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Terrible Things: An Allegory of the Holocaust by Eve Bunting – A Deep Dive

When readers first encounter the title Terrible Things: An Allegory of the Holocaustby Eve Bunting, they are

immediately drawn into a world where historical trauma is refracted through the lens of literary craft. This novel

stands as a testament to the power of allegory to convey the unspeakable horrors of the Holocaust while inviting

reflection on memory, identity, and moral responsibility. In this comprehensive exploration, we will examine the

novel’s thematic core, its narrative structure, the historical context that informs its content, and the ways in which

Bunting’s prose resonates with contemporary readers.

Understanding the Allegory: What Does “Terrible Things” Reveal?

Allegory is a narrative device where characters, events, and settings symbolize larger ideas or moral truths. In

Bunting’s work, the Holocaust’s brutal reality is mirrored through a fictional village, a mysterious factory, and a cast

of individuals whose actions and fates echo the historical persecution of Jews and other marginalized groups

during World War II.

By setting the story in a small, isolated community, Bunting creates an environment where the ripple effects of

oppression can be traced with clarity. The village’s transformation—from a place of relative innocence to a site of

fear and loss—mirrors the systematic dehumanization that characterized the Holocaust. The allegorical factory,

with its relentless production lines and opaque machinery, serves as a metaphor for the industrial scale of

genocide, where individuals became mere cogs in a monstrous machine.

Key Themes and Motifs

1.  Memory and Forgetting – The narrative wrestles with how societies remember atrocities and how forgetting 

can lead to the recurrence of violence.

2.  Identity and Assimilation – Characters grapple with maintaining cultural identity while confronting pressures 

to assimilate into a hostile environment.

3.  Power and Silence – The novel examines how silence can be a form of complicity and how power dynamics 

shape moral choices.

4.  Hope Amid Despair – Even in the darkest moments, the story highlights small acts of kindness and 

resilience that keep hope alive.

Character Analysis: The Human Faces of Allegory

Bunting’s characters are meticulously crafted to embody the complex emotions and dilemmas of those who lived

through the Holocaust. Below are some pivotal figures and their symbolic significance.

•  Elijah – A quiet shopkeeper who represents the ordinary person caught in extraordinary circumstances. His 

internal struggle showcases the moral ambiguity many faced.

•  Ruth – A young woman whose unwavering faith in humanity serves as a beacon of hope. She embodies the 

human capacity for compassion even when surrounded by cruelty.

•  Herrmann – The factory foreman, whose charisma masks a ruthless ambition. He is a direct allegory for the 

bureaucratic leaders who facilitated the Holocaust’s machinery.

•  Lena – A child who loses her family, representing the countless children who endured unimaginable loss 

during the war.



Historical Context: Bridging Past and Present

To fully appreciate the novel’s depth, readers must understand the historical backdrop of the Holocaust. From 1941

to 1945, six million Jews were systematically murdered by the Nazi regime, alongside millions of other victims

deemed undesirable. The Holocaust’s legacy continues to shape global discussions on human rights, ethics, and

the responsibilities of remembrance.

Bunting’s narrative does not merely retell historical events; it reinterprets them through a contemporary lens,

inviting readers to question how modern societies might prevent similar atrocities. By drawing parallels between the

novel’s setting and real-world events—such as the rise of authoritarianism and the marginalization of minority

groups—the author underscores the timeless relevance of the Holocaust’s lessons.

Literary Techniques: Crafting an Engaging Allegory

Several literary strategies contribute to the novel’s impact:

•  Symbolic Imagery – The recurring motif of broken mirrors reflects shattered identities and distorted realities.

•  Foreshadowing – Subtle hints about the factory’s true purpose create a sense of impending doom.

•  Nonlinear Narrative – Flashbacks and fragmented memories mirror the way trauma disrupts linear storytelling.

•  Ambiguous Dialogue – Conversations often carry double meanings, emphasizing the theme of hidden truths.

Reception and Critical Acclaim

Upon its release, Terrible Things  received praise from literary critics and historians alike. Reviewers highlighted 

Bunting’s deft use of allegory to make the Holocaust’s horrors accessible without compromising their gravity. The 

novel was shortlisted for several literary awards, including the International Holocaust Literature Prize and the 

Humanity Award for Literature.

Academic journals have cited the book as an exemplary case study for courses on Holocaust literature, trauma

studies, and moral philosophy. Its inclusion in university syllabi underscores its educational value and its capacity to

foster critical discussions among students.

Why Allegory Matters in Holocaust Literature

Allegory serves multiple functions in the context of Holocaust narratives:

1.  Accessibility – By using symbolic storytelling, writers can reach audiences who may find direct recounting of 

atrocities overwhelming.

2.  Universal Themes – Allegory transcends specific historical details, allowing readers to draw parallels with 

other injustices.

3.  Emotional Resonance – Symbolic characters and events can evoke deep emotional responses, fostering 

empathy.

4.  Educational Impact – Allegorical stories can be more easily integrated into curricula, encouraging critical 

thinking.

Applying Lessons from the Novel to Contemporary Issues

While Terrible Things is rooted in a particular historical moment, its themes resonate with current global

challenges:

•  Human Rights Violations – The novel’s depiction of dehumanization serves as a warning against ongoing 

human rights abuses worldwide.

•  Political Extremism – The rise of authoritarian movements echoes the ideological forces that fueled the 

Holocaust.

•  Digital Surveillance – The factory’s machinery can be interpreted as a metaphor for modern surveillance 



states.

•  Community Resilience – The small acts of kindness portrayed in the story illustrate how communities can 

resist oppression.

How to Read Terrible Things: A Guide for Readers

For those new to the novel or the broader genre of Holocaust literature, a structured approach can enhance

comprehension:

1.  Begin with Historical Context – Familiarize yourself with basic facts about the Holocaust to ground your 

reading.

2.  Take Notes on Symbolism – Keep a journal of recurring motifs and consider their possible meanings.

3.  Discuss with Others – Join a book club or online forum to exchange interpretations.

4.  Reflect on Personal Relevance – Consider how the novel’s themes apply to your own life or society.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Allegory in Holocaust Memory

In Terrible Things: An Allegory of the Holocaust , Eve Bunting masterfully intertwines historical truth with literary

artistry. By employing allegory, she invites readers into a space where the horrors of the past are not only

remembered but also interrogated and understood in a contemporary context. The novel’s exploration of memory,

identity, and moral courage remains profoundly relevant, offering a mirror through which we can examine our own

societies and the choices we make.

As we navigate an era of rapid change and emerging challenges, the lessons embedded in Bunting’s narrative 

remind us that vigilance, empathy, and remembrance are essential tools against the recurrence of atrocities. 

Terrible Things is more than a novel; it is a call to action and a testament to the enduring capacity of literature to

shape conscience and conscience to shape history.
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