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The Sound and Silence of Survival

The Dynamics of Language in The Painted Bird
What author Jerzy Kosinski has essentially done in the nightmarish chapters of his novel The Painted Bird is to have administered a sadistic, linguistic experiment on an unnamed, six year-old boy protagonist.  When we are initially told that the boy “spoke a language of the educated class, a language barely intelligible to the peasants of the east,” we can hardly anticipate the intensity of suffering that such an asymmetry will provoke on him (4).  The recurring language motifs of sound and silence, and the consequences with which they are linked, suggest that The Painted Bird functions largely as a story about a boy who is in search of the appropriate dynamics of a language— a language that possesses the power to survive, express, and heal the savage affliction of victimization.  

How then are we to understand the role of language for the Holocaust victim?   For Holocaust perpetrators?  How is language negotiated?  And what is Kosinski saying about the limits of language by exploring the changing dynamics of the Boy’s speech (or lack of it)?  What is the function of silence, and what are its limits?  


Loosely speaking, language describes the collective mediums of communication and expression, some of which include words, images, gestures, sounds, and signals.  Therefore, language is the principal means by which experiences, events, and emotions can be represented.  As long as humans must resort to language in order to communicate, the hope of returning to the very nature of something post facto will remain unfeasible.  It is in this sense that we can accuse language as being an inadequate vehicle for representation, but it is, after all, the only one we have.  

In the story of The Painted Bird, Kosinski reaffirms the inadequacy of language.   But language is only inadequate in the sense that, as a tool of survival for the Holocaust victim, it quickly loses its sharpness when it is saturated by such extreme and intense violence.  Unlike his dark hair, dark eyes, and dark complexion, which are not as fungible, the dynamics of the boy’s language must undergo a dramatic process of testing, disownment, alteration, imitation, desensitization, suppression, and reincarnation in order to be useful.  From the very beginning, the boy instinctually learns that his survival depends significantly on the effectiveness of his communication.  “Crying did not help,” the boy detachedly observes, “and Marta paid no attention to my sniveling” (4).  The Boy then attempts to learn Marta’s strange language and by so doing is led to denounce the usefulness of his mother tongue, comparing it to “an illusion like one of my old nanny’s incredible fables” (10).   

The boy knows well enough that if his speech evokes stereotypes of weakness, strangeness, and crudeness, he must find a better language that will better suit his desire to survive his wanderings.  When the boy observes that “my language and the manner in which I spoke it only made them giggle,” he reacts against it and stays close with Olga, who is also a displaced member of society (17).  An interesting aspect of the sound dynamics in The Painted Bird is the boy’s interaction with animals and animal sounds following situations of failed and often violent interaction with human counterparts.  For the boy, every sound he hears from snakes hissing to birds to the rustling of the forest and the “granite sound” of the S.S. officer’s language is just as valid a chance to learn a new and better language as any other (113).  Kosinski has created a landscape in which human language (for the wandering victim) serves very much the same purpose as the language of animals—survival.  The boy, in times of excruciating pain, defeat, or confusion can easily merge into the cacophony of animal “speech.”  In one instance, the boy is so desperate for acceptance and the shedding of his victimhood that he, in a trance-like state, “joined the flock of ravens” where his “joyous cawing was mimicked by [his] winged companions” (25).  These escapes into other languages, even strange, uninterpretable languages, create a system of coping much to the effect of fairy tales for the Holocaust victim.

But it is only when the Boy begins to experience real persecution as a result of his despised dialect, believed to be demonic, that we see how, for a Holocaust victim such as this boy, language becomes a defense mechanism for survival.  The largest portion of the novel details how the boy encounters and responds to different languages, each time reshaping and re-evaluating the usefulness of his particular mode of speech.  The negotiation of language is especially relevant for the boy in this novel because childhood is already naturally a time of learning; when the boy in is the Soviet camp, he says that he “wrote in a careful language” and that his “language was Russian, the speech of a land where there was no exploitation of the one by the many and where teachers did not persecute their pupils” (211).  So language is the most accessible way in which victims can revolt against their victimhood, assuming a more powerful language to cover up a weak status, a defeated “mother tongue” of sorts.

In the novel, there comes a time when even the usefulness of traditional mediums of language reaches a critical point.  After all, the language of a six year-old child can only endure so much intimacy with savagery.  At such a point, the audible qualities of language, speech and sound, become over-exhausted and therefore temporarily dispensable.  In The Painted Bird, Kosinski forces the boy to visit this extreme reaction when he is no longer able to defend himself against the gnashing teeth of Judas by simply escaping into the sleepy, detached state of stupor where he once found refuge.   Ironically, it is when the boy experiences the terror of the religious language of Mass, and the loss of hope in God that this episode evokes, that the last traces of his speech are crushed.  

Although the boy suffers for his muteness, it has also afforded him a newfound dimension of power.  He is no longer cursed by the dark cacophony of his speech but now by the absurdity of his silence.  While Kosinski neither condemns nor celebrates the silence, he is deliberate in reinforcing the notion that vast amounts of power can be contained in utter silence.  The boy’s most savage, hateful, and bloodthirsty thoughts, all reminiscent of Nazi power, are inspired by the power he discovers in silence.  In addition, Kosinski brings attention to the lucrative nature of revenge under the influence of the silent language; Mitka, the Silent One, and the boy each participate in unnerving acts of retaliation that impart a “magnificent sensation” of omnipotence, as well as a sort of twisted redemption/reversal of victim status.  

Silence is quite paradoxical.  In many ways, silence functions in many of the same ways as speech, so is silence a language?  In certain settings, silence can be more powerful than sound, and muteness more piercing than speech.  In the general sense, silence itself represents the problem of language.  However, the representation of silence depends heavily on speech and all that is effectively not silent; as a motif of the novel, silence would be inherently handicapped without the assistance of Kosinski’s eloquent narration, which serves as the boy’s matured consciousness.  

The juxtaposition of sound against silence in The Painted Bird should lead readers to ask a rather important critical question of Kosinski’s faith in language, this time directly relating to the event of the Holocaust.  Kosinski seems to recognize the limits of language, but does his treatment of silence and speech support the popular sentiment that the Holocaust is somehow beyond the grasp of words?   It feels like there is no choice but to yes.  But the claim that language is severely limiting is very different from the claim that an event is incommensurable.  Holocaust representation may certainly be difficult (and more sensitive), but Kosinski’s own use of language to create the horrid picture of the Holocaust in The Painted Bird should testify to the power of both silence and speech as “weapons” in the Holocaust victim’s artillery of languages.   

At the very end of the novel, the boy regains his speech, proclaiming “loudly and incessantly like the peasants and then like the city folk…enraptured by the sounds that were heavy with meaning” (234).  The conclusion of the novel brings the child full circle back to his parents and back to comfort with a language that he must work hard to convince himself “again and again and again” will never escape (234).  This is a final affirmation on Kosinski’s part of his faith in the power of language.  One can recognize all the inadequacies of language and yet at the same time commemorate the strength that it embodied to sustain a young Holocaust victim through hellish suffering and nurture him into a more assured, however badly scarred, young Holocaust survivor.  
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