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No matter if the verse-based films of Russian Formalism1 or the Avantgarde films of 

Marcel Duchamp, Hans Richter and Luis Buñuel in the 1920s2 mark the beginning of 

the genre – poetry films have been around for more than one hundred years. 

Nevertheless, they have so far never been more than an intellectually challenging 

entertainment for a rather small number of educated viewers and therefore remained 

on the margins of public perception. Even the growing number of poetry film festivals3 

cannot hide the fact that poetry films are, despite their potential, still not overly 

present in the public sphere. One reason for that might be their combination of poetry 

and short film – both formats are less known to reach a big audience; another obstacle 

might be the hybriditiy of the genre itself.4 

In the academic world though, the subject recently received a growing amount of 

attention and a couple of publications have been released on the topic within the last 

two years.5 Since the research of poetry films is still relatively new, the basic question, 

What is a poetry film and how can it be characterised?, is still most relevant. 

With poetry film, cinematic electronic poetry, videopoem or Cin(e)poem6, different 

names and labels have been introduced to describe an audiovisual piece of art, which 

is based on a poem. Different researchers have introduced a whole range of different 

typologies describing all possible types of poetry films. Depending on their corpus and 

their definition of poetry film they naturally came to different results. It is valid for 

                                                 
1
 Cf. Novikova 2013: 34ff. 

2
 Cf. Pfeiler 2010: 149. 

3
 For an updated overview of poetry festivals see http://www.george.aguilar.com (last acessed: 

January 7, 2015). The Zebra Poetry Film Festival organised since 2002 by LiteraturWerkstatt Berlin is 
certainly one of the best-known, see http://www.literaturwerkstatt.org/en/zebra-poetry-film-
festival/home-zebra-poetry-film-festival/ (last accessed: January 7, 2015). 

4
 Cf. Orphal 2014: 5f. 

5
 The topic has received greater attention in the anglophone academic world so far and has only 

recently been discovered by German-speaking researchers, cf. Novikova 2013 and Orphal 2014. 
6
 Cf. Pfeiler 2010: 157, see also http://www.george.aguilar.com (last acessed: January 7, 2015). For 

an even bigger variety of terms see Orphal 2014: 30. 
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most poetry films that they are not simply inspired by a poem, but reproduce it as a 

whole or in parts either visually or acoustically within the film. Therefore, poetry films 

are prime examples for intermediality in the sense of a "symbiotic relationship of 

images, words, and sound/music" –  they can basically "integrate all the arts – drama,  

dance, music, graphics and documentary elements. Some of the best poetry films […] 

use stills, animation, documentary clips as well as abstract computer-generated 

graphics, and narrative."7  

The cardinal point of the discussion is represented by the question how poem and 

film as two independent pieces of art correlate with each other. Some researchers 

hold the view that a film based on literature is first of all a film and is therefore 

characterised by its own cinematographic quality which again is best analysed within 

the terminology and the context of film science. The aesthetical significant medium, 

Ralf Schnell for instance argues, is the one in whose structure the transformational 

process is resulting.8 This perspective strengthens the autonomy of the film, as Martina 

Pfeiler does in describing poetry film as an "update of the poem".9 Another group of 

researchers focusses less on the poetry film as a result, but rather on the 

transformation process of poetry into film and how this process can be described in 

detail. Here, poetry film is understood as a subjective and visual interpretation of the 

poem.10  In this case, the terminology is orientated towards the analysis of poetry and 

phenomenons of intermediality.  

In my example, I do not want to analyse poetry film as cinematographic piece of art, 

but I am rather interested in discussing which elements of the poem can be 

transformed into film, how this transformation works and to what extent the impact of 

both, poem and poetry film, on the audience is comparable. 

The poetry film I want to analyse is called Tenebrae and is part of the 2003 released 

collection Poem by the German director Ralf Schmerberg.11 The film is based on the 

poem Tenebrae by Paul Celan, which was written in March 1957 and first published in 

                                                 
7 

Quotation by George Aguilar, cited after Pfeiler 2010: 157. Interestingly, the same quotation is cited 
by Orphal as part of a speech manuscript by Bob Holman, see Orphal 2014: 30, footnote 3. 

8
 Cf. Schnell 2000: 159f. 

9 
Martina Pfeiler on poetry film, interview with Dave Bonta, October 19, 2014 during the Zebra 

Poetry Film Festival, Berlin, online available http://vimeo.com/110682621 (last accessed: January 7, 
2015). 

10
 „Die Lyrikverfilmung wird von einem Gedicht nicht nur „inspiriert“, sie ist vielmehr seine subjektiv 

interpretierende Veranschaulichung.“ (Novikova 2013: 87) 
11 

Tenebrae, aus: Poem. Film von Ralf Schmerberg (D, 2003), DVD, Lingua Video Medien GmbH 2004. 
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Sprachgitter ("Speechwicket") two years later. Sprachgitter was Celan's fourth 

published collection of poems in which he reached an abstractness that was discussed 

widely, but has not been too much appreciated by contemporary literary criticism.12 It 

is especially amazing that such an abstract, complex and supposingly hermetic poem 

like Tenebrae inspired even a couple of cinematic implementations.  

In many cases, including the poetry film Tenebrae, the poem is acoustically 

reproduced within the film. In Tenebrae a voice-over of Celan's own reading of the 

poem was used.13 Referring to the procedures of a Pythagorean school, where the 

pupils only heard their teacher speaking from behind a curtain to not be distracted by 

his sight, Anastasia Novikova describes the use of a bodyless voice in the film as 

"akusmatic voice". She explains that the voice that can be heard in the film belongs to 

none of the actors or visible persons and therefore remains abstract for the 

audience.14 The question, why the directors of Tenebrae, Jo Molitoris and Ralf 

Schmerberg, chose to use an "akusmatic voice" in the film will be answered at a later 

point based on the interpretation of the poem. The other question that comes to mind 

is why they used the recording of a reading by the author himself, this film being the 

only example in the whole collection. 

The whole 3:55 minutes of the film are accompanied by music, a piece called Mare 

Crisium by the British electronic music artist Andrew Lagowski, which joins industrial 

sounds and recordings of a male choir into a rather gloomy ensemble.15 Whereas the 

music sets in from the first image on, the reading of the poem only starts at 1:47 and 

finishes at 3:26 minutes. The title of the poem is not read out and the performance 

starts directly with the first line of the poem. The music being more or less equally loud 

to the recorded reading, is applied in order to have a maximum effect on the listener, 

but at the same time at no point disturbs the understanding of the poem. Still, this 

causes the interesting effect that Celan's voice seems to compete with the music and is 

in constant danger to be overtaken by it.  

There are a couple of remarkable characteristics in Celan's voice as well as in the 

way he intonates the poem. Voice can be perceived, as Stefanie Orphal descibes, as an 

                                                 
12 

Cf. Janz 1984: 63. 
13

 According to John Felstiner, two recordings of Tenebrae by Paul Celan have been preserved. I have 
not been successful in finding out which one has been used for the film and in which way they 
potentially differ. Cf. Felstiner 2000: 144.  

14 
Cf. Novikova 2013: 110f. 

15 
The original piece is 8:28 minutes long and can be heard at: 

http://lagowski.bandcamp.com/track/mare-crisium (last accessed: January 7, 2015). 
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event, which stimulates affections within the listener that go beyond linguistic 

communication.16 Without being able to go too deep into the terminology of speech 

communication, Celan's voice can be described as rather high-pitched and mature. It 

seems not entirely articulate, at times even slightly throaty. His intonation bears a 

singing quality, whereas he clearly uses sound volume, pace and breaks to structure 

the text and intensify its meaning at certain points. The repetitive character of the text 

is supported by his adjuratory intonation of the adressing formula „Herr“. Other 

passages of the text are intonated very distinctly and clearly stressed by putting an 

accent on certain syllables. Some articulational peculiarities can be found, for instance 

the realisation of [kliŋgən] instead of [kliŋən], that make his German sound somewhat 

foreign. John Felstiner points out that the reading alters the written poem in line 16 

„Es glänzte.“, which Celan reads out as „Es glänzt.“,17 putting this central image of the 

poem into present tense and therefore detaching it from the temporal frame of the 

poem. Futhermore noticable in the film are extended breaks between the second and 

the third and the eighth and ninth stanza, which are introduced by the film directors. 

This certainly applies a cinematographic logic on the performance of the text. 

Returning to the question, why the original recording of  Celan's voice has been 

used, there are two plausible answers. As Novikova claims, the use of an "akusmatic 

voice" can either express the distance of the speaker towards the shown images, as it 

happens for instance in documentaries, or, on the contrary, offer a blank screen for a 

potential identification with the speaker's position.18  

In this case though, another effect might be generated. As Celan's voice as well as 

his specific intonation is quite unique and very well known, it will be recognised by a 

certain part of the audience immediately. This activates knowledge about the author 

and his context, which is actually not represented by the imagery of the film. A voice is 

in every case strongly linked to a body, that is producing it. Hearing the voice of a 

Jewish author, who survived a Romanian Labour Camp, but lost both his parents in a 

concentration camp in Transnistria and struggled all his life with this loss, a life finally 

ending in suicide, carries a special implication: it brings a dead survivor back to 

presence, whose life and poetry had been threatened throughout his lifetime. It also 

                                                 
16 

Cf. Orphal 2014: 161. 
17

 Cf. Felstiner 2000: 144. 
18 

Cf. Novikova 2013: 110f. 
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brings a voice to hearing, that Celan himself has named to be the most important 

function of his poetry writing.19 

After so far describing the audible part of the poetry film I now want to discuss the 

relation of voice, sound and imagery of the film. The imagery of the poetry film 

consists of a documentary shot of a penance procession during the Holy Week in 

Andalusia, Spain in 2000. This type of procession is typical especially for the Southern 

parts of Spain, and takes place during the week before Easter to commemorate the 

Passion of Jesus Christ. The first shot of the film shows a group of hermanos, members 

of Catholic brotherhoods or fraternities, in their traditional outfits, consisting of a 

penitential robe called nazareno and a hood called capirote, lining up outside a church 

building.20 The hermanos usually perform a type of penitential march, some of them 

carrying crosses. Being black-and-white, the film reduces the colourful spectacle to a 

rather geometrical aesthetics. A great range of shots have obviously been taken by a 

hand-held camera, that produces an agitated effect and facilitates the effect of 

immerging into the crowd. Twice within the first 15 seconds, the camera moves into a 

low-angle perspektive, which lets the strange and identically dressed figures seemingly 

grow bigger and increases their frightening charisma – naturally also by evoking 

associations towards the members of the Ku Klux Klan, who wore similiar dresses. A 

perception of aggression and violence is furthermore generated by some long sticks 

that are carried upright in the air by two rows of hermanos, the viewer being 

positioned in the middle of this corridor. The rather strong, scary impact of the first 

seconds is disrupted by the full shot of an hermano sitting in a wheelchair (0:19 – 0:21 

minutes), which retracts the imagery into present times.  

The following shots show hermanos either in medium long shots of groups or as 

shoulder close-ups of single persons, very often portraying lower parts of their bodies 

instead of their faces, which are masked and identical. The scenes change relatively 

fast and follow the marching movement of the procession with different camera 

distances and from different perspectives, preferably from a low angle. An especially 

astounding view is a high-angle shot at 0:30 minutes, that only shows the moving 

hoods of the marching hermanos, giving the impression of a field of moving black 

thorns. Details of religious items leap into view, for instance people touching the lower 

                                                 
19

 „In dieser Sprache habe ich, in jenen Jahren und in den Jahren nachher, Gedichte zu schreiben 
versucht: um zu sprechen […].“ (Celan 1983: 185f.) 

20 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Week_in_Spain (last accessed: January 7, 2015) 
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decorational part of one of the enourmos pasos. These "real walking chapels of over 

5,000 kilos […] are physically carried on the neck of costaleros, hidden inside the 

platform of the paso, so it seems to walk alone." At different times it is shown how the 

floats are lifted in a jumping and trembling movement. The pasos are crowned by 

"lifelike painted wooden sculptures of individual scenes of the events that happened 

between Jesus' entry in Jerusalem and his burial, or images of the Virgin Mary showing 

restained grief for the torture and killing of her son". The pasos are accompanied by 

marching bands "performing Marchas procesionales, a specific type of compositions, 

devoted to the images and fraternities."21 At different times, spectating women, 

dressed in black with headdresses and veils of black lace, come into view. Again they 

are shot as shoulder close-ups that spare their faces and instead show their hands 

making the sign of a cross. Hands play an important role in the first one and a half 

minutes of the film, being shown in holding and carrying sticks, swinging a vessel of 

frankincense, touching a float, making the sign of a cross, drumming, and even holding 

the beautifully ornamented end of a stick with the inscription „Maria madre de la 

iglesia“ straight into the camera (1:30 minutes). All these actions express religiousness 

and believe, they show rituals and in stressing the hands that execute them, they 

symbolise an active and living expression of faith. 

The first part of the film prior to the acoustical implementation of the poem has 

undoubtedly a very strong impact on the observer. The imagery of the Holy Week in its 

natural state is already quite overwhelming and exotic, let alone the way it is 

presented in this film. Frequent changes of the scene as well as camera perspective 

offer a diversity of impressions to the observer that make it difficult to focus on details. 

The way the film is shot actually turns the simple march into a complex action that 

stimulates a whole set of different emotions. This type of poetry film has been 

described as etude by Anastasia Novikova, a film without plot that strives solely 

through the power of its images.22  

The music has quite a dominating influence on the perception, supporting a sinister 

and solemn atmosphere. The elements of choir certainly blend very well into the 

religious context of the imagery. Different, mainly industrial noises like a metallic 

buzzing create a scary atmosphere, as they do not have any connection with the 

                                                 
21 

All the quotations in this paragraph are taken form the article "Holy Week in Spain" on Wikipedia. 
Terms which have been marked in quotation marks in the original have been italicised by me. Cf. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Week_in_Spain (last accessed: January 7, 2015). 

22
 Cf. Novikova 2013: 171. 
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imagery and therefore appear as something alien, that might anticipate a later 

catastrophe. When Celan's voice sets in at 1:47 minutes reciting the first line of the 

poem, the viewer is already rather challenged and irritated, as the aesthetics of the 

film actually work against its coherent perception. 

To embrace the fact that poetry film is a format joining verbal expression and image 

into the expression of a common message23, I want to try and oppose a description of 

the film image with the passage of the poem being audible in the very same moment. 

 

1 

Nah sind wir, Herr, 

nahe und greifbar. 

 

 

 

 

 

1:46 

min 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1:50 

min 

The first close-up of the film, 

a nun's face showing upwards, 

her head shifting slowly along 

while her eyes follow something 

that moves past her. Her 

expression is deeply touched 

and devotional, her lips are 

slowly moving, probably in 

prayer, whereas her eyes are 

filled with tears.  

In a counter-shot a float 

crowned by Virgin Mary is 

shown, appearantly the object 

of the nun's sight. The float is 

carried alongside the front of a 

house, surrounded by 

spectators which turn their 

backs towards the viewer.  

2 Gegriffen schon, Herr, 

ineinander verkrallt, als wär 

der Leib eines jeden von uns 

dein Leib, Herr. 

1:52 

min 

 

 

 

 

The view remains the same 

for the first line of the second 

stanza and is taken back into 

the crowd for the second line, 

highlighting a woman, dressed 

in black, smoking.  

                                                 
23 

Novikova accurately relates to it as Wort-Bild-Form, cf. Novikova 2013: 87. 
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1:58 

min 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2:02 

min 

 

Following, a close-up of the 

head of a wooden Jesus statue 

comes into view, in the 

background greenery, shot from 

a low-angle perspective. 

 

 

 

 

With the first stanza ending, 

another shoulder close-up of a 

woman comes into sight. Again, 

her face is deeply touched while 

she sings along or prays, 

sobbing and wiping her tears 

away. She seems surrounded by 

younger women and a girl, who 

critically watches her from 

aside. 

3 Bete, Herr, 

bete zu uns, 

wir sind nah. 

 

2:14 

min 

The third stanza sets in with 

the corridor of hermanos, 

holding their sticks upright in 

the air and brandishing them, 

whereas their leader walks 

through the middle of the 

corridor towards the camera. 

The image is followed by the 

down part of a paso in swinging 

movement, the feet of the 

costaleros being visible.  
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4 Windschief gingen wir hin, 

 

gingen wir hin, uns zu bücken 

nach Mulde und Maar. 

 

 

 

 

 

2:22 

min 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2:29 

min 

 

The fourth stanza sets in with 

a shoulder close-up of the 

statue of Virgin Mary, partly 

hidden behind lace curtains and 

in the swinging movement of 

the carried paso.  

 

 

 

 

 

With the second line of the 

fourth stanza, the first bird's eye 

view of the film shows 

spectators slowly marching 

along in a rocking movement.  

 

 

5 Zur Tränke gingen wir, Herr. 

 

2:32 

min 

The fifth stanza, just 

consisting of one line, shows a 

metall cross, being carried 

through a standing group of 

people ("Zur Tränke gingen,"), 

after that again the float with 

Jesus ("wir, Herr"). 

6 Es war Blut, es war, 

was du vergossen, Herr. 

 

 

 

 

 

2:37 

min 

The sixth stanza is setting in 

with the close-up of a young 

woman wearing a black 

headdress. The image 

concentrates on her eyes and 

upper part of her head, switches 

to other close-ups of young 
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women, their facial expressions 

being grave and rather 

disclosed.  

With "Herr" the view 

switches from the close-up of a 

young woman's face to the 

wooden face of a Jesus statue 

with a crown of thorns.  

7 Es glänzte. 

 

 

 

2:44 

min 

With the seventh stanza, the 

camera moves up towards some 

elements of the metal halo ("Es 

glänzt."). 

8 Es warf uns dein Bild in die Augen, Herr. 

 

 

 

 

 

Augen und Mund stehn so offen und 

leer, Herr. 

 

2:47 

min 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3:04 

min 

The eighth stanza follows 

without break showing the 

image of two lines of hermanos 

with long candle sticks, dressed 

in white and striding out of a 

church building.  

With the second line, there 

follows a cut towards one of the 

religious leaders of the 

procession, his face being 

shown as a close-up. 

In the following break, there 

are relatively fast cuts from the 

back view of a crowd towards 

two old people sitting on a 

bench, a small girl dressed as an 

angel walking around the corner 
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of a house and finally another 

child's face covered by a hood. 

9 Wir haben getrunken, Herr. 

 

 

 

 

 

Das Blut und das Bild, das im Blut war, 

Herr. 

 

3:10 

min 

The ninth stanza sets in with 

a procession of hermanos in 

white striding out of a church, 

carrying crosses as well as a 

procession in black marching 

down a street ("Herr.").  

The second line corresponds 

with the image of a paso, 

presenting a coffin with a 

skeleton on top. The shot is 

followed by shoulder close-ups 

of applauding spectators. 

10 Bete, Herr. 

 

Wir sind nah. 

 

 

 

 

 

3:21 

min 

The last stanza sets in with 

the same scene from bird's eye 

perspective, showing the paso 

and the surrounding crowd. 

The last line of the poem 

ends with a close-up of 

drummers. 

The remaining 25 seconds of 

the film portray the drummers 

in lockstep and show details of 

their uniforms, their faces, their 

hands and bags with 

embroidered skulls. 

 

Comparing the sequence of images with the recitation of the poem, it becomes 

obvious that the structure of the film follows the text structure of the poem quite 

closely. The change of scenes happens in analogy with the changes between the lines 

and stanzas. Novikova describes this type of reference as synchronical reference, 
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which means that one film image more or less correlates with an expression, line or 

stanza in the poem.24 

Furthermore, some verbal images or expressions of the poem are almost literally 

illustrated by film images, as for instance the close-up of the wooden Jesus correlating 

with the verbal expression of "Herr" ("Lord") in the sixth stanza and the metal rays of a 

halo correlating with the expression „Es glänzt.“ ("It gleams.") in the seventh stanza. Of 

course these illustrational moments remain only few, the main relation of poetic and 

cinematographic has be found on a different level. The repetitive structure of the text 

is reflected in the film by the repetition of film images which nevertheless do not stand 

in an illustrational connection with the poetic images. The structural pattern of the 

poem has therefore been mirrored in a mere formal way. 

It is noticable that not only the imagery of the film supports the effect of the poem, 

but also the recitation of the poem has been slightly altered to support the effect of 

the cinematographic imagery. As mentioned earlier, extended breaks have been 

introduced into the recitation twice, between the second and the third stanza as well 

as between the eighth and ninth stanza. The first break (2:02 – 2:14 minutes) is 

entirely filled with the shot of the sobbing woman, into which the camera is zooming in 

and out, nevertheless remaining relatively static. The second extended break (2:56 – 

3:09 minutes) in the opposite is filled with at least four different shots in a great 

variety of perspectives. It is certainly noticeable, that there is an increase in the 

frequency of changing scenes and perspectives towards the end of the poem. This 

might be seen in correlation with the lines in the eight and ninth stanza, which are the 

longest within the poem.  

The relation of voice, sound and imagery of the film as integral relation of the 

acoustic and visual dimension25 that has been so far described, is understood as the 

first of two steps of transforming the poem into a poetry film by Novikova. In this first 

step, the poem is transformed in the same verbal code either visually or acoustically in 

the film. The voice of the speaker as well as the camera were important parameters of 

analysation here, as seen so far. In order to understand the convergence or 

contradiction of the cinematographic images towards the poetic images, we now have 

to go deeper into the relation of verbal poetic expression and cinematographic 

imagery. In the second transformational step additional elements of the poem's form 

                                                 
24 

Cf. Novikova 2013: 166f. 
25

 Cf. Novikova 2013: 113, footnote 299. 
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and content are transformed into the cinematographic sign system.26 Understanding 

how this transformation works in detail will help us figure out how the relation of 

poem and film can be described and entitle where the poetry film supports readings 

that can be found within the poem and where it actually adds independent levels of 

interpretation. 

The interpretation of the poem should start with its title, which nevertheless does 

appear neither acoustically nor visually at any point within the film.27 The Latin word 

tenebrae generally stands for "darkness" or "shadow", but especially refers to the 

darkness after the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Tenebrae factae sunt (Matthew 27,459) 

reads the corresponding passage in the Bible that finds its expression in the liturgic 

ceremonies of the Catholic Church in the Holy Week before Easter: "The distinctive 

ceremony of Tenebrae is the gradual extinguishing of candles while a series of readings 

and psalms is chanted or recited."28 Barbara Wiedemann suggests, that Tenebrae is a 

Catholic Liturgy with very distinct Jewish character, due to the chanted psalms.29 The 

evocation of darkness also once more retrieves the darkness, through which German 

language according to Celan's understanding in his famous Bremer Rede had to evolve 

("die tausend Finsternisse todbringender Rede") in order to still or again function as 

instrument of poetic expression.30 At the same time, the title links the poetic content 

to the Holy Week and therefore to the same liturgic period that is represented in the 

film. 

 

1Nah sind wir, Herr, 
nahe und greifbar. 

 

1We are near, Lord, 
near and at hand.31 

 

The first stanza, consisting of just two lines, sets in with the adjective "nah", which in 

biblical psalms frequently stands in correlation with the mercy of God, as Felstiner 

                                                 
26 

Cf. Novikova 2013: 114f. 
27

 It is mentioned in the credits at the end of the whole collection though and respectively appears 
when directly accessing the chapter within the collection. 

28 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tenebrae (last accessed: January 10, 2015). 

29
 Cf. Celan 2005: 649. 

30
 Cf. Celan 1983: 185f. 

31 
The English translation I used is the same one used for the English subtitles of the film. 
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describes in great detail.32 The following subject "wir" refers to an undefined group as 

the actor of the poem. In being undefined, the group seems potentially open and could 

possibly include the reader. Regarding the Jewish layer of meaning in the poem, it has 

been expressed, that "[t]he use of the pronoun “we” flows naturally in Jewish thought 

and practice, in which regulations strictly mandate communal prayer."33 At the same 

time, the first line resembles the hymn Patmos (1802) by Johann Christian Friedrich 

Hölderlin, which beginns with the lines "Nah ist/ Und schwer zu fassen der Gott/ Wo 

aber Gefahr ist, wächst/ Das Rettende auch." Celan's adaption inverses these lines: 

instead of God, it is "us", an indetermined group of people, who are close and 

furthermore, instead of being difficult to grasp, they are actually "at hand" and 

graspable, which seems to anticipate a certain vulnerability.  

 

3 Gegriffen schon, Herr, 
ineinander verkrallt, als wär 

5 der Leib eines jeden von uns 
dein Leib, Herr. 
 

7Bete, Herr, 
bete zu uns, 
9 wir sind nah.34 
 

The second stanza connects to this description in the past participle "gegriffen", 

suggesting an act that already took place and accordingly turning the focus into 

passive. The following line seems to specify the result of this process as "clawed and 

clawing". Therefore, in a few brief lines the description cumulates from being "at 

hand" to having been "handled" to hands "clawing", a phrase that in itself refers to 

descriptions of victims of the Holocaust in the gas chambers35 and additionally carries 

                                                 
32 

Cf. Felstiner 2000: 142. 
33 

http://www.enotes.com/topics/tenebrae (last accessed: January 10, 2015). 
34

  3 Handled already, Lord, 
 clawed and clawing as though 

 5 he body of each of us were 
 your body, Lord. 

 7 Pray, Lord, 
 pray to us, 

 9 we are near. 
35

 Cf. Felstiner 2000: 142. 
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a strong moment of animalistic aggressivity. What is described with the semantical 

string "at hand" – "handled" – "clawing" is the result of a fatal mistreatment of the 

group of "us". The second part of the stanza compares the experience of every single 

one of this group, who was exposed to the unnamed experience, to the experience of 

God, more specifically towards the crucifixion. This context is pretty much evoked by 

the use of the phrase "Leib", which also remembers the sacrament that sets in with 

the words "das ist mein Leib".36 Hence, the poem describes a scene in which every 

single one suffers in the same way as the crucified Jesus Christ. But whereas in biblical 

history, the death of Jesus Christ happened in the name of mankind, there is no such 

salvational sense available for the victims that died "clawed and clawing" in the gas 

chambers. As they did not even die in the name of Jesus Christ, let alone in the name 

of mankind, this analogy has to remain hypothetical, "as though". 

As a result, the direction of worshipping has to be inverted and the roles are 

reversed. God is now called upon to direct his prayers "to us". It was basically this 

inversion which was perceived as blasphemic and therefore criticised by contemporary 

readers.37  The verb "pray" occurs only as imperative form in the whole poem, which 

stresses its evident structural prayer character.38 The last line of the third stanza "we 

are near" could be read sarcastically as "us" being dead and therefore being near to 

God. 

How do these poetical images link in with the cinematic imagery of the poetry film 

so far? Certainly, the poem's high level of abstractness, its lack of concrete localisation 

and timelessness complicate a cinematic adaption and apart from brief, coincidental 

illustrational moments there is certainly no illustrational realisation of the poem 

imaginable. The transformation has to therefore rely on certain structural analogies as 

well as semantical ways of transforming the poetic images.  

The strong, but indefinite group "we" in the poem finds its equivalent in the 

collectives that are portrayed in the film: the performing hermanos as well as 

spectators. In reenacting the scenes of the Via Dolorosa, an "as if" is created, which 

nevertheless functions in the opposite direction of the one expressed by the poem. 

Whereas "we" in the poem suffered in the same way, but not because of Jesus Christ, 

the spectacle of reenactment portrayed in the film serves the objectification of biblical 
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 Cf. Celan 2005: 650. 
37

 Cf. Felstiner 2000: 143. 
38

 Cf. Orosz 1995: 9. 
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history. The purpose of performing penitential marches is first of all to remember the 

biblical incidents and commiserate, which is then supposed to have a renewing effect 

on faith. It can therefore be considered as a positive form of worship, that 

demonstrates a deep and unbroken belief as most intensely visible in the two shoulder 

close-ups of the weeping women. In the poem, on the other hand, faith is not possible 

anymore, nor is any potential form of its renewal.  

 

Windschief gingen wir hin, 

11gingen wir hin, uns zu bücken 
nach Mulde und Maar. 

 

13 Zur Tränke gingen wir, Herr.39 
 

The fourth stanza of the poem explicates the state of being harmed further in the 

expression "windschief", which in its associational layers is only partly covered by its 

translation as "askew". The composition of "Wind" and "schief" localises the occurence 

in an outside, void and deserted territory, exposed to harsh weather. From here, it is 

not difficult to think of the prisoners in the concentration camps, who were forced to 

undergo endlessly long roll calls outside their baracks.  In consequence, it is not the 

baracks, but the group of "us" being "askew" as a result of exposure to these 

circumstances. At the same time it expresses a reification of human beings. The group 

of damaged humans is moving, the German expression "gingen wir hin" in its 

repetition suggesting an ongoing, steady movement. At the same time it reminds us of 

Goethe's famous poem Gefunden: "Ich ging im Walde/ So vor mich hin,/ Und nichts zu 

suchen,/ Das war mein Sinn.". There is a moment of fleer in interfering the limping, 

damaged group and the unburdened walk of a young man in the famous German 

forest. The walk of the group seems aiming towards bending down, but it is no sweet 

flower that is found here, but a trough and and volcanic crates.40 Both geological terms 

"Mulde" and "Maar" appear as twin structure, doubling the emphasis of cavity, of 

                                                 
39 

Askew we went there, 

11went there to bend 
over hollow and ditch. 

13 To be watered we went there, Lord. 
40 

See Celan's geological notes: "durch Gletscherwirkung entstandene Mulde im Gebirge", 
"Gasvulkane: die explodierenden Gase blasen kraterförmige Vertiefungen (Maare) aus", Cf. Celan 2005: 
650. 
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something missing. The alliteration on m- imitates a humming sound, that blends in 

with the description of Goethe's innocent walk. Celan's preference of geological terms 

and the meaning of stone in his poetics has to be seen in the perspective of his 

essential concept of involution.41 

The act of bending anticipates the drinking trough in the fifth stanza. Interestingly, 

the English translation links the stone trough and the act of being watered closer than 

the German original, which does not express, that the watering happens "there". The 

stone cavities being understood as the watering troughs bear a moment of futility – no 

life-giving water can be found in a stone desert. The motif of the water trough brings in 

another animalistic, reificational moment and has again to be seen as a bitter 

remembrance of the death camps where human beings were treated like cattle. At the 

same time it refers to the belief of God as the merciful shepherd as well as towards 

Agnus Dei, Jesus, the Lamb of God, who was sacrificed to release the world from its 

sins (Joh 1,29-36). Again, the religious sense has been inverted in the poem: the group 

is not guided by a merciful shepherd, but moves on its own in the absence of any 

guidance or protection. Adding another, controversial layer of meaning, the sacrifice, 

especially of the lamb, is an essential part of the biblical narrative of the Exodus of the 

Israelites, where marking the "doorposts of their homes with the blood of a 

slaughtered spring lamb" saved the Israelite's first-borns. Lamb is therefore still one of 

the traditional dishes eaten during the Jewish Pesach that symbolise "God's strong 

hand" which had once saved their children.42 

 

Es war Blut, es war, 
15 was du vergossen, Herr. 
 
Es glänzte.43 
 

Consequentially in this string of images, the stone trough in the sixth stanza is not filled 

with water, but with blood. God is blamed, not only for allowing for blood to be shed, 

but for actually shedding it himself. Once more, the biblical context is inverted, because 

instead of mankind shedding the blood of Jesus Christ and therefore being guilty, God 
                                                 
41

 For an elaboration of the concept of involution, see Sturm 2008. 
42

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Passover (last accessed: January 10, 2015). 
43

  It was blood, it was 

 15 what you shed, Lord. 
It gleamed. 
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himself is accused of having shed blood. In this accusation, the big question that arose 

after the Holocaust is reflected: If an almighty God existed, how could he have allowed 

the Holocaust to happen?44 

 

17 Es warf uns dein Bild in die Augen, Herr. 
Augen und Mund stehn so offen und leer, Herr.45 

 

The gleaming quality of the blood that is expressed in the seventh stanza has to bee 

seen in relation to its mirroring effect in the first line of the eighth stanza. Here, blood 

is described as reflector, that reflects the image of God. Interestingly, the ones who 

bend down to drink, do not see themselves in the mirroring surface, but instead they 

perceive the image of God. This expresses the result of an equalisation of God and 

mankind: God, who became guilty of shedding the blood of his flock has become one 

or better, all of them. It could also be read as a hint towards the constructional 

character of religion and faith as invented by mankind; religion as a promise that was 

challenged after the Holocaust and has failed. As Magdolna Orosz comments, "image" 

and "eyes", although semantically not very close, get linked through their common 

semantical implications of seeing and perceiving, whereas "blood" functions as a 

"mediator", reflecting an "image", i.e. something external to the human being, into the 

"eyes", i.e. into something internal to him.46 It is not explicit, whose "eyes" and 

"mouth" are refered to in the next stanza. Understood as a reference towards the 

reflected image of God, it could be suggested that it were God's "eyes" and "mouth" 

that were "open" and "empty", although once again the English translation defines the 

"eyes" and "mouth" as "our". From the lecture notes, this expression can be linked 

back to the film Nacht und Nebel (1955) by Alain Resnais and Jean Cayrol, one of the 

most important and widely known documentaries about Auschwitz.47 Celan was 

translating the comment by Cayrol into in German in 1956, a couple of months prior to 

the composition of Tenebrae.48 In this translation, we come across a line that describes 

the perception of the dead victims: "Zuletzt haben alle das gleiche Gesicht. Es sind 

                                                 
44

  http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holocaust-Theologie (last accessed: January 10, 2015). 
45

 17 It cast your image into our eyes, Lord. 
Our eyes and our mouths are open and empty, Lord. 
46 

Cf. Orosz 1995: 8. 
47

 http://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/kultur/filmbildung/filmkanon/43569/nacht-und-nebel (last 
accessed: January 10, 2015). 

48
 Cf. Knaap: 190. 
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alterslose Wesen, die mit offenen Augen sterben."49 Firstly, it is the description of all 

the victims having the same face, that is echoed in the poem's equivalence of God's 

face and the face of the drinking individuals. Secondly, it is the observation of the 

dead's eyes standing open, which reappears in the poem's expression "Our eyes and 

our mouths are open and empty, Lord." Taken all these references into account, the 

stanza again seems to reflect on the question how the Holocaust could have possibly 

happened in the presence of a merciful God.  

 

19 Wir haben getrunken, Herr. 
Das Blut und das Bild, das im Blut war, Herr.50 

 

The ninth stanza concludes the image of the trough in resuming the act of drinking, 

that is described in a perfect tense-form in the poem. The second line specifies the act 

of drinking: they drank "the blood and the image that was in the blood". The act of 

drinking blood of course first of all evokes associations towards the holy sacrament, 

indeed transforming the chalice into a stone trough and "subversing this way the 

emblematical meaning of the "sacrament" into that of "sacrileg"."51 Whereas in 

Christianity, the wine of the sacrament, symbolising the blood of Christ, serves as act of 

receiving Christ, in Judaism the consumption of blood is strictly forbidden: "Thus, in a 

Jewish context, to drink blood at the crater means to violate one of God’s 

commandments."52 Above all, "we" drink not only the blood itself, but also "the image 

that was in the blood", which is "our" own image as well as God's image. On a simple 

level, whenever emptying a cup filled with a reflecting fluid, it has the effect that the 

reflected image disappears while drinking. It implicates, that "we" drank up the trough, 

which adds a certain intentionality to the act of drinking. This rebounds to the line "It 

gleamed.", which contains a moment of attraction. Although the blood in the trough 

has obviously been shed by God, it attracts "us", so that we start to drink and do not 

stop unless the trough is emptied. The act of extended drinking has appeared in Celan's 

best-known poem Deathfugue, which repeats the lines "Black milk of daybreak we 

drink it at evening/ we drink it at midday and morning we drink it at night/ we drink 

                                                 
49 

"In the end, they all have the same face. They are ageless creatures, who die with open eyes." 
(translation: A.S.) Cf. Celan 2005: 650. 

50
 19 We have drunk, Lord. 

The blood and the image that was in the blood, Lord. 
51

 Cf. Orosz 1995: 183. 
52 

http://www.enotes.com/topics/tenebrae (last accessed: January 10, 2015). 
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and we drink".53 Another aspect of the metapher of drinking is added by Emery 

George: 

One detail no one to my knowledge has yet noted: true to Celan's uncompromising 

poetics, the blood image in the poem is no mere metaphor. The victims in the gas 

chambers did bleed  and taste one another's blood, the blood that flowed from eyes, 

ears, nose, and mouth as the poison gas burst the lungs.54 

On another level, drinking up the shed blood could be understood as a moment of 

trying and taking in the remains of those whose blood was shed. This should be 

understood less as a cannibalistic act, but rather as an act of preservation and even 

further, as possibility of bringing the dead ones back into life in the sense of pagan 

beliefs. As Marlies Janz summarises, the main topic in Speechwicket is the question, if 

the survivors of Auschwitz can revive from the dead. Their active achievement has to 

be seen in regaining liveliness.55 

 

21 Bete, Herr. 

Wir sind nah.56 

 

It is noticable that the addressing of God intensifies towards the end of the poem, 

which in the logic of the poem does not have any cumulative, but rather emptying 

effect.57 On a formal level, it strengthens the prayer character of the text, whereas this 

character is at the same time eliminated by the poem's meaning. The last stanza 

repeats the third stanza. In the German original, its second line repeats the first line of 

the poem in a reversed order: "Nah sind wir, Herr," - "Wir sind nah." This chiasm, which 

embraces the whole poem, is remarkable. First of all, the chiasm is the rhetoric figure 

of inversion, what means, that the poem carries out on a formal level, what can also be 

understood as its major expressional principle. Secondly, the chiasm symbolically 

represents the cross, again highlighting the (reversed) prayer character of the poem.58 

It could also be argued, that the last stanza, after an intensification of the direct adress 
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 http://www.celan-projekt.de/todesfuge-englisch.html (last accessed: January 10, 2015). 
54

 George 1997. 
55

 Janz 1984: 94. 
56 

21 Pray, Lord. 
  We are near. 
57

 Felstiner 2000: 145. 
58 

"Im Chiasmus, der rhetorischen Figur der Inversion, ist das Kreuz näher als im Thema Kreuz.", Cf. 
Felstiner 2000: 389. 
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of God, finally turns the annunciation of "us"  "being close" into a threat – Pray Lord, 

because we are close.  

The question that needs to be answered in conclusion is, if and how the cinematic 

adaption of Tenebrae can be described as a transformation of text into image. In my 

analysis of the imagery of the film with regard to the poetic images, it became obvious, 

that the multiple meanings of Celan's metaphors have not and probably cannot be 

implemented with cinematic instruments. The film, although complex in its own terms, 

concentrates on the Christian, and in a broader sense, religious imagery of the text 

whereas it spares Jewish and especially Holocaust-related aspects of its meaning. 

Nevertheless, a number of structural equalities have been pointed out, such as the 

repetitional elements in both pieces, in which the film adapts some genuine 

characteristics of Celan's poetry. In the end, both artworks seem most comparable in 

the effect they have on their audience: their unsettling, haunting quality that balks at 

their incorporating and appreciative perception.    
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