounted in 
her diary, and the reality of her fate in the lager.

Throughout her book, Mariani engages intensely with scholars 
in the field of Holocaust studies, both in her copious footnotes, 
and in the body of the text. Some of the most striking of these 
engagements involve her staking a minority position with respect 
to the received wisdom on a range of topics. The controversial 
American translation of the title Se questo è un uomo is foremost 
among them. The claim that the title Survival in Auschwitz is 
a brazen appeal to U.S. readers - obsessed with the brute facts 
of the Shoah, eager for the redeeming narrative that “survival” 
promises, and oblivious to the profound philosophical questions 
and theological resonances of the Italian title, which takes as its 
point of departure the searing poem “Shema” of its epigraph - is 
well known. But this leads to a profound and nuanced analysis of 
the term “survival” on Mariani’s part, including considerations of 
a purely biological existence (nuda vita) by such thinkers as Robert 
Antelme, who sees simply staying alive as a victory over the SS, and 
therefore a political act, and of Robert Gordon, who cites ordinary 
virtues, not just heroic resistance, as worthy of acknowledgement. 
In the light of Mariani’s own reflections on what it took for Levi to 
justify his post-Auschwitz existence as a writer and a witness (per 
delega), she ends up not only celebrating a title which privileges 
survival, but goes so far as to argue that a slightly revised title – 
Survival After Auschwitz – could well apply to Levi’s entire body of 
work (31).

In the book’s second half, Mariani issues minority reports 
on two critical aspects of Anne Frank’s legacy. The first involves 
her father, Otto Frank, and his controversial role as censor and 
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co-author of his daughter’s diary. After a meticulous account of 
the editorial history of the diary, Mariani challenges assumptions 
about purity and authenticity by revealing that the rough and 
somewhat incoherent “ur-text” was edited by Anne herself, before 
being revised by her father. Thus charges that Otto Frank censured 
the work, and exploited it for his own gain, are mitigated by the 
fact that Anne had already performed her an act of “auto-editing,” 
reframing her diary, originally written for her own eyes, in a form 
destined to attract a public readership. Mariani defends Otto’s 
interventions – his deletion of sexual coming-of-age details, of 
mother-daughter friction, etc. – as accommodations to the mores 
of the times, and thus, as assurances of the diary’s widest possible 
public circulation.

It is the second minority report with respect to Anne that forms 
the book’s epilogue: it addresses the negative critical reception 
with which her minor works – fictional writings which included 
the outlines of a novel – and a few short stories, were met. Here 
we see a resurfacing of “il peccato della finzione” – the knot that 
joins the two parts of this centaur-like study. Unlike Levi’s case, 
where the fictional impulse, with its affirmation of the authorial 
“I,” was experienced by the writer himself as ethically dangerous, 
i.e., a veritable sin, in Frank’s case the “sinfulness” of her writing 
was a judgement delivered from outside, for reasons connected 
to these works’ scarce literary merit, their reinforcement of the 
writer’s image as an incorrigible optimist, along with Frank’s and 
her family’s denial in the face of the historical threat swirling 
around them. Mariani, instead, citing the philosopher Kendall L. 
Walton, redeems these fictions, whose protagonists are invariably 
projections of Anne, enabling the writer to develop her own 
cognitive resources, and to come to terms with external reality 
through the therapeutic practices of “make-believe” (137).

I would be remiss to neglect one of the most fraught issues 
on which Mariani touches in this narrowly focused inquiry 
whose reverberations for Holocaust studies are nonetheless wide-
ranging and deep. It is the question of the unicità of the Shoah, 
and here again, the subtitle gains new resonance. Testimonianza, 
its evidence-based rootedness in individual experience, migrates 
in the direction of letteratura through metaphor and allegory in 
both Levi and Frank, according to Mariani, who cites the former’s 
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striking inscription of the latter in a poem entitled “La bambina 
di Pompei,” in which Anne is alluded to as one of three victims of 
catastrophe, flanked by the poem’s title character on the one side, 
and a school girl from Hiroshima on the other. Similar to Levi’s 
neutralization of the Holocaust’s specificity, the Franks’ father-
daughter project is also enlisted in a universalist understanding of 
the Shoah as “una storia generica di generiche vittime” (92). 

Hovering over this entire study, and emblazoned in the subtitle 
“tra testimonianza e letteratura,” is the aesthetic/moral problem 
posed by Adorno’s famously misunderstood dictum: “There can 
be no poetry after Auschwitz.” In my own work, I have given the 
term “Holocaust fundamentalism” to the ban on creative license 
in representations of the Shoah, and I do not mean to be flippant 
in coining such a label. It speaks, instead, to the “sacred” status 
that testimony has acquired in our times, or as Mariani puts is 
so trenchantly, “testimonianza è la vera forma di scrittura sacra 
della nostra epoca” (16), and, therefore, to succumb to the “sin” of 
fiction is to commit a “trasgressione di ordine sacro”(16). This very 
charge has been parried on numerous fronts – among them, by 
historians in the Haden White school who argue that the historical 
record is itself a narrative construct,2 by psychoanalytic scholars 
of survivor testimony in their investigations of utterances which 
deviate from the historical record but which offer access to a deeper, 
more “radical” truth (according to one witness, all four chimneys 
of Birkenau were blown up in the Auschwitz uprising, whereas, in 
actual fact, only one of them was damaged)3, and who argue that 
there can be no such thing as a pure, authentic, holistic and strictly 
factual testament to the Holocaust experience, no “ur” account 
from which any deviation can be said to amount to heresy, given 
the infinite diversity, complexity, and open-endedness of survivor 
discourse. But it is Holocaust fundamentalism, or perhaps I should 
call it Holocaust literalism, which seems to get the upper hand in 
this debate, especially in critiques of mass media representations 
of the Shoah, as demonstrated in the negative responses to the 
television mini-series Holocaust, or to films such as Schindler’s 
List, Life Is Beautiful, etc., and the milder, although nonetheless 
damaging, dismissal of Francesco Rosi’s film La tregua, condemned 
for betraying its literary source in Levi’s eponymous memoir. 

Mariani walks a fine line between acknowledging on the one 
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hand “le prerogative della finzione: la sua disponibilità a giocare con 
i ‘se’ e a penetrare nelle menti altrui trattandole come membrane 
trasparenti” (16) and  acknowledging the validity of the “resistenza 
immaginativa” (16) of those who are deeply disturbed by fictional 
tampering with biographies of such “icone della Shoah,” as Levi 
and Frank. For this second group, Mariani argues that “[è] nella 
metamorfosi da testimoni a personaggi che sembra dunque insinuarsi 
la forma più grave del peccato della finzione” (16, emphases mine).

By way of conclusion, let me circle back to Levi's obsessive 
avoidance of the authorial “I.” In striking contrast, Mariani 
shows no compunctions about asserting her own subjectivity, 
sprinkling her text with first-person singular pronouns, which 
call attention to her critical process.  For example, “penso che sia 
talmente importante,” Mariani writes, “che è proprio ancorandomi 
a questo pronome [io] e a quello plurale destinato a rimpiazzarlo 
che vorrei iniziare ad addentrarmi nell'immensa questione che 
Levi ci pone” (23-24). Above all, such a strategy signals her own 
intense and explicit personal engagement with her book's “due 
icone della Shoah” as they navigate the highly fraught space “tra 
testimonianza e letteratura.”

Notes
1 See Lawrence Langer (133-147) and Nancy Harrowitz, who touches on 

this issue throughout many of the pages of her study. 
2 Mariani will cite White’s assertion of “il nucleo fabulatorio della storia” 

in the context of Carlo Ginzburg’s counter-assertion of history as “una 
disciplina fattuale” (69). 

3 See Dori Laub (59). 
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