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T Is impossible to depict the 
full horror of the holocaust. 
How could we adequately 

convey the enormity of a crime in 
which history went mad and six 
million Jews were slaughtered? Yet 
Schindler’s List comes closer than 
any previous cinematic experience 
to taking us into this hell on earth. 

Mass suffering pervades Spielberg's 
shattering epic. Starting slowly 
with the removal of Jews from the 
country to Krakow city, it builds a 
cumulative tension as misery is 
relentlessly piled upon horror. The 
documentary style, which employs 
stark grey mono chrome, hand-
held cameras and razor-sharp edit-
ing, makes us feel that we are really 
there, caught up in the panic and the 
cruelty and the terror of genocide. 
We are made to bear witness. to the 
last century's defining outrage. 

We are swept along by a tide of 
torment through  the liquidation of 
the Krakow ghetto, the removal of 
survivors to Plaszow labour camp, 
and then finally to the obscenity to 
end all obscenities, Auschwitz- 
Birkenau itself. We see (re-created 
by Spielberg beside the original) its 
Dantesque archway with snow 
falling over those grisly words, 
‘Arbeit macht frei’ (work makes 
you free). And we see too its belch-
ing crematoria chimneys, the ulti-
mate icon of man’s inhumanity to 
man. Only the gas chambers them-
selves are spared from us, for they 
are perhaps beyond all imaginings. 

There are scenes in this film where 
we struggle unavailingly to hold 
back the tears. Some of the most 
harrowing have no bodies or 
bloodshed. In one, Jews are told to 
leave their suitcases on the plat-
form, and we cut to an office where 
Germans are already making piles 
of their belongings, including the 
family photos: these people are 
being obliterated even from memo-
ry. In another, women in Plaszow 
rejoice at having escaped selection 

for extermination, only to see their 
children being enticed by piped 
nursery songs on to trucks that take 
them away, waving cheerfully, to 
Auschwitz. In a third, naked women 
cling to each other in abject terror in 
a shower room, mistakenly believing 
that they are about to be gassed. 

Physical suffering is also faced head 
on. We see overworked and ex-
hausted prisoners, brutal execu-
tions, exhumations and burnings. 
In one powerful incident 10,000 
disinterred Jewish corpses are cre-
mated and their ashes drift down 
on the town like grey snow. John 
Williams’ score is particularly ef-
fective here. Yet we feel that the 
violence is being perpetrated 
against us. And of course we are 
right, for this was a crime against 
all humanity. Like many of the vic-
tims, we look for some way of es-
cape, some ray of hope in this be-
nighted universe. 

Such an inventory of awfulness 
would by itself render Schindler’s 
List unbearable. Mankind, it has 
been said, cannot bear too much 
reality. But hope is present in the 
form of an unlikely hero. The man 
who would rather light candles 
than curse the darkness is Oskar 
Schindler, chancer, playboy, profi-
teer – and Nazi. 

Schindler comes to Krakow from 
the Sudetenland in September 1939 
in search of big bucks. He buys an 
enamelware factory at a knock-
down price from two dispossessed 
Jews, staffs it with unpaid Jewish 
workers to make pots and pans for 
the German army, and within a few 
years amasses a fortune. Yet, pro-
gressively and imperceptibly, this 
selfish exploiter is transformed into 
an altruistic saviour. 

When the Jews are removed to 
Plaszow, he persuades the camp 
commandant, with whom he has 
cultivated a friendship, to allow his 
workers to continue production. 
And when Plaszow itself is closed 
down and most of the Jews are 
destined for Gross Rosen or 
Auschwitz, he bribes the comman-
dant to allow him to take 1,100 of 
these workers to a new factory 
making shell casings in his home 
town of Brinnlitz, on the Polish-
Czech border. 

When 300 of the women and chil-
dren on Schindler's list are sent to 
Auschwitz in error, he goes there 
himself and gets them out, even 
snatching the children from the SS 
by convincing them that their tiny 
hands are needed to polish the cas-
ings from the inside. To rescue all 
these Jews, Schindler bribes away 
his entire fortune. 

Why did the real Oskar do it? Why, 
when it came to the ultimate test of 
humanity, was it the exploiter and 
conman who proved to be ‘the 
good German’, while millions of 
other hard-working, upright and 
law-abiding Germans were com-
plaint with or indifferent to the 
Shoah? The film does not give us a 
definite answer; instead, it offers a 
character study on the mystery of 
good and evil. Here Schindler, who 
is basically decent, is continually 
compared and contrasted with 
Amon Goeth, the Plaszow com-
mandant, brilliantly played by 
Ralph Fiennes.                                                       
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Superficially alike, the two men are 
poles apart when it matters. Goeth 
is a sadistic brute, whereas 
Schindler clearly hates physical 
cruelty and suffering, a fact em-
phasised in a number of key inci-
dents. Goeth has also imbibed the 
poison of antisemitism. He tells his 
Jewish maid Helen Hirsch, with 
whom he becomes infatuated: “I 
realise you’re also not a person, in 
the strict sense of the word”. 
Schindler, on the other hand, is a 
Nazi purely for convenience and 
cares little for ideology of any sort. 

Another clue to the Schindler 
enigma is not, I feel, sufficiently 
brought out in the film. As an ad-
venturer and individualist, he ob-
viously likes to take risks and defy 
authority. True, we see him locked 
up briefly for having kissed a Jew-
ish girl. But we are never made fully 
aware that this man is putting his 
life in danger by his saving 
mission. 

As Schindler himself, Liam Neeson 
adds presence to the tricky role of 
the inscrutable hero whose good-
ness has to be deduced from his 
actions. This deduction is made for 
us by Itzhak Stem, Schindler’s Jew-
ish accountant, superbly portrayed 
by Ben Kingsley. He is really the 
heart of the film because he links 
the personal drama with the wider 
canvas. He is the audience's stand-
in, personifying the dilution of fear 
by hope. 

Only at the war’s end and when he 
is leaving the factory does 
Schindler’s mask of composure 

slip. He sobs that if only he had 
sold his gold Nazi badge, he could 
have saved two more Jews, and the 
sale of his car could have saved ten. 
His workers have just presented 
him with a ring made from melted 
down gold teeth (one of the many 
holocaust ironies throughout). On 
it is inscribed a line from the Tal-
mud, the Jewish book of law: 
“Whoever saves one life, saves the 
world entire”. 

It serves as a fitting epigraph for a 
movie masterpiece  which over-
whelms the viewer. At last, Spiel-
berg has focused his considerable 
talent on a really serious theme  
with Swiftian ‘savage indignation’ 
to impress on a mass audience the 
precious value of human life. If ever 
a work of the cinema testified to 
the power of the medium, this is it. 

To be sure, Schindler’s List is not 
without its faults. By plucking a 
story of triumph and hope out of 
the ashes and giving us a drama of 
survival rather than death, Spiel-
berg is pandering to the colonisa-
tion of the Holocaust by American 
culture, with its unquenchable 
thirst for heroes, sentimentality and 
happy endings. The rescuer of the 
1,100 Jews is a white Christian to 
boot! The Schindler narrative ob-
scures the fact that in the Holo-
caust most of the Jews died and 
most of the Germans collaborated 
with or passively accepted the per-
petrators. 

Perhaps most disturbing of all, the 
victims sent to the ‘showers’ were 
usually gassed, in contrast to the 

terrifying scene where Spielberg, 
the master of suspense, slips dan-
gerously close to the pornography 
of horror by teasing the audience 
with jets of water instead of Zyk-
lon-B. Shoah business was certainly 
not show business. 

Yet we can forgive Spielberg for 
blocking out the reality of the gas 
chambers, for otherwise he does not 
spare us the horrors, and Schindler’s 
List, for all its faults, remains one of 
the greatest films in cinema history. 

Brian McClinton                      


