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mistakes differentiates the work in the factory from the work in the Lager, where even the
tiniest failure or breaking of the rigid camp laws spelt death for the unfortunate. To extend
the parallel, in chemistry, the scientific rules apply to all elements, whereas in the Lager,
the discriminatory laws crush human dignity: the ‘failure to follow orders, failure to
understand orders, failure to work beyond physical collapse, the error of assuming any
identity or the barest human rights’ can lead to swift execution at Buna-Monowitz.%® Thus,
freedom could only be found in death, and not in work, as the Nazis derisively wrote  in
‘a horrifying parody of work’  over the Auschwitz gate of Auschwitz: ‘Arbeit macht
frei.’® Philip Roth dwells on further issues related to work under the Nazis in an interview
with Levi, tackling the role of writing in cleansing the concept of work, so tainted by the
Shoah. To what extent does narrative help restore humanity and the ‘disfigured’ perception
on Arbeit? Levi gives a surprising answer: even though the camp was undignified and
dehumanising, the inmates were paradoxically motivated to do their work properly
(‘lavoro ben fatto’), primarily out of an incentive to retain their dignity:

I'am fully aware that after the camp [...] my two kinds of work (chemistry and writing) did
play [...] an essential role in my life. [ . .. ] Human beings are biologically built for an activity

that is aimed towards a goal and [...] idleness, or aimless work (like Auschwitz’s Arbeir)
gives rise to suffering and to atrophy. In my case, work is identical to ‘problem solving’.”®

Levi’s answer and his choice of working as a chemist in a paint factory after the war, while
simultaneously writing about the camp and his professional experience, prove that work
could have sorted out for Levi the very dilemma of survival after Auschwitz, as well as the
difficulties of coping with a damaged memory. That, at least, until his death in 1987, which
some maintain was suicide.

In ‘Cerium’, the chemical element that saved his life, Levi retells the story of his
survival, which contains nothing heroic, on the contrary. In order to live, he stole cerium
and secretly scraped cigarette lighters out of it at night-time with his friend Alberto.”’
Cerium, like all other elements, has its own identity, and is therefore depicted with equal
reverence and sense of wonder as every other substance:

There was a mysterious jar on one of the shelves. It contained about twenty gray, hard,
colourless, tasteless little rods and did not have a label [ ...] an element about which I knew
nothing, save for that single practical application, and that it belongs to the equivocal and
heretical rare earth group family, and that its name ... celebrates (great modesty on the
chemists of past time!) the asteroid Ceres, since the metal and the star were discovered in the
same year, 1801; and this was perhaps an affectionate ironic homa%e to alchemical couplings:
just as the sun was gold and Mars iron, so Ceres must be cerium.’?

To hone flints for the mere act of survival is to regress to the Stone Age and the
Darwinian age of ‘survival of the fittest’. At the same time, the flint as metaphor of techné
is a prosthesis, that is, it bears ‘tertiary’, ‘epiphylogenetic memory’ in Stiegler’s jargon; in
other words, the memory of primeval survival is relived, reiterated in the camps through a
paradoxical reversal of values: to return to origins means to ritualistically escape death,
while regress stands for progress, that is, the promotion of the human species. In the Lager,
on the other hand, the fit and the ruthless outlived the guiltless, rendering the Aristotelian
code of virtues, on the one hand, and the Machiavellian concepts of ‘Virtu’ and ‘fortuna’,
on the other, completely useless. “The logic and scale of cause and effect are all skewed,
chance determined life and death with a force overwhelmingly beyond the capacity (or
virtdl) of individuals to try out means to circumvent it.”’* No wonder then that chance alone
stands at the heart of Alberto’s fate,74 who, although immune to scarlet fever, and
technically fit to live, dies in Auschwitz due to the illogical ‘piccole cose’,” while Levi
gets ill, but eventually survives.
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Levi had already raised the problematic of death and evil as related to genocide in The
Drowned and the Saved, where he remarked on the excessive nature of Nazi violence, often
exerted as a means in itself or entirely disproportionate to its aim. When genocide becomes
Telos, the driving force of the Nazis can only be explained, claims Terry Eagleton, through
the unconscious fear of their own death: the abhorred Jewish otherness is for them the
impersonation of non-being and a constant reminder of their own frail mortality.
Consequently, mass murder is a repetitive act of reclaiming their existence and correcting
‘an insidious deficiency of being’, and thereby also a form of exertion and reassertion of
power over their own vulnerability: ‘The non-being at the core of one’s identity is, among
other things, a foretaste of death; and one way of fending off the terror of human mortality is
to liquidate those who incarnate this trauma in their own person.’’® This bold idea inspired
by Freudian psychoanalysis proposes a rethinking of victimhood as fear embodied in the
perpetrators’ psyche, thus shifting the perspective on anti-Semitism from hate directed
towards an outsider to internalised self-loathing. But since the fear of death  resurfaced in
the Nazis’ ‘horror of impurity’  is a self-feeding, ever-growing type of fear, it made sense,
within this mind frame, to perfect and extend the plan to the total eradication of Jewishness,
a solution particularly embraced for its ‘aesthetic perfection’.”” Perfection, though, as
shown above, stands in stark contrast to Levi’s almost programmatic preference for and
exploration of the natural imperfection of elements.

Even though most chemical elements are inherently connected to some vital physiological
function in humans, plants or animals, it is carbon that is considered the element (and epitome)
of life. It comes as no surprise then that Levi concludes his (autobiographic) journey through
the periodic table with ‘Carbon’, or the story of his ‘old debt’ to life.”® Time and again, echoing
Bachelard, Levi challenges the Aristotelian duality form-matter in his depiction of carbon.
According to Antonello, ‘matter is not an undefined substance shaped by abstract forms
superimposed from outside. It is rather a multifold entity, that displays an infinite array of
behaviour and features according not to given “form”, but to given “combination.”””® Of
which carbon, is no exception: ‘Carbon dioxide [ . . . ] is not one of the principal components of
air, butrather aridiculous remnant, an “impurity”, thirty times less abundant than argon, which
nobody even notices.’®? Yet again, and in risible contrast to the Nazi disdain for impurity, an
impure element proves crucial for the creation and perpetuation of life. As Levi persuaded us
before, impurities are essential catalysts for chemical interactions and often contribute to the
advancement of knowledge. So, metaphorically speaking, carbon dioxide is the essential other
in the process of chemical contamination, indispensable for life.®' As Thave shown elsewhere,
‘not only does Levi warn his reader against the danger of the discriminatory gesture, but he is
also an inexhaustible supporter of the holistic view on chemistry.”®* That is to say, rational
judgment is often buttressed by the keenness of ‘smell and touch and the intuitiveness of the
eye’, always supported by qualities like ‘humility, patience, method, manual dexterity,
nervous and muscular stamina, [and] resilience in the face of failure’.?

As performing instruments that one cannot do without, the hands are the embodiment
of techné. They stand for man’s ability to work and his dignity and autonomy.* Last but
not least, the hand as essential tool for conducting the chemist’s experiments and holding
the writer’s pen is both ‘artifice’ (or technical support of scientific work), and aid in the
production of the written, literary text.

VI. Conclusion

The Periodic Table is Primo Levi’s unique and intriguing work of introspective and
retrospective meditation on a wide range of topics ranging from Holocaust survivorship
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and memory preservation, to the scientist and writer’s work as instances of technological
testimony, to recovered integrity, rescued humanity, and last but not least, to the ethics of
techno-science in pre- and post-Holocaust Europe.

As T have shown, it is also an autobiographical work in intention and certain aspects of
execution, with the stress falling on the survivor’s profile as a chemical technician and
writer of literature, two hypostases of the ‘geography of the possible’, as envisaged by
Levi. The central figure, previously engulfed by the enormous shadow of the Holocaust,
assesses now, with lucidity and measurement, his chances to recover human and
professional integrity through work, which is regarded as a counteractive principle to the
Nazi concept of punishment and forced labour.

Pertaining to the mixed genre of memoir, fiction, autobiography and chemical treatise,
The Periodic Table offers a generous exegetic spectrum that includes, as I demonstrated
above, its examination based on the Greek concept of techné. In the current analysis,
I focused on fechné as the art-and-craft approach to science and writing from ancient to
modern times. Thus, the short-stories focus on 21 inorganic elements of Mendeleyev’s
periodic table, by engaging with representations of man as both homo faber (man at work)
and homo scribendus (creative man/man who writes), occasionally calling in
interpretations of homo sacer (Giorgio Agamben), homo laborans (Marx) and homo
ethicus. The common denominator of all these hypostases of the working man is rooted in
an understanding of genocide survival as a chance to restore humanity to man through
integrity and honest, productive work.

Even though Levi does not show an exclusive interest in philosophy, his general
concern involves an indirect preoccupation with Aristotelian dualities like episteme versus
techné, or abstract thought versus practical performance. Levi sees work in terms of
Bachelard’s rational materialism and the Heideggerian understanding of techné as poiesis,
while Aristotle offers him the classical model of ethical thinking based on concepts like
(practical) wisdom, freedom of choice and responsibility.

All in all, Primo Levi is a compelling, lucid writer preoccupied with the nature of post-
catastrophic humanity. The message passed on to his reader concerns a holistic
understanding of man as constitutive link in the far greater natural, cultural, social and
political environment, and a strong belief in his capacity for recovery in the face of
historical trauma.

Notes

1. The Italian title, as published in 1975, is Il sistema periodico. The English translation bearing
the title The Periodic Table appeared later in 1995.

2. Angier, The Double Bond, 12.

3. ‘My voice is weak, and also a bit profane’ (author’s translation). This quote originates in the
second verse of the Premier Chant (‘first song”) of Voltaire’s ‘La Pucelle d’Orléans’, a poetic
work on Joan of Arc. In this verse, as a display of humility, Voltaire seeks the reader’s
forgiveness for daring to sing about Joan of Arc. The reason why Levi quotes Voltaire is, in my
opinion, to reinforce the scientist’s humble position with regard to nature and its complex
workings, well aware as he is  of his own limitations, subjectivity and indebtedness to it.
Typical of Levi, his deferent and unostentatious way points to the fact that scientific research
puts nature first and the scientist second.

Levi, The Periodic Table, 232.

The term ‘microhistory’, which is used here for the first time autonomously by Primo Levi, is
the subject of a comprehensive article authored by Carlo Ginzburg called ‘Microhistory: Two
or Three Things that I Know about It.” In it, he traces the history of the self defined term back
to the American scholar George R. Stewart in 1959. Stewart calls microhistory a particular
historical detail that could have changed a historical outcome, but did not. Subsequent
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meanings of the term refer to ‘local history, written as [Mexican scholar Luis] Gonzalez
stressed citing Paul Leuilliot, from a qualitative rather than a quantitative perspective’, (p. 12)
also in the sense of Nietzsche’s ‘antiquarian or archaeological history’ (p. 12). For Braudel,
however, who published an article in the Traité de sociologie edited by Georges Gurvitch
(1958 60), ‘microhistoire had a precise but negative connotation. It was synonymous with
that “history of events” [histoire événementielle ], with that “traditional history” that saw the
“so called history of the world” dominated by protagonists who resembled orchestra
directors’, (p. 13) hence ‘less interesting’ than microsociology, on the one hand, and
econometrics on the other (p. 13). Levi’s microhistory reverts this slightly negative
connotation to mean a particular individual (his)story: ‘The reduction of scale suggested by
the word microhistory fits in with the acknowledgement of the limits of existence, with the
sense of one’s own capacities that dominates this passage,” (p. 15) maintains Ginzburg.
Levi’s vision on microhistory seems to be consistent with the Italian microstoria, whose roots
extend to the French tradition of microhistoire, and particularly to Italo Calvino’s translation
of Raymond Queneau’s Les Fleurs Bleues from 1976. Ginzburg also correctly notes that ‘the
last page of ‘Carbon’ in The Periodic Table echoes closely the last page of Calvino’s 1l
barone rampante. A fresh encounter between Calvino and Primo Levi, by way of Queneau,
occurred a few years later due to the Italian translation of the latter’s ‘Petite cosmogonie
portative’ (p. 15). Essential is the fact that after Levi, the term microhistory gained legitimate
historical usage.

In Sexing the Self, Elspeth Probyn overtakes the concept of ‘the geography of the self’, which
was first used by Michel de Certeau in 1974, and applies it to the gendered, feminine identity:
‘The work of Michel de Certeau brings to mind the intricacies involved in “doing” the
quotidian (both researching it and speaking from it). He reminds us that the questions asked
from the everyday can also rearrange its landscape, what he calls a “geography of the
possible” (1974). Simply put, there are different ways of getting around and getting by.’
Probyn goes on to discuss De Certeau’s distinction between the concept of ‘strategy’ and
‘tactic’, affirming that because of ‘women’s historical lack of institutional “loci’’, one could
generalise that their speech is tactical (that is, uttered from a position of marginality) rather
than strategic. And that is so because strategy, says De Certeau, is used to manipulate power
relations, whereas the tactic is the ‘art for the weak’.” De Certeau (1984), 35 8, quoted in
Probyn (1993), 75.

Lejeune, On Autobiography, 4.

Ibid.

Lejeune as quoted and discussed in Eakin, Touching the Self, 24 5.

Eakin, Touching the Self, 29.

Derrida, ‘The Law of Genre,” 212, 206.

Paul de Man, ‘Autobiography as De Facement,” 921, quoted in Anderson, Autobiography, 12.
Anderson, Autobiography, 13.

Benstock, The Private Self, 11.

As discussed by Anderson, Autobiography, 61.

Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho Analysis, 20.

Ibid., 130.

Gusdorf, ‘Conditions and Limits of Autobiography,” 35.

Ibid.

Martin, ‘The Quest for the Ultimate Sign,” 225.

Levi, The Drowned and the Saved, 24.

Gusdorf, ‘Conditions and Limits of Autobiography,” 38 9.

Levi, The Periodic Table, 5.

Ibid., 23.

‘The separation between friends and foes’, my translation. Levi, I sommersi e i salvati, 68 9.
Martin, ‘The Quest for the Ultimate Sign,” 229.

Bradley and Armand, ‘Introduction. Thinking Technicity,” 9.

For a more detailed enquiry into the nature of techné in Primo Levi’s The Periodic Table, sce
my previously published book chapter on ‘Transgressive Legacies of Memory,” 28 48.
Belpoliti and Gordon, eds., The Voice of Memory: Primo Levi, Interviews, 174.

That is, ‘the periodic system’ (my emphasis) versus the literal equivalent of Mendeleev’s table
in Italian.
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31.

32.
33.
34.

35.

36.
37.
38.

39.
40.

41.

42.
43.
44,

45.

46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.

Designates the middle way between excess and deficiency, and points to the ability of the

virtuous person to choose the right action.

Quote from the ‘Introduction’ to Nicomachean Ethic, Xv.

Gordon, Primo Levi’s Ordinary Virtues, 134,

‘I am an amphibian, a centaur. [ ...]Tam divided in two halves. One belongs in the laboratory.

The other one is in my writing, my response to the interviewers, and in the work on my past and

present experience. I am like the two halves of a brain’ (translation by the author). Belpoliti and

Gordon, Conversazioni e interviste, 7.

‘[(Marx] is not prepared [...] to define the essence of humanness in terms of [...] reason or

faith [...] For Marx human beings are not essentially rational creatures, or children of god, or

political animals. By contrast, human beings are not essentially anything; they are what they do
and what they do is work to derive a life for themselves from the world around them.

Everything about them, including their consciousness of themselves and their understanding of

nature and their belief in God is a direct product of what they physically do in their daily lives.’

Johnston, Lecture on Marx.

Laclau, ‘Bare Life or Social Indeterminancy,” 14.

LaCapra, ‘Approaching Limit Events. Siting Agamben,’ 133 9.

The term Muselman (plural Muselmanner) (literally ‘the Muslim’) originates in the image of

Arabs praying and it was coined by Giorgio Agamben to designate the people dying of

malnutrition at Auschwitz (Remnants of Auschwitz, 41 87). This image is passingly conveyed

in Levi’s The Periodic Table in ‘Cerium’, the only chapter dealing with Levi’s internment at

Buna Monowitz, Auschwitz. The Muselman is a border figure between man and non man,

given his emaciated features and shadow like appearance.

Levi, The Periodic Table, 26.

In the ‘Introduction’ to an edited collection of chapters, Joseph Farrell describes Primo Levi as

belonging to a generation of austere humanists who believed in the ‘cult of reason’ and

perceived man as ‘rational animal’. He mentions R. Gordon’s placement of Levi within the

‘Enlightenment’ current of thought which prioritises such ‘ordinary virtues’ as ‘common sense,

a respect for rights, a recognition of the worth of a pursuit of happiness’ (in Primo Levi. The

Austere Humanist, 9 11), which partially echo the Aristotelian system of virtues as

enumerated in his Nicomachean Ethics.

Excerpt from his posthumous work The Black Hole of Auschwitz, quoted in Antonello, ‘Primo

Levi and “man as maker”,” 91.

Ibid., 98 9.

Tiles, Bachelard: Science and Objectivity, 173.

Tiles had previously explained how ‘a reading of Boyle, Newton, Priestly or Lavoisier shows

just how difficult was the problem of determining chemical compositions and establishing a list

of elements’ in the absence of a unifying theory that determined the objective identity of such

elements in relation to their chemical composition, and not their appearance, taste or

combinatory qualities (Tiles, 172 3).

For a riveting account of the classic versus modern connotations of techné in literature,

philosophy and politics, see a documentary film by D. Barison and D. Ross entitled The Ister

(that is, the ancient name for Europe’s greatest waterway, the Danube). In this film,

contemporary philosophers (Bernard Stiegler, Jean Luc Nancy, Philippe Lacoue Labarthe and

Hans Jiirgen Syberberg), along with archaeologists, natural scientists and architects, discuss

the concept of techné starting from Heidegger’s 1942 Holderlin lectures and meditate on the

nature of war, oppression and genocide. Particularly interesting is the long meditative pause on

the significance of techné as technology and its logistic and philosophical implications in the

occurrence of the Holocaust.

These are for the most part ethnological or allegorical stories that carry an ethical message.

Emmett, ‘L.’uomo salvato dal suo mestiere,” 116.

Levi, Moments of Reprieve, vii ix.

Levi, The Periodic Table, 160.

Antonello, ‘Primo Levi and “Man as Maker”,” 101.

Levi, The Periodic Table, 39.

Wilson, ‘Narrated Memories,” 98.

The racial laws were made public in Italy as the ‘Manifesto of Italian Racism’ (1938).

Levi, The Periodic Table, 7.
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55. Baxter, ‘Writing as a Means of Survival,” 398.

56. Levi, The Periodic Table, 145.

57. The centrality of Levi’s testimonial gesture to his narrative work exemplifies the Aristotelian
virtue of ‘voluntariness and responsibility’: Levi makes a rational choice to preserve memory
and, one may argue, he does so by conferring Auschwitz the central position. His sense of
responsibility for the preservation of truth also shows in his choice to narrate a less than
laudable act of greed, not a virtue, but a vice.

58. Levi, The Periodic Table, 144.

59. Botez, Transgressive Legacies of Memory, 38 9.

60. The image of the homo faber as described here is partially consistent with that described by
Hannah Arendt (The Human Condition, 80), save he can never be the master of nature and can
never denaturalise it: the human being is a maker who ‘fabricates the sheer ending variety of
things whose sum total constitutes human artifice’.

61. Botez, Transgressive Legacies of Memory, 39.

62. Levi, The Periodic Table, 36.

63. Ibid., 41.
64. Ibid., 45.
65. 1Ibid., 46.

66. As in the story of the chicken excrements used for producing lady’s lipstick in the chapter
called ‘Nitrogen’ (Levi, The Periodic Table, 188).
67. Gordon, Primo Levi’s Ordinary Virtues, 139.

68. 1Ibid., 144.
69. Roth, ‘Conversation in Turin,” 5 6.
70. Ibid., 6 7.

71.  Cerium was used to build flints for cigarette lighters and barter them for food.

72. Levi, The Periodic Table, 146, 150.

73.  Gordon, Primo Levi’s Ordinary Virtues, 145.

74.  Alberto is, in Gordon’s view, the modern Prometheus, Levi’s protector in the camp (Levi, The
Periodic Table, 188 9).

75.  ‘The insignificant details’ (translation by the author).

76. Eagleton, On Evil, 100.

77. 1Ibid., 101.

78. Levi, The Periodic Table, 233.

79. Antonello, ‘Primo Levi and “Man as Maker”,” 99.

80. Levi, The Periodic Table, 236.

81. Cf. E. Levinas (Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, 43) for an exploration of the
other as component of the self.

82. Botez, Transgressive Legacies of Memory, 43.

83. Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 98.

84. Gordon, Primo Levi’s Ordinary Virtues, 182.
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