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Narrative Against Destruction
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In her biography: a very short introduction, speaking of a “persisting 
and universal appetite for stories,” Hermione Lee suggests that bio-
graphical narration is an anthropological archetype. In my Relating 

Narratives, by calling on the concept of a narratable self, I hinted at 
the ordinary human desire for having one’s story told or, to put it dif-
ferently, for hearing one’s life story recounted by another. Specifically, 
craving for biographies entails either focusing on the reader in general, 
or on the relationship between the protagonist of the story and his or 
her narrator. In the latter case, many philosophical and ethical issues 
concerning the act of narrating and the role of biographical storytell-
ing come to the fore.

As matter of fact, biography is perhaps one of the most popular kinds 
of narrative in our times. Despite the poststructuralist disbelief in a con-
sistent, permanent self—clearly in contrast with the typical investment 
in the individualist ontology of modernity—the telling of a life story 
is still a dominant paradigm in contemporary literature. Interestingly 
enough, although the ancient Greeks lacked the concept of the self as 
we intend it today, they too had a common appetite for biographical nar-
rations. I am not speaking of the famous Parallel Lives by Plutarch, who 
is generally regarded as the very father of biography as a literary genre, 
but who came too late as a representative of classical Greece. Rather, I 
am referring to biographies written in the golden age of Greek culture, 
texts which, unfortunately, have been lost forever in the unpredictable 
handing-down of history. As Arnaldo Momigliano points out, “We have 
none of the biographical and autobiographical literature of the fifth 
century and have to rely” on few texts, like Xenophon’s Agesilaus and 
Cyropedia, “for some aspects of biography in the fourth century.”1 It is 
therefore difficult to speculate about the role of biography in classical 
Greece because most of the texts in question have been lost. 

According to Hannah Arendt, however, we do have the full text of 
a great, inimitable, and exemplary biographer at the very origins of 
the Greek tradition: it is Homer, a poet and singer of tales whom she 
regards as the father of both individual stories and collective history. It 
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is actually worth exploring this distinction and the relationship between 
stories and history that Arendt draws out. In The Human Condition, she 
writes, “That every individual life between birth and death can eventu-
ally be told as a story with beginning and end is the prepolitical and 
prehistorical condition of history, the great story without beginning 
and end. But the reason why each human life tells its story and why 
history ultimately becomes the storybook of mankind with many actors 
and speakers and yet without any tangible authors, is that both are the 
outcome of action.”2 

Here Arendt claims that action is at the origin of both biographical 
stories and the storybook of mankind that is history. It is perhaps worth 
recalling that she has a distinctive concept of action: parallel to politics 
and rooted in plurality, action is a human activity that consists in inter-
acting with others with words and deeds, mutually revealing who each 
agent is. “By acting and speaking,” she writes, “men show who they are, 
reveal actively their unique personal identity and thus make their ap-
pearance in the human world.”3 Even if every individual life can be told 
as a story, or better, even if every life leaves behind its story, action is 
the special modality by which human beings appear to each other and, 
as actors and spectators, reciprocally disclose their embodied unique-
ness, which makes the agent the hero of his or her story. Accordingly, 
we understand why Arendt regards Homer as the first biographer and 
historian of Greece. Neither actor nor spectator—given that actors and 
spectators belong to the temporal context of acting—Homer is the nar-
rator who, with his posthumous and distanced gaze, tells the stories of 
the heroes gathered under the walls of Troy. These are individual stories 
that intertwine with the first crucial chapter of the history of Greece as 
part of the storybook of mankind. 

In her last work, The Life of the Mind, Arendt analyzes a specific episode 
found in the Odyssey that efficaciously exemplifies the role of Homer, as 
well as the strong connection between action and story. While Odysseus 
is at a dinner at the court of the Phaeacians, a blind bard sings about 
the war of Troy and tells Odysseus’s story. Hiding behind his tunic, the 
hero weeps. He had never wept before, Arendt points out, not when 
he was immersed in the actions narrated by the bard. Only now that he 
comes to hear his story and therefore know his identity as its protagonist 
does Odysseus weep. 

Tellingly, according to Arendt, nobody ever knows who he or she is, 
even less so while in the midst of acting. Intermittent and contingent, 
action discloses the actor’s unique identity not to himself or herself but 
only to others, the spectators. In other words, in order to know who I 
am, I always need others: whether spectators, to whom I actively, though 
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occasionally, reveal my distinctive uniqueness through action, or the nar-
rator, who, by telling my life story, gives shape to my personal identity 
through words and makes it survive my own death. 

Although in Arendt’s view action is ontologically rooted in birth, 
when it comes to biographical narrative, it is death—mortality, finitude, 
disappearance from the world—that plays the central role. Generally 
speaking, in the epic universe of Homer, the heroes about whom he 
sings are already dead; they don’t have the opportunity to listen to the 
narration of their own stories as Odysseus does. Yet, according to Ar-
endt, their stories are perfect, precisely because their life, which began 
with birth, has reached its end; the story of the hero includes his death, 
the final chapter of his life, and therefore no longer can anything new, 
unexpected, or unpredictable happen. It is in this sense that Odysseus 
is an exception, a very special case indeed. At the Phaeacians’ court, 
in fact, he has the fortune of receiving his own story directly from the 
mouth of the bard, and, caught in emotional turmoil, he weeps. His 
“tears of remembrance,”4 however, in my opinion do not manifest the 
hero’s melancholia or sadness for the time gone; they instead unveil 
his hidden but deep desire to have his story told. The unexpected dis-
covery of who he is, received like a gift from the bard’s song, is, at the 
same time, the discovery of this desire. Achilles, Hector, and the various 
heroes of the Trojan War, did not have the opportunity to enjoy such 
a significant experience. Put differently, they missed the opportunity 
to discover their own narratable self that, in Odysseus, manifests itself 
through a strong emotion.

Odysseus, Achilles, Hector: the fact that we are dealing with warriors 
while following the Arendtian reading of Homer on the issue of biog-
raphy, can be, of course, very disturbing. It is not this disputable aspect, 
however, that Arendt dwells upon when she celebrates the Homeric world. 
Indeed, she is rather highlighting the crucial connection between the 
self-disclosing effect of action and the fame of the actor—that is, the 
narrative power that enables the life story to survive the actor’s mortal 
life. After all, to this day we still know who Odysseus, Achilles, and Hector 
are, precisely because Homer told their stories. One of the key points in 
the Arendtian reading of the Greek narrative as a remedy for the fragil-
ity of action is that it secures the immortality of the actor in the human 
world, that is, of the actor’s personal unique identity. In Arendt’s view, 
not only do biographical narrations have the merit of giving meaning 
to a singular life that “would otherwise remain an intolerable sequence 
of events,”5 but they also have the merit of saving the memory of this 
very life in the form of a story.
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As Arendt points out, in Homer’s universe of heroes and “great 
deeds,” or deeds worth remembering, men were patently concerned 
with remembrance as a kind of mundane immortality, that is, fame in 
this world. However, even though the aspiration to immortal fame is typi-
cal of heroes, it is not an exclusively heroic disposition. It is the Greek 
conviction that human existence is fundamentally of this world, which 
thereby highlights the ephemeral dimension of each singular life and 
provides further meaning to the act of immortalizing through story that 
saves one from oblivion. Let me insist on the issue: the decisive factor 
for the role of narration in Homer, both as a storyteller and historian, is 
that the world cannot be transcended. Arendt writes in her notebooks, 
“In antiquity, it is man to be transient, not the world; in Christianity, it 
is the world to be transient, not man.”6 This means that, for the Greeks, 
human beings do not transcend the world by preserving their life, now 
eternal, in the world beyond. Rather, “men transcend themselves, their 
own being alive, in the direction of the world.”7 What counts here is, 
indeed, the wordly immanent, earthly dimension: the unmistakable 
uniqueness and exceptionality of every single human being—and not 
only of the Homeric hero. This common earthly reality is the only ho-
rizon into which everyone is born, which everyone inhabits, and which 
survives everyone. 

 Without the redemptive power of narration, Arendt suggests, noth-
ing would remain of the individual life, precisely because insofar as it is 
irreplaceable and unrepeatable, it would leave no traces behind. Death, 
the disappearance from this world of anyone who has been born into 
it, would be definitive, an erasure without any residue of the unique-
ness of the one who has lived and has belonged to it. This is what the 
story saves and hands down to posterity, as well as to the storybook of 
mankind, history, as the moved Odysseus knows all too well: a personal 
identity, a narratable form of self, marked by uniqueness. 

The category of uniqueness, closely intertwined with that of plural-
ity, is a well-known fundamental category of Arendtian vocabulary. It is 
worth recalling that Arendt writes about uniqueness in one of the most 
tragically intense pages of her work The Origins of Totalitarianism. There 
she revisits classical culture from the perspective of the historical event 
of the laboratory of extermination, the Lager, aimed precisely at the 
“killing of uniqueness.”8 We cannot stress enough the post-totalitarian 
perspective that precedes the development of Arendt’s political thought 
and that works as a premise to the way she reinterprets key concepts 
of the Western tradition, Homer included. Although Arendt was edu-
cated in classical texts and knew Greek, her Homer is not the Homer 
of philologists and literary scholars. Rather, it is a topos of the Western 
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political tradition, the ground for rethinking the human condition 
within a political framework, after the horror of Auschwitz has injured 
its ontological dignity. This is true also for narration and, even more 
so, for the constitutive link between stories and history, which Arendt 
attributes to the Homeric poetics, but which, in the Arendtian strategy 
of thinking, works especially as a response to the totalitarian will to 
elimitate life stories along with lives themselves, making the idea of race 
the engine of history. After the experiences of the extermination camps, 
it becomes necessary for Arendt to revisit the narratives that ensure a 
story, not so much of the heroes of ancient times, but of the victims of 
the Lager, whose existence, starting with the erasure of their names and 
personal data, was being obliterated, so that having lived in the world, 
they could not become part of a story, nor of history: “The status of the 
inmates in the world of the living, where nobody is supposed to know if 
they are alive or dead, is such that it is as though they had never been 
born” (OT 444). In this sense, Arendt belongs with a variety of authors 
who, immediately after the war, faced with the fact of extermination, 
were able to identify with clarity the crucial relationship between de-
struction and narration, between the dismantling of the human being 
perpetrated by the totalitarian machine and the saving power of life 
stories that restore the human status of uniqueness to the victims. The 
exemplary accounts of Primo Levi, Jean Améry, David Rousset, and the 
by-now immense biographical and autobiographical literature of the 
Shoah belong to the same problematic horizon that Arendt helps open 
up. As if Arendt, while seemingly speaking of Homer and of ancient 
heroes, already could see, on one hand, the necessity of a new literary 
genre to narrate the lives lost in the horror of extermination, and on 
the other hand, the need to tell them so that the storybook of mankind 
recovers a meaning. She, in fact, insists on the necessity of saving their 
memory in order to oppose absolute erasure, because in the totalitar-
ian system, “all places of detention ruled by the police are made to be 
veritable holes of oblivion into which people stumble by accident and 
without leaving behind them such ordinary traces of former existence 
as a body and a grave” (OT 434).

The background of Homer’s biographical and historical work is a 
war—or a battle, as Arendt prefers to call it, in recognition of the Greek 
agonistic spirit. On the scene, fear and horror reign, a poignant and 
detailed description by Homer does not spare us from the pervasive 
carnage and cruelty, but we are very far from the total terror and the 
absolute horror which constitute the “novelty” of the totalitarian regime 
as manifested in the Nazi camps. In the extermination camp system, 
Arendt points out, “suffering, of which there has always been too much 
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on earth, is not the issue, nor is the number of victims. Human nature 
as such is at stake” (OT 458–59). The reality of the camps was in fact 
characterized by an “unpunishable, unforgivable absolute evil which 
could no longer be understood and explained by the evil motives of 
self-interest, greed, covetousness, resentment, lust for power, and cow-
ardice” (OT 459). 

What happened in the extermination camps was such, Arendt adds, 
that “its horror can never be fully embraced by the imagination for 
the very reason that it stands outside of life and death” (OT 444). In 
particular, Arendt insists on the inexplicability and on the excess, with 
regard to our categories of understanding and our standards of judg-
ment, of the concentration camp reality, a reality that is so foreign to 
our conception of the human that it appears unreal. A similar view is 
expressed by almost all the authors, narrators, and scholars, but especially 
memorialists, who write about the Shoah in various ways. As soon as the 
deportees entered the Lager—writes Levi in If This is a Man, by referring 
to his experience at Monowitz-Auschwitz—after the incomprehensible 
ceremonies of humiliations and strikes meant to turn the prisoners into 
“miserable, filthy puppets, . . . for the first time we became aware that our 
language lacks words to express this offence, this demolition of man.”9 
Language and its conceptual framework appear to be inadequate to 
make sense “of the non-men who march and labour in silence extinct 
the divine sparkle, already too empty to feel real pain. They can hardly 
be said alive: their death can hardly be called death, facing it they fear 
not, for they are too tired to understand it.”10 

In more recent times, when the accounts, archival documents, and 
Shoah literature make up a large library, W. G. Sebald still claims in a 
2001 interview that “to write about concentration camps in my view is 
practically impossibile”; even the images, the pictures, and the films 
about the camps “militate against our capacity for discursive thinking, 
for reflecting upon these things . . . so the only way in which one can 
approach these things, in my view, is obliquely, tangentially, by reference 
rather than by direct confrontation.”11 This tangential and oblique way 
is identified by Sebald, first and foremost, in the narration of the life 
stories of those crushed and traumatized by the Nazi persecution, who 
were often forced to “emigrate” during their childhood in order to avoid 
the genocide through escape and exile. To rewrite their biographies 
becomes the way for Sebald to avoid direct confrontation with the inex-
plicability of the horror, while at the same time it preserves the effects 
of such inexplicability in the personal story of those whose destiny has 
been marked by the destructive machine. Precisely because he is deal-
ing with traumatized people, Sebald’s work of reconstructing stories, 
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which often consists in retelling the autobiographical tales he looks for 
and solicits more or less openly, inevitably goes against the repression 
from which the protagonists suffer. There is some form of resistance 
from Sebald’s interlocutors: they are reluctant tellers. In fact his nar-
rative style—assembling autobiographical and biographical modalities, 
accounts, testimonials, and photographic documentation—accounts for 
this resistance effectively.

 In The Emigrants, in particular, he tells of the survivors of the catas-
trophe who kill themselves in their later years, ultimately succumbing to 
the weight of memory. Sebald chooses here not to talk of famous cases 
such as Améry, Levi, or Rousset, who have themselves experienced the 
abomination of the concentration camps; rather, he turns to ordinary 
individuals, who fled the internment and who are unknown to the larger 
public. Through interviews and archival research he extracts a story, a 
story that otherwise—due to the reticence of the protagonists and the 
repression of their traumatic experience—would have never seen the 
light of day. The aim is, on one hand, to contrast and to preserve the 
unspeakable horror of the pepetrated destruction that, precisely because 
of its excess, risks escaping the tangles of history as the storybook of 
mankind. On the other hand, the aim is to recover individual stories 
from silence, stories that otherwise would risk remaining meaningless. 
Inevitably, when the way to recover a story and, along with it, a history 
entails a conversation or an interview by soliciting memory, there is an 
intrusive aspect. As Sebald declares in an interview:

You do intrude into other people’s lives, as I had to do when I was trying to find 
out about these stories, and you don’t know whether you’re doing a good or a 
bad thing. It’s a received wisdom that it’s good to talk about traumas, but it’s 
not always true. Especially if you are the instigator of making people remember, 
talk about their pasts and so on, you are not certain whether your intrusion into 
someone’s life may not cause a degree of collateral damage which that person 
might otherwise have been spared. So there’s an ethical problem there.12

There is some kind of pressure in coercing a reluctant narratable self 
to emerge from the ruins of a self that the totalitarian machine has in-
tentionally tried to destroy. To articulate this in the form of a question: 
if Odysseus weeps before the bard who reveals to him who he is, what 
tears must the victims of the totalitarian catastrophe shed, when forced 
to tell their stories to the narrator who may be able to retell them? And 
even more so, would he retell them in a literary form, almost as if they 
were fiction? As a matter of fact, just like other writers that narrate the 
experiences suffered by the Jewish people under the Nazi persecution, 
W. G. Sebald has been often accused of indulging in a new literary genre 
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that, by novelizing the Shoah, turns it into a fiction of success. Even 
though this is undeniable and obviously poses further ethical questions, 
it is also the case that a large part of this literature, and surely Sebald’s 
texts, form a contrast to the silence so well appreciated by those who 
deny the reality of the concentration camps. Moreover, this literature 
has the merit of measuring itself up directly with the already-mentioned 
problem of the crucial connection between destruction and narration, 
a problem that has become ineluctable after the extermination camps 
and the genocides of the twentieth century.

 The central core of Sebald’s poetics consists precisely in taking upon 
himself the problem, already announced by Adorno, of writing “after 
Auschwitz” and, speaking more broadly, after the main chapter of the 
history of destruction, of which Auschwitz is the symbol. What matters 
here is that he confronts the aporia of narrating the unspeakable: even 
though we are not in the presence of heroes whose actions have produced 
a memorable story, memory, handed down in the form of a narrated 
biography, is still the issue. To uncover the narratable selves of those 
who have escaped extermination may go against their own desire to have 
their own “repressed” story told by another; nonetheless, it consists above 
all in giving sense to an embodied uniqueness, precisely that which the 
Nazi laboratories have sought to erase from the earth. “In his books,” 
Charles Simic writes, “Sebald has always been interested in the way in 
which individual, collective, and cultural memory deal with experiences 
that lie on the border of what language can convey.”13 

The problem is always the one already identified by Arendt and Levi: 
how to speak of the unspeakable, how to express the horror that ex-
ceeds our categories of understanding and our standards of judgment? 
It is thereby a challenge to language itself, a challenge that, in his On 
the Natural History of Destruction, Sebald notoriously expands to include 
the phenomenon of the German cities bombed to the ground in the 
conclusive phase of World War II—with thousands of civilian deaths, 
including women, children, and the elderly—while denouncing the 
absence of remembrance and thematization of this event in German 
literature. If it is not named, narrated, translated in literature, even 
in this case, then the inexplicability of horror remains sealed in the 
silence of the defenceless victims, from whose perspective Sebald always 
speaks. Because, as he claims, “there are many forms of writing; only 
in literature, however, can there be an attempt at restitution over and 
above the mere recital of facts, and over and above scholarship.”14 His 
form of writing, his particular and inimitable literary style, is a creative 
prose and especially, in relation to the Shoah, a biographical narrative 
that, much more than any other discursive form, faces the challenge of 
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restituting the sense of vulnerable lives crushed by a senseless horror. 
In Arendt’s own words, the life story “reveals the meaning without the 
error of defining it.”15 Foreign to the defining language of philosophy 
and the human sciences, biographical narration does not explain, does 
not organize nor understand the events from within a conceptual frame-
work, a system that gives sense; rather, it assembles the fragments of a 
life experience that disclose the meaning of the uniqueness of that very 
life. Even more so, it saves this meaning from oblivion, a forgetfulness 
that, in the Shoah’s case, is not the consequence of the simple passing 
of time, but the intentional outcome of a violent erasure, the exact op-
posite of what happens in the Homeric universe. 

Like Arendt, Sebald criticizes the notion of the autonomous individual 
who is in charge of his fate, that is to say, the self that, through choices 
and conscious acts, would control and produce his or her story. In the 
circumstances of the totalitarian catastrophe, terrible external forces 
erupt into every project of life and aim at its destruction. And despite 
this, precisely the possibility of narrating the story of these traumatized 
lives, violently diverted from their ordinary course, succeeds in offering 
a contrast to the definitive victory of such destruction. 

Many of Sebald’s characters recount their stories during meetings, 
often casual encounters, with the narrator. This is true also for Austerlitz, 
the protagonist of the book with the same name, the last work by the 
author, who, in contrast to The Emigrants, is not a real but a fictional 
character. His stories are long monologues, wherein the autobiogra-
phy blends with the biography that the narrator is reconstructing and 
composing. The borders between the one and the other are not always 
clear, so the reader of Sebald’s texts is involved in this confusion by the 
author’s taking away the usual supporting points and causing disorien-
tation. This disturbing effect is further increased by Sebald’s original 
narrative style, notoriously mixing facts and fiction, life and art, in ad-
dition to using images and photographs—sometimes real, sometimes 
fictitious portraits—so that the charge of novelizing the Shoah would 
seem to find good reasons to hit the mark here. In truth, it is precisely 
this particular type of writing, breaking with any literary canon, that has 
the merit of disrupting the reader’s elementary framework of sense, dis-
orienting the reader in order to drag him or her in that breakthrough 
of borders between reality and unreality, between normal and absurd, 
which Arendt already denounced as a typical sign of totalitarian regimes. 
In the Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt points out: “The atmosphere of 
madness and unreality, created by an apparent lack of purpose, is the 
real iron curtain which hides all forms of concentration camps from 
the eyes of the world. . . . Gruesome crimes took place in a phantom 
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world, which, however, has materialized, as it were, into a world which 
is complete with all sensual data of reality but lacks that structure of 
consequence and responsibility without which reality remains for us 
a mass of incomprehensible data” (OT 445). Sebald’s narration, even 
and above all through stylistic techniques and bold twisting syntactics, 
preserves exactly this displacement in the face of the unreality of horror, 
turning the reader into a participant. 

As many have remarked, the strong influence of the celebrated image 
of Walter Benjamin’s “angel of history”16 is noticeable in Sebald’s poetics. 
In his books there is an obsession with the destructive process of history 
and the ruins of the past from which the narrator recovers and saves 
fragments, in order to recompose them into life stories that summon 
the sense of a humanity otherwise crumbled into pieces and buried in 
oblivion. If in fact, according to the tradition that goes back to Plutarch, 
passes through hagiography, and arrives all the way up to modernity, a 
certain biographical genre yearns to have a universal value through the 
narration of “exemplary lives,” the biographical literature of the Shoah 
aims instead at the restitution of a possible sense for humanity itself, 
through the tale of the injured and the wounded. 

Faithful to the meaning that the fragment, the particular, and the detail 
have in Benjamin’s vision, Sebald does not indulge in any postmodern 
tendency. The narratable self, whose fragments are collected, is here 
above all a wounded, traumatized, destroyed self, brought by force to 
the edge of the abyss of the inhuman. What is in question here is not 
the narrative unity of the identity of a life, of a self—that which in the 
language of philosophers appears often as the problem of the idem or 
the ipse and that in the intention of postmodern authors resoundingly 
dissipates. Rather, what is in question is the narratability of the lives 
themselves, still, again, and despite everything, in human terms. 

Arendt reminds us that, in the extermination laboratory, “what is 
behind it all is only that individual human beings did not kill other 
individual human beings for human reasons, but an organized attempt 
was made to eradicate the concept of a human being.”17 The Nazi ide-
ology that insists on the natural difference between “sub-human and 
super-human”18 has therefore produced an artificial posthuman. Vasilij 
Grossman echoes Arendt’s words when, in the autobiographical story 
of his experience in the concentration camps, he writes, “Man and Fas-
cism cannot co-exist. If Fascism conquers, man will cease to exist and 
there will remain only man-like creatures.”19 To narrate life stories, 
saving them from destruction, as Sebald does, is therefore primarily a 
work of rehumanization, of redeeming the meaning of the human from 
the ruins of the inhuman. Tellingly, in Sebald’s prose, the human that 
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is saved from destruction through life stories, far from liberating itself 
from trauma, takes this trauma upon itself and carries it impressed in the 
biographies finally snatched out of oblivion but whose wounds, rather 
than disappearing, are exposed in the foreground. The humanity that 
is recovered is a lacerated humanity, immersed in an inextinguishable 
grief, witness to a profound and incomprehensible catastrophe. The 
inexplicability of the horror, its excesses compared to the limits of lan-
guage, remains consequently there; that is, it does not get resolved in a 
frame that articulates it or explains it. Actually, it is preserved in the life 
stories that hold its trace. Rather than being forgotten, and therefore 
erased, inexplicability thereby assumes a different intensity that inter-
rogates us even more categorically.

 There is a fundamental dichotomy in Sebald’s poetics, “between 
forgetting and the concealment of destruction on the one hand, and 
memory and revelation of destruction on the other.”20 This revelation 
does not concern only the mere fact of destruction but also, and above 
all, the given of the inexplicability of the unheard-of destruction that 
memory preserves and exhibits. In other words, if the oblivion of the 
horror were to be preserved, so, inevitably, would silence be preserved, if 
not absolution as well. This would prevent us from questioning ourselves 
about the inexplicability of the horror itself. Snatched out of repression 
and impressed in life stories, memory is instead the narrative modality 
in which the questioning of the inexplicable resurfaces and is preserved. 

After all, Sebald seems to suggest that, after Auschwitz, what remains 
of the human consists precisely in this capacity of questioning the in-
human. Far from explaining the inexplicable, running the risk of dis-
solving it, absolving it, and normalizing it, this capacity instead leaves 
the inexplicable open as an inextinguishable scandal: like an infinite 
task or a warning that only the narration of injured vulnerable lives can 
pronounce and signal, or as an ethical and political necessity—shared 
also by Arendt—to radically rethink the human in light of its unspeak-
able destruction. 

Sebald, in contrast to Arendt, has the advantage of being a narrator 
and, even more, a narrator who employs the most innovative elements 
of his craft to definitively break the barriers between a realistic account 
and fiction, between documentation and invention. His narrative is 
fundamentally choral and multiperspectival, consisting in the interweav-
ing of singular lives pulled out of the complicity between destruction 
and oblivion. They are stories that intersect, at times, with brief but en-
lightened apparitions, with a development that goes back to childhood 
and ends with death, inserted in a universe where the objects and the 
landscape—artifacts and nature—play a fundamental role. The intent, 
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tinged with melancholy and never resolved in a linear trajectory, is to save 
lives and things, not in order to secure the sense of their contingency 
in the light of the ruin of time, as the standards of classical melancholy 
would have, but rather in order to redeem them from a violent erasure 
whose traces they still bear. In acknowledging his obsession with the 
past and with the catastrophe of World War II, Sebald declared himself, 
in an interview, to be “hardly interested in the future.”21 The work of 
remembrance is usually accompanied in his writings by the conviction 
that this catastrophe is not simply a period of inexplicable barbarity that 
has marked the twentieth century, but instead that it is the telos toward 
which modernity drifts and where modernity, if not the entirety of west-
ern history, breaks down.22 As a consequence, there is no redemption of 
history in Sebald’s narrative, rather only of the stories, redeemed from 
history, that take upon themselves the interminable task of reconfigur-
ing a sense of the human after its radical catastrophe. 

From this perspective, photographs, often going back to childhood, 
play a very important role. They portray the protagonist of the story 
before the catastrophe, at a time in which the human has not yet met its 
devastation or, if we prefer, has not yet discovered that the devastation 
was looming on the horizon of the subject portrayed. The protagonist 
of Austerlitz is a man who has erased a traumatic event from his child-
hood. Born in Prague, he is one of those Jewish children sent by their 
parents in special convoys to England in 1939, in order to save their 
lives by entrusting them to English families. In his case, it is the Elias 
couple, a taciturn Calvinist family in Wales, that changes his name and 
erases every trace of his past. However, through intermitting mnemonic 
traces and a sudden revelation, due to the accidental overhearing of a 
radio program about the special convoys of Jewish children, he must in 
the end come to terms precisely with his past. Austerlitz then discovers 
that he has, up to that moment, practiced a form of the art of forgetful-
ness and notices, as he says in his own words, “how little practice I had 
in using my memory, and conversely how hard I must always have tried 
to recollect as little as possibile, avoiding everything which related in 
any way to my unknown past.”23 Immersed all his life in his architecture 
studies, and trying to ignore every bit of information connected with 
the Shoah and the events of World War II, he says to the narrator, “I 
did not read the papers because, as I now know, I feared unwelcome 
revelations, I turned on the radio only at certain hours of the day, I was 
always refining my defensive reactions, creating a kind of quarantine or 
immune system which, as I maintained my exixtence in a smaller and 
smaller space, protected me from anything that could be connected in 
any way, however distant, with my own early history” (A 198). 
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His early history is told to Austerlitz by Vera, a family friend who 
looked after him as a child and whom he finds during a trip taken to 
Prague in order to retrace his own origins. Through Vera’s tale, the 
memory of a happy childhood traumatically broken at four years of age 
comes back to Austerlitz, when he was sent to England by special convoy, 
forever separated from his mother and his father, who were soon to be 
swallowed by the jaws of genocide. For the reader who has followed the 
biographical and autobiographical twist of this extraordinary work of 
Sebald, what is particularly moving and disturbing is a picture of the 
young Austerlitz that Vera shows him and that appears on a page of the 
book. Dressed up for a masked celebration, the child in the photograph 
is wearing a white and shining pageboy costume that makes him look 
vaporous, almost ghost-like. Resurfaced from oblivion, his inquisitive 
look is fixed on Austerlitz—and on us—as if asking viewers to accept the 
challenge to repel “the tragedy incumbent upon him.” “For as long as 
I can remember,” says Austerlitz to the narrator, “I have always felt if I 
had no place in reality, as if I were not there at all, and I never had this 
impression more strongly than on that evening in the Šporkova when 
the Rose Queen’s page looked through me” (A 261). 

Many typical themes of Sebald are clustered here, not least of which 
is the inscrutability, but at the same time the narrative power of the 
photographs that have resurfaced from oblivion “as if the pictures had 
a memory of their own and remembered us, remembered the role that 
we, the survivors, and those no longer among us had played in our 
former lives” (A 258). More than a stirring of memory, half shocking 
for its repression of trauma, the picture on the page is precisely the 
testimonial of an interrogation, coming from the past but still present, 
into the inexplicability of the catastrophe. After all, nothing expresses 
the uniqueness of the protagonist of a life story so well as this picture 
portraying him. Vera gives it to Austerlitz together with the tale of his 
childhood, and it is only now, despite the doubling and the effect of 
unreality, that Austerlitz finally knows who he is and recognizes himself 
as a victim of the persecution that, despite his having tried to forget and 
ignore it, surrounds him everywhere. 

If it is true that the biographical literature of the Shoah is a special 
genre, the form in which it is presented to us by authors such as Sebald 
makes it even more special and yet also very problematic. The saving 
and redemptive value of these life stories is here exalted even more; 
but insofar as they are traumatized lives, involved in a mechanism of 
repression, they call into question the desire to have a narratable self 
and, therefore, even the legitimacy and the role of the narrator. The 
risk is that the reader’s appetite for stories does not correspond at all 
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to the appetite of the story’s protagonist, that is, his lack of desire that 
his life be recovered and made into a narration. Nevertheless, as Sebald 
suggests to us, there is an ethical and even ontological urgency in the 
necessity of this narration, almost as if every recounted story, snatched 
from oblivion, saves a possible sense of the human from its absolute 
negation in destruction.

 Arendt reminds us in Between Past and Future that Homer, historian 
and storyteller, belongs to the sphere of poiesis: of making, constructing, 
creating. Narration and destruction are, in this sense, at opposite and 
radically contrasting poles. When it comes to biographical writing, and 
even more so, when history is produced through extreme horror, nar-
rating is not merely “reconstructing” the thread of a life story; it is above 
all opposing the work of destruction that has devoured life itself. It is 
ultimately a making against destroying, a creating against demolishing, 
a doing against undoing. 

Contrary to Homer, whose aim is to contrast the human condition of 
mortality to the immortalizing effect of the heroes’ stories he recounts, 
Sebald’s creative narrative counters the reality of a massive destruction 
that goes far beyond the issue of mortality and even that of violent death 
and murder. The narratable self, in his texts, is often constructed as a 
ghost—as if the catastrophe, by blurring the border between the dead and 
the living, were still there and could entrap the survivors in the ruinous 
time of the past. “I feel more and more as if time did not exist at all,” 
Austerlitz says, “only various spaces interlocking according to the rules 
of a higher form of stereometry, between which the living and the dead 
can move back and forth as they like, and the longer I think about it 
the more it seems to me that we who are still alive are unreal in the eyes 
of the dead” (A 261). Yet, obviously, time is a dimension that the art of 
narrating life stories cannot avoid. “Fiction,” Sebald concedes, “is an art 
form that moves in time, that is inclined towards the end, that works on 
a negative gradient, and it is very, very difficult in that particular form in 
the narrative to arrest the passage of time.” Photographs, on the other 
hand, he notices, can “act like barriers or weirs which stem the flow.”24 
Their ghostly aura, like that of the picture of the Rose Queen’s page, 
features a presence snatched from the ruin of time. Within Sebald’s 
poetics, however, this is only one of the different roles that photographs 
are called to play. Framed within the biographical plot of the narrative 
construction, in fact, they work both as further validation of the “truth” 
of the story he recounts and as a congealed but inquisitive gaze that puts 
into question the narratability of this very story. There is an unresolved 
tension, if not a structural ambiguity, in the relationship between narra-
tion and photographs. Crucially, the power of pictures to stem the flow 
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and thus redeem the victims from the catastrophic time of their past is 
perhaps the side effect of the repression of a traumatized self who, like 
Austerlitz, creates an immune system in order to ignore his life story.

 This is why Sebald, far from simply admitting that his work intrudes 
into the life of others, commits—through a constellation of various 
stylistic and narrative expedients—to account for the necessity of this 
intrusion. In particular, such necessity makes itself felt through the com-
plex intertwining of autobiographical flows and sudden interruptions, 
confessions and silences, casual encounters and inscrutable escapes. 
There are kinds of emptiness that tales cannot fill, wounds that can nei-
ther be sutured nor exposed, digressions that suspend the thread of the 
story and displace it elsewhere. The humanity recovered and redeemed 
by Sebald’s narrative is, indeed, a lacerated humanity, immersed in a 
radical catastrophe that remains inexplicable and whose horror still 
challenges our frames of intelligibility. Yet his prose bears and displays 
the traces of the catastrophe, it saves the stories of singular injured lives 
from oblivion, it allows the unspeakable to lurk in muteness: and in so 
doing, paradoxically, it makes this inexplicability comprehensible. 

University of Verona 
Translated by Elvira Roncalli
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