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Biography: Elie Wiesel 
Nobel Prize for Peace 

Elie Wiesel Date of birth: September 30, 1928 

Elie Wiesel was born in the small town of Sighet in Transylvania, where people of different 
languages and religions have lived side by side for centuries, sometimes peacefully, sometimes 
in bitter conflict. The region has long been claimed by both Hungary and Romania and, in the 
20th century, has changed hands repeatedly, a hostage to the fortunes o
war.  

f 

Elie Wiesel grew up in the close-knit Jewish community of  Sighet. 
While the family spoke Yiddish at home, they read newspapers and 
conducted their grocery business in German, Hungarian or Romanian 
as the occasion demanded. Ukrainian, Russian and other languages 
were also widely spoken in the town. Elie began religious studies in 
classical Hebrew almost as soon as he could speak. The young boy’s 
life centered entirely on his religious studies. He loved the mystical 
tradition and folk tales of the Hassidic sect of Judaism, to which his 
mother’s family belonged. His father, though religious, encouraged the 
boy to study the modern Hebrew language and concentrate on his 
secular studies. The first years of World War II left Sighet relatively 
untouched. Although the village changed hands from Romania to 
Hungary, the Wiesel family believed they were safe from the 
persecutions suffered by Jews in Germany and Poland.  

 

The secure world of Wiesel’s childhood ended abruptly with the arrival of the Nazis in Sighet in 
1944. The Jewish inhabitants of the village were deported en masse to concentration camps in 
Poland. The 15 year-old boy was separated from his mother and sister immediately on arrival in 
Auschwitz. He never saw them again. He managed to remain with his father for the next year as 
they were worked almost to death, starved, beaten, and shuttled from camp to camp on foot, or in 
open cattle cars, in driving snow, without food, proper shoes, or clothing. In the last months of 
the war, Wiesel’s father succumbed to dysentery, starvation, exhaustion and exposure.  
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After the war, the teenaged Wiesel found asylum in F
where he learned for the first time that his two older sist
had survived the war. Wiesel mastered the French langua
and studied philosophy at the Sorbonne, while supporting 
himself as a choir master and teacher of Hebrew. He 
became a professional journalist, writing for newspapers in
both France and Israel.  
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entitled Un die welt hot geshvign (And the world kept silent). The book was first published in 

 

For ten years, he observed a self-imposed vow of silence 
and wrote nothing about his wartime experience. In 1955, 
at the urging of the Catholic writer Francois Mauriac, he 
set down his memories in Yiddish, in a 900-page work 

Buenos Aires, Argentina. Wiesel compressed the work into a 127-page French adaptation, La 
Nuit (Night), but several years passed before he was able to find a publisher for the French or 
English versions of the work. Even after Wiesel found publishers for the French and English
translations, the book sold few copies.  

 

In 1956, while he was in New York covering the United Nations, Elie Wiesel was struck by a 
taxi cab. His injuries confined him to a wheelchair for almost a year. Unable to renew the French 
document which had allowed him to travel as a “stateless” person, Wiesel applied successfully 
for American citizenship. Once he recovered, he remained in New York and became a feature 
writer for the Yiddish-language newspaper, the Jewish Daily Forward (Der forverts).  

Wiesel continued to write books in French, including the semi-autobiographical novels L’Aube 
(Dawn), and Le Jour (translated as The Accident ). In his novel La Ville de la Chance (translated 
as The Town Beyond the Wall ), Wiesel imagined a return to his home town, a journey he did 
not undertake in life until after the book was published.  

As these and other books began to win him an international 
reputation, Wiesel took an increasing interest in the plight 
of persecuted Jews in the Soviet Union. He first traveled to 
the USSR in 1965 and reported on his travels in The Jews 
of Silence. His 1968 account of the Six Day War between 
Israel and its Arab neighbors appeared in English as A 
Beggar In Jerusalem. In time, Wiesel was able to use his 
fame to plead for justice for oppressed peoples in the 
Soviet Union, South Africa, Vietnam, Biafra and 
Bangladesh.   

He has written plays including Zalmen, or the Madness of God and The Trial of God (Le Proces 
de Shamgorod). His other novels include The Gates of the Forest, The Oath, The Testament, and 
The Fifth Son. His essays and short stories are collected in the volumes Legends of Our Time, 
One Generation After, and A Jew Today. Although Wiesel still writes his books in French, his 
wife Marion now collaborates with him on their English translation.  
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In 1978, President Jimmy Carter appointed Elie Wiesel Chairman of the United States Holocaust 
Memorial Council. In 1985 he was awarded the Congressional Medal of Freedom and, in 1986, 
the Nobel Prize for Peace. The English translation of his memoirs appeared in 1995 as All Rivers 
Run to the Sea. Since 1976, he has been Andrew Mellon Professor of Humanities at Boston 
University. He makes his home in New York City with his wife and their son, Elisha.  
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Interview: Elie Wiesel 
Nobel Prize for Peace 

June 29, 1996 
Sun Valley, Idaho 

Childhood is one of the recurring themes in your writing. Could you tell us something about 
your childhood?  

My childhood, really, was a childhood blessed with love and 
hope and faith and prayer. I come from a very religious home 
and in my little town I was not the only one who prayed and 
was loved. There were people who were poorer than us and 
yet, in my town, we were considered to be, not a wealthy 
family, but well-to-do, which means we weren't hungry. T
were people who were.  

here 

I spent most of my time talking to God more than to people. 
He was my partner, my friend, my teacher, my king, my 

sovereign, and I was so crazily religious that nothing else mattered.  

Oh, from time-to-time we had anti-Semitic outbursts. Twice a year, Christmas and Easter, we were 
afraid to go out because those nights we used to be beaten up by hoodlums. It didn't matter that 
much. In a way, I was almost used to that. I saw it as part of nature. It's cold in the winter, it's hot in 
the summer and at Christmas you are being beaten up by a few anti-Semitic hoodlums.  
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Now, it is still the child in me that asks the questions. It is still the child in 
me that I am trying to entertain or to reach with my stories, which are his 
stories.  

What people were important to you? Who influenced you? Who 
inspired you?  

Well, naturally, my grandfather. He was a Hasid, meaning a member of 
the Hasidic community, and I loved him, I adored him. So, thanks to him, 
I became a Hasid too. And my mother -- who actually continued his 
tradition -- she's the one who brought me to Hasidic Masters. And all the 
stories I tell now -- I've written so many books with Hasidic tales -- these 
are not mine, these are theirs, my mother's and my grandfather's.  

My father taught me how r 
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to reason, how to reach my mind. My soul belonged to my grandfathe
and my mother. They influenced me profoundly, to this day. When I write, I have the feeling, 
literally, physically, that one of them is behind my back, looking over my shoulder and reading wha
I'm writing. I'm terribly afraid of their judgment.  

After the war, I had a teacher in France who was totally crazy. He spoke 3
languages, literally 30 languages. One day he learned that I knew 
Hungarian, and he didn't. He felt so bad that he learned Hungarian in two 
weeks. In two weeks he knew more about Hungarian literature than I did.  

 

Then, I had, in New York, a very great teacher, a very great Master. His 
name was Saul Lieberman, a Talmudic Scholar. I've studied Talmud all m
life. I still do, even now, every day. For 17 years we were friends, as only
real teacher and a good student can be.  

As a boy, what books most influenced you, were most important to 
you?  

Religious books, of course.  

At home we didn't study the prophets that much. We studied the five books of Moses (the 
Pentateuch) and then, again, Talmud and Hasidic stories. They, of course, had a lasting influence on 
me. Secular literature? We had to go to school, so we went to school too, but I received the main 
impact from my religious schools as a child.  
 

After the war, I began reading, of course. I went to the Sorbonne and I began reading literature. 
Dostoyevsky and Thomas Mann, the usual. And Kafka. I remember the awakening that occurred in 
me when I read, for the first time, Franz Kafka. It was in the evening when I began reading. I spent 
the entire night reading and, in the morning, I heard the garbage collector around five o'clock. 
Usually, I was annoyed at the garbage collector. It's a very ugly noise that they make, ugly sounds. 
That morning I was happy. I wanted to run out and embrace them, all these garbage collectors, 
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because they taught me that there was another world than the world of Kafka, which is absurd and 
desperate, and despairing.  

I read a lot. I teach my students, not creative writing, but creative reading and it is still from my 
childhood. You take a text, you explore it, you enter it with all your heart and all your mind. And 
then you find clues that were left for you, really foredestined to be received by you from centuries 
ago. Generation after generation there were people who left clues, and you are there to collect them 
and, at one point, you understand something that you hadn't understood before. That is a reward, and 
as a teacher I do the same thing. When I realize there is a student there, in the corner, who 
understands, there is a flicker in the eye. That is the greatest reward that a teacher can receive.  
 

When did you know that you wanted to be a writer?  

I'm not sure I am, actually. I have written 40 books, it must mean I'm a writer. When you have to 
write "profession," I'm not going to write "writer." After all, "Profession?" "Writer?" A profession is 
to be a human being, maybe. That's a very noble profession. Or teacher, the noblest of all 
professions. I write.  

As a child, really, at age ten, eleven, or twelve, I was already writing. I wanted to become a writer, 
and I even wrote a book of commentaries on the Bible. It's so bad. I found it after the war. It's so 
horrible, I'm embarrassed even to admit that I had written it.  

My ambition really was, even as a child, to be a writer, a commentator, and a teacher, but a teacher 
of Talmud. And here I am. I'm a writer, for want of a better word, and I'm a teacher. I don't teach the 
same things. I don't write about the same things -- although I do write commentaries on the Bible, 
and on the Prophets, and the Talmud, and Hasidic Masters. But still, I am a writer and a teacher.  
 

It's hard for any of us to imagine what you experienced, as an adolescent, in the concentration 
camps. How did that affect and change what you did with your life?  

It affected me a lot. I cannot talk about myself. I like to talk about other people, not about myself, 
but I'll try to answer you.  

Of course it had an overwhelming affect. After the war -- I was 15 when I entered the camp, I was 
16 when I left it and all of a sudden you become an orphan and you have no one. I had a little sister 
and I knew, with my mother the first night, that they were swept away by fire. My older sister I 
discovered by accident after the war in Paris, where I was in an orphanage. But to be an orphan -- 
you can become an orphan at 50 and you are still an orphan. Very often I think of my father and my 
mother. At any important moment in my life, they are there thinking, "What an injustice."  
 

To date, I haven't written much about that period. Of my 40 books, maybe four or five deal with that 
period. I know that there are no words for it, so all I can try to do is to communicate the 
incommunicability of the event. Furthermore, I know that even if I found the words you wouldn't 



  7 

understand. It is not because I cannot explain that you won't understand, it is because you won't 
understand that I can't explain.  

The idea of the writer's mission, to be a witness, to be a messenger, was that part of your 
intention as a writer?  

I wasn't that ambitious really. I wanted to write. I wrote my first book in Yiddish. In 1956, it came 
out in Buenos Aires, and then in French in 1958, and in New York in 1960.  

I wrote it, not for myself really. I wrote it for the other survivors who found it difficult to speak. And 
I wanted really to tell them, "Look, you must speak. As poorly as we can express our feelings, our 
memories, but we must try. We are not guaranteeing success, but we must guarantee effort." I wrote 
it for them, because the survivors are a kind of most endangered species. Every day, every day there 
are funerals. And I felt that there for a while they were so neglected, so abandoned, almost 
humiliated by society after the war.  
 

When I became Chairman of the President's Commission on 
the Holocaust in 1978, I wanted really to glorify the s
There wasn't a committee to which I didn't appoint a survivor, 
because I felt they deserve it. The same reason I wrote is 
really for that mission. It's always afterwards that, in a way, 
your friends or your readers convince you that you went 
beyond that, that you are a messenger, and so forth.  

urvivors. 

if not the first to use it in that context. 

t" 

e 

I didn't use those words, I used the words simply, "Look, we 
have to tell the story as best as we can. And we know that we 
won't succeed." I know I won't succeed. I know I haven't 
succeeded. Take the word "Holocaust." I am among the first, 
By accident. I was working on an essay, a biblical 

commentary, and I wrote about the sacrifice, the binding of Isaac, by his father Abraham. In the 
Bible, there is a Hebrew word ola, which means burned offering. I thought the word "holocaus
was good: fire and so on. In the Bible, it was the son who almost died, but in our case it was the 
father who died, not the son. The word had so many implications that I felt it was good. Then it 
became accepted, and everybody used it and then I stopped using it because it was abused. 
Everything was a holocaust all of a sudden. I once heard a sportscaster on television speaking of th
defeat of a sports team and he said, "Was that a holocaust!" My God! Everything became a 
holocaust.  

In Bosnia, I remember, they spoke about a holocaust. I went to Bosnia to see. I felt, if it is, I must 
move heaven and earth. Even if it isn't, I must move heaven and earth to prevent it, but at least not 
to use the word. Well, all of this is really not very easy, but why should it be?  

After the war, you did not speak, you were not a witness, for ten years.  

I was. You know...  
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You can be a silent witness, which means silence itself can become a way of communication. There 
is so much in silence. There is an archeology of silence. There is a geography of silence. There is a 
theology of silence. There is a history of silence. Silence is universal and you can work within it, 
and its own context, and make that silence into a testimony. Job, after he lost his children and 
everything, his fortune and his health, Job, for seven days and seven nights he was silent, and his 
three friends who came to visit him were also silent. That must have been a powerful silence, a 
brilliant silence. You see, silence itself can be testimony and I was waiting for ten years, really, but 
my intention simply was to be sure that the words I would use are the proper words. I was afraid of 
language.  
 

What persuaded you to break that silence?  

Oh, I knew ten years later I would do something. I had to tell the s
I was a young journalist in Paris. I wanted to meet the Prime Ministe
of France for my paper. He was, then, a Jew called Mendès-France. 
But he didn't offer to see me. I had heard that the French author 
François Mauriac -- a very great Catholic writer and Nobel Prize 
winner, a member of the Academy -- was his guru. Mauriac was his 
teacher. So I would go to Mauriac, the writer, and I would ask him to 
introduce me to Mendès-France.  

tory.
r 

Mauriac was an old man then, but when I came to Mauriac, he agreed 
to see me. We met and we had a painful discussion. The problem was 
that he was in love with Jesus. He was the most decent person I ever 
met in that field -- as a writer, as a Catholic writer. Honest, sense of 
integrity, and he was in love with Jesus. He spoke only of Jesus.  

Whatever I would ask -- Jesus. Finally, I said, "What about Mendès-France?" He said that Mendès-
France, like Jesus, was suffering. That's not what I wanted to hear. I wanted, at one point, to speak 
about Mendès-France and I would say to Mauriac, can you introduce me?  

When he said Jesus again I couldn't take it, and for the only time in my life I was discourteous, 
which I regret to this day. I said, "Mr. Mauriac," we called him Maître, "ten years or so ago, I have 
seen children, hundreds of Jewish children, who suffered more than Jesus did on his cross and we do 
not speak about it." I felt all of a sudden so embarrassed. I closed my notebook and went to the 
elevator. He ran after me. He pulled me back; he sat down in his chair, and I in mine, and he began 
weeping. I have rarely seen an old man weep like that, and I felt like such an idiot. I felt like a 
criminal. This man didn't deserve that. He was really a pure man, a member of the Resistance. I 
didn't know what to do. We stayed there like that, he weeping and I closed in my own remorse. And 
then, at the end, without saying anything, he simply said, "You know, maybe you should talk about 
it."  

 
He took me to the elevator and embraced me. And that year, the tenth year, I began writing my 
narrative. After it was translated from Yiddish into French, I sent it to him. We were very, very 
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close friends until his death. That made me not publish, but write.  

The book Night, was not easily published, was it?  

Neither in France nor here, in spite of Mauriac. He was the most famous author in 
Europe, and he brought it personally from publisher to publisher. They didn't want it. 
It was too morbid, they said. "Nobody wants to hear these stories." Finally, a small 
publisher (who, by the way, was also Beckett's publisher, which means he had 
courage) published it.  

So we brought it to an American publisher. It went from publisher to publisher to 
publisher. All of them refused it. They gave the same reasons, until a small publisher 
picked it up. From 1960 to 1963, three years, it didn't sell 1500 copies. Nobody wanted to read it. It 
doesn't matter. I am not here to sell, I'm here to write.  

What lessons can we draw for young people for all of this? How do you maintain faith in the 
face of the circumstances that you've endured in your lifetime? How do you keep hope and 
optimism alive? How do you keep going?  

Well, I could answer you by saying, "What is the alternative?" But it's not enough. In truth, I have 
learned something. The enemy wanted to be the one who speaks, and I felt, I still feel, we must see 
to it that the victim should be the one who speaks and is heard.  

Therefore, all my adult life, since I began my life as an author, or as a teacher, I always try to listen 
to the victim. In other words, if I remain silent, I may help my own soul but, because I do not help 
other people, I poison my soul. Silence never helps the victim. It only helps the victimizer. I think of 
the killer and I lose all faith. But then I think of the victim and I am inundated with compassion.  
 

Is it possible for you to say what advice you might offer to young people today who are 
starting out on whatever course they may follow?  

Sensitivity. Be sensitive in every way possible about everything in life. Be sensitive. Insensitivity 
brings indifference and nothing is worse than indifference. Indifference makes that person dead 
before the person dies. Indifference means there is a kind of apathy that sets in and you no longer 
appreciate beauty, friendship, goodness, or anything.  
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So, therefore, do not be insensitive. Be sensitive, only 
sensitive. Of course it hurts. Sensitivity is painful. So what. 
Think of those that you have to be sensitive to. Their pain is 
greater than yours.  

When you talk about victims and injustice, you are 
speaking about something that is universal. It is with us as 
much today as it was during the war years.  

Absolutely. Sensitivity is inclusive, not exclusive. If you are 
ng. You cannot say I am only sensitive to this person but not

to others. That is not only counterproductive, it's self-defeating. It's not only because of religio
because of social problems, or of medical problems, that you must be sensitive. There is nothing 
more exciting than to be a sensitive person. Because then you listen, and you go out and you hear 
the birds chirping and it's great. You see a person in the street, you do not know his face and you 
think, "Who knows what secret that person carries?" Which means you learn and you learn and
learn and you become enriched to a point that afterwards it overflows.  

sensitive, you are sensitive to everythi  
n, or 

 you 

What personal characteristics are most important for young people to have in mind as they 

What I say, of course, applies to all since I don't know the individual component of that group you 

I would say, favor the question, always question. Do not accept answers as definitive. Answers 
 

 

If you were going to recommend books...  

Don't ask. I wouldn't recommend mine because it would be vanity. Were I to recommend others, 

I would certainly say to read the classics. I like to re-read the classics. The Bible, naturally, then the 
 

What would you say the American Dream means to you?"  

Equality in diversity. That no group should be superior in the American society than another. 
e 

 

look toward their futures and their careers?  

are trying to refer to.  

change. Questions don't. Always question those who are certain of what they are saying. Always
favor the person who is tolerant enough to understand that there are no absolute answers, but there
are absolute questions.  

those I'm not recommending would be angry.  

religious texts, the Hindu texts. The Upanishads and the Vedas are great, great books. Then go to the
Greeks. And The Song of Gilgamesh, These are extraordinary books, even to this day. Read and 
read and read, but mainly read those who have survived the centuries.  

Second, generosity. The person who is fortunate --thanks to his or her talent or heritage, to hav
more than others -- that person should know that he or she owes something to others who are less
fortunate. Third, that every minute can be the beginning or the end of an adventure.  
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As we approach the 21st Century, what do you see as the greatest challenges in front of us?  

, 
it is growing everywhere, in every religion: in Islam, in Christianity, in Judaism. Why now? Haven't 

p further? Imagine a fanatic 
with nuclear power. Do you have any doubt that if Idi Amin, in Uganda 20 years ago, before he was 

u haven't been able to do yet?  

one child, I would give up anything I have. Just one child. If I 

e, 
 

t is your hope for this generation that follows us?  

ved, I agree with Albert Camus, whose work I 
always love to read and teach. At the end of his novel, The Plague, which is a desperate and 
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Fanaticism. If there is one word that comprises all of these threats, it is fanaticism. For some reason

we seen fanaticism is dangerous as an idea, because it carries poison?  

Furthermore, in politics, imagine a fanatic with power. May I go one ste

thrown out, would have used a weapon if he had one? Or a Khadafi now, in Libya? It's dangerous. A 
fanatic therefore, must be unmasked first, and then disarmed.  

Is there anything that you have thought about doing that yo

I may seem silly or childish to you, but if could bring back 

could now -- which is more possible -- free one prisoner, I 
would give a lot. If I could give a feeling of solidarity to a 
person who is abandoned, I would still give a lot. So you se
I would like to do things that I cannot do. All I have is a few
words, and I will give these words. That's what I am trying to 
do.  

Wha

I would not want my past to become their future.  

Is there anything else you would like to say?  

In spite of what I have seen in my life, and obser

despairing novel, he says, more or less, "There is more to celebrate than to denigrate in man."  

Thank you. Thank you so much.  

 

 


