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			Context

			When Elie Wiesel wrote Night in 1956, it was rejected by multiple publishers because of the graphic account of the atrocities it describes. It was also assumed that there was no audience for Holocaust literature. While Anne Frank’s diary had been published to wide acclaim first in 1947—and then translated to English in 1952—the events recounted by Frank, horrible though they were, take place prior to her transport to a concentration camp, whereas Wiesel’s story takes place within the brutal confines of Auschwitz, Gleiwitz, and Buchenwald. 

			Wiesel was encouraged to write his story by the French novelist François Mauriac, author of the book’s foreword when it was ultimately published by Hill and Wang in 1960. The capture of SS lieutenant Adolf Eichmann that same year, and his subsequent trial, brought the magnitude of the historic events to a much broader segment of the American public and facilitated a greater understanding of—and interest in—the stories of survivors.

			Early reviews for the book were mixed. One critic argued that it was an invaluable testimony, but a “failure as a work of art.” However, Night has since sold 10 million copies and spent more than 80 weeks on the New York Times bestseller list. It had a surge of popularity in the 1980s after Wiesel won the Nobel Peace Prize, and again in 2006 after it was selected for the Oprah Winfrey Book Club. 

			It continues to be the definitive eyewitness account of the sheer inhumanity of the Holocaust, and a popular inclusion in high school and college curricula. Like Anne Frank’s diary, Night is a useful vehicle for connecting young people to the history of the Holocaust because Wiesel was a teenager when Nazis transported he and his family to the camps. And though he wrote Night many years later, he faithfully delivers his thoughts and emotions exactly as they had occurred, even when they cause him shame. 

			Holocaust literature has become a full-fledged genre in its own right, with a plethora of fiction and nonfiction texts published in the decades since the original release of Night, as humanity still upholds the notion that we will “never forget.”

		

	
		
			Overview

			Elie Wiesel’s Night is one of the most well known testimonials from a Holocaust survivor in all of literature. At the beginning of the memoir, Elie is twelve years old, a devoutly religious Jew in the Transylvania town of Sighet. At age 15, German troops arrive—it’s the spring of 1944, and the Jews are forced to wear yellow stars on their clothing and are relocated to ghettos. Shortly thereafter, they are rounded up for “transport” and packed into crowded cattle cars with standing room only and inhumane conditions. 

			The captive Jews arrive at Auschwitz, the concentration camp in Poland. Elie cannot believe what he is experiencing; the stench of the crematorium is heavy in the air and he witnesses guards throwing children into a burning trench. Elie and his father are separated from his mother and sisters. The Jews are forced into labor, denied adequate food and rest, and beaten mercilessly. 

			The Wiesels work in an electronics factory overseen by sadists. When the Russian army nears Auschwitz, the prisoners are evacuated on a seemingly endless death march to another camp. Elie and his father manage to keep each other alive as their fellow captives die in droves: shot by Nazi guards or frozen to death in the snow. 

			The Russian army continues to press on, and the Jews finally arrive in a third camp, Buchenwald. Elie’s father has been stricken with dysentery. As he lies in bed calling out his son’s name, an SS guard arrives and issues a beating that kills him. 

			Elie must come to terms with a feeling of relief, no longer having to look out for them both. Allied forces liberate Buchenwald in April of 1945, but when Elie looks in the mirror for the first time after his ordeal, he sees a corpse. He has become a shell of a human being, robbed of his family, his community, and his faith in God.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Preface to the New Translation by Elie Wiesel

			Wiesel describes Night as the definitive text of his career as an author and examines his reasons for having written it: to keep a historical record as a duty to the dead, as a small act of vengeance against the perpetrators, and as a warning for the future—lest history repeats itself. He discusses the difficulties he faced in the writing process, thwarted by the feeling that language seemed ineffectual, words like “hunger—thirst—fear” could not adequately express the magnitude of the situation, having taken on different meanings during the war. 

			He notes that Night was rejected by all major publishers when originally submitted, and he quotes at length from sections removed from the original published text that discuss the naiveté of a belief in God, a detailed account of his father being beaten just before his death, and an anguished lengthier ending. He explains that with his greater command of English than when the book was originally published, he felt a new translation was warranted.

			Need to Know: Night is a damning record of the most reprehensible acts of genocide in human history, a memorial for its victims, and a grave reminder of the destructive powers of fascism and bigotry. With the distance of time, Wiesel confesses he no longer knows what he had hoped to achieve in writing it, but that he continues to believe in his moral obligation to bear witness and keep the events from disappearing from history. The 2006 edition was translated by his wife, Marion Wiesel, who has translated many of Wiesel’s other works.

			Foreword by François Mauriac

			Author and Nobel laureate François Mauriac recalls meeting a young Wiesel in Tel Aviv where the latter was working as a journalist. Mauriac had mentioned to Wiesel how he had been haunted by his wife’s description of Jews being forced onto cattle cars at the Austerlitz train station and Wiesel revealed that he had been among them. Mauriac declares the most affecting aspect of Night to be young Wiesel’s loss of religious faith, referencing Friedrich Nietzsche’s assertion that “God is dead.” 

			For Mauriac, however, experiencing the events of Night secondhand, the book is an affirmation of faith and the endurance of the Jewish people.

			Need to Know: François Mauriac highlights one of the major themes of the book: the possibility of maintaining a belief in God in the face of indescribable evil. He describes Wiesel as “a Lazarus risen from the dead,” echoing the final image of the book.

			Chapter One

			It is 1941 and Elie is twelve years old, living in the small Transylvania town of Sighet with his parents and three sisters. A devoutly religious boy, he spends his free time with a local vagabond, Moishe the Beadle, studying the Zohar, the Kabbalistic books of Jewish mysticism, with little thought of the war. Suddenly, all foreign Jews are deported from Sighet, including Moishe. 

			The deportees are forgotten until, months later, Moishe returns. He describes his harrowing ordeal: People had been taken to Poland, ordered by the Gestapo to dig their own graves, and then executed. Babies were used for target practice. Moishe managed to play dead and then escape. His account of these events is meant as a warning to the Jews of Sighet, but no one is listening; no one believes genocide is possible in the twentieth century. Life has returned to normal and the news of the war has been mostly promising. 

			Then, in 1944, the Germans invade Hungary and soldiers appear in Sighet. Jewish community leaders are taken into custody and the wearing of yellow stars becomes compulsory. The Jews are cordoned into two ghettos walled in with barbed wire. One evening, Wiesel’s father, Shlomo, returns from a town meeting and declares that they are soon to be transported out of Sighet. No one knows where they will be going. The Wiesels are scheduled for the last convoy and Elie watches as the others begin their dismal procession. 

			Elie notes the piles of possessions abandoned on the ground, the houses emptied and desolate like tombs, while the sun shines absurdly in the sky. As his family makes their own march to the smaller ghetto, Elie sees his father cry for the first time. This is the beginning of his hatred for their oppressors. 

			A few days later, the remaining Jews are corralled into the synagogue, which has been vandalized, and then ushered onto cattle cars for transport at eighty persons per car.

			Need to Know: The Jews in Sighet failed to heed Moishe the Beadle’s warnings that they were in grave danger. This refusal to believe the cruelty of the Nazis and potential annihilation foreshadows later events. Night serves as a cautionary tale about the terrible risk of ignoring or refusing to believe eyewitness testimony. Moishe the Beadle’s belief that he was spared death in order to warn his people of the horrors to come reiterates Wiesel’s sense of responsibility to bear witness for the dead, the living, and future generations. 

			Chapter 2

			The cattle car is packed beyond capacity and people must take turns sitting. A German officer barks orders and threats—if a single person goes missing, they will all be shot. A woman on the train, Mrs. Schächter, has been separated from her husband and two of her sons, and she is hallucinating from grief. Looking out the window, she begins shouting about a fire. Everyone gathers to look, but there is nothing there. Her screaming continues until the other captives lose their patience and gag her.

			Hours later, she frees herself from the gag and begins screaming again, still about the imagined fire, and this time they beat her into silence. The transport pulls into the station at Auschwitz. Prisoners drift by with information, claiming the conditions of the camp are humane, and the captives are relieved, but then the train continues on a little farther. Mrs. Schächter begins to scream again. Only this time, everyone can see the flames, and smell the stench of the crematorium. They have arrived at Birkenau.

			Need to Know: Like Moishe the Beadle, Mrs. Schächter issues a warning that the Jews fail to heed because of her perceived madness. After enduring abominable conditions on the transport, the prisoners arrive at the concentration camp at Auschwitz-Birkenau in the middle of the night, reinforcing one of the symbols (night) Wiesel uses throughout the book.

			Chapter Three

			Upon disembarking from the transport, the men and women are separated. Wiesel never saw his mother or youngest sister again, although the eldest two sisters survived. A prisoner warns Elie to tell the guards that he is not fifteen, but eighteen, and for his father to say that he is forty, not fifty. Another prisoner makes an ominous statement—they should have killed themselves when they had the chance—and begins shouting about the crematorium. 

			Dr. Josef Mengele arrives and questions the captives about their age and health, separating the young and healthy from the old and infirm, who are destined for the crematorium. Wiesel and his father are both spared in this first selection. Wiesel witnesses SS guards throwing children into a burning ditch nearby. Someone is reciting Kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead, and young Elie feels his first twinge of anger at God, and later describes this first night as filled with “moments that murdered my God.”  

			The new prisoners are stripped, shaved, and soaked in disinfectant. A guard informs them they can choose to work or go to the crematorium. The Gypsy in charge of the barracks slaps Elie’s father and the boy finds himself already too demoralized to react. The sun continues to shine incongruously as the prisoners are marched into Auschwitz. 

			After being allowed to sleep, they awaken with renewed morale, and heartened by rumors that the war will be over soon. They are tattooed with their prisoner numbers, and Elie becomes “A-7713.” A distant relative finds the Wiesels and asks if they have any word of his wife and children. Elie lies, claiming that they did have news that his family is fine, but when a new transport arrives from the man’s town he presumably learns the truth and Elie never sees him again. 

			Akiba Drumer, a particularly devout fellow prisoner, insists that God is testing the Jews and they must remain faithful. After several weeks in Auschwitz, the humane barracks guard is replaced by someone far more vicious, and then the Wiesels are transported to an Auschwitz “sub-camp.”

			Need to Know: The prisoners respond in different ways to their horrifying circumstances. Some cling to rumors that the war will be ending soon, while others take solace in their faith. Some wish they’d been selected for the crematorium or want to end things quickly at their own hand, including, at various points, Elie and his father. It is in this chapter that the overarching question of whether faith is possible in the midst of horror begins to develop most powerfully.

			Chapter Four

			In their new location, the sub-camp Buna, Elie and his father are housed with some young musicians, including Juliek, a young Polish violinist. They will be working in a warehouse counting electrical accessories. The work isn’t too hard, and when Elie requests to stay with his father, his father is assigned to work beside him. Here Elie meets Yossi and Tibi, Czech brothers whose parents were exterminated. 

			All of the prisoners are forced to have their gold fillings removed, but Elie talks his way out of this by feigning illness. Later he is badly beaten by Idek, a volatile psychopathic guard, and comforted by a French woman. Years later, as an adult, he meets the woman again in Paris and they spend an evening remembering their time in the camp and learning each other’s histories. When Idek beats Elie’s father, he finds his anger is directed at his father and not the guard, thinking that his father should have been able to avoid the madman’s brutality. 

			Elie recognizes his time in the concentration camp is changing him. Franek, the foreman of their work detail, notices Elie is still in possession of his gold filling. When Elie refuses to submit to the surgery, Franek punishes Elie’s father for Elie’s offense. Ultimately, Elie gives in and is operated on in a latrine with a rusted spoon. Another day, Elie stumbles upon Idek in an intimate moment with a young Polish girl in the warehouse and he is whipped until he loses consciousness. 

			Sirens go off one afternoon, indicating a nearby air raid; the Allies are bombing the factories. No one is permitted to leave the barracks. In the confusion, two vats of soup have been left in the center of the compound, unguarded. The prisoners stand at their windows, rapt by the sight of the soup. Finally, one man crawls on his elbows across the courtyard. He reaches the soup and is immediately shot dead. The Allied planes had dropped bombs that destroyed the Buna factory, but this starving prisoner reaching for the soup was the only casualty of the air raid.

			Soon after, a gallows is erected at the center of the camp and prisoners are forced to watch the hangings. Wiesel recalls the hanging of a cherubic child, the young protégé of a Dutch work crew supervisor who had been stockpiling weapons. The child took half an hour to die as an onlooker cried out, “For God’s sake, where is God?”

			Need to Know: This chapter contains some of the most violent episodes that Wiesel recounts from his period of captivity. The story of the man trying to get to the soup is a parable of the fatalism that is the result of extreme deprivation. This man was either brave enough to risk his life for the soup, or so resigned to his death that he no longer feared it. Wiesel remembers his silent answer to the voice calling out to God at the child’s hanging: that God himself is hanging from the gallows. Wiesel now believes that God is dead.

			Chapter Five

			On the eve of Rosh Hashanah—the day that marks the Jewish New Year—the Jews gather to pray, but Elie no longer has faith in his heart. On the contrary, he is angry with God, declaring himself God’s accuser. 

			On Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement—the most solemn day in the Jewish calendar—they are unsure whether it is safe to fast, as is tradition, given that they are already on the verge of starvation. Some argue fasting is even more important in these terrible circumstances because it would show God that they’re still capable of worshipping Him. Elie’s father forbids him from doing so, but Elie admits he wouldn’t have fasted anyway, as a way of rebelling against God. 

			One day, Dr. Mengele arrives in camp to do a “selection,” which is the euphemistic name for sentencing the ill, infirm, or old to the crematorium. The barracks captain assures them they will all be fine, but Elie is nevertheless relieved when neither he, nor his father, have their prison numbers recorded by Mengele. Then, on the day when the prisoners whose names had been recorded are told to stay behind in camp while the others go to work, Elie’s father is among them. He insists that Elie take his knife and spoon and they say an emotional goodbye, but when Elie returns from work, his father is still there and Elie returns the knife and spoon to him. 

			Akiba Drumer, the once-devout prisoner, is selected. By now, he, too, has lost his faith, and Elie believes that once the man’s faith was shattered, so was the man. Before he is taken away, Drumer asks the prisoners to say Kaddish—the Hebrew prayer for the dead—for him in three days, but they are so consumed by hardship that they forget to do so. 

			It is now winter. Elie’s foot begins to swell and he is moved to the infirmary. Elie is worried about amputation and being judged unable to work, but the operation he undergoes is a success. Two days later, cannons are heard in the distance: The Red Army is moving closer. Elie and his father must choose whether to stay behind in the infirmary and hope for rescue or prepare for transport with the rest of the prisoners. Afraid any Jews still in the camp will be executed, they choose to be transported. 

			Wiesel notes that he later learned that those who stayed behind were indeed liberated by the Russians. The SS absurdly order the prisoners to clean the barracks before departure, and then, under cover of darkness, they evacuate the camp, making the brutal march in the snow.

			Need to Know: The High Holy days come even to the camps. Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are observed and the connection among the men is palpable and somewhat surreal in the surroundings. Elie recounts his loss of faith, declaring himself stronger without it; yet terribly lonely as a man without God or the community of believers he had once been part of. Wiesel’s father narrowly escapes the crematorium, but Akiba Drumer does not, which Elie connects to the man’s loss of faith, deepening Wiesel’s exploration of this theme.

			Chapter Six

			Upon evacuation, the prisoners are forced to run through the snow for hours. Those who fall behind are shot. Elie would like to give up and succumb to death, but he knows he cannot do this for his father’s sake. They run all night and into the morning, then they are briefly allowed to rest in an abandoned brick factory with a caved-in roof. Elie’s father insists that he not fall asleep in the snow carpeting the factory floor—doing so could be deadly. 

			They are surrounded by the dead and dying. Rabbi Eliahu, a man Elie knows from the camp, approaches and asks if Elie has seen his son. The rabbi had fallen behind while they were running, he explains, and his son hadn’t noticed. They had managed to survive together for three years and he can’t imagine that now the end is so near they would be separated. Elie says he hasn’t seen him, but he remembers later that he had observed this moment, that the man’s son had seen him falling behind and continued on, running for his life. Elie hopes he will never have to make this choice, between his own life and his father’s. 

			The prisoners arrive at the Gleiwitz concentration camp. There is chaos in the barracks as people try to push their way inside. After nearly being suffocated, Elie finds Juliek, the Polish violinist he met at Buna. In the night, he hears Juliek playing a Beethoven concerto, but, in the morning, Juliek is dead, the violin beside him, trampled. 

			They continue to hear cannons as the Russian army presses on in pursuit. Before they decamp again, there is a selection. Those sent to the left would go no further, those sent to the right would continue on. When his father is sent to the left, Elie causes a commotion that allows his father and other prisoners to switch sides, narrowly averting death. A train arrives to take them away. The prisoners are so thin they fit one hundred to a car.

			Need to Know: Elie struggles with both his desire to die and his impulse to live. His wish for death is mitigated by his sense of responsibility for his father—how would his father survive if Elie were to die? Most of the prisoners have given up on their hope that the Russians will liberate them before they succumb in one of the camps. 

			Chapter Seven

			Elie briefly thinks his motionless father is dead. The train stops and the SS order the captives to throw out the dead bodies. Elie strikes his father back into consciousness. There is no food, only snow. As they pass through towns, the Germans on their way to work watch them go by unsurprised. 

			Wiesel recounts an incident when the train was stopped and a German passerby tossed a piece of bread into one of the cars, then watched the ensuing melee among the prisoners “with great interest,” the implication being that he was not motivated by pity, but antagonism. He relates it to a later event, on a ship in Yemen when he observed a French woman tossing coins overboard for the “natives” to dive after, too obtuse to understand that this was not a charitable act. 

			Elie watches an old man dragging himself along the floor clutching a scrap of food as he is attacked and beaten to death by another man who turns out to be his son. When the younger man has taken the bread, he is then set upon by a group of others and beaten to death himself. Elie was sixteen. 

			After a day when many of the prisoners had succumbed to death, they arrive in the camp at Buchenwald. Out of the original one hundred prisoners in the Wiesels’ train car, only twelve survive. Elie’s father’s friend Meir Katz is one of the dead; his final words a lament that he could not go on, that it would be better if the SS just shot them all.

			Need to Know: All of the humanity has been beaten and starved out of the prisoners, to the point where they set upon each other like wolves for a crumb of bread. Wiesel describes the night as “endless.”

			Chapter Eight

			By now, the shocking sights no longer register; the crematorium’s chimney no longer a terrifying vision. The Wiesels wait to use the showers at Buchenwald, surrounded by dead bodies and chaos. Elie’s father is ill and barely lucid, begging Elie to leave him lying there. Elie is outraged: They’ve finally arrived and his father wants to give up now—after all Elie has endured to keep them together? 

			The air raid sirens sound and the prisoners are driven into the barracks, where they are finally allowed to sleep. In the morning, Elie realizes he’d left his father, and goes to look for him. When he finds him, he brings him coffee, and shares his bread ration. Realizing that he feels resentful at having to do so, he recalls Rabbi Eliahu’s abandonment by his son and he feels ashamed.

			Elie’s father wastes away from dysentery. The doctors do nothing except excoriate the ill prisoners for their “laziness.” Whenever Elie leaves his side, the other prisoners beat his father and take his rations. The barracks captain tells Elie to stop giving half of his food to his father, because he’s not going to survive, and to remember that he is in a concentration camp where it is every man for himself. 

			That same day, Elie lies on a cot, listening to his father cry out his name. The SS come and begin to beat his father. In fear of a beating, Elie does nothing to stop them. The next morning his father is gone, and another sick man lies on his cot. Elie is ashamed at his feeling of relief.

			Need to Know: Elie’s father’s illness brings Elie new reasons and new people to hate: the doctors, the other prisoners who steal his father’s rations and beat him. When Elie’s father succumbs to his injuries after a beating by an SS guard, Elie is overcome by conflicting feelings of guilt, loss, relief, and shame.

			Chapter Nine

			Elie moves listlessly through the days awaiting death and thinking only of soup. He is transferred to the children’s block, where he is one of six hundred. On April 5, 1945, the prisoners are summoned to roll call, but other prisoners intercept them and tell them to return to their barracks, that the Germans are planning to shoot everyone. 

			At a subsequent roll call, it is announced that they will be evacuating the camp. Food is no longer distributed. A few thousand prisoners leave every day, and no one knows where they’re going. Then it is decided that all prisoners will be evacuated together and the camp will be blown up.

			On April 11, resistance fighters within the camp work in concert with American troops outside to liberate Buchenwald. Elie hears gunshots and explosions as he and the others in the children’s block lie on the floor. The camp is liberated. Afterward, Elie looks in a mirror and observes a corpse staring back at him.

			Need to Know: Wiesel reports the liberation of Buchenwald without fanfare. He notes that their first thoughts as free people were only of food. He remarks that there was no talk or thought of revenge, even after their hunger is sated. 

			In the last lines of the book, we leave Elie Wiesel contemplating his horrific image in the mirror. The subtext is that liberation could bring no solace. What was lost (faith, humanity, loved ones) was irretrievably gone, life was shattered, and the mirror reflected a gaunt stranger—the living dead.

			Addendum: Elie Wiesel’s Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech

			In 1986, Elie Wiesel thanks God and the Nobel committee and accepts the prize with humility. He states that he shares the honor with all Holocaust survivors and their families and the Jewish people as a whole. He asserts that it is the duty of all mankind to speak up in the face of oppression at all costs, no matter who the oppressors or victims might be. 

			He denounces the treatment of activists Andrei Sakharov in the Soviet Union and Nelson Mandela in South Africa, as well as the tactics of Palestinian terrorists, though sensitive to their plight, explaining the precariousness of the state of Israel. He hopes that his younger self, the narrator of Night, would be proud of his later accomplishments and his continued fight for the disenfranchised. 

			Need to Know: Wiesel used his speech as a platform to speak out against continued practices of violence and persecution that make Night relevant across decades of history. In his declaration of faith in God and in His creation, Wiesel also makes it clear that he has rediscovered what seemed to have been lost. He declares there is still much work to be done and is most grateful that this award makes it clear that “our survival has meaning for mankind.”

		

	
		
			Timeline

			September 30, 1928: Elie Wiesel is born in Sighet, Transylvania.

			1933: Adolf Hitler comes to power in Germany.

			1935: The Nuremberg Laws are enacted, stripping German Jews of their citizenship and their rights, and institutionalizing anti-Semitism. 

			1939: Germany invades Poland, starting World War II in Europe.

			1941: Elie meets Moishe the Beadle and they begin their study of the Zohar. 

			1942: Foreign Jews are expelled from Sighet, including Moishe the Beadle.

			Late 1942: Moishe the Beadle returns to Sighet and warns the Jews of what the Germans are capable.

			Spring 1944: Elie suggests the family emigrate. His father declines, explaining he is too old to start over; Germans invade Hungary, and German military vehicles appear in Sighet; in May, the Jews are deported and sent to Auschwitz.

			Late Summer/Fall 1945: Elie’s father narrowly survives a selection by Dr. Josef Mengele.

			January 17, 1945: Auschwitz is evacuated. Elie and his father begin the harrowing journey from Auschwitz to Gleiwitz, then to Buchenwald.

			January 26–27, 1945: Auschwitz is liberated.

			January 29, 1945: Elie’s father dies.

			April 11, 1945: Buchenwald is liberated.

			December 10, 1986: Elie Wiesel delivers his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech in Oslo, Norway.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Akiba Drumer: A fellow prisoner who is singled out for his devotional words and acts, but like young Elie, his faith is destroyed by his experience at Auschwitz. Drumer is taken away after the first selection that Elie’s father narrowly escapes. He asks the others to say Kaddish for him in three days, and no one remembers to do so.

			Rabbi Eliahu: Fellow captive who falls behind and loses sight of his son when the prisoners are being marched at a run from Auschwitz. Elie witnesses the son failing to wait for his own father, but he does not admit this to Rabbi Eliahu. Elie remembers this incident later when he is bitter about sharing his rations with his father.

			Franek: Franek is the foreman of the Wiesels’ work detail at the electronics factory. He forces Elie to relinquish his gold filling with threats of violence against his father.

			Idek: Idek is the man in charge of the prisoners at the electronics factory; he is violent and insane. When Elie catches him in an intimate moment with a Polish girl, Idek whips him until he is unconscious.

			Juliek: Elie meets Juliek, a Polish musician, at Buna. They are reunited at Buchenwald, and Elie hears Juliek playing a Beethoven concerto on his violin during the night. In the morning, Juliek is dead and his instrument lies trampled beside him.

			Meir Katz: Katz is a prisoner at Buna and friend of Elie’s father, Shlomo. On the train outside of Buchenwald, Katz wails that he cannot go on, and dies there.

			Josef Mengele: Mengele is a notorious doctor at Auschwitz responsible for evaluating the prisoners and separating the healthy from the ill, old, or infirm. The former would be assigned work detail, the latter sent to the crematorium. Like most prisoners, the Wiesel’s first “selection” is conducted by Mengele as soon as they arrive at the camp.

			Moishe the Beadle: Moishe is a penniless vagabond who helps out around the temple. He joins Elie in studying Jewish mysticism before he is deported from Sighet with other foreign Jews. All of the others are executed, but Moishe survives and returns to Sighet to warn the town about the Nazis, but his warning is ignored.

			Mrs. Schächter: After being separated from her husband and two of her sons, Mrs. Schächter is driven to madness by her grief, screaming about a fire outside the windows of the train that only she can see. She is bound and gagged, and later beaten by the other Jews when she refuses to be quiet. When the train arrives at Auschwitz, the captives immediately smell the smoke from the crematorium and Mrs. Schächter’s screams suddenly seem less like insanity and more like a prescient vision.

			Eliezer (Elie) Wiesel: Elie Wiesel is a twelve-year-old boy living in Sighet, Transylvania, when Night begins. He is sent with his family to the concentration camp at Auschwitz, and later to Gleiwitz and Buchenwald with his father, Shlomo. Shlomo dies mere months before Buchenwald is liberated. Wiesel narrates the story from the distance and perspective that the passage of many years have provided, but he presents his teenage thoughts and feelings exactly as he remembers them, even when he considers them shameful.

			Shlomo Wiesel: Elie’s father, a cultured man, is esteemed by the community. Father and son rely on each other physically and emotionally throughout their ordeal. Elie frequently cites Shlomo as his only reason for continuing on when he would rather succumb to death. Shlomo survives the “selection” process twice before a deadly beating at Buchenwald. Wiesel’s father’s name appears only once, near the end of the narrative when Elie recounts a lament by Meir Katz on the train to Buchenwald, “I can’t go on, Shlomo! ...” 

			Yossi and Tibi: Czech brothers who work with Elie and his father in Buna at the electronics factory. Both of their parents were killed and they are very attached to each other.

		

	
		
			Themes & Symbols

			Community vs. the Individual: There are two instances of a son turning against his own father to stay alive (Rabbi Eliahu and the father and son who are both killed fighting over a scrap of bread on the train to Buchenwald). In Buchenwald, Elie is advised to stop sharing his rations with his father, that in a concentration camp it is every man for himself and “each of us lives and dies alone.” This is what happens when human beings are robbed of their humanity, as the Nazis did to the Jews. 

			In contrast, the Jewish residents of Sighet are described as having a thriving community at the start of the narrative, and many people look out for each other as the story of Night begins to unfold. The French woman puts herself at great risk to comfort Elie, the Polish camp captain tries to rally the Jews’ spirits upon their arrival at Auschwitz, telling them that liberation will come, and Elie’s doctor reassures him when he is worried about his surgery.

			A communal spirit is vital in hard times, and the Nazis destruction of this aspect of the Jewish community was a terrible degeneration. The failure of the Jews to say Kaddish (the prayer for the dead) after the passing of Akiba Drumer is a symbol of how far they have fallen from their own community, faith, and humanity.

			Night: The word “night” is used in the book numerous times for literal and metaphorical purposes. In Elie Wiesel’s Nobel Prize speech, included at the end of the 2006 edition of his memoir, he refers to his Holocaust experience as the “Kingdom of Night.” As night represents darkness, and the end of day, it is an appropriate symbol for Wiesel’s loss of religious faith and the inhumanity perpetuated by the Nazis. 

			As the narrative unfolds, the reader is frequently told when it has become night, and the days—particularly the spring and summer days—are noted for the cheery incongruity of the shining sun compared to the horrors that are occurring. 

			In the first chapter, Wiesel compares the stars in the sky to a fire that is coming to consume them all. Many important events in the story take place during the night: the meeting of the Jewish Council before the Jews are deported from Sighet, Mrs. Schächter’s screaming, the prisoners’ exit from Auschwitz, where Wiesel notes “an even darker night was waiting” beyond the gates, and their subsequent arrival in Gleiwitz after the long march. Elie’s father and Juliek the violinist both die overnight.

			Night symbolizes death: the literal deaths, and the death of the once-bright beacon of Elie’s faith. After so much darkness, he can no longer believe in the light. No God would permit so much suffering.

			Vigilance: In his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, Wiesel discusses the importance of being a witness to other people’s persecution, and to stand up and speak out against it. In the story, the Jews fail to heed the warnings of Moishe the Beadle and Mrs. Schächter; they are not vigilant. Many try to put an optimistic spin on their fate even as it spirals into darkness. 

			Wiesel recalls being watched by civilians, once when the family was moving to the ghetto, again when a German laborer tossed a crumb of bread into the train car. 

			In the beginning of the story, young Elie cannot fathom that such atrocities could be happening in the twentieth century—that the world would ever allow it, but these instances of vigilance are proof that the world was not entirely ignorant of what was going on and did, in fact, allow it. One of the most important messages of Night is to be aware of signs of oppression, for yourself and your neighbors.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“The beloved objects that we had carried with us from place to place were now left behind in the wagon and, with them, finally, our illusions.” 

			The Jews of Sighet had ignored the warnings of Moishe the Beadle and the premonition of Mrs. Schächter. They had circulated rumors that the war was coming to an end, even that perhaps they were being deported for their own safety, but upon arrival at Auschwitz, where their possessions are stripped from them, they begin to realize the horrible reality of their situation.

			“I could not believe that human beings were being burned in our times; the world would never tolerate such crimes.”

			Young Elie Wiesel cannot fathom the idea that genocide is occurring in the twentieth century. He still has faith in humanity at this point in the narrative and thinks that if the reports of the crematorium were true, surely someone would put a stop to it. This is helpful for readers to put the horrible crimes in perspective—for anyone who thinks ethnic cleansing couldn’t happen now, people living through the Holocaust thought the same thing.

			“Never shall I forget that night, the first night in camp, that turned my life into one long night seven times sealed.” 

			Wiesel uses “night” as a symbol to encompass the entirety of his suffering at the concentration camps and repeats it three times in this single sentence to give it additional metaphoric power. This suffering reverberated through the rest of his life, as he was haunted by the loss of half his family and the memories of the horrors he witnessed. The number seven has numerous connotations in the Jewish faith: the menorah has seven branches, God created the world in seven days, the opening verse of the Torah contains seven words, and seven days of mourning are proscribed after a death in the family.

			“The student of Talmud, the child I was, had been consumed by the flames.”

			After the first day and night in Auschwitz, young Elie feels himself completely changed. His life had been built on religious devotion, but his faith has crumbled after witnessing the SS guards throwing children into the burning trench.

			“‘Keep your anger, your hate, for another day, for later. The day will come but not now … Wait. Clench your teeth and wait.’” [53]

			A beating by the factory guard Idek is prolonged by Elie’s refusal to make a sound, biting his lip to keep quiet. The French woman, a civilian also working in the factory, whispers this to comfort him after the incident. He sees the woman again years later and she admits that she risked being identified as a Jew by speaking to him in German.

			“What does Your grandeur mean, Master of the Universe, in the face of all this cowardice, this decay, and this misery?”

			This is the summation of Elie’s religious view after a few months in camp. While the other Jews are attending to the celebrations of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, Elie denounces God for allowing the atrocities he has witnessed to go on.

			“No prayers were said over his tomb. No candle lit in his memory. His last word had been my name. He had called out to me and I had not answered.”

			Wiesel eulogizes his father with these words. He expresses guilt that he heard his father calling his name in his final moments and he did nothing to stop the guard from administering the beating that killed him. By not saying a prayer, Wiesel also turned his back on his faith and religious upbringing.

			“From the depths of the mirror, a corpse was contemplating me. 

			The look in his eyes as he gazed at me has never left me.” 

			These words are at the close of Night. They offer a disturbing glimpse at the physical effects of the torture and privations of the victims, as well as the enormous toll on the soul. This may be an acknowledgment of how close to death he was (literally), and how much of his own humanity had been lost in his years of captivity. Wiesel makes clear that he has been permanently altered by this experience. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					The first draft of Night was 800 pages long and written in Yiddish. The radically edited final draft brought Wiesel an advance from the publisher of $100. 

					Night gained popularity after Wiesel was openly critical of Ronald Reagan’s planned trip to a German cemetery where SS members were buried. While receiving the Congressional Gold Medal of Achievement, Wiesel remarked, “That place, Mr. President, is not your place. Your place is with the victims of the SS.”

					Elie Wiesel’s 1970 novel A Beggar in Jerusalem, about a Holocaust survivor suffering from flashbacks after the Six-Day War, won the French Prix Medicis literary award.

					In 2007, Wiesel was attacked in a San Francisco hotel elevator by a 24-year-old reported Holocaust denier named Eric Hunt. Wiesel was unharmed and Hunt was convicted of a felony hate crime.

					In 2012, Wiesel was critical of the Mormon Church and their practice of posthumously baptizing Holocaust victims, which became a talking point in that year’s US presidential election, as Republican candidate Mitt Romney failed to comment on the issue.

					Shortly after Wiesel’s death in 2016, a previously unpublished early chapter from Night was presented by historian Joel Rappel at a Tel Aviv conference in the author’s honor. In it, Wiesel describes a 1955 conversation with a young woman in which he remarked, “In the beginning was belief, foolish belief, and faith, empty faith, and illusion.… We believe in God, had faith in man … This was the source—if not the cause—of all our misfortune.” 

					Since its opening in April of 1993, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum has received more than 40.2 million visitors, including 3,500 foreign officials from 132 countries.

					Kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead, is also the title of one of poet Allen Ginsberg’s greatest works. “Kaddish” and Night explore similar themes, including suffering, loss of faith, and the death of a parent. 

					In addition to being responsible for the “selections” that damned so many prisoners, Dr. Josef Mengele performed sadistic experiments at Auschwitz, favoring twins as subjects, most of them children and he notoriously kept a collection of his victims’ extracted eyes as trophies. Mengele was never brought to justice. He fled to South America after the war and drowned in 1979 after suffering a stroke while swimming. 

					When Auschwitz was evacuated, 60,000 prisoners were sent on the death march that Wiesel describes in Night. It was 30 miles to Gleiwitz and at least 3,000 prisoners died on that leg of the journey alone.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Barrack: A large, plain building in which many people are lodged. Auschwitz was constructed on the site of a former army base, so the prisoners lived in barracks constructed of either brick or wood. The barracks were cramped, filthy, and infested with vermin and disease.

			Beadle: The caretaker of the synagogue or a ceremonial officer in a religious institution.

			Conflagration: A destructive fire, usually an extensive one. Wiesel compares the stars in the night sky to the great “conflagration” that is coming to consume them, foreshadowing the specter of the crematorium.

			Crematorium: A furnace or establishment for the incineration of corpses. The smoke from the crematorium assaults the captives’ senses as soon as they arrive at Auschwitz. The camp doctors, including Josef Mengele, held regular “selections” to separate the weak from the (relatively) able-bodied, sending the former to burn in the crematorium.

			Dysentery: An infectious disease marked by inflammation and ulceration of the lower part of the bowels. Elie’s father is suffering from dysentery when they arrive at Buchenwald. He is already bedridden when he is beaten to death by an SS guard.

			Exodus: A departure or emigration, usually of a large number of people. Wiesel described the evacuation of the prisoners from Auschwitz as an “exodus” and this word is deliberately chosen for its religious undertones. In Judeo-Christian lore, Moses led the Israelites on an “exodus” out of Egypt.

			Fascism: A governmental system led by a dictator having complete power, forcibly suppressing opposition and criticism, regimenting all industry, commerce, etc., and emphasizing an aggressive nationalism and often racism. Though the Nazis referred to themselves as the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, their ideology was fascist, with Adolf Hitler as dictator.

			Ghetto: A section of a city, especially a thickly populated slum area, inhabited predominantly by members of an ethnic or other minority group, often as a result of social or economic restrictions, pressures, or hardships. When German troops come to Sighet, the Jews are sent to live in ghettos, a practice that was enforced all over German-occupied territories.

			Kaddish: A Hebrew prayer, often recited in Jewish services. There is a special prayer, or Kaddish, for the dead.

			Mysticism: Belief in direct experience of transcendent reality or God, especially by means of contemplation and asceticism instead of rational thought. Elie and Moishe the Beadle’s study of religious texts extends to the Zohar, writings about the mystical elements of Jewish belief.

			Observant: In the context of religious practice, careful in the observing of a law, custom, religious ritual, or the like. Elie is an observant and devoted adherent to the Jewish faith at the start of Night. As the story unfolds, and he is faced with the extent of the Nazis’ extreme inhumanity, that faith is profoundly shaken.

			Persecution: A program or campaign to exterminate, drive away, or subjugate people based on their membership in a religious, ethnic, social, or racial group. Wiesel does not use many abstract terms like this in the actual text. because the narrator is more plainspoken, representing the thoughts of Elie as a boy. In his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, however, Wiesel uses this appropriate term when referring to the treatment of the Jews by the Nazi Party.

			Phylactery: A small velvet box containing Jewish religious texts worn on the head during prayer. Elie is wearing one of these on the morning the first groups of Jews are expelled from Sighet.

			Rosh Hashanah: The literal translation of Rosh Hashanah from Hebrew is “head” or “beginning of the year,” and it is commonly considered the “Jewish New Year.” It marks the beginning of the High Holy Days of Judaism, the ten-day period from Rosh Hashana to its culmination at Yom Kippur. There are many traditions associated with Rosh Hashana, including the blowing of the shofar (a ram’s horn) and eating sweet foods to symbolize the bringing in of a “sweet” new year. It begins a period of introspection and consideration of ways to improve in the coming year.

			Yom Kippur: The Day of Atonement; the time when Jews acknowledge their faults, make amends for any harm they may have done others, and ask God for forgiveness for any and all trespasses. This gives them a fresh start in the new year, with the vow to do better. Yom Kippur is considered the holiest day of the year in the Jewish faith.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A New York Times bestseller

					A Los Angeles Times bestseller

					An Oprah’s Book Club selection in 2006

			

			“As a human document, Night is almost unbearably painful, and certainly beyond criticism.” —Commentary

			“A slim volume of terrifying power.” —The New York Times

			“Undoubtedly the single most powerful literary relic of the Holocaust.” —The Nation

			“There are unforgettable and horrifying scenes here in this spare and sombre memoir of this experience of the hanging of a child, of his first farewell with his father who leaves him an inheritance of a knife and a spoon, and of his last goodbye at Buchenwald his father’s corpse is already cold let alone the long months of survival under unconscionable conditions.” —Kirkus Reviews 

			“Like Dr. King, I have a dream of my own, too, that the powerful message of this little book would be engraved on every human heart and will never be forgotten again. That you who read this book will feel as I do that these 120 pages … should be required reading for all humanity.” —Oprah Winfrey 

			“The canonical read for anybody who is seeking to understand the Holocaust.” —Ruth Franklin

			“What makes this book so chilling is not the pretense of what happened but a very real description of every thought, fear and the apathetic attitude demonstrated as a response … Night, Wiesel’s autobiographical masterpiece, is a heartbreaking memoir.” —Anchorage Daily News

		

	
		
			About Elie Wiesel

			Elie Wiesel was born in 1928 in Sighet, Transylvania. He grew up in a vibrant Jewish community with his three sisters, his shopkeeper father, and his mother, a source of Hasidic scholarship. In 1944, after the German invasion of Hungary, the family was sent to Auschwitz. His mother and younger sister died there, and his older two sisters survived. Wiesel and his father were transferred to Buchenwald, where his father died before the Allies liberated the camp in 1945. 

			After the war, Wiesel lived briefly in Normandy, and then in Paris where he attended the Sorbonne. He worked as a journalist and translator before writing Night in 1956. It was not an immediate success, but gained traction after the trial of SS lieutenant Adolf Eichmann brought widespread attention to the deplorable crimes of the Nazis.

			Wiesel wrote nearly 60 books, including novels and Judaic Studies, while also teaching at the City University of New York and Boston University. In addition to writing of his Holocaust experience in Night, he penned a two-part memoir with the titles All Rivers Run to the Sea and And the Sea Is Never Full. He was a pivotal member of the commission tasked with creating the United States Holocaust Museum. In 1985, he was given a Congressional Gold Medal of Achievement by President Reagan. He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986. Shortly thereafter, he founded the Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity.

			Wiesel considered it his mission to record the unspeakable horrors of genocide and speak for the victims who had been rendered voiceless. This extended to criticism of the mass murders in Bosnia, Cambodia, and Rwanda in the 1990s. At the opening dedication of the US Holocaust Museum, he urged President Clinton to look into ethnic cleansing taking place in Yugoslavia. Wiesel passed away in July 2016.
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