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 The Periodic Table  
 of Sorrows  

Monsters exist, but… more dangerous are 
the common men, the functionaries ready to 
believe and to act without asking questions.

Primo Levi

WHEN EMINENT ITALIAN WRITER 
Primo Levi was found dead at the bottom of 
the stairwell of his Turin apartment house in 
April, 1987, literary pundits were quick to 
assign blame to the Nazis of World War II.
   Primo Levi was a Holocaust survivor, 
imprisoned in Auschwitz for nearly a year 
until the concentration camp was liberated 
by the Russian Army in January, 1945.
   A more famous Holocaust survivor, Elie 
Wiesel, responded to Levi’s death by 
declaring, “Primo Levi died at Auschwitz, 
forty years later,” and while it’s tempting to 
think a despairing Levi committed suicide, 
the cause will probably never be known.                               

      Primo Levi manuscript, Holocaust Memorial Museum

   Primo Michele Levi was born in 1919
and enrolled in the University of Turin in 
1938, graduating with a degree in chemistry. 
This was shortly before Jews in Italy were 
banned from pursuing higher education, but 
newly-enacted racial laws made it difficult 
for them to find suitable employment.
   He managed to secure work in his field at 
an asbestos mine and later a small drug 
research company, before being forced to 
flee to the countryside following the rise of 
Mussolini and Italy’s pact with Germany.
   Shortly after joining the Italian resistance 
movement, Levi was arrested and sent to an 
interment camp near Modena, where he was 
treated humanely until the Nazis occupied 
northern Italy and took over the camp.
   In February 1944, Levi and other Italian 
Jews were transported in cattle trucks to 
Auschwitz, where he was imprisoned until 
it was liberated the following January. 



  Of the 650 Jews in Levi’s group, only 20 
survived their 11 month-long internment.
Because he knew some German and had a 
background in chemistry, Levi was able to 
secure a job in the camp lab attempting to 
produce synthetic rubber for the war effort. 
This stroke of luck allowed him to survive 
by avoiding hard labor and freezing weather.
   Shortly before the camp was liberated,
Levi contracted scarlet fever, which no doubt 
also helped to save his life, as he was in the 
infirmary too ill to move when the SS 
evacuated. (Most of the remaining inmates 
died on the march to another German camp.)
  After his release, Levi embarked on a long, 
arduous journey home to Turin, following a 
route passing through seven other countries.
   After recovering, he took up work at a 
paint factory, and began writing down his 
recollections of life at Aushwitz in the 
evenings. With the help of his new wife, his 
first memoir, If  This Is a Man, appeared in 
1947, making him a literary celebrity in Italy.
   Levi went on to author nearly two dozen 
novels, short stores, and essay collections, 
and although he didn’t shrink from writing 
about the horrors of the Nazi concentration 
camps, he focused as much or more on the 
triumph of the human spirit and its ability to 
overcome the worst evils, without which he 
wouldn’t have survived his own ordeal.
   Among the works Levi wrote that didn’t 
focus solely on his time in Auschwitz is an 
ingenious scientific memoir, The Periodic 
Table (1975), in which he used chemical 
elements as a metaphor for experiences of 
his youth, internment, and later life. 
(In ‘Hydrogen,’ Levi relates a hydrolysis 
experiment he undertook as a teenager, 
which ended up causing an explosion.)
In 2006, a UK institute voted The Periodic 
Table the best science book ever written.   

   One remarkable fact about Levi was that 
despite having endured things that would 
make a ‘foxhole believer’ out of the stauchest 
atheist, he remained an unbeliever through-
out his life, casting his fate not with spirit 
but with matter (by which he meant, mainly, 
work) as his refuge from man’s inhumanity.
    In If  This Is a Man, Levi bluntly describes 
survival in the camps as having little to do 
with goodness or moral behavior, and 
everything to do with cunning and the 
capriciousness of fate: “The worst survived: 
the selfish, the violent …The best all died.”
   Although Levi suffered from periods of 
depression throughout his life, there were 
no witnesses to his death and he left no 
suicide note or will. Indications are that he 
was in good spirits at the time of his death, 
making both short and long term plans.   
   As a chemist and someone who abhorred 
violence, if Levi planned to commit suicide 
one would expect he would have done it 
through less violent, chemical means. But if 
it wasn’t an accident but indeed suicide, it 
was probably an impulsive, momentary loss 
of hope and reason, rather than any inability 
to corral the demons from his past.
   We’ll probably never know for certain the 
cause: As Levi himself said in discussing 
the suicide of a fellow camp survivor in an 
interview a year prior to his own death, 
“Every suicide is mysterious.”   
   As one of the most vocal critics of the 
‘suicide’ story, Oxford sociologist Diego 
Gambetta observed that, regardless of the 
nature of his death, Levi’s life is “the hope-
ful story of a man who survives the worst 
imaginable torture and [still] manages to find 
meaning, purpose, and happiness in life.”
As he so eloquently said, “We must not let the 
circumstances of his death take precedence 
over the deathlessness of his work.” ◾


