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My paper contends that Reznikoff’s 1975 documentary poem Holocaust, uses narrative gaps, temporal indeterminacies, and hyperbolic understatement to reclaim affective capacities submerged in the court transcripts of the Adolf Eichmann trial in the early 1960s. Praised by Louis Zukofsky in 1931 as an example of the “strictly objective estimate of social forces and historical and contemporary particulars” characteristic of Objectivist poetry, Reznikoff’s later work has remained primarily viewed through Zukofsky’s Marxist materialist leanings. However, a materialist lens does not account for his insistence on the importance of feeling to his work, or the degree to which his later work supplements its journalistic style and historical particulars with complex modes of affect, not entirely reducible to the materialist imagination of the Objectivist movement or the definitive nature of legal discourse. 

Its publication in 1975, suggests that Holocaust can be read as an intervention in the widely publicized debates galvanized by the Robert Faurisson affair, in which false logic was used to claim that the gas chambers did not exist. The rational structure of this argument is addressed implicitly by Reznikoff’s exposition of an affective undercurrent that resists purely rational, empathetic, or moral codes as comprehensive responses to the atrocities Holocaust describes. On the one hand, the process of editing over 100,000 pages of eye-witness testimony to the compressed journalistic objectivity, hyperbolic understatement, and indeterminate narrative trajectory of Holocaust modulates the call for a Jewish-American nationalism that accompanied the Eichmann proceedings, into brief intimate vignettes centered on intense but depersonalized victimization. The process by which the depersonalized destruction of prisoner’s bodies is translated into the personal incites an ongoing interrogation of the validity of using prescribed emotional categories to identify with the victims of extreme abjection. 

On another hand, by resisting the identity politics of the statist rhetoric generated by the Eichmann trial itself, along with the politics of the more immediate post-Holocaust push for a Zionist identity devoted to Israeli statehood in the 1950s, Holocaust exposes a notion of subjectivity emerging in the permeability of the prescriptive impulse both theories are posited on. In short, Reznikoff’s nuanced depersonalization of historical atrocity through journalistic objectivity, hyperbolic understatement, and indeterminate narratives trajectories stakes the possibility of communication on the mutability of cultural and political borders. Reznikoff’s belief in feeling, as the binding agent in literature, wagers that the affective force emerging from this communication, can draw people together. With Holocaust, Reznikoff wagers that humanities capacity to mutually identify feelings of disgust in the face of suffering, is what communicates the possibility and politics of an affective collective.

