W. G. Sebald: An International and Interdisciplinary Conference

University of East Anglia, Friday 5th-Sunday 7th September 2008

ABSTRACTS

Parallel Sessions 1

Group 1: 




Memory I






(Chair: Natania Rosenfeld)

Kathy Behrendt
Scraping Down the Past: Personal Memory and Collective Forgetting in the works of W.G. Sebald

“The more images I gathered from the past … the more unlikely it seemed to me that the past had actually happened in this or that way.” (W.G. Sebald, Vertigo)

There has been a recent anti-narrativist backlash in philosophy.  Sebald’s resistance to generic classification ought to endear him to this movement.  However, leading anti-narrativist, Galen Strawson, downplays the alleged virtues of personal memory.  He claims that the past can inform the present without being alive as explicit memory – that is, it works more in the way that a musician’s performance derives from countless hours of forgotten practice.  Though arguably innocuous when applied to personal memory, Strawson’s proposal may falter when applied to collective and historical memory.  Sebald’s work hints at both possibilities.  The painting technique of Max Ferber/Aurach from The Emigrants accords with Strawson’s edict concerning personal memory.  The final picture is the product of the literal effacement of previous ones, so that past attempts may inform the present one but are no longer overtly apparent.  Nevertheless, this practice is not emulated in Sebald’s own persistent attempt to recover the historical past and reinvest it into present consciousness.  This is a project that is carried out more in spite of, than in collusion with, his narrators’ and protagonists’ own (often ambivalent) memory.  I examine how Sebald’s work places the permissible vicissitudes of personal memory alongside the apparent moral imperative of recovering and retaining collective consciousness of the past.                  

Biographical note: Kathy Behrendt is an Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Wilfred Laurier University, Ontario. She has studied in Canada and the UK, receiving her DPhil from the University of Oxford, where she also taught. Her research interests include personal identity theory, self knowledge, and death. She has published several

papers on personal identity, and has recently contributed to a volume on Narrative

and Understanding Persons (Cambridge University Press 2007).

David Ferris 

The Distortion of Presence: Sebald’s Ethical Memory

This paper focuses on Austerlitz and it examines the ethical position Sebald adopts as

he faces the precarious nature of the relation between present knowledge and past

event. This position is presented as the effect of a narrative practice that attempts to

incorporate not just the past but also the visual images through which the world is

known (map, figure, photograph, painting). The heterogeneity of language and visual

image works against this task but rather than give up in the face of this difference, 
Sebald’s draws from it a narrative that is both personal (to claim a history despite the 
events of 20th century Europe) and a meditation on the position of those who survived 

those events and attempt to find their place within them. Witnessing the difficulty of 
finding such a place uncovers an imperative to preserve the distinctness of past and

present so that their individual significance survives rather than one being subsumed 
into the other. As a result, the present no longer acts as the point that decides either its 
meaning or the meaning of the past. Instead, like Sebald’s narrative it wanders 
amongst the ruins and fragments (memories and perceptions that are both visual and 
spoken) of a past whose effect is to distort the present into a narrative of studied 
coincidence and uncertain outcome. Preserving that uncertainty is the ethical 

challenge to which Sebald’s narrative memory responds.

Biographical note: David Ferris is Professor and Chair of Comparative Literature

and Humanities at the University of Colorado at Boulder.  His most recent 

publications include The Cambridge Introduction to Walter Benjamin, essays on 

Adorno and Modernism, Benjamin and photography, Vattimo and the postmodern as 

well as an essay for the American Comparative Literature Association's Ten Year
Report on the Discipline. His current projects include two books: Politics

after Aesthetics and Postmodern Mimesis: The Ethics of Distortion.

Patrick Madden


Walking, Researching, Remembering: The Rings of    

                                              Saturn as Essay

Given the difficulty critics, publishers, and even W. G. Sebald himself have had in classifying his major prose books, it is my contention that these works are formally and stylistically essays that move beyond the constraints of nonfiction. Twentieth

century critical works reveal striking similarities between essay theory and Sebald’s practice. Consider Adorno’s list of essay attributes: fragmentariness, intuitiveness, “luck and play”, individuality, uncertainty, incompleteness, focus on

the “transient and ephemeral”, contingency, situatedness within culture, immediacy, skepticism, non-linearity, direct treatment of complexity, resistance to reduction, grounding in language, musical logic, self-reflexivity, heresy. Are these not the

very attributes of Sebald’s “new style”? This paper will focus on the associative movements within The Rings of Saturn, performed as researches and remembrances along the narrator’s walking tour of England’s eastern coast. I will compare Sebald to

Montaigne, the father of the essay, and several British essayists (including Sebald’s admitted influences, Thomas Browne and Thomas DeQuincey), noting how Sebald “take[s] heterogeneous materials in order to get [his] mind to do something it hasn’t done before”. The essay reflects a ruminative mind in the act of associating,

making meaning, finding uncanny connections (like “a dog following the advice of his nose”, as Sebald once said). In this regard, Sebald is an essayist par excellence, and his most essayistic work is The Rings of Saturn.

Biographical Note: Since receiving my Ph.D. from Ohio University in 2004, I have

been an assistant professor of English at Brigham Young University, in Utah, USA. 
My studies have focused on the history and theory of the essay; my dissertation

mediates the area between travel writing and personal essay. My own personal essays 

have been published in several literary journals in the United States, including The 
Iowa Review, Northwest Review, Portland Magazine, and others. Two essays have

been anthologized in The Best American Spiritual Writing 2007 and The Best 
Creative Nonfiction vol. 2. My first book, Quotidiana, is forthcoming from the 
University ofNebraska Press.
I have taught three of Sebald’s books in my personal essay classes, and have

reviewed five of Sebald’s books (including Campo Santo) in literary journals.

Joanna Luloff

Documenting Memory: Hybrid Storytelling and the Question of Genre in Sebald’s Austerlitz
In a 2001 interview for The Telegraph, Maria Alvarez argues that W.G. Sebald’s “'fictions' are unclassifiable, a mixture of fact, fiction, memoir, history, travelogue.” Sebald was also hesitant to label his own work “novels” and many contemporary critics would rather categorize his books under the genres of travel writing, documentary memoirs, philosophy, or art and architecture histories. But it is precisely because Sebald’s fictional narratives are able to incorporate all of these disparate genres that we can classify them as novels. 


This paper will explore Sebald’s novel Austerlitz within the history and theory of the novel genre. I will argue that it is the narrative’s very complexity, hybridity, and boundary-stretching that makes it an ideal representation of the novel as theorists like Bakhtin, Lucaks, and Kundera define it. By examining the specific genres that Austerlitz incorporates – documentary photography, history, biography, and travelogue – I will demonstrate that while Austerlitz challenges contemporary notions of what a novel looks like, it emerges as a work that fully realizes the possibilities of the genre.

Biographical note: Joanna Luloff received her BA in English from Vassar College and her MFA in creative writing from Emerson College. Currently she is pursuing her PhD in Literature and Creative Writing at the University of Missouri, Columbia. Her writing has appeared in Confrontation Magazine, Memorious, and The Missouri Review. 

*********************************************************************

Group 2:

     Walking/Travel I

(Chair: Simon Cooke)
Natania Rosenfeld 

Modern and Postmodern Street Haunting: Virginia Woolf and W.G. Sebald

Virginia Woolf’s “Street Haunting” and W.G. Sebald’s book-length Rings of Saturn reflect pre- and post-World War II modes of wandering and looking.  Both writers were melancholics, both conscious of what Woolf  once called the abyss beneath the sidewalk.  But Woolf died before this abyss had been exposed, as never before, by the actions of the Nazis; Sebald was born in Germany in 1944, the inheritor of their atrocities. “Street Haunting” strives for sovereignty over darker experiences and 

visions: the narrator purposefully chooses to skim rather than dive. While the narrator-figure of “Street Haunting” survives her exciting and dangerous foray into the disturbing social and urban world, Sebald on his English wanderings is struck down by depression.  “I will not pretend that I see anything around me but ‘traces of destruction,’” he asserts, and suffers consequences Woolf knew only too well. Focusing on the flaneur’s assiduous avoidance of engulfment (and her acute awareness of its possibility) in “Street Haunting” versus Sebald’s post-lapsarian navigations, this paper homes in on images of the deformed—strange crustaceans thrown up by city streets.  In Brussels, Belgium, epicenter of imperialist horror in the nineteenth century, Sebald remarks, “I encountered more hunchbacks and lunatics [in a brief visit] than normally in a whole year.”  Usually on the side of the downtrodden, Sebald here uses these handicapped figures as caricatures of social and national sickness.  In “Street Haunting,” the narrator observes a dwarf; gradually, the dwarf becomes the mirror image of the essayist-flaneur.  As we know, the Nazis interned and tortured dwarves, considering them subhuman.  Woolf’s narrator indubitably humanizes the dwarf, but she moves on rather quickly to other concerns; she discards 

the dwarf in favor of further window-shopping.  The dwarf’s presence has been registered, but the human and ethical questions she raises have been left in the shadows.  And why not?  What is particularly pressing about the dwarf, in pre-World War II London?  Sebald’s text, haunted by the shadows of the Holocaust, helps us reconsider Woolf’s unsconscious prescience, and the importance of modernist attention and inattention to figures no one could know would be emblems of humankind’s destruction in a few years’ time.  Finally, however, both writers stress an ethics of looking, enjoining readers not to see with what Salman Rushdie, in Midnight’s Children, calls “city eyes” but instead to look closely at the homeless and the suffering, knowing that to look away is to disengage morally and politically.

Biographical note: Natania Rosenfeld is Associate Professor of English at Knox College in 

Illinois, USA, and the author of the book  Outsiders Together: Virginia and Leonard Woolf.  Her essays on modernism, trauma and World War II have appeared in Partial Answers and Modernism/Modernity, and she is at work on a book entitled "Modernism's Ghosts," from which this paper is taken.  She is also a poet, essayist and fiction writer whose work 

has been widely published in American journals.

George Hyde

           Borrow and Sebald: Traveller’s Tales of Wonders

As it happens, there are echoes in Max Sebald’s Rings of Saturn of George Borrow’s work and life. Dennis Burton has commented on these in a paper which will be published later this year. I say “as it happens” because beyond knowing of Borrow’s existence Max may, for all we know, never have taken his acquaintance with him further. Which makes the affinities between the two men’s work all the more interesting. Both inhabit landscapes traumatised by recent historical events (the Napoleonic Wars being the starting point for both). These events  have thrown into relief the insubstantiality of cultures and identities.  In the work of both men there are unending journeys of discovery and self-discovery leading back as well as forward. In each the privileged position of the narrator “commanding” the narrative field is questioned endlessly. Borrow arrived on the scene of writing from nowhere, “borrowing” his authenticity from his translations of other writers (the pun was his own). Max Sebald came from a high culture which he felt to be profoundly compromised, “translating” himself into another culture which he reminded of its own culpability. Borrow lived through an age of canting gentility (a word he often, scornfully, invoked), wherein much of English culture and society had been reduced to subservient “otherness” by its ruling elites.      

Biographical note: Dr. George Hyde taught at UEA and helped organise the BCLT before becoming Professor of English and Comparative Literature at Kyoto Women's University, Japan. Publications include translations from Russian and Polish and 

monographs on Nabokov and Lawrence. Currently researching George Borrow and 

Vladimir Mayakovsky.

Group 3: 




   Place I





(Chair: Jeannette Baxter)

Deane Blackler

Whose Funeral? -  W. G. Sebald and  J. M. W Turner in Switzerland and Wales

Sebald’s fictional narrator in Austerlitz is a belated witness whose ethical duty is performed by constructing readers as conscientious witnesses responsible for a future beyond the reading present in which catastrophe might be avoided.  At the same time Sebald’s black comic irony never lets the reader forget that our shared future is both what an individual’s collected story of the past preserves as a fragment of our collective past, “fragments shored against my ruins” (TS Eliot), and our inescapable individual fate within the context of the fate of our kind.

What Homi Bhabha calls “the anxiety, shame and humiliation” which ensue when we confront traces of our “barbarous past”, that which so haunted Max Sebald, stir the witness-conscience towards cultivating a sense of heightened moral responsibility and to salvage some hope for an alternative future.

Looking a little more closely at Sebald’s use of Turner’s watercolour in Austerlitz, we might see in one stylistic instance what Sebald called fiction’s “moral backbone”.  His literary constructions from appropriated cultural fragments of the ruined past are also what Bhabha calls the “proleptic future”.  By looking at what we were, in Sebald’s literary prose, we might envisage something other.  

Biographical note: Deane Blackler M.A., M.Ed. (Melb), Ph.D. (Tas) is the Director of Professional Learning and Curriculum at Trinity Grammar School, Kew, Australia.

Her book, Reading W.G. Sebald: Adventure & Disobedience, was published by Camden House in August, 2007. 

Peter Filkins

Sebald, H.G. Adler, and Theresienstadt

In the climactic pages of Austerlitz, W.G. Sebald’s title character spends his evenings and weekends reading H.G. Adler’s monumental 1955 monograph, Theresienstadt 1941-1945. Deeply moved by the “almost futuristic deformation of social life” captured by Adler’s intensive study of Theresienstadt undertaken during Adler’s two-and-a-half-year internment there, Austerlitz laments, “It seems unpardonable to me today that I had blocked off the investigation of my most distant past for so many years,... and that now it is too late for me to seek out Adler, who had lived in London until his death in the summer of 1988.”

Who then was H.G. Adler and what influence did his work have on Sebald? What is it about Adler’s book that “line by line gave [Austerlitz/Sebald] an insight into matters [Sebald] could not have imagined when [he] visited the fortified town” of Theresienstadt? Furthermore, this paper will explore the relation that can be drawn between Sebald as a writer straddling the modes of fiction and nonfiction, and Adler, who also wrote novels about Theresienstadt in addition to his two seminal studies of what he came to term as a “slave community” notoriously set up as “Hitler’s Gift to the Jews.”

Biographical note: Peter Filkins teaches writing and literature at Bard College at 

Simon's Rock. His translation of H.G. Adler's novel The Journey will appear this November from Random House. Previously he has translated the collected poems of Ingeborg Bachmann, Darkness Spoken, and was a recipient of a Berlin Prize 

fellowship from the American Academy in Berlin.

David Darby


Les Gares d’Austerlitz

This paper explores Sebald’s representation of major railway stations in Antwerp, London, and Paris and their significance in Austerlitz as sites of memory work. It situates its discussion in the understanding of these buildings in the modernist imaginary, most crucially in relation to Walter Benjamin’s work on nineteenth-century Paris in his essays and in the Arcades project, and pursues connections between Austerlitz’s scholarship on architectural history and Benjamin’s.

Of particular importance to my reading is Sebald’s radical expansion of Benjamin’s notion of the station as threshold: a space in which otherwise discrete domains intersect. In Austerlitz the stations’ symbolic significance lies in their function as nodes in almost impossibly intricate networks of history and meaning: networks that both imitate and exceed the methodological complexity and historical reach of Benjamin’s studies. No less complex, and also partially reminiscent of Benjamin, is the parallel role played in the narrative economy of Sebald’s text by these points of arrival and departure as thresholds between presences and absences of different

kinds: between the visible and invisible, the diurnal and the nocturnal, between surface and substructure, between past and present, between “false lives” and their presumed opposite, between the living and the dead.

Biographical note: Associate Professor of German and Comparative Literature at the University of Western Ontario. Recent(ish) publications on narrative theory and on topics in 19th- and 20th-century German literature (Elias Canetti, Sebald, Walter Benjamin, E.T.A. Hoffmann). Current research concentrates on landscape change and memory in 19th/20th-century Berlin literature, visual arts, and film.

Sebastian Groes 
A cartography of loss: The Rings of Saturn’s and East Anglia

East Anglia occupies a highly specific place in the English imagination: not only does its geographical position make it ‘something of a lost corner’ (K. Ishiguro) and a ‘boring nowhere’ (A. Smith), but it has also continuously figured as a phantasmagoric site that in Angus Wilson’s words, forms ‘a world of continuing enchantment – enchantment subtle and in depth’. The combination of these two aspects makes the region highly ambiguous: it is a peripheral, slow and innocent place that is associated with regression and loss, whilst it also forms a pocket where British history and memory are stored, a dark place where knowledge and secrets are hidden. This paper aims to situate The Rings of Saturn in a literary tradition in which East Anglia figures as an ambivalent locus within the English imagination at the heart of which we find the idea that the nation and its inhabitants are susceptible to a continuous (moral, cultural, social) decline, whilst this regression in fact forms a kind of continuity. I begin by briefly sketching out the representation of East Anglia in the recent work of a variety of authors writing in English in order to demonstrate how Sebald how fits into, but also deviates from, this tradition. I then read the various ways in which East Anglia not only shapes the narrator’s cartography of absence, but how this sense of loss also shapes Sebald’s East Anglia of the mind. 
Biographical note: Sebastian Groes is a Lecturer in English Literature at Liverpool Hope University. He specializes in modern and contemporary literature, and representations of cities. His books include British Fiction of the Sixties (Continuum, 2009) and The Making of London (Palgrave, 2009).

*********************************************************************
Group 4:


       Sebald and Art I





(Chair: Amanda Hopkinson)

Nicola Hauck

From Giotto to Auerbach – The reproduction of paintings in W. G. Sebald’s prose work

Art plays an important part in W. G. Sebald’s prose work, which contains a great variety of images, including artistic images in the narrower sense - reproductions of paintings, frescos and drawings as well as images of sculpture and architecture. In addition, we find a great many examples of ekphrasis with and without attendant images: these integrate the theme “art” to an even greater extent into the text in a formal as well as in a narrative way.

In my paper I concentrate on several paintings and analyze what intentions and associations lie behind Sebald’s choice of them and the effects that result from the interaction between text and image. The reproduced paintings range from works by artists from the Trecento (Giotto, in: Vertigo) to contemporary art (Frank Auerbach, in: The Emigrants); there are world-renowned pieces of art (e. g. Rembrandt’s Anatomy, in: The Rings of Saturn) as well as works of regional or historical significance (e. g. frescos by Josef Hengge, in: Vertigo). I would like to examine the position that the reproduction of paintings occupies with respect to the multitude of different kinds of images in Sebald’s work and the criteria he could have had for choosing them. Other formal topics to be considered in my paper are the significance of including a certain section of a painting (e. g. Giotto, in: Vertigo), strategies of repetition (e .g. Rembrandt, in: The Rings of Saturn), blurring, and diminution. The importance of reproduced works of art for Sebald’s prose work arises, on the one hand, from an analogue formal method (as for the other photographic images) and, on the other, from their particular mediumship in relation to reality as artefacts and visual forms of human experience.

Biographical note: Nicola Brüder (née Hauck) studied Art History, German Studies and Philosophy in Bochum, Berlin, Cracow and Paris. She is currently finishing her doctoral thesis in Art History at  the Humboldt University in Berlin, supervised by Horst Bredekamp.  Her thesis is entitled “Aesthetics, Function and Significance of the Images in W.G. Sebald’s Prose”. She has given lectures on Sebald at numerous conferences, such as in Cork, Budapest, Paris, and Norwich. Her fields of interest are photography, image-text relations, as well as medieval and modern architecture.

Gerhard Lang

Coincidence: A Performative Approach
Gerhard Lang’s art work is poeticised science. His research involves investigating cultural processes, e.g. that of perception. How we explain our existence and the world is subjected here to a close examination that is both earnest and playful. In this context, the essential question for Lang is how landscape and man are related. 

For W.G. Sebald coincidence played a vital role in the process of his poetological writing. In his performance, Lang will illustrate the fact that coincidence is the essence of both art work and scientific research. 

Photographs of places and landscapes are an important part of the work of both Sebald, the writer,  and Lang, the visual artist. In this context Lang will speak about his work in the field of experimental photography, in which he uses an old mechanical identikit apparatus of the German Federal Police Office (BKA). With this apparatus he creates photographs of composite landscapes, each the result of the coincidence of various elements. Lang's performance will end with his most recent identikit work, in which he used shadow images of plants. 

More about Gerhard Lang: www.gerhardlang.com

Curriculum Vitae

Gerhard Lang (1963)

Studied at the Art School in Kassel (Germany) and at the Slade School of Fine Art in London (M. A.)

Teaching experience at the Art School in Kassel, the Slade School of Fine Art and the Central St. Martin's School of Art in London and at the Glasgow School of Art

Selected Exhibitions:

1995 Identita e Alterita, Venice Biennale

1997 Heaven, PS1, New York

1998 Natural Science, Stills Gallery, Edinburgh

2000 Spectacular Bodies, Hayward Gallery, London

2002 The Other Face, Deutsches Museum Munich

2005 Future Face, National Museum for Science and Technology, Taiwan

2007 Say it isn't so, Neues Museum Weserburg, Bremen

Markus Dorfmuller              Two hikes following books of W.G. Sebald

As a photographer/artist I would like to propose to your conference my work „Zwei Wanderungen nach Büchern von W.G. Sebald“ / „Two hikes following books of W.G. Sebald“. In September 2004 I followed the book The Rings of Saturn. Within eight days I walked through the county of Suffolk as described by W.G. Sebald. While walking I took pictures of landscapes and things that crossed my eye. Everyday I read out loud a part of the book to a place described in „The Rings of Saturn“. As the book drifts through Europe, I made a second trip in summer 2006 to Antwerp, Den Haag and Brussels and visited the places he described there. During this journey The Rings of Saturn met Austerlitz. 

*********************************************************************
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Martha Wiseman
         Archaeology of Memory: The Rings of Saturn

Death blurs all boundaries, including its own. In grief, we torment ourselves and comfort ourselves with the idea that death is finality. In The Rings of Saturn, finality becomes a paradoxically constant state. The narrator, on a walking tour of East Anglia, travels through the valley of death and through his own consciousness, which takes on a self-reflexive permeability. Landscape and mind seep into each other. The shadow of annihilation falls like a dusky mantle around his shoulders, and it is a cloak that both coruscates and consoles.


The narrator’s journey is made up of detours and tangents that reinforce a sense of exile and at the same time betray relentless connections, creating an archaeology of narrative moments, a mapping of blurred boundaries. The detours, spiraling inward and outward, fill in gaps of memory but also mark displacements of memory and self. Even as he situates himself geographically (the photographs play a significant role here), Sebald’s narrator records irreparable disjunctions that form a ghostly, cumulative coherence. He is a potential ghost greeting other ghosts, seeking some kind of palpable uncertainty—perhaps the only possible identity.

Biographical note: Martha Graham Wiseman has studied acting, danced professionally, and worked as an editor. She has published creative nonfiction in The Truth about the Fact, poetry in The Dexter Review, Many Mountains Moving, Standards, Clackamas Literary Review, Karamu, Eclipse, and Poetry East, an essay on Proust in Marcel Proust Aujourd’hui, translations from the French in the Review of the Center for the Studies of the Literatures and Arts of North Africa, and book reviews for the online magazine Eclectica. Her long story “Double Vision,” which won the White Eagle Coffee Store Press Long Fiction Award, was published as a chapbook in 2004. She has collaborated on and performed in a dance-theater work, Where the Book Falls Open, for Ann Arbor Dance Works at the University of Michigan in 2005 and 2008. She lives in southwestern Vermont and teaches English at Skidmore College. 

Silke Arnold-de Simine       The Museum, Memory Media and Media Nostalgia in Sebald’s

                     Austerlitz

Media were always used as extensions of our individual memory, but they have also become objects of memory. Technological advance has caused media to change fundamentally or even to disappear. This process of change and the ensuing nostalgia for outmoded media is being represented and reflected by media referring to themselves as something existing in time and subject to the effects of time. This self-reflexivity can also be found in Sebald’s writing in which the capacity of literature, photography, architecture and the museum as memory media, that is as means to relive things observed  but not experienced or experienced but not remembered, are explored. Austerlitz (2001) incorporates a range of (memory) media such as radio, films and objects, which form the basis of the protagonist’s efforts to discover his past by travelling not so much into the depths of his own traumatized individual memory, but through the realms of ‘social’, ‘political’ and ‘cultural memory’. This talk sets out to explore the dynamics of a mixed-media simulation in Austerlitz, a text which quotes and reworks museums’ strategies of providing a – in several aspects – privileged access to the past, but at the same time modifies, alienates and questions these strategies.
Biographical note: Silke Arnold-de Simine’s research interests lie in 19th and 20th century German literature and film, cultural theory and memory studies. Currently she is working on a monograph which is concerned with the museum as memory paradigm and the rivalry between different memory media such as literature, architecture and photography in the writing of Walter Benjamin, W.G. Sebald and others.

Jakob Lothe

Narrative, Memory and Textual Picture: W. G. Sebald’s    




Luftkrieg und Literatur and Austerlitz

A premise for this essay is that we need different kinds of narrative in order to adequately represent, and remember, the historical event of the Holocaust. As the witnesses of the atrocities committed by the Nazis pass away, the importance of different, including fictional, representations of the Holocaust increases. This essay considers how the German-British writer W.G. Sebald’s  narratives explore issues at once prompted by and linked to the Second World War and the Holocaust. Discussing Sebald’s use of both non-fictional (documentary and autobiographical) and fictional narrative in order to present significant aspects of these cataclysmic historical events, the essay explores the narrative functions and thematic effects--aesthetic as well as ethical--of Sebald’s use of photos incorporated into the verbal text.

The essay focuses on two major texts by Sebald. While Luftkrieg und Literatur is an original blend of essay and autobiographical narrative, Austerlitz approximates to the fictional genre of the novel. In spite of this generic difference, however, both texts feature black-and-white photographs and graphic images. The essay discusses how these textual pictures function as integral parts of Sebald’s verbal discourse. As far 

as Luftkrieg und Literatur is concerned, the discussion turns on one long paragraph in which Sebald uses first-person, autobiographical narrative in order to come to terms with painful, frustratingly elusive elements of his own childhood experience. The reader’s understanding of this long passage, the essay argues, is indivisible from our reading of its two accompanying photographs. Turning to Austerlitz, the essay then 

discusses the way in which three different textual pictures--a map, a frozen video image, and the photo of a railway station--simultaneously complicate and enrich our understanding of the three passages of verbal discourse into which they are inserted and from which neither author nor reader (or, inside the fictional universe, neither narrator nor character) is able to dissociate them. The result is a strangely compelling fiction, whose oblique rendering of the Holocaust insists on this particular event’s historical veracity while at the same time demonstrating the crisis and unavoidable shortcomings of human memory. In both texts, Sebald’s original and thematically productive use of pictures serves to strengthen the narratives’ ethical dimension.

Biographical note: Jakob Lothe is Professor of English Literature at the University of Oslo. His books include Conrad's Narrative Method (1989) and Narrative in Fiction and Film (2000), both published by Oxford University Press. The author of numerous articles, he has edited or co-edited several volumes including Franz Kafka (Rombach Verlag, 2002), European and Nordic Modernisms (Norvik Press, 2004), The Art of Brevity (University of South Carolina Press, 2004), and Joseph Conrad (The Ohio State University Press, 2008). In 2005–2006 he was the leader of the research project “Narrative theory and analysis” at the Centre for Advanced Study, Oslo.

*********************************************************************
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Walking/Travel II 

(Chair: Valerie Henitiuk)

Amanda Hopkinson

Location, Locomotion (and a Locomotive): time and  place in WG Sebald's Rings of Saturn.
This paper sets out to look at place and time in two aspects of WG Sebald’s Rings of Saturn. While photography famously seeks the ‘decisive moment’ and ‘freezes the instant’, translation means ‘to circulate, to transport, to disseminate’. The interplay between images that do not illustrate the text and a language in transition (from Sebald’s written German original into the English versions provided in collaboration with his translators)  – plus a Chinese train that goes nowhere but attains symbolic, even mythic status, in Sebald’s peregrinations through East Anglia – are what interest us here.

Carolin Duttlinger

‘A wrong turn of the wheel’: Sebald’s journeys of (in)attention

Sebald’s travel writings are founded on a particular dialectical form of engagement. His narrator’s focus on unexplored territories and frequently overlooked sights relies on a strategically deployed form of attention able to cut through the veil of habit and convention; this alertness, however, is in turn inextricably bound up with a proneness to be distracted from the set path and led into unexpected and at times unsettling directions. Just as the attention he devotes to the unknown, the marginal and the forgotten is a hallmark of Sebald’s style, distraction, absentmindedness and inattention are equally essential features of his narrative journeys.  

Drawing on examples from the four prose works, I shall demonstrate that travel in Sebald’s texts is never based on linear, teleological movement; on the contrary, narrative turns are initiated at precisely those points where the traveller strays from his intended path or where the journey is held up by diversion and delay. These moments, although fraught with anxiety, are not intrinsically negative; on the contrary, they testify to a highly mobile attention ready to abandon its predetermined course at any moment. In this respect, the journeys of Sebald’s characters are modelled on that of a literary predecessor. As I argue, the story of Kafka’s Hunter Gracchus (as recounted in Vertigo) condenses Sebald’s own conceptions of travel and attention; Gracchus’ meandering, aimless journey is the result of his captain’s ‘wrong turn of the wheel’ at a moment when his attention is diverted by a beautiful landscape. 

If distracted attention is thus the precondition for the travels recounted within literature then this framework also extends to more metaphorical, imaginary journeys. The spatial movement of travelling within Sebald’s texts is intrinsically linked to the journey of reading, of intertextual discovery. In The Rings of Saturn, for instance, the narrator’s physical surroundings are ‘read through’ literary accounts which invest the present with an added, imaginary as well as historical dimension. Thus the spatial movements of Sebald’s characters are mirrored by the (inter)textual movements of the narrative, which are similarly associative and which, in the Rings, take the journey along the Suffolk coast as a starting point for ventures into much more remote terrain. 

Ultimately, then, all of Sebald’s travellers are also readers, and this interconnectedness between literal and literary travel has a knock-on effect for our own reading experience which, as I shall argue, mirrors the meandering quality of Sebald’s own intertextual travels as it is founded on a similar dialectic of attentiveness and distraction. When reading Sebald, we are challenged not only to follow the characters’ aimless and slightly vertiginous wanderings, but also to embark on explorations of our own as we are ‘led astray’, off the beaten track of the unfolding narrative by a network of intertextual references which stall the reading process and entice us to pursue our own journeys of intertextual discovery: our travels unfold within the labyrinthine landscapes of Sebald’s texts. 

Biographical note: Carolin Duttlinger is University Lecturer in German at Oxford University and Fellow of Wadham College. She has published on writers such as Freud, Kafka, Benjamin and Adorno, and is the author of Kafka and Photography (Oxford University Press, 2007), as well as of the following articles on Sebald: ‘Traumatic Photographs: Remembrance and the Technical Media in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz’, in W.G. Sebald: A Critical Companion, ed. Jonathan Long and Anne Whitehead (Edinburgh University Press, 2004); and ‘A lineage of destruction? Rethinking photography in Luftkrieg und Literatur’, in W.G. Sebald and the Writing of History, ed. Anne Fuchs and Jonathan Long (Königshausen & Neumann, 2007). Sebald is also part of her current project, ‘Dialectics of Attention: Absorption and Autonomy in German Literature, Thought and Culture in the Twentieth Century’. 

Eluned Summers-Bremner    Dust, Ash, Desolation: Sebald’s Traces

In Sebald’s literary works dust and ash are remainders of large-scale practices--such as industrialisation and the Holocaust--through which a destructive human programme for nature has been expressed. But why does his narrator say of Max Ferber in The Emigrants: ‘when I watched [him] working . . . I often thought that his prime concern was to increase the dust’? and that the dust of Ferber’s studio is for him ‘the true product of his continuing endeavours and the most palpable proof of his failure’? (161) As material remainders, dust and ash can also be associated with the drive in human beings, circlings back to the past through which we attempt to resolve the fact that our place in nature consists of impasses that can only be addressed in singular fashion: birth which we cannot remember, sex which we cannot define, and death which we can neither imagine nor forget. We are the strange remainders or wishful exceeders of these events. In tracking dust and ash--forms that cling and colour--through his books, one can see Sebald insisting on a restitution of the drive, a rerouting of it to a form--painting, gouging into canvas, writing--that is also a material surplus, but a surplus this time that brings a sense of secondary desolation, not the result of an unthinking laying waste but the cultivation of a material enigma. 

Biographical note: Eluned Summers-Bremner is Senior Lecturer in English at the University of Auckland, New Zealand. She has published Insomnia: A Cultural History (Reaktion Books, 2008) and is currently writing A History of Wandering (Reaktion Books). Her book Ian McEwan: Sex, Death and History is forthcoming (Cambria Press) and she is working on studies of trauma, the affective work of love and reading, and a project on mid-century British fiction and the Second World War.
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Graeme Gilloch

The Arca Project: Sebald on Corsica

The German author, critic and scholar W. G. Sebald is, as this interdisciplinary conference attests, increasingly recognised across as one of the most original and profound thinkers of the late twentieth century.

This paper takes Sebald’s essays and planned book on Corsica as a starting point from which to unfold themes which preoccupy his work: ghosts and haunting; the claims and commemoration of the dead; trauma, catastrophe and destruction; history, memory and melancholy. Corsica, an island where that which is no more (the past, the dead, the forests) seems more powerfully present than what actually remains, prompts a series of reflections, recollections and reveries which suggest the lacunae and aporia of western modernity and rationality: the dialogue of the living and the dead; legends, landscapes and place myths; chance, contingency and remembrance. As part of this, the paper draws upon and highlights correspondences between Walter Benjamin’s incomplete study of the dreamworld of the Second Empire (the famous ‘Arcades Project’) and Sebald’s fragmentary reflections upon the residues of the First Empire. The paper concludes by arguing for the significance for both of these thinkers of the “unfinished” (of the past, of remembrance and of writing).

Marton Farkas                        'Hypertonische Auswüchse' - Monumental and 

               Personal Architectural Histories in the Works of W.G.  

               Sebald

In Sebald’s work architectural space often serves as a site for personal memory recall as well as for the formation of cultural memory, while constructions of cultural memory may underlie particular building practices of the past. In Austerlitz such an intertext is the protagonist’s distinction between momumental, public spaces designed for remembrance and small domestic spaces, unlikely to be recalled beyond personal memory. This strongly echoes Walter Benjamin’s thinking about turn of the century urban space - and also informs the methodological aspects of my study. My paper explores the correspondence between the specific materiality of architectural spaces in Austerlitz and the narrative strategies of remembrance as they are framed by the textual integration of architectural material. Refocusing the concerns of psychoanalytically-driven readings of space in Sebald’s oeuvre, it will thus seek to articulate how ‘architectural memory’ performs exchanges between private and public remembrance and puts forward a politics of memory that is particular to its (inter)medium. This will help to reflect on what is a major concern for both Sebald and Benjamin as well as current discussions of cultural memory: the mnemonic potential of a personal architectural history in the constantly changing public and personal built environment.

Biographical note: Márton Farkas received his MPhil in English Studies from King’s College, University of Cambridge in July 2008. Prior to this, he was educated at University College Utrecht (BA: Humanities) as well as at the universities of Singapore and Berlin. His interests include cultural memory, new media and architecture, Central European and Southeast Asian literature and culture, and many things Saturnian.
Matt Pritchard
Writing (toward) the Other: Sebald’s Encounter with Levinas and the Testimonial Imperative
At the very heart of Sebald’s project lies a Testimonial Imperative – the demand to

receive and transmit the stories of others. His works embody a response to such a 

demand at the dual overlapping levels of (re)presentation and enactment – they at 

once both depict and constitute acts of remembrance. The deep moral obligation to the 

Other inherent this labour of memorialisation resonates strongly with the thought of 

Emanuel Levinas for whom such obligation is inseparable from the encounter with the 

Other. Thus Levinas provides a productive framework within which, and against 

which, to examine the operation of the Testimonial Imperative in Sebald’s work. 

Using such a framework this paper outlines a basic taxonomy of the three 

fundamental types of Sebaldian encounter with the Other: direct engagement with a 

physically present interlocutor, recuperation of relationships lost in the past, and 

tracing the present-absence of long dead historical subjects. I argue that, across all 

three types, a process of associative self-constitution is integral to Sebald’s narrator’s 

engagement with his subjects and I further consider the ways in which such a process 

inflects the relation with alterity. Finally, I offer a reading of Levinas’ concept of the 

trace as a means of facilitating an approach to Sebald’s spectral encounter with, and 

writing towards, the Other who lost to history – the absent Other

*********************************************************************
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Doris Chon



W.G. Sebald’s Lepidoptery:

Moths, Butterflies & Photographic Allegory

Images of moths and butterflies, in the form of photographs and verbal descriptions, flutter throughout W.G. Sebald’s works of fiction. Scholars have pointed to the significance of one such example in the form of the butterfly man, a spectral presence linked to Vladimir Nabokov who reappears in The Emigrants’ four narratives. This paper expands upon such scholarship to consider further instances in which Lepidoptera appear in The Rings of Saturn and Austerlitz.  Examples from the former include Thomas Browne’s fascination with moths and butterflies’ capacity for “transmigration” between active and dormant states. The book also offers an account of the Bombyx mori silkworm moth’s life cycle, as well as a photographic diagram of the subspecies. In Austerlitz, a single photograph documents the Fitzpatricks’ collection of Lepidoptera carefully arranged in a glass cabinet. The Fitzpatricks introduce Austerlitz to the curious life cycle of moths; fascinated by their “deathlike” stillness and proclivity towards reproduction, Austerlitz spends endless hours watching and photographing them. In Sebald’s writing, images of Lepidoptera emerge as an allegory for the photographic medium itself, and it is here that my interest primarily resides. Photographs, like Sebald’s moths and butterflies, transcend the limits of time and space and are predisposed to reproduction as prints that are collected and narrated into history. 

Biographical note:  Doris Chon is a doctoral candidate in Art History at the University of California, Los Angeles, with a specialization in twentieth-century art. She is currently composing a dissertation that considers the role of photography in W.G. Sebald's historiographical practice.
Elyse Graham

Photography in Sebald’s work

My paper reads the photographs in Austerlitz as presenting a theory for formulating the remembering self, and showing the role that memory has in reconstructing the full self.

The first strand of the argument reads Austerlitz's photographs through Camera Lucida. Barthes describes photography as a semiotic deconstruction of the real: we live in a contractual reality, but photographs can remind us of its constructed nature, since they register absence. The reminder comes as a prick, a visceral response, because it is beyond what our ordering intelligence can comprehend. 

The loss that lurks in Sebald under almost every image is memory as photographic prick, the image with loss behind it. Everything is loaded with the structure of the childhood loss. One creates out of loss the detail that becomes fetishized, an object of attachment, invested with a kind of desire that reflects the desire for attachment.

The second strand of the argument takes up the use of coincidence in Austerlitz, a novel always anxious to remind us of the “coincidence” of the narrator meeting and re-meeting Austerlitz. Coincidence in fiction is various but never accidental; coincidence here is not as it is in, for instance, Lolita, in which the mother’s elaborately arranged death is Nabokov’s joke on the realist novel’s requirement that the author’s needs be invisible. 

"I have been thinking," Austerlitz tells the narrator at one meeting, "about how I wished I had someone who was the sort of listener you were in the past." This kind of coincidence, the coincidence of feeling lonely and wishing for the perfect listener for the story you need to tell—-or for a speaker with the story that you need to hear—is intensely literary. It's the dream of the author for the sympathetic reader, and the reader for the perfect author. 

The third section brings the first two strands together. Austerlitz gives the photographs to the narrator, who inserts them in the text. We need a double narrator for those unbidden memories to appear at all, because they don’t actually come unbidden to the person telling the story. They come from outside it.

The premise that we have both a narrator and a storyteller seems tenuous. There are passages where the grammar isn’t quite working to make that separation. It’s as if the novel is imagining a self that needs the two components, the ideal listener and the person with the story, in addition to the medium of the photographs—somehow all three make the text. The photographs are the chance or unbidden external thing that somehow evokes the memory. Together they constitute the self.

Ton Naaijkens


Like a ray floats. Sebald, poet of quiet disasters.

To consider yourself a writer in the tradition of a naturalistic painter and a taxonomic naturalist is quite a statement. Especially when, at the end of the twentieth century and after a respectable academic career and with a large number of splendid essays to your name, you decide to write fiction and start on a long poem. The poetical programme of Nach der Natur (After Nature) is: to represent reality in a well-considered manner and to nuance it by rearranging and sliding into each other different life stories. What did the painter Grünewald, the zoologist Steller and the explorer Bering pass on from the worlds that surrounded them? In the third part of the long poem this question prompts the poet to elaborate on the question how much of reality he actually sees and to what extent he really works ‘after nature’. By way of a panel with the Temptation of St. Anthony, an Ausführliche Beschreibung von sonderbaren Meertieren, and Altdorfers ‘Battle of Alexander at Issus’, he suggests an intriguing connection against which background great disasters take place rather quietly. In my contribution I will try to explain how this is done and in which way style, composition and the use of metaphors define the exact position of the twentieth-century poet and observer W. G. Sebald.
Biographical note: Ton Naaijkens is professor of German Literature and Translation Studies at the University of Utrecht. His main interests are modern German literature and the many aspects of cultural transfer. Naaijkens is director of the Utrecht-based Centre of Expertise on Literary Translation (ELV), which is concerned with the professionalization and education of literary translators. He translated Celan and Musil intoDutch and is editor of a journal for world literature, Armada, which

presented a Sebald-special in 2005. 

*********************************************************************

Sunday 2.30 – 4pm

Parallel Sessions 3

Group 1: 


Trauma, History, Remembering II

Will Stone
At Risk of Interment: W. G. Sebald at Trezin and Breendonk

My proposed contribution to the Sebald event at UEA in September concerns two 

locations with Holocaust implications which Sebald writes about in Austerlitz and 

which to my mind are pivotal in the framework and concerns of that book as well as 

his entire oeuvre as a whole. The fact that Sebald begins and ends Austerlitz with his 

visits to the SS fort memorial museum of Brendonk in Belgium is pertinent and a 

crucial portion of the book also takes place at the Czech garrison town of Terezin or 

Theresienstadt as it was renamed by the German occupiers. These fortified enclosures 

of different specifications and historical purposes were both conveniently sied and 

constructed to enable the SS to employ them as prisons, reception centres, holding 

tanks for the condemned and execution sites. They are both now museum memorials 

which have largely been left unchanged since their demise as sites of torture and 

repression. My aim is to discuss how these historically shocking yet mysterious and 

severely melancholic moated forts and their lost inhabitants impinged on Sebald’s 

imagination and through his attempt to approach the Holocaust at an angle not so 

oblique as to be pointless, left him once again ‘at risk of internment’ or the loss of his 

sanity. My own experience of these locations, made at different times of my life and 

without, in the case of Trezin at least, any prior knowledge of the author’s work, 

resonate to some degree with those of Sebald and may also form part of this paper. 

Finally, if such an indulgence is acceptable, my delivery will culminate with a reading 

of a poem about Breendonk, illustrating in poetic terms the nature of that place on the 

individual who may find him/herself stranded in ‘this echoing mine where nothing 

remains but the squandered sound of tape recorded voices, screens with grey haired 

men droning on in ill-lit cells to no-one…’ The poem was published in my collection, 

Glaciation, in 2007 and is dedicated to Max’s memory.

Karen Remmler

Archival Haunting and the Work of Memory: Sebald’s Writing as Counterpoint to the Art of Rosamond Purcell, Arnold Dreyblatt and Rachel Lichtenstein.

In this paper, I place Sebald’s archival rendition of the dead as portrayed through abandoned objects and places in The Emigrants and Campo Santo within a larger matrix of textual and visual expressions produced by artists such as Rosamond Purcell, Arnold Dreyblatt, and Rachel Lichtenstein. Purcell’s photographs and installations of decayed books, Dreyblatt’s interactive “memory arenas” based on a Who’s Who of Eastern Europeans 1933/34,  and Lichtenstein’s photographs of objects stored at the British Library, all consider the ways in which verbal and visual texts conjure images of the dead in order to reanimate, reassemble, and reenact the circumstances of their oblivion. Similarly, Sebald’s narrative techniques reflect a process of producing images and objects in the historical moment of their relegation to archive  much like these artists’ work demonstrates that forgetting is not the simple 

counterpoint to remembering. Rather, forgetting is an integral part of the work of memory and, at times, creates the means for the work of memory in the first place. I argue that Sebald’s archival work images creates multiple forms reminiscent of these artists’ productions, not only of remembering, but also of forgetting.

Biographical note: Professor Karen Remmler's fields of research and teaching include transnational cultures of memory, particularly related to issues of proper burial, the writing of W.G. Sebald, contemporary German culture, the memory of the Holocaust in film and literature, Jewish German relations in post-Wall Berlin, contemporary Jewish German literature, literature by Jewish and German women writers living in Germany, the politics of memory and space in present-day Berlin, and politics in the former GDR. Her work combines training in German literature and language, critical social thought, gender studies, and Jewish studies. Remmler is the author of Waking the Dead: Correspondences between Walter Benjamin's Concept of Remembrance and Ingeborg Bachmann's "Way's of Dying" and the coeditor, with Sander Gilman, of Reemerging Jewish Culture in Germany: Life and Literature since 1989. In 2002, she also coedited, with Leslie Morris, the anthology, Contemporary Jewish Writing in Germany and in  2006, with Christopher Benfey, Artists, Intellectuals and World War II: The Pontigny Encounters at Mount Holyoke College 1942-1944.   Remmler recently completed essays on the late German writer, W.G. Sebald, the Austrian filmmaker, Ruth Beckermann, and the Jewish German writer, Esther Dischereit. 

Remmler teaches German studies and critical social thought at Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts, USA.

Stephanie Cross
Writing Affect in Austerlitz

In this paper I consider Sebald’s fictional methods in relation to trauma, melancholia and the absence of affect. Beginning with an analysis of Austerlitz’s  imagined ‘lost twin’ (a figure comparable with W. Bion’s ‘phantasy twin’), I move on to consider Austerlitz’s “orphaned frame of mind” in relation to his mother. The abrupt decathexis of her loss, I argue, created a sense of frozen stasis, which may be traced in (among other things) the sporadic stutter that afflicts Austerlitz. 

I subsequently consider (with reference to Julia Kristeva) Austerlitz’s lost of faith in language, and the asymbolia that comes to afflict him. Sebald’s readers, I argue, are themselves infected by Austerlitz’s totalising depression, as his trauma is enacted in the mode of his narrative: the concrete, the factual vanishes; we see, repeatedly, only metaphors for loss. 

I conclude by considering the “mysterious signs and portents” to which Austerlitz recurs. A way of drawing attention to the limits of Sebald’s form, they also become the means by which his audience is made alert to Austerlitz’s isolation. For while the reader’s retrospective acts of interpretation allow him insights unavailable to Austerlitz, they also render him (in his awareness of this unavailability) acutely alone.

Biographical note: Stephanie Cross studied English at Emmanuel and Selwyn Colleges, Cambridge, and holds an M.Phil in English Studies: Culture and Criticism. She is a freelance writer and reviewer and divides her time between Norfolk and London.
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Richard Murphy 
On the Natural History of Destruction and Other Fictions: Sebald, History and Storytelling

Recent critical discussions of the poetics of storytelling have focused on the way that the process of “narrativisation” has the function of endowing the description of historical events not only with structure, form and coherence, but also with particular forms of meaning and realism. This paper examines Sebald's "On the Natural History of Destruction" and his discussion of the means by which certain unimaginable historical events—in this case the aerial bombing of Hamburg—have been represented in prose.  The paper argues that Sebald's defence of an “unsystematic” and fragmentary approach to narrating such events contrasts with conventional historiographic forms to the extent that it highlights the unavoidably fictional component in such narratives. Although we do not usually associate Sebald's work with “avant-garde,” let alone with postmodern approaches, this blurring effect links his texts with two areas of progressive art: firstly with the experimental use of documentary photographs and images in the progressive work of Alexander Kluge, but secondly with a defining feature of postmodernism, namely the creation of a form of “anti-narrative” based on a fundamental awareness of the interconnectedness of history and fiction—a feature which, I will argue, permeates all of Sebald’s literary writing in one way or another
Graham Lavis 

   Double Plots in the Fiction of Sebald

Biographical note: Currently in 3rd year of part-time PhD at Goldsmiths College, Univ of London, Thesis title - 'Pastoral Modes in the Fiction of WG Sebald'

Completed MA in Modern Literatures in English (P/T) at Birkbeck in 2005 -

Full time occupation - Consultant at Nuffield Orthopaedic Centre in Oxford

specialising in Foot and Ankle Surgery. 
Hanne Hasenkamp
“It appears … that this is your real name“:
The meanings of Max – author presence in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz

Throughout his writing, W.G. Sebald blurs the boundaries between reality and fiction. His narrator, whose name and biography match the author’s, acts as witness and mediator for the stories of others. Thus Austerlitz gives voice not only to the protagonist, but also to one of his classmates, his former maid, his father, and many others. These embedded narratives, however, all share the same distinctive voice. It is also no coincidence that one of the many narrators, Maximilian Aychenwald, is named after the author himself – “Maximilian” being his second middle name: this gives particular importance to the narration that ought to be the furthest removed from the reader, being handed down from Maximilian to Věra to Austerlitz to the narrator. Moreover, it is one of the rare occasions Sebald lets a narrator witness a ‘historic’ event (i.e. Hitler’s arrival in Nuremberg for the Reichsparteitag). In this paper, I am going to examine the function of the author’s name in Austerlitz, with special regard to Aychenwald’s embedded narrative. This, in turn, will lead to the question of legitimacy: How does Sebald avoid writing about the victims of the Holocaust without identifying with them and usurping their voice and their place? 
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Graley Herren


The Return of the Repressed Mother in Sebald's Novels

Sebald's anxieties about the Holocaust often assume the form of anxieties about lost

mothers.  In his tranformational grammar of the Holocaust, he addresses Nazi crimes

against humanity in terms of "crimes against the family."  While many critics have

focused upon Sebald's troubled inheritance from his soldier-father and his

Fatherland, this presentation will focus instead on the mother's role as accomplice

to these "crimes against the family."  Particular attention will be paid to the

Gypsy mother sequence in Vertigo and the closing image of the Litzmannstadt weavers in The Emigrants.

Biographical note: Graley Herren is an Associate Professor of English at Xavier University in Cincinnati, Ohio.  He is the author of _Samuel Beckett's Plays on Film and Television_ (Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), as well as numerous articles and reviews. He serves on the Executive Board for the international Samuel Beckett Society, and he edits the Society's newsletter, _The Beckett Circle_.  His paper today is part of a larger work in progress on Sebald.

Muriel Pic
  From biographical investigation to literary empathy:   

 
  symptoms, clues and traces in W. G. Sebald’s stories.

The expression of symptoms sets in motion the stories of W. G. Sebald and the development of their resolution. Biographical investigation is the fundamental narrative system of these writings, which, in flirting with the format of essays, play on “te return of the repressed” (Sigmund Freud) and “ weave sympathies together across the centuries” (Gustave Flaubert).

This aspect of the oeuvre fosters the examination of “the paradigm of clues” (Carlo Ginzburg) in Sebald’s stories. With these stories, the author espouses the figures of the hunter and the investigator; he follows traces to uncover journeys, and uses a “literary montage” (Walter Benjamin) to piece together past events, so producing vivid recollection experiences.

Nevertheless, as the laws of hunting dictate, the hunter may become the prey. Literary empathy is not only at the heart of Sebald’s writings, but also at the heart of their reading; the reader, too, is led to investigate in order to determine the sources of the images and the intertextuality. Such is the price of the transmission of memory in a work which affirms its “epic” function (Benjamin, Bertolt Brecht, Alfred Döblin) against History.

Biographical note: Muriel Pic is assistant professor of french Literature at the University of Neuchâtel (Switzerland). She has published "Le Désir monstre. Poétique de Pierre Jean Jouve"  and "Pierre Jean Jouve, "Lettres à Jean Paulhan 1925-1963" as well as numerous articles on W.G. Sebald. She's preparing a book on this author : "La prose et l'Image ou l'expérience de la mémoire selon W.G. Sebald.

Erin Soros

Lunch, Provided:  Sebald, Levinas, and the Ethics of the 
Picaresque Encounter

How can one write poetry after Auschwitz? inquired Adorno.  

To this the American poet Mark Strand once retorted:  

And how can one eat lunch?    

–from Joseph Brodsky’s 1987 Nobel Prize Lecture

After lunch we stop at Auschwitz, site of the infamous Nazi concentration camp so chillingly evoked in the movie, Schindler’s List.  Overnight in Krakow…

--from the promotional website for Chopin Tours

How do our lives incorporate the lives of all those who surround us, and what are the dangers of this process of incorporation—or rather of its inevitable failure?  My paper will approach this question tentatively, elliptically, through a montage:  a close reading of several key moments in WG Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn; an analysis of corporeal motifs in Emmanuel Levinas’s Totality and Infinity; and an autobiographical meditation on what it means to witness, to grieve, and to share a meal. The word picaresque derives from the verb picar: to ‘nibble at food, enter forcibly, attack with one’s tongue.’ The noun picaro has come to signify a thief or a rogue, although it referred originally to the kitchen boy, the one who scrounges for what he eats.  Sebald begins his novel with a thief—the convict whose corpse is stretched for display in Rembrandt’s  The Anatomy Lesson—and Sebald’s narrator can himself be described as something of a picaro, accepting food and lodging from strangers as he roams the countryside to take what stories he finds.  Photos of death camps and dead fish; tales of elm trees and emigrants; an empress who swallows pearls in the face of others’ suffering and a witness to starvation who pays his housekeeper provided she eat with him in silence—together these incongruous things are woven inside long winding paragraphs that seem almost to give the reader too much to swallow. “Is it tasteless,” one critic asks, “to lump together such qualitatively different phenomena?”  And yet just as Rembrandt’s betrayal of realism—his impossible twisting of the convict’s dissected hand, back for front, left for right—makes us consider how the body of the criminal has itself been betrayed, so Sebald’s idiosyncratic wanderings from strangers to intimates and his anecdotal juxtapositions that veer from the whimsical to the devastating may cause us to review our daily consumption of stories and our responsibility to those others we will never know or will only haphazardly encounter.  Through his presentation of the proximate—what is near and yet not same, what is known and yet cannot be understood—Sebald challenges us to consider not just how we defend against affective identification, but also how affective identification provides its own troubling forms of defence.  

Biographical note: Erin Soros has published poetry, fiction, and non-fiction, most recently in the Indiana Review, The Iowa Review, Short Fiction and the in-flight magazine enRoute.  Her stories have been produced for the radio by the CBC and BBC as recipients of the CBC Literary Award and the Commonwealth Prize for the Short Story. This summer she was a finalist for the BBC National Short Story Award.  She came to UEA as the Charles Pick Fellow and is continuing as a PhD student in Critical and Creative Writing.  
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Simon Murray 
Arriving from the oblique: W.G Sebald and contemporary performance practices.
This paper explores the meeting point(s) of Sebald’s writing practice and the work of certain contemporary theatre and performance practitioners. Through citing the compositional strategies of theatre makers and teachers such as Mathew Goulish and Lyn Hixson (Goat Island), Tim Etchells (Forced Entertainment), Professor Mike Pearson and Philippe Gaulier I will investigate how contemporary performance practices seem to engage with Sebald’s delight in harnessing the oblique and the lateral as a compositional and generative device. I will suggest that behind a strategy which employs unconscious association, chance and an assembling of apparently unconnected details there lies an ‘an expert intuition’ at work which links Sebald’s writing to a significant trope of contemporary theatre and performance making. 

Both Sebald, and the theatre practitioners exemplified above share an ethical/political purpose to their various practices, but it is an ethical engagement that enables and encourages discursive thinking (and feeling), rather than a closing down of possibilities and solutions. Here an embrace of the oblique is not a retreat from political ethics, but a potential escape from the ‘weight’ of habitual assumptions and judgments. 

This contribution will celebrate and trace some serendipitous collisions between Sebald’s practice as a writer and the work of a number of  emblematic contemporary performance makers. 

Biographical note: Dr Simon Murray is a theatre practitioner and academic. He has very recently become Senior Lecturer in Theatre Studies in the Department of

Theatre, Film and Television Studies at the University of Glasgow. Until

the end of August he was Director of Theatre at Dartington College of

Arts. Simon has written on Jacques Lecoq and very recently published

(with John Keefe) two companion volumes entitled Physical Theatres: A

Critical Introduction and Physical Theatres: A Critical Reader.

Spring Ulmer

   
  The Silent Bomb in W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn

When Bergen-Belsen was liberated, the nearest town of Celle’s inhabitants feigned

any knowledge of the goings on inside the camp. In The Rings of Saturn, W.G. Sebald traces the history of European silk production from men smuggling silkworm larvae in bamboo canes out of China to snow-white Nazi sericulture in Celle. Sebald places within The Rings of Saturn a photograph of Bergen-Belsen, despite his publicly denouncing such photographs of atrocity (he insists they “paralyse our moral capacity”). Another photograph of atrocity comes roughly forty pages later. Why does he include these images? I theorize that he wishes to shock the viewer. I also debate whether Sebald withholds certain information in The Rings of Saturn. For instance, the narrator relays a rumor about Nazi troops disembarking at Orfordness

in an attempt to invade England, but says nothing about Orfordness having once been

an atomic bomb-developing site. Something else I stumbled upon in regards to atomic

bomb-making in Celle draws me to conclude that Sebald purposefully reclaims the

silence -- both as a textual strategy and through careful employment of photographs

that speak silently -- that he inherited from his German past to tell his revisionist historical narrative.

Biographical note: Spring Ulmer holds a B.F.A. in Photography from The Cooper Union School of Art and a M.F.A. in Poetry from the University of Arizona. Ulmer’s honors include grants from the Kentucky Arts Council, the Andrea Frank Foundation, and a 1998 residency at the Headlands Center for the Arts. Her book of poems, Benjamin’s Spectacles, was selected by Sonia Sanchez as the winner of the Kore Press 2006 First Book Award contest. She is currently on fellowship at the University of Iowa.

Vera Akhtyrskaya 
The Realization of the Baroque Paradigm in W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn: Intermedial Aspects

W. G. Sebald’s travelogue The Rings of Saturn seems to have an affinity with the works of postmodern literature. Describing the narrator’s (and at the same time the fictional protagonist’s) journey through the English county Suffolk, Sebald creates a narrative of seemingly postmodern generic hybridity which may resemble a kind of documentary prose. But Sebald’s text only employs factual tone and appears chaotic and disordered. On a deeper level, The Rings of Saturn represents a dense intertextual and intermedial fabric, firstly, of explicit literary Baroque allusions, secondly, of what we’d like to call “structural” quotations (that is, themes, motives, techniques such as for example the motive of a labyrinth or a tower, or the technique of the detailed Baroque simile) and, thirdly, of visual material in the form of “quotations” referring to different pictures of European Baroque, mainly to the paintings of the Dutch Golden Age. These visual “quotations” include the reproductions of the Dutch Baroque pictures, and the photographs styled after both Dutch Baroque paintings and the moral images of Baroque emblem books.    

The correlation of the verbal and the visual elements in Sebald’s book will be the main topic of our report.  In that context, an interesting variety of “intermedial quotations” are the pictures by Baroque painters only described in the text, but not shown there as reproductions. In The Rings of Saturn, Sebald uses the “intermedial quotations”, while at the same time often attributing the fictional textual quotations to different authors, for example Sir Thomas Browne. Both techniques can to a certain extent be compared, because both render the system of images and the style of their prototype – that of Dutch Baroque paintings and that of the parodied authors.

All “Baroque illustrations” in the book can be considered as a kind of copies of fictional, non-existent originals, as a kind of mirror images of a some Baroque architopos. They use iconographic features of the Dutch painting of the Golden Age and in that way contribute to achieving the same effect as the “fictional quotations”. 

The intermedial aspects of the book emphasize the imaginary life-likeness of the so-called realistic art, which is based on the mimetic principles. At the same time, the visual elements of the book show the illusory character of reality, and pre-eminent role of the second, aesthetic reality as compared to that of the untrue outer world.                 

Biographical note: Vera Akhtyrskaysa is Assistant Professor at the Department of German Language at the University of St. Petersburg. She has published a number of articles on the works of W. G. Sebald which focus on the intertextuality, the semiotics of picture and text, travelogue, and Sebald’s use of Baroque prose, poetry and art. All publications are in Russian.         

