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W. G. Sebald’s references to films, film directors, and actors pervade in both his
critical essays and in his prose fictions. Although there are many different films,
cinematic metaphors, and allusions to cinema throughout his work, most of them stand in
specific service to memory. This study thus explores the function of filmic images and
intermediality more generally in Sebald’s prose fictions. It looks at how his writing about
film not only mirrors the workings of memory, but also how it produces new and hybrid
memories. Sebald’s books seek to mark off precisely this liminal space in which new
memories are created, a space characterized by a dialectical synthesis of imagination and

reality, past and present. The interplay between the polarities leaves the reader with a



sense of uncertainty about what is remembered and what is imagined to have been. This
is a productive stage for Sebald, because it not only triggers our imaginative faculties but
it also advocates for a critical engagement with the ways our memories are remembered
and our histories are written. Filmic events in Sebald’s writing access a space in his texts,
which would have otherwise remained hidden.

Sebald’s prose fictions contain evidence of both his fascination and uneasiness
with the way the film medium transformed human identity and the nature of memory. His
ambivalent relationship to film and technology more generally makes him a relevant
figure whose work has been embraced by both academics and (visual) artists. His claim
to be a “bricoleur”—a collector of pre-existing visual material—resonates with the
present era’s unprecedented ability not only to store huge digital archives, but also to
click, drag, and recontextualize their contents across limitless formats. Always on the
move, collecting, reporting, and speculating about images, Sebald suggests that we do
not have to be slaves to spectacle but can use film and photography as instruments of
thought. This study thus explores Sebald’s use of the idiosyncrasies of the film medium

to reflect on and explore the nature of memory.
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Introduction

In his prose fictions and essays, W. G. Sebald employs certain filmic techniques
and themes to represent and underscore the underlying problematic of memory that plays
such a prominent role throughout his texts. Considering that film is a fragmented and a
fleeting medium, its association with memory in Sebald’s work is of particular
importance. Sebald not only integrates displaced segments from specific films (such as
characters, titles, sequences, or single frames) into his work, but oftentimes he compares
his protagonists to actors in silent films, thereby lending them a quasi-ghostly quality.
Surrounded by flickering light, the contours of Sebald’s characters are recognized briefly
at the moment of their appearance, because immediately thereafter they vanish, only to
reappear in another context—another cinematic frame. In such instances, the borders
between present and past, dream and reality, memory and imagination collapse into a
new space of possible variations, what I call a liminal space. Although film is an
ephemeral medium, certain images and experiences find a rather firm foothold in our
minds and in Sebald’s prose fictions. It then follows that the transient nature of the filmic
medium parallels the fleeting nature of our own processes of recollection. Similar to our
fragmented memories of certain films, we do not remember past experiences and events
in their entirety, from start to finish, but rather certain moments or figures stay with us,
while others recede deeper into our mind, only to resurface unexpectedly many years
later, triggered by an entirely different visual image. As they appear in Sebald’s texts, the
films not only reflect memory (or the structure of memory), but they also produce new

memories that emerge in the liminal space.



In order to demonstrate that film has both thematic and structural elements in
Sebald’s prose fictions, and to illuminate the kind of films he was interested in, this study
explores how filmic notions figure in Sebald’s texts and what function films have for him
in recording and perceiving the past. In other words, how can films help us in the reading
of Sebald’s representations of memory and forgetting? What is it that makes certain
episodes, images, and events “memorable”? Most importantly, what can Sebald’s
representation of memory tell us about the status of media in Sebald’s self-consciously
intermedial literary texts? I will argue that Sebald’s prose fictions demonstrate how film
not only reflects but also produces new and hybrid memories. His writing encourages
scrutiny of the technological, aesthetic, and ideological dimensions of the everyday
environment of an image, because images have come to replace our own personal
memories. The notion of images substituting for personal memory corresponds to
Marianne Hirsch's concept of “postmemory,” which is conceived as a type of traumatic
memory that is transmitted indirectly through stories, images, and objects, yet it assumes
a life of its own.! While populating a world characterized by an excess of visual
stimulations, Sebald’s narrators experience precisely the type of mediated memory that
Hirsch writes about.” Although Sebald sheds a critical light on the proliferation of visual

media, for him the intersections between media and memory also present a ground for a

"In her essay “The Generation of Postmemory,” Hirsch analyzes how second generations experience
trauma. Even though they have not witnessed the (traumatic) events and experiences directly, they feel
strongly impacted by them. She writes: “Postmemory describes the relationship that the generation after
those who witnessed cultural or collective trauma bears to the experiences of those who came before,
experiences that they “remember” only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they
grew up. But these experiences were transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as to seem to constitute
memories in their own right. Postmemory’s connection to the past is thus not actually mediated by recall
but by imaginative investment, projection, and creation” (106). In particular, Hirsch focuses on the memory
of the Holocaust, and looks at the reliance on photography as a primary medium of trans-generational
transmission of trauma.

? In his essay entitled “History, Narrative, and Photography in W. G. Sebald's Die Ausgewanderten,”
Jonathan Long discusses the parallels between Sebald’s notion of memory and Hirsch’s concept of
“postmemory.”



creative act. It is precisely in this new space of memory production that hybrid models
can emerge and break the established patterns of categorical perceptions of the world. By
emphasizing alternative perspectives, Sebald advocates for both rational and imaginative
engagement with history and its representation.

In Sebald’s work we find traces of both admiration for and uneasiness with the
film medium. For example, in his essay entitled “Kleine Exkursion nach Ajaccio,”
Sebald’s affinity towards cinema is juxtaposed with his dissatisfaction with the projected
images.” During his two-week holiday on the island of Corsica, Sebald visits Ajaccio, of
which he only knows that it was the birthplace of the Emperor Napoleon. After he spends
the day (and much of the essay) exploring “vergangene und die vergehende Zeit,” at the
end of the day (and the essay) Sebald sits for two hours in a small restaurant (Campo
Santo 7, 18). Over coffee he studies the advertisements in the local paper and wonders
whether to go to the cinema, whereby the association of film with traveling comes to the
foreground. He writes: “Ich gehe ja mit Vorliebe in fremden Stiddten ins Kino. Aber
Judge Dread im Empire, USS Alabama im Bonaparte and L’ amour a tout prix im

Laetitia schienen mir nicht das Rechte fiir das Ende dieses Tags” (18).

3 The essay first appeared in Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung in 1996, and in 2003 it was published again as
a part of Sebald’s posthumous prose in a book entitled Campo Santo.



By using European titles for mainstream cinema, Sebald lends the films the sheen of
artistic quality. This in turn functions as an ironic gesture since these films were really
intended to meet the box-office demands rather than to critically or visually stimulate
their viewers. Furthermore, it is telling that Sebald misspells Dredd, and writes “Dread”
instead, which further manifests Sebald’s critique of popular culture. Although Sebald
does not disclose what films he would want to see, he indicates that Hollywood
blockbusters (all of which came out in the year 1995) are of no importance to him.
Considering that nearly all the movie theaters in the city are screening international
blockbusters, the comment appears as a hidden critique of the homogenization of cinema.
Furthermore, Sebald’s proclamation about his fondness for going to the cinema
while traveling echoes a statement he made much earlier in his writing career. In his 1972
essay “Das unentdeckte Land. Zur Motivstruktur in Kafkas Schloss,” he writes that
“Kafka mit Vorliebe ins Kino gegangen ist” (83)." Kafka’s novels and diary entries
demonstrate that new forms of representation such as photography and cinema produced
an uncanny effect on him because he was both fascinated with and terrified by cinema
and photography.” However, very little is known about specific films Kafka saw. Coming
back to Sebald’s comment on his affinity with cinema, it stands as a stylized imitation of
Kafka, because he also leaves his readers guessing as to which films he would want to

see. Sebald is not interested in the mainstream cinema but rather, as we will see, in films

* Sebald goes on to speculate that Kafka must have seen F.W. Murnau’s Nosferatu that came out in 1922, a
year in which Kafka was working on his novel, The Castle. He also suggests that the castle in the film
served as a thematic background for Kafka’s novel (84).

> In “Kafka im Kino” Sebald claims that Kafka’s novels contain traces of the uneasiness with the new
medium, he writes “dass er ein undeutliches Grauen empfand von den mit dem beginnenden Zeitalter der
technischen Reproduktion sich anbahnenden Mutationen der Menschheit, mit denen er wohl das Ende des
von der biirgerlichen Kultur ausgebildeten autonomen Individuums heraufkommen sah” (200).



that correspond to his investigation of collective and personal histories.® Of particular
importance are films that promote wandering and challenge the notions of linearity and
plot-driven narratives. This is why Sebald's peripatetic narratives share many affinities
with road movies. In other words, he seeks out films that inspire movement because
movement inspires writing. More importantly, movement represents memory, or the
movement of memories, their transition from past into present, from dreams into reality
and vice versa.

So what does Sebald’s affinity for particular kinds of cinema tell us about the
representation of memory? The filmic instances in his work figure as motivators or
descriptors of the past and of character. Indeed, certain films generate memories, but they
also become memories in their own right, and at times, the imagined cinematic and
remembered life-spanned images cannot be distinguished from one another, which
creates a sense of uncertainty because they exist in the liminal space where the borders
between past and present, memory and imagination, real and representation cannot be
determined. For Sebald, film embodies a ghostly character and ghosts represent re-
emergent memories, or new memories that are created from old ones. Films and
memories are thus like ghosts who keep returning. More specifically, by referencing
films, Sebald’s texts themselves acquire ephemeral qualities and become hybrids that
operate between media. By employing certain films and film qualities, Sebald engages
associations and perspectives that cannot be communicated by the text or his inserted still
images alone. His narrators explore the representation of memory in twentieth-century

visual culture by looking at film as a document of history and investigating how it

% Sebald was interested in film in his student days and during his academic career. He was particularly
drawn to the Weimar cinema and in 1982 he compiled his own seminar on ‘German Cinema in the
Twenties,” in which the first film on the list was Der Student von Prag.



contributes to the construction of our memories. He peels back the many layers of
significance that the film medium has acquired over time by evoking and reworking films
that stand in service to memory, and by exploring different ways in which film induces
not only personal, but also collective memories.

Sebald’s prose fictions are characterized by an informed interest in particular
kinds of cinema, yet the use and function of films and filmic images in Sebald’s writing
has remained largely unexplored. The intermedial relationship between image and text, as
well as Sebald’s use of photography and painting, has been well documented. Scholars in
general, when discussing the function of Sebald’s images, approach them from the
standpoint of photography and its many theories.” However, looking at the images and
text passages that contain cinematic scenes (even if they may not necessarily be
influenced by actual films) will shed new light on the function of images and
intermediality more generally in his texts. The fact that Sebald intentionally combined,
merged, and synthesized images (photographs as well as paintings) with prose has
produced new hybrid forms, and questions about the correspondence of image to
narrative “reality” continue to be posed. This study will first approach the problematic of
textual representation through the impact of film and filmic image on Sebald’s writing,
and then examine how filmic narrative structures figure in Sebald’s texts and what
function films serve. My aim is to examine Sebald’s experimentation with binaries such
as documentary and fiction, memory and imagination, past and present, issues that
dominate his works and condition his application of cinematic allusions. Underlying

Sebald’s prose fictions are both the synthesis of these seemingly contradictory modes of

Ty Long, “History, Narrative and Photography in W.G. Sebald’s Die Ausgewanderten”; Heiner
Boehncke, “Clair obscur. W.G. Sebalds Bilder”; Carolin Duttlinger, “Traumatic Photographs:
Remembrance und the Technical Media in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz.”



discourse, and the resulting impossibility for the reader to distinguish between the
historical record and its literary representation. He does not view the uncertainty between
documentary and fiction to be a problem that must be overcome, rather he advocates for
the dialectical synthesis of the two. Only by examining the liminal space that is created as
a result of this interplay can we begin to approximate how our memoires and our histories
are constructed.

Victor Burgin, a conceptual artist, a writer, and a scholar, has theorized about this
liminal space that characterizes our process of recollection. His book The Remembered
Film sets up a conceptual framework that mirrors Sebald’s informed dialogue with film.
Burgin’s study explores how we experience images and films and how they affect our
memories. The leading question is: “What does it mean to be marked by an image?” (28).
Unlike most books on cinema that focus on the inside life of the film (such as the
narrative structure, setting, technique, actors’ performances, etc.), Burgin is one of the
few scholars who explores the “off frame,” that is, the life of the film beyond its viewing.
In other words, he investigates what happens to films and filmic images once the
screening is over, once they leave the theater together with the viewers and assume lives
of their own. In today’s media-saturated world we encounter films through posters,
reviews, trailers, television, and online clips, and we may be able to experience a film
without actually watching it. Burgin calls this expanded space beyond the film’s showing
on the screen the cinematic heterotopia.® Film is everywhere, and it is always displaced
and fragmented because it no longer belongs to the context in which it originated. In

Burgin’s words:

¥ Burgin borrows from Foucault’s notion of heterotopic place, which can encompass a number of mutually
incompatible places. See Foucault “Of Other Spaces.”



The narratives have dropped away, like those rockets that disintegrate in the
atmosphere once they have placed their small payloads in orbit. Detached from
their original settings each scene is now the satellite of the other. Each echoes the
other, increasingly merges with the other, I experience a kind of fascinated
incomprehension before the hybrid object they have become. (59)
The notion of hybridity here is important because it points to the interplay between all the
established categories of perception such as past and present, memory and imagination,
documentary and fiction. Films circulate in their fragmented form not only through the
landscape of pop culture but also through the interior landscape of the mind. On one hand
the cinematic heterotopia is the Internet, newspapers, and media, on the other it is the
visual subconscious of our own mind. According to Burgin, the longer the filmic
fragments are separated from their origin, the more they interlace with our own
memories. Thus the proliferation of contemporary media runs parallel to our own
inability to remember on our own without any memory aids. He writes: “The sequence
breaks apart. The fragments go adrift and enter into new combinations, more or less
transitory, in the eddies of memory: memories of other films, and memories of real
events” (67-68). Burgin draws from Freud’s concept of “screen memory,” in which a
repressed memory is replaced by another related image, perhaps taken from photography
or cinema. The filmic images not only intertwine with our memories, but they stand in for
memories as defense mechanisms in the process of repression. Burgin also refers to a
history research program in which sociologists conducted interviews to determine how
we remember and “found an almost universal tendency for personal history to be mixed

with recollections of scenes from films and other media productions” (68). Our memories



are thus impacted by the cinematic heterotopia, they are non-linear in structure and they
defy any diachrony.

Burgin distinguishes between two types of filmic memory that alternate between
voluntary associations, which we conjure up when we try to remember films, and
involuntary ones that resurface unexpectedly. Burgin coins the term “sequence image” to
further explain the sudden invasion of past into present. While the concept of “image
sequence” refers to a linear arrangement of still images, a “sequence image” is a different
mixture of moving and still images derived from individual and cinematic memories and
it is by nature non-linear. It is a fragment of a remembered film whose elements
constitute perceptions and recollections. Yet it is neither daydream nor delusion, but
rather “a fact—a transitory state of percepts of a ‘present moment’ seized in their
association with past affect and meanings” (21). “Sequence image” is thus a hybrid
network existing between past and present, imagination and reality. Burgin explores
precisely this passage of displaced segments from films through memory, their transition
from past into present. He also demonstrates how the remembered film can become the
grounds for a creative act, because when we remember we make films on our own from
the material at hand, that is, from the images that are stored in our memories. In that
regard, the process of remembering is similar to the artistic technique of bricolage,
whereby a work of art is created from a diverse range of materials that happen to be
available. The method of bricolage is particularly relevant for Sebald who identifies his

own method with Lévi-Strauss's “savage thought.” As is often the case with Sebald’s

? In an interview with Sigrid Loffler, Sebald explains, “Ich arbeite nach dem System der bricolage- im
Sinne von Lévi-Strauss. Das ist eine Form von wildem Arbeiten, von vorrationalem Denken, wo man in
zufillig-akkumulierten Fundstiicken so lange herumwiihlt, bis sie sich irgendwie zusammenreimen”
(“Wildes Denken” 137).



prose fictions, Burgin’s work remains open-ended and fragmented much like his
conception of the remembered film, or of the “sequence image.” He reminds us that “the
telling of a memory, of course, betrays it. Both in the sense of there being something
private about the memory that demands it remain untold (secreted), and in the sense that
to tell it is to misrepresent, to transform, to diminish it” (16). Even if our memories have
the same point of origin, every individual will remember this origin differently:
“Consciousness may be synchronized in a shared moment of viewing, but the film we
saw is never the film [ remember” (110). Memories are highly mediated and ultimately
subjective, and we have to be aware of this construction.

Considering that filmic memories figure prominently throughout Sebald’s work,
he anticipates the cinematic heterotopia Burgin writes about. Of particular importance is
Burgin’s conception of the “sequence image” that suspends the distinction between
moving and still images, and between past and present. As already mentioned, filmic
memories evoke a sense of the uncanny because they are interlaced with personal
memories, indeed they often replace them. The questions are: Why are certain scenes or
images absorbed by and stay with Sebald’s narrators? How and why do they create
associations between filmic images and sequences that otherwise have no apparent
connection? How are his narrators marked by filmic fragments and what implications do
these imprints have on memory and its representation?

This study brings Sebald’s Schwindel. Gefiihle., Die Ausgewanderten, and
Austerlitz into a dialogue with three filmmakers: Wim Wenders, Werner Herzog, and
Alain Resnais. Sebald and his narrators remember moments from their films, and hence

their work assumes a privileged place in his fictions. The comparison between Sebald’s

10



literary texts and the works of these directors is not only triggered by the instances in
which their films appear in Sebald’s texts, but more importantly by the salient affinities
between these artists. They all advocate for open-ended, non-linear, and imaginative
stories. The filmic themes that predominate Sebald’s narratives are divided into three
chapters that engage different dimensions of film, namely technological, aesthetic, and
ideological. These dimensions are each further represented by three motifs that reflect
Sebald’s appropriation of certain filmic qualities: the double, the mirage, and the

labyrinth. In what follows, I will sketch brief outlines of the main chapters of this study.

CHAPTER I: DOUBLE TECHNOLOGY

The starting point of my investigation is Sebald’s book review of Hanns
Zischler’s documentation entitled Kafka geht ins Kino (1996), published under the title
“Kafka im Kino,” because it contains the most obvious allusions and references to film.
Kafka is an important historical figure for both Sebald and Zischler, since this writer
witnessed the advent of cinema and his writing can thus reveal what impact early cinema
had on literature and on our perceptions. Both Zischler’s study and Sebald’s text suggest
that Kafka was uneasy with the new medium, that he felt both a certain sense of
alienation and of identification when confronted with moving images. In this regard,
Kafka’s ambivalent relationship to cinema (and photography) illuminates the structural
model underlying Sebald’s first prose fiction, Schwindel. Gefiihle., because it also reveals
traces of the uneasiness with the filmic medium. Furthermore, before addressing
Zischler’s book or Kafka’s relationship to cinema itself, Sebald begins the book review

with his own reception of Wim Wenders’s film Im Lauf der Zeit, without at first telling
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us that one of the protagonists in the film is Hanns Zischler himself. Wenders’s film is a
three-hour-long black-and-white road movie that pays homage to the now forgotten form
of entertainment, the silent era of film. The film has specific affinities to Sebald’s
Schwindel. Gefiihle., namely, aimless wanderings, male-male friendships, and a return
home at the conclusion. My first chapter thus explores the affinities between Sebald’s
road journey and Wenders’s cinematic travels, and it looks at the ways in which their
characters creatively manipulate their respective media as means of challenging the
present consumer-driven society. Their works pay tribute to the silent era by critically
reflecting on the present. In other words, they employ the past (silent film) in order to
reflect on the present (homogenized cinema industry). The technological advancements
of the medium that start with the introduction of sound and then continue with color, 3-D,
and CGI have also led to the decline in the value of production, as well as in
oversaturation with visual images. We can no longer tell the difference between the real
and the imagined, and we can no longer remember on our own. More importantly, the
technological perfection of the medium is somehow at odds with our own imperfections.
The meandering structure of “Katka im Kino,” along with its speculative nature,
and a critical angle on popular culture align perfectly with Sebald’s Schwindel. Gefiihle.,
because the book also intertwines documentation with speculation, while it drifts from
one subject to another. The four narratives that constitute the book are held together by
the wandering, intradiegetic narrator, who is on a continuous search for new images and
stories filled with seemingly banal details. The first three sections establish parallel
journeys between the narrator's travels in Italy with those of Stendhal, Casanova, and

Kafka, while the last story recounts a trip that the narrator made to his childhood home in

12



a town he calls W. in southern Germany. His search is connected by motifs such as the
recurrence of the year 1913 (and its variations), allusions to Kafka (or Kafka’s characters)
and the invasion by the shadowy figures of the past. While on the road, the narrator often
encounters doubles, ghosts, and revenants, which tend to resemble actors in (old) movies,
and thus lend the narrative a certain atmosphere of undecidability between lived
experience and cinematic representation. His focus on traveling and the passing of time,
and on the fleeting nature of characters and images recall some of the main characteristics
of early films. The idea of capturing movement is an early impulse of cinema that was
frequently depicted through trains, cars, city traffic, chase scenes, etc. Much like the
silent film, Sebald’s works aim to affect the reader physically. His writing charts a
territory that, like the celluloid film, exists on the margin between actuality and
imagination. Furthermore, the undecidability between what really happened and what
was imagined remains, and through its constant affirmation it starts to shape a discourse
of its own. I argue that it is precisely via cinematic themes and metaphors, as well as
through specific references to films, actors, and directors, that Sebald can access this

liminal space.

CHAPTER II: MIRAGE AESTHETICS

The second chapter aims to illuminate how Sebald’s second prose fiction, Die
Ausgewanderten, uses filmic instances as a springboard to engage the notions of
uncertainty and hybridity in his works. Though not immediately apparent, these filmic
elements convey the uncanny in Sebald’s work and create an atmosphere in which the

barrier between dream and reality, past and present, imagined and lived experiences,

13



between the dead and the living cannot be determined. Not only do Sebald’s texts evoke a
sense of uncertainty when he incorporates imaginary elements into his at times
documentary prose, but also when he manipulates facts, that is, when he recontextualizes
documents and integrates them into different, at times opposing backgrounds. Sebald’s
narrator constructs his stories by exploiting certain meta-texts and by stressing visual
associations rather than logical conclusions. Sebald sets out to demonstrate that
documents, indeed documentaries, are just as fantastic as works of fiction.

Similar to the structure of Schwindel. Gefiihle., Die Ausgewanderten is made up
of four stories that are held together by an intradiegetic narrator. His mission is to
chronicle the lives and memories of four European emigrants who seem to occupy a
liminal space in their exile. They are outsider figures, or better: hybrids, who cannot
come to terms with their forgotten or suppressed pasts and thus live like hermits in their
present. Through their troubled pasts the narrator explores and cultivates his own. In the
second story we find a textual reference to Werner Herzog’s Jeder fiir sich und Gott
gegen alle that serves to support the prominent theme of remembering. Although
Herzog’s film appears merely as a passing remark in Die Ausgewanderten its relationship
to Sebald’s narrative demands closer attention. Herzog’s film essentially represents an
ultimate social outsider, Kaspar Hauser, a foundling from nineteenth-century Germany.
The film critically reflects on Hauser’s process of assimilation, which operates according
to the principle of exclusion rather than inclusion, logic rather than imagination and
creativity. Hauser emerges as a hybrid figure who does not fit into any pre-established
categories and therefore remains an enigma to this day. Herzog advocates for open-ended

stories filled with uncertainties between polarities because they engage our imaginative

14



faculties. As we will see, Herzog’s mode of narration about this historical figure provides
a thematic and structural anchor for Sebald’s narrative.

In particular, Hauser’s three open-ended dream visions, in which he recalls
mirage-like landscapes, also find textual resonance in Sebald’s text. Die Ausgewanderten
is populated by mirages and hybrid figures whose stories defy conclusions, even if they
end or begin with the protagonist’s death. A strong sense of uncertainty thus dominates
throughout, because the protagonist’s stories continue after the writing process is
complete. Considering that outsiders and hybrids permeate both Sebald’s and Herzog’s
work, the suggestion is that they are not interested in solving mysteries but in maintaining
them. Their mission is to remove the linear narrative structure and play down the
prominence of logical articulation because they block the magic of uncertainty. This is
why Sebald and Herzog focus on outsiders and hybrids, because through their perspective
the artists can explore what lies beyond the categorical perceptions of the world. Both
Sebald’s and Herzog’s bodies of work rely heavily on found footage, and on the
embellishment of found material, whether documentary or fictional. Herzog’s quest for
new images and historical perspectives that occupy the realms of documentary and fiction
often result in meta-documentaries. As such, Herzog’s cinematic techniques align

perfectly with Sebald’s narrative mode and thematic interests.

CHAPTER III: LABYRINTH IDEOLOGY
The final chapter of my study explores how Austerlitz, Sebald’s last published
prose fiction, employs metaphors of architecture and time to reflect on the nature of

memory. Of particular importance is how the narrator and Austerlitz himself employ

15



films to illustrate the process of remembering. They are interested in films that reflect on
architecture to explore our conceptions of time, place, and recollection, whereby certain
architectural structures such as fortresses, labyrinths, and monumental buildings model
certain forms of memory-writing. In Austerlitz we encounter works that use the
idiosyncrasies of the film medium to represent the mechanisms of memory on screen or
in a text. More specifically, two films by a French film director, Alain Resnais, appear in
Sebald’s text. Resnais's fixation on and exploration of places and space, like Marienbad
and the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris, has parallels to Sebald’s text as well. Indeed,
Sebald restages architectural settings from Resnais’s films in his own narrative. The
question is: what function do films seek to record in Sebald’s work, more specifically the
films that employ documentary themes not in their traditional roles as objective sources,
but rather to self-reflect on the very process of documenting and representing? Sebald
himself is concerned with the process of composing, that is, zow a particular story or an
account is narrated or constructed. What matters to Sebald is not only the individual film,
or film as an art form, but also the impact of the cinematic medium and the way it shapes
an audience’s perceptions and memories.

Austerlitz shares many themes and motifs with Sebald’s two other prose fictions,
such as travel, architecture, photography, time, film, male friendships, history, and
memory. Unlike the other books, Austerlitz does not have different sections, but rather it
is one long unraveling narrative. The book chronicles labyrinthine memories of a Jewish
exile, Austerlitz, as he begins to recollect his arrival to England on a Kindertransport at
the age of four. His true origin remains a mystery to him until his retirement age when his

memories of his past life gradually re-emerge. An unlikely pair of film references frames
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Austerlitz’s process of recollection: Nazi propaganda and French New Wave cinema.
While researching the fate of his mother, Austerlitz is at first certain that he will
recognize her face in the 1944 Nazi pseudo-documentary film about Theresienstadt, Der
Fiihrer schenkt den Juden eine Stadt (351), but when he finally obtains a copy, he cannot
discern anything from the fleeting images. His search continues and twenty pages later
Austerlitz references New Wave cinema. He mentions seeing Resnais’s Toute le mémoire
du monde, a short documentary film about the preservation of history and memory in the
Paris Bibliotheque Nationale (372). Furthermore, prior to mentioning the Nazi
Propaganda film he makes numerous allusions to another film by Resnais, L'année
derniere a Marienbad. (297-311). These filmic references, along with their architectural
settings, are also pivotal moments in Austerlitz’s process of recollection. Resnais’s films
explore the nature of memory and experiment with form to illustrate the processes of
recollection. Of particular importance is an image of a labyrinth that not only
characterizes Resnais’s film but recurs in Sebald’s text as well. It stands as a metaphor
for memory and its workings, as well as a commentary on ideological dimensions of
institutionalized memories that are housed in archives and libraries. Both Resnais and
Sebald show how the preservation of memories also leads to their confinement, that is,
how maximizing access also interferes with it. The suggestion here is that the stringent
categorization of our knowledge and memories parallels the extreme forms of logic
employed by the Nazis. Unlike Resnais’s films, Nazi propaganda films mask and
manipulate the content by presenting false memories. The juxtaposition of Nazi

propaganda and New Wave films thus points to the difficulty of representing the past.
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This is precisely Sebald’s main concern in Austerlitz: how to represent (traumatic)

memories that emerge in the liminal space.
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Chapter 1

Processing Documents:
Speculative Solutions in W. G. Sebald’s Schwindel. Gefiihle. and Wim Wenders’s Im
Lauf der Zeit

Hidden within W. G. Sebald’s review of Hanns Zischler’s book, Kafka geht ins
Kino (1996), is his personal homage to the art of cinema. Even though Sebald often
makes references to film directors, actors, and movie-going, in no other work does he
devote as much attention to the medium of cinema as he does in this short book review,
which appeared under the title “Kafka im Kino.” Here he offers reflections on the
influence of film on Kafka’s perception, as well as on his own movie-going experience
with Wim Wenders’s Im Lauf der Zeit (1976). In fact, the book review starts out with
Sebald’s reception of Wenders’s film, and only on the third page do we find out that
Zischler is not only one of the actors who plays in Im Lauf der Zeit but also the author of
the book under review. The film introduces Zischler’s book, which documents Kafka’s
Kinoerlebnisse and inspires Sebald’s own writing on cinema. Sebald’s encounter with /m
Lauf der Zeit emerges as a passing remark, but a deeper look exposes that this particular
film shares thematic and structural affinities with Sebald’s own interests and techniques.
The film’s backdrop is the decline of the German independent film industry in the
postwar era and the subsequent yearning for the early days of cinema. On one hand, the
film acts as homage to the silent era, on the other hand, it delivers critical commentary on
the postwar cinema industry. Considering Sebald’s own frequent reference to silent films

in his prose and his critical stance on mass media and popular literature, the possible
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connections between Wenders’s film and Sebald’s prose fiction demand scholarly
attention.

Several layers are at play in Sebald’s book review: his reference to Wenders’s
film, his musings on Kafka’s (documented as well as imagined) relationship to cinema,
and his theoretical postulations regarding the nature of the cinematic medium. Zischler’s
use of Kafka’s travel diaries to document the writer’s subjective reaction to the images
(especially cinematic ones) taken at the turn of the century is not Sebald’s only concern,
for he deviates from Zischler and engages in his own reflections on the medium. At first
glance, it appears that we are following Sebald, who is following Zischler’s book on
Kafka, but this trajectory is much more complex. Kafka’s importance for Sebald is
manifold, but in this case the significance relates to Kaftka’s witnessing of the advent of
cinema, and the way in which his writing shows how moving pictures influenced his
perspective and style. In other words, Sebald analyzes the effect of cinema or reflects on
film in general by employing Kafka as a mouthpiece. For instance, on two separate
occasions, namely in Schwindel. Gefiihle. and in “Kafka im Kino,” he wonders if Kafka
saw Stellan Rye’s Der Student von Prag (1913), even though he is well aware that such
an encounter is not documented (166, 201); or in his book review he projects the
impossible encounter between Kafka and Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph des Willens (1935)
(207). In all these instances he departs from Zischler and to a certain extent from Kafka,
all the while establishing his own familiarity and relationship with the cinematic medium.
When Sebald is speaking about Zischler, Kafka, or Wenders, he is always also talking
about himself. The book review thus serves as a springboard for Sebald’s proclamations

on the nature and history of a particular kind of cinema. For the purposes of this chapter,
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“Kafka im Kino” acts as a foil through which to approach the enigma of Sebald’s own
relationship with cinema (or the camera). It thereby sets the stage for an understanding of
how the filmic medium functions in his prose writing.

In particular, the analysis of Im Lauf der Zeit will serve here to illuminate
Sebald’s first prose fiction, Schwindel. Gefiihle., where the film functions as a locus of
imagination rather than as a transparent device of historical testimony. Sebald’s
Schwindel. Gefiihle. becomes a literary instantiation of the Wenders-like road movie.
What connects Sebald’s journeys and Wenders’s cinematic travels is that they both
appear to be random. As we shall see, Wenders’s film has detailed and specific affinities
to Schwindel. Gefiihle., namely aimless wanderings, male-male friendships, theme of
suicide, parallel journeys, and a return home at the conclusion. The comparison is not
only informed by the instance in which Wenders’s film surfaces in Sebald’s book-review,
but more importantly by the salient affinities between the works of these two figures
more generally. In nearly all of their works the act of composition takes itself as a
subject, which indicates that the notions of self-reflection and metafiction play an integral
part during the writing/filming process. Sebald and Wenders attempt to capture the
process of documenting and to expose #ow a particular story or an account is narrated or
constructed. Underlying their narratives is a similar concern, how to narrate our personal
and collective memories, and how to document the unremembered and bring it back to
memory. Along the way they posit a sense of nostalgia for the past and offer a critical
angle on the present state of consumer-oriented society. Sebald’s narrative approach and
Wenders’s cinematic techniques are aligned by their tendency to couple the pursuit of a

personal subject matter with a self-reflective dialectic that questions the very nature of
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their narrative/cinematic method or process. Their focus on modes of enunciation reveals
the inadequacy of language and of images to authenticate the past, and brings issues of
the limitation and “constructedness” of human speech and visual representation to the
fore. As will be shown, Wenders’s and Sebald’s characters productively manipulate their
respective media as their means of protest. This chapter explores correspondences
between Wenders and Sebald that tell us about the status of media in the digital age.

The discussion will first focus on Wenders’s film Im Lauf der Zeit in order to
extract some of its affinities to Sebald’s work, and second, on Sebald’s reflections on this
film in his book review, “Kafka im Kino.” Only then can we turn to illuminate how
Sebald’s Schwindel. Gefiihle. incorporates certain cinematic techniques that also

characterize Wenders’s road movie.

Im Lauf der Zeit

Sebald’s reflections on the influence of cinema on Kafka’s writing in “Kafka im
Kino” are coupled with the memory of his own Kinoerlebnis of Wim Wenders’s film Im
Lauf der Zeit (1976). Wenders’s film is a nearly three-hour-long black-and-white road-
movie, which contains themes common to most of Sebald’s work: photography, silent
film, traveling, suicide, chance encounters, male friendships, and homecoming. As the
title suggests, the film’s main concern is to document the passing of time. The centrality
of time is further reflected through the film’s most obvious characteristic: its length. In
his own work, Sebald tends to explore time past and time passing and frequently employs
the phrase “Im Lauf der Zeit,” or the variation thereof in Die Ausgewanderten: “Im

Verlauf der letzten Jahre* (30), “die Zeit [nimmt] wieder ihren Lauf,” (310), in
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Schwindel. Gefiihle.: “im Verlauf des Vormittags,” (158), “dem Verlauf der Zeit,” (167),
“den Lauf der Dinge,” (172), in Logis in einem Landhaus: “im Lauf der Zeit,” (99), in
Unheimliche Heimat: “dem Verlauf der Zeit” (96). The emphasis on time and transience
highlights the constant process of development whereby our perceptions continually
evolve as we focus on times past or times passing as a flow of images. In addition to
referring to travel, the notion of “Im Lauf der Zeit” represents the concrete “running” of
time in the form of the film frames as they move on the film reel. This analogy combines
peripatetic travel, film, and writing. In other words, history and memories are not static
but rather are constantly changing in time based on their interrelations, like the game of
“moving pictures” Austerlitz plays (175-76).'° In Sebald’s view, the process of passing
time is most successfully captured on film.

Just as Sebald’s stories are often a series of episodes related in a paratactic
fashion, so too Wenders’s film is constructed as a chain of episodically ordered
individual events. Im Lauf der Zeit has no grand narrative, but many stories and chance
encounters that are based on the contingencies of being on the road. Choosing to tell a
story in episodes highlights the uniqueness of each event. Since an episode is by
definition only a fragment of a larger, ongoing process, it emphasizes lack of closure.
There are many directors and writers who employ the episodic narrative structure and

allow their stories to develop on the road, while traveling. The uniqueness of both

10 Austerlitz’s game of “moving pictures” is expressed as follows: “Austerlitz sagte mir, dass er hier
manchmal stundenlang sitze und diese Photographien, oder andere, die er aus seinen Bestinden hervorhole,
mit der riickwértigen Seite nach oben auslege, dhnlich wie bei einer Partie Patience, und dass er sie dann,
jedesmal von neuem erstaunt iiber das, was er sehe, nach und nach umwende, die Bilder hin und her und
iibereinanderschiebe, in eine aus Familiendhnlichkeiten sich ergebende Ordnung, oder auch aus dem Spiel
ziehe, bis nichts mehr {ibrig sei als die graue Fldche des Tischs, oder bis er sich, erschopft von der Denk-
und Erinnerungsarbeit, niederlegen miisste auf der Ottomane” (175-76). Austerlitz’s relationship to cinema
and the function of cinema in Sebald’s last published prose fiction will be discussed in greater detail in
Chapter II1.
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Sebald’s style of writing and Wenders’s way of filming lies in their attention to detail and
their emphasis on the constructedness of memory and representation. Both Wenders’s
filming and Sebald’s writing become acts of documenting the fleeting nature of passing
time; they capture events unfolding in time, but also, and more importantly, stress the
necessity of reconstructing or filling out the narrative, because their narratives are
microcosmic fragments that stand in relation to a macrocosmic whole that continues
when the writing and filming is finished. The audience is also invited to take a “parallel
journey” that has personal significance. Both Wenders and Sebald employ strategies that
involve the reader; they make the audience think by deploying “gaps” in the narrative
structure to illustrate the fragmentary nature of experience and of memory.

Of particular importance to Sebald is Wenders’s thematization of the friendship
between two men wh