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In Leonard Olschner’s “Fugal Provocation in Paul Celan’s ‘Todesfuge’ and 

‘Engführung,’” Olschner perceives each fugue as a challenge to either accept or reject an 

intended musicalization of a poetic text.  To do this, Olschner examines the fugue’s fulfillment 1

of the nuanced requirements. Olschner dissects the titles and motifs of the poems, the 

metaphorical and literal meaning of words , and criticisms of Celan’s aestheticization. 2

Ultimately, the ambiguity of each word distinguishes Celan’s “Todesfuge” and “Engführung” 

not as fugues, but as fugal provocations that provoke different meanings for each reader.  

Olschner states that fugues consist of “polyphonic textures” and a “sequence of dense 

semantic clusters” that are inimitable in prose.  The word ‘fugue” can be traced back to its literal 3

Latin meaning of fuga as ‘flight’ and later ‘canon,’ instrumental music employing imitation.’  4

Metaphorically, fuga signifies flight into the inner self as refuge to the incoming fascist reality. 

Literally, can be traced back to the canon in its original musical imitative form. Olschner 

additionally stresses the importance of the title in relation Celan’s intentions of meaning, seeing 

as how “Todesfuge” was originally entitled “Tangoul mortii” in Romanian to mean “Death 

Tango.”  “Todesfuge” symbolizes the historical upheaval of the time as well as Celan’s 5

disorientation in the wake of death.  

Olschner notes that Celan’s fugues share basic fugal structures of “highly disciplined, 

though not necessarily rigid or monotonous, formal structure.”  He acknowledges the various 6

voices in fugues built on the five themes of the poem relating to the systematic, impersonal 

1 Leonard Olschner, Fugal Provocation in Paul Celan's 'Todesfuge' and 'Engführung' , (German Life and Letters 43, 
no. 1 (October 1989): 7989), 21.  
2 Ben Pelcynski, personal correspondence, November 20, 2018. 
3 Olschner, 79. 
4 Olschner, 79. 
5 Olschner, 79. 
6 Olschner, 82. 
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slaughter of millions of Jews.  Although half of the text accounts for these themes, the craftsman 7

of death consists of the remaining lines. This analogy might make sense in a fugal context, but 

“Todesfuge” misses the stretto, which is the close overlapping of statements of the subject in a 

fugue, each voice entering immediately after the preceding one in a climax of theme and rhythm 

that characterize fugues.  Ultimately, Olschner asserts that despite “Todesfuge” highly 8

disciplined fugal structure, it cannot be experienced in prose, instead it is a fugal provocation. It 

provokes ambiguity that enlightens different interpretations.  9

Additionally, Olschner discusses critics’ condemnation of the Holocaust’s 

aestheticization, because Celan’s poetry beautifies the Holocaust in way that lightens the role 

murderers. Olschner, unlike deconstructionists, saw language as attached to individuals.  He 10

cares about the context of Celan’s writing and the meaning derived from that context. Olschner 

shares Celan’s resentment toward the misinterpreted aestheticization to further embed 

understanding in context from the poet’s perspective. For example, in “Psalm,” Olschner reveals 

that Celan’s intent is not to unburden murders, but to invert sacred poetry into the concept of 

religion’s failure.  

Additionally, the context of titles help reveal poetry’s meaning, which is reflected in the 

significance of the title “Psalm.” Psalm comes from the Greek etymology of “song sung to a 

harp” or a performance of “a plucking of the harp.”  To pluck means to quickly remove 11

something from its place. Olschner interpreted fuga as the flight of one into the inner self as 

refuge, thus psalmos can be interpreted as the plucking of the previous notion of religion as 

7 Olschner, 82. 
8 Olschner, 82. 
9 Olschner, 87. 
10 Randy Ingram, personal correspondence, November 21, 2018. 
11 “Psalm,” Online Etymology Dictionary, accessed November 24, 2018, https://www.etymonline.com/word/psalm. 
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untouchable and undoubtable. The title is ironic, considering that in Hebrew Scripture, Psalms 

convey three important themes: the God is active in history, the necessity of human response to 

God through prayer, and Trust in God.  In Hebrew, Psalm even means praise. However, there is 12

an void in God’s intervention and a loss of trust in God in “Psalm. ”Celan’s “Psalm” implies 

there are remnants of pain left behind following the absence of God’s intervention in response to 

the Holocaust. 

Despite the ironic title, the content of “Psalms” reflect the title. Psalms are characterized 

as climatic, revealing truths in an ascending fashion.  This building of momentum starts with an 13

indefinite pronoun, “No one.”  Using anaphoras, which are commonly used in psalms, the 14

stanza both begins and ends with “No one.” Celan chooses an indefinite article, nulling the 

identity of the addressee and putting emphasis on the impossibility of any greater power to 

recreate man. The pronoun “us” refers to mankind, created from earth and clay.  The verb 15

“kneads” characterizes the formation of the human body by God.  Biblical references of God 16

molding or kneading the clay to form his children is embedded into “Psalms,” invoking Christian 

language that is not native to Celan. In the following line, Celan states that no one “incants” their 

guilt or their “dust,” which references those murdered in the Holocaust.  Incants is a verb 17

usually associated with psalms themselves, as one incants, or chants, psalms. The stanza eerily 

12 Willis, John T. "The Juxtaposition of Synonymous and Chiastic Parallelism in Tricola in Old Testament Hebrew 
Psalm Poetry." Vetus Testamentum 29, no. 4 (1979): 465-80. doi:10.2307/1517795. 
13 Peters, John P. "Notes on Some Ritual Uses of the Psalms." Journal of Biblical Literature 29, no. 2 (1910): 
113-25. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4617110. 
14 Paul Celan, Selected Poems and Prose of Paul Celan, Translated by John Felstiner, (New York: W. W. Norton, 
2001), 157, line 1. 
15 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 1. 
16 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 1. 
17 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 2. 
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ends with the same emphasis on the impossibility of higher intervention through the motif of 

“No one.”  

This feeling of eeriness originates from the absence of God motif. In a prayer, the speaker 

uses a call to God by declaring “blessèd art thou,”  which is used in the Hail Mary prayer, the 18

invocation of the sacred. However, “No One” has become a proper noun and refers to a singular 

person, God, who doesn’t answer the prayer. In the context of Hebrew scripture, The Book of 

Exodus promised that Jews were to be delivered by God to “a land flowing with milk and 

honey.”  However, the “No One” signifies a false promise on God’s behalf. Celan notes that 19

under God’s sight, Jewish people should have “bloom[ed].”  However, the Jewish have instead 20

been living in a depressing environment, forced to live in “spite” of God’s absence.  Celan 21

leaves an enjambment between “in thy sight would” and “we bloom” to signify the absence of 

God.  This reading of Celan’s poetry is both representative of the symbolic nature of psalms and 22

the approach Olschner takes. Olschner looks at the emblematic as well as literal meanings such 

as sentence structure, religious allusions, word choice, and imagery in order to deduce the 

meaning that Celan intended.  

In the third stanza, Celan maintains that the victims of the Holocaust became “Nothing.” 

In the next line, alliteration of “waren wir, sind wir, werden” or “we were, are now, and ever” is 

commonly used in psalms and used for emphasis of an omnipresent tranquilized state of being 

objected to less than a state of nothingness.  23

18 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 4. 
19 Prose, Francine. "Genocide Without Apology: Parsing the Book of Exodus." The American Scholar 72, no. 2 
(2003): 39-43. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41221116. 
20 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 6. 
21 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 8. 
22 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, lines 5-6. 
23 Celan, “Psalm”, 156, line 10. 
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The last stanza is the longest and describes parts of the rose. The pistil and stamen are 

described by epithets turned neologisms like “soul-bright” and “heaven-waste.”  24

“Heaven-waste” can refer to the emptiness and annihilation that was left post Holocaust. Pairing 

the word heaven, a symbol of hope with the word waste, a symbol of hopelessness and 

emptiness, Celan places hope and hopelessness on the same playing field. This allows them both 

to be discussed in relation to the feeling of hopelessness that the Holocaust created. This 

antithesis used is commonly used in Psalms, thus fulfilling another characteristic of a psalm. 

“Corona,” another part of the flower that also means crown, signifies a red rose as the crowning 

queen of all flowers.  The motif of the thorny crown is carried on with the “purpleword,” as 25

purple was the robe of Christ and red was the blood sacrificed during his martyrdom.  In the 26

final line, the reader and the speaker are addressed in a collective “we” whilst singing over and 

over the thorns, which could be attributed to those who tirelessly sing in hopes of finding a way 

to overcome the traumas of the Holocaust.  27

Olschner states that every observation is speculation without “textual or biographical” 

evidence.  No interpretation can be definite, because every interpretation is subject to change in 28

the future. Thus, even this analysis of “Psalm” radicalizes the ambiguity to enlighten multiple 

and evolving interpretations from the individual reader. 

 
[1199] 

 
 

24 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, lines 15-16. 
25 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 17. 
26 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 18.  
Hopkin, Shon. ""My God, My God, Why Hast Thou Forsaken Me?": Psalm 22 and the Mission of Christ." BYU 
Studies Quarterly 52, no. 4 (2013): 117-51. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43039946. 
27 Celan, “Psalm”, 157, line 18. 
28 Olschner, 87. 
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