Memory, Testimony and Pain: The Pendulum Effect in W. G. Sebald’s The Emigrants

Abstract
Do human beings invariably choose to avoid the pain of memory? This paper addresses this question by way of discussing W. G. Sebald’s novel The Emigrants. It explores the stories of four Jewish emigrants, children who were forced to leave their homelands prior to World War II. In fact, and somewhat symbolically, they were forced to abandon “old” Europe and live their lives as emigrants, not only in the literal sense of the word, but also as a reflection of their mental state. In this paper, I demonstrate how the narrator perceives their existence in terms of the pendulum effect, whether moving back and forth between confession and testimony, the psychological and the ethical, the historical and the subjective, and between forgetfulness, as existential-mental death, and memory, as life. I focus on the way in which the melancholy enveloping Sebald’s protagonists facilitates the division of their lives – on the one hand, as they momentarily abandon their memories, their day-to-day lives become meaningless and alienated; on the other hand, when dwelling on their memories, even though encountering unbearable pain, they encounter their lost homes. Put differently, their melancholic state enables them to “live” again. Thus, paradoxically and tragically, I find that these emigrants prefer memory and its pain because it carries with it a sense of home, that is, until the moment when they choose death as an ethical relief from this everlasting pain.	Comment by Author: Do you mean that they are emigrants not only as a literal definition, but as a mental state? If so, this is superfluous, since you say the same thing in the continuation of the sentence.

Introduction
...[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Plato, 1979: 318. Emphases are mine.] 

What renders this epigram so challenging is the contrast between the two dominant emotions it depicts: desire and disgust. Despite their being binary concepts, they are experienced simultaneously in the event. In phenomenological terms, these are two powerful impulses that overwhelm consciousness, the senses, and the body. As compulsions, their object is what is in the world. Thus, desire is an impulse to be close to the object, to command it, to take pleasure in it, to consume it, internalize it. Disgust, on the other hand, is the impulse to be as distant as possible from the object, to avoid contact with it, to erase it from the sensory world, to forget it. The drama in Plato’s epigram, therefore, is constituted in the intermingling of desire and disgust. The impulse to escape is matched by a comparably forceful desire to engage with and consume the object, or perhaps more precisely, to be consumed by it. It is only at the decisive, climatic moment in which Leontius succumbs to his eye’s desire, pulls them wide open and cries out, “....”. Appetite’s triumph.	Comment by Author: Perhaps: they are directed at the world
In this paper, I demonstrate how in The Emigrants,[footnoteRef:2] W. G. Sebald’s creates a pendular effect similar to that which exists between desire and disgust. For Sebald, the object of desire-disgust is memory (internal), and the pendulum swings between confession and testimony, remembrance and forgetfulness, life and death, and being-at-home (but not in the world) and not-being-at-home (but in the world). [2:  Sebald, 2002. From here on, footnotes reference The Emigrants.] 

In The Emigrants, Sabald tells the stories of four emigrants of Jewish or partly Jewish descent. Their stories are conveyed by way of either their own confessions or testimonies, accounts of told by others. For the most part, these confessions and testimonies are narrated from the points of view of the emigrants, who, in the twilight of their lives, encounter the narrator, either directly or indirectly. Two of the protagonists, Henry Selwyn and Max Ferber, meet with the narrator – a circumstance that stimulates in them a compulsion to tell their stories;[footnoteRef:3] whereas in the case of  Paul Bereyter and Ambrose Adelwarth, the narrator journeys to their pasts after their deaths. All four were born and raised in either Germany or Austria until forced to emigrate due to pogroms, the World Wars, or the Holocaust.	Comment by Author: I do not understand how they “encounter” the narrator indirectly. The narrator can hear their stories either directly from them or indirectly as told by others. [3:  Barzilai, 2006: 207-208] 

Sebald first introduces Dr. Henry Selwyn, who was born towards the end of the nineteenth century, and who at the time his story is related, is living in a derelict English country house. Despite being married and a father, we discover an isolated character whose life is confined to the house and defined by its neglect. As Selwyn grows older, he increasingly yearns for the home and the village in which he was born and lived until the age of seven when he left for England. It is in his current home that Selwyn withdraws further and further into his memories, while gradually becoming detached from his surroundings. This detachment and retreat into inundating memories – which he describes to the narrator – endure until his suicide (of which the author becomes aware only after the fact).	Comment by Author: Perhaps: the reader discovers.  The shift to the first person is too informal. 	Comment by Author: Perhaps this is unnecessary – you have already said that the book is the narrator’s account of the stories. 	Comment by Author: In literary terms, “author” and “narrator” are not necessarily the same. Perhaps use only “narrator” throughout. 
The second character, Paul Bereyter, grew up in a village, which the author enigmatically refers to as S., studied education, and worked as a teacher in in his hometown. In accordance with the 1930s’ Nuremberg Laws, however, he was forced to quit his job, renounce his professional goals, and leave his parents’ home and birthplace. In terms of the new racial laws, Bereyter is defined as of partly Jewish descent. Despite the fact that he eventually returns to the village from which was expelled, he experiences this return not as a native, but as a stranger, and continues to feel as such until his death. Unlike “Henry Selwyn,”[footnoteRef:4] the narrator encounters Bereyter’s story indirectly through an account given by his friend Lucy Landau and by way of his own research.   Like Selwyn, Bereyter commits suicide – tellingly, he is hit by a train leaving his village.  [4:  I will refer to each of the stories in terms of its relevant chapter title.] 

The third character is Ambrose Adelwarth, who in 1910, at age fourteen, left Germany for the United States. There he worked as a butler for a wealthy family and eventually travelled with them throughout Europe and the East. Adelwarth’s story is the most ambiguous as is the question  of his Jew identity. After his travels, he falls into a deep depression and admits himself to a mental facility where he eventually dies. Like “Paul Bereyter,” Adelwarth’s story is communicated to the narrator through testimonies of his relatives and the doctor who treated him, as well as information mined by the narrator and Adelwarth’s personal diary.	Comment by Author: Didn’t he do most of his travelling with Cosmo?
Max Ferber[footnoteRef:5] is the fourth character – a elderly painter who the narrator meets at his home in Manchester. In 1939, Ferber’s family sent him to England on one of the children’s transports, and so he was saved from the deaths his parents in the concentration camps.[footnoteRef:6] The account of Ferber’s life is based mainly on the memories he describes in conversations with the narrator and excerpts from his mother’s diaries. Ferber’s story ends with his dying from an unknown illness. [5:  In the novel’s first edition in German, this character was called Max Aurach and was based on the German painter of that name. However, later, when Aurach preferred not to be so closely identified with the novel. Sebald changed the character’s name to Ferber.]  [6:  The children’s transports, or kindertransport, operated between December 1938 and September 1939. After Kristallnacht, British Jewry initiated rescuing Jewish children in face of the impending war and rising antisemitism in Germany. Consequently, 10,000 Jewish children were transported, mostly indirectly through Holland by boat, to Britain. ] 

The acts of remembrance that arise in the novel, whether directly by the victims’, or indirectly by way of secondary sources (diaries, witnesses) mediated by the narrator reflect the first order of tension I wish to address between confession and testimony. In “Henry Selwyn” and “Max Ferber,” the emigrants’ narratives are communicated to the narrator in the form of confession. In “Paul Bereyter” and “Ambrose Adelwarth,” on the other hand, the accounts are conveyed through secondary sources, Lucy Landau in the former, and Adelwarth’s doctor, in the latter. While confession is unique in that it provides a secure space for the articulation of personal pain and suffering, given that it is conveyed to a single addressee, it invariably entails an element of concealment. As confession, it not only precludes dissemination of its content in the public sphere, but it also compels the addressee (classic institutionalized examples of this are obviously the priest and psychotherapist) to harness it in secret forever. Confession, therefore, is characteristically narcissistic - it calls attention to the confessor more than its content. Hence, a memory can remain secret, private.[footnoteRef:7] The first pendulum effect between confession and testimony surfaces here. The manner in which the emigrants are no more than testifiers who cannot be witnesses, forces the narrator to assume this role. In fact, this constitutes the narrator’s moral betrayal of the emigrants.	Comment by Author: I do not understand the connection between these two sentences. [7:  On the transition in Western culture from practices of confession to practices of discourse, see Foucault, 1996: 15-28] 


From confession to testimony
When we speak of memory and remembrance, we can speak of two modes of remembrance. The first is the more trivial – by way of remembrance a particular meaningful memory is sourced from the past and brought to the present consciousness – a state in which the individual is momentarily immersed. In such an instance of remembrance, the individual imagines a particular event in its relevant historical moment, while situating their self and others in it to  recreate a visual image. This type of memory usually generates a mental-emotional response, be it laughter, an internal smile, tears, intense sadness, deep longing, or desire. As a brief experience, this type of remembrance dissipates as the individual forgets, and the day-to-day reclaims consciousness, as other phenomena emerge. The second mode of remembrance, which is more pertinent to our discussion, is that in which the memory generates what Heidegger calls mood (Stimmungen)[footnoteRef:8] – the individual constantly projects upon the world from a certain state of mind, that is, their perception of the world is never as a tabula rasa. The power of the moods is in their continuous effectivity, which “colors” existence, the tendency to comprehend existence against a certain background or in Dreyfus’s take on Heidegger’s term:[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Heidegger, 1962: 172-182]  [9:  Dreyfus, 1991: 174] 


Mood colors the whole world and everything that comes into it. So even what I remember, anticipate and imagine is a bright or drab, […] In this way moods are like the weather. On a sunny day not only are all present objects bright, but it is difficult to imagine a drab world, and, conversely on dull days everything that can show up is dull, and so is everything one can envisage.	Comment by Author: Check to see if this is not a typo


Mood defines one’s sense of existence to the extent that is obscures the distinction between the human subject and the world, in a sense, the subject is, at any given time, a particular mood. In these terms, , it can be argued that the protagonists in The Emigrants live their memories – neither as  metaphor, nor as literary cliché, but rather literally, as an event that overtakes and displaces any other experience. For example, despite the fact that Dr. Selwyn lived most of his life in England where he became a physician, married, and raised a family, these life experiences do not factor in his memory. In both textual and testimonial terms, they are not given significant expression; in other words, they have no place under the category of “home.” 	Comment by Author: In most academic style manuals, bold is not used for emphasis	Comment by Author: Narrative?
What prevents the emigrants in the novel from being witnesses? Why do they, at the very most, give testimony? They are not witnesses because they function from within a perpetual melancholic mood rooted in the sense of being a refugee that dominates their lives. This melancholy prevents them from being witnesses in the sense of the role mentioned earlier. Freud characterizes melancholy as “.....”[footnoteRef:10]As melancholic individuals, they are ambivalent towards the speech act, they are unable – and unwilling, at least in a “formal” capacity – to release their stories into the public-political domain. Indeed, every such disclosure represents a desire to become detached from the internal memory, to arrive at a sense of closure vis-à-vis the memory (similar to mourning) facilitated by the melancholic individual’s withdrawal from their narcissistic state. For Sebald’s protagonists, withdrawal from the external world is also enacted in physical, geographical terms. Selwyn chooses to live within the confines of his derelict house “....”[footnoteRef:11] Bereyter’s life is restricted to his room and garden;[footnoteRef:12] Adelwarth abandons his secluded room in the village only to live the remainder of his life isolated in a sanitorium,[footnoteRef:13] and Ferber, who says, “...”[footnoteRef:14]  They all deliberately avoid contact with other human beings, with the world. Selwyn has little contact with his wife and children; Bereyter maintains a platonic relationship with his only friend, Lucy Landau; having renounced ties with his extended family, the only human contact Adelwarth has is with his doctor; and Ferber confines himself to his studio with his work. They do not even initiate their encounters with the narrator, rather it is the narrator who penetrates their physical worlds. While their abstention from testimony may be viewed in determinist-psychological terms, the question arises as to whether it can be viewed through an ethical prism. 	Comment by Author: I could not find a definition of witness above. Perhaps make it more explicit? [10:  Freud, 2007: 17]  [11:  The Emigrants: 20]  [12:  Ibid: 60]  [13:  Ibid: 101]  [14:  Ibid: 161] 

Being-witness involves not only being at a certain physical distance from the event. It is a situation of simultaneously being-an-observer (physical or metaphorical) and being-involved in the event; of being present, but not necessarily the object of the event or the individual who is affected by its major consequences, in which case they would be considered a victim. Still, to a certain degree, every witness is also a victim given that observing the event generates pain and even trauma. The concentration camp survivor testifies as to what has been taken from them (relatives, childhood) and as such is a victim, however, they also function as a witness who testifies for those who can no longer speak, recounting their stories as well as the event itself. From the moment they assume the role of witness in the discourse, they invariably relinquish, even to the smallest degree, their focalized “role” as primary victim. Testimony aims to transfer those who were present at the event, from the domain of sight to the domain of speech – from the private, clandestine place (consciousness, inner speech, the experience that “is mine and only mine”) – to the public sphere (collective memory, language, an experience of “us”); and vice versa, it transports the addressee, via their imagination, to the event itself. Thus, while this shift from the private to the public entails the public disclosure of the event and the witness, it also facilitates a reimagining of the event.[footnoteRef:15] The actual “putting into words” of a private mental image, rendering it accessible to an external addressee (the public) involves the transformation of the actual event into a mediated and symbolized (through language) experience. This invariably involves an element of disruption or distortion – from the initial impression of the event as experienced directly through the senses (primarily, sight), to a mediated, scripted, and symbolized form of representation: testimony. This discrepancy between different modes of representation forges a gap in terms of truth, what Lyotard calls diffe’rend.	Comment by Author: These being-,,, are confusing – I think you need to explain what you mean by them – do they point to a “being” in the sense of a particular role  or a sense of being something that determines identity.	Comment by Author:  Perhaps: the person at which the event is directed	Comment by Author: Memory of the event?	Comment by Author: “symbolic” means figurative, emblematic, symbolized means denoted, signified, which I think is your meaning here 	Comment by Author: Authenticity? [15:  See also, Givoni, 2015: 149-154] 


(...)[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Lyotard, 1996: 144.] 


However, this gap may also materialize when language is used excessively in an attempt to describe a particular phenomenon or event, it reflects an inability or struggle to “put into words” that which is indescribable. The inclination to describe one thing in various ways is indicative of the failure to arrive at a precise rendition, while compensating for this incapacity by accessing the event or phenomenon from different angles. Underlying this practice is the deception that the repetition in language can for the inaccuracy in description. This inevitable misrepresentation puts the witness in an intolerable position. While they are obligated, both ethically and politically, to give truthful testimony, their testimony cannot be truthful, in the scientific sense of the word. For the witness, this is a betrayal of the event. This is the paradox of testimony – the more the event is horrific, and thereby warrants testimony, the greater the difficulty to render a precise account of it. It follows, then, that for traumatic or catastrophic events, the testimony is inevitably false.	Comment by Author: Perhaps omit? I am not sure if there is a scientific sense of the word anyway.
In The Emigrants, the characters do not assume this responsibility – the language they speak is private and their stories are conveyed to the narrator as confession. Thus, it is the narrator who assumes the responsibility for giving their testimonies, and in doing so, betrays the confession itself. The narrator’s reiteration of the confession as testimony is not only a deviation into the political, but also an ethical betrayal. As Margalit has noted, the ethical meaning of the testimony is constituted in its being “[a] rather sober hope: that in another place or another time there exists, or will exist, a moral community that will listen to their testimony.”[footnoteRef:17]	Comment by Author: There being? [17:  Margalit, 2002: 155. My emphasis. ] 

Yet, the emigrant’s narcissistic state carries with it an ethical advantage as well. Drawing on Freud’s account of melancholy, Carter argues that the ethical advantage of melancholy is the fact that the victim is in a constant state of open-woundedness. The narcissistic wound in which the victim is immersed prevents them from withdrawing, mentally and linguistically.[footnoteRef:18] This is a state in which they find “satisfaction in self-exposure.”[footnoteRef:19] On the one hand, as Carter points out, melancholy prevents the forging of a verbal connection with the outside, while, on the other hand, to be melancholy means being in a state open-woundedness. This raises an ethical challenge:	Comment by Author: Please use an accepted English translation [18:  Carter, 2013]  [19:  Freud, 2007: 22] 


Melancholies’ inability to identify the origins of their condition or to authoritatively define the lost object that is the cause of their sadness suggests that melancholia is the vehicle of a radical form of hospitality “in which the visitor radically overwhelms the self” (Derrida, “Hospitality” 37).[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Carter, 2013: 3] 


Paradoxically, the fact that the subject is immersed, indeed from within their narcissistic state, within the open wound, gives the ethical narrator access to the wound and the ability to eventually assume the role of witness. Still, the emigrants themselves cannot be witnesses, either epistemically or morally, as Kristeva also describes the state of the melancholic individual:

(...)[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Kristeva, 2006: 33] 


The confessor’s openness is perpetuated due to their narcissistic perspective; they are seeking neither therapy nor testimony, as a political-moral contribution to society. Their objective is to continue to sink and exist in pain. This is the case in The Emigrants, despite the fact that the narrator engages directly with the emigrant-confessor. In terms of the speech act, it is obvious that the emigrant-speaker dominates, whereas, although initiating the encounter, the narrator-listener, remains mostly passive. Sebald’s failure to account for this passivity or what is behind it may stem from the fact that the subject is immersed in narcissistic-melancholic state from which the narrator cannot “extract” them in order to obtain a more comprehensive testimony. In addition, if the narrator strives to assume the role of witness, they must, at the very least, constitute a mirror. In this vein, we come to understand the function of the narrator’s appendages in the stories, which are based on investigations of his own and secondary sources – Lucy Landau’s account in “Paul Bereyter,” travelogues in “Ambrose Adelwarth,” and personal diaries in “Max Ferber.” These appendages facilitate the narrator’s occupation of the role of the witness. This somewhat “aggressive” strategy permeates the novel as the narrator journeys towards the emigrants, meets them, encourages them to speak, and probes documents and objects they left behind. This is not an ordinary practice of testimony, in which the witness enters the public space already equipped with their testimony; rather, it reflects the narrator’s understanding of their obligation to spur and recreate the testimony.	Comment by Author: I do not understand what you mean here.
The uniqueness of Sebald’s testimonial writing, however, stems from characteristics beyond those described so far. First, to a large extent, the testimonies omit the events’ causes and subsequent effects, whether historical, social, political or psychological. They attempt to describe neither what preempted the event as contributing to its occurrence, nor what ensued after, unless these causes and/or effects are intrinsically related to the event, in which case they become part of it. In order for a speak act to be identified as testimony, it must establish temporal and spatial boundaries, as well as a particular descriptive mode. It cannot omit facts or be judgmental beyond the sensory experience; it must give precedence to the experience and maintain its primacy. By breaching these boundaries, testimony deviates from its role, and ceases to constitute testimony; it loses the authenticity necessary to withhold its core of “objectivity.” 	Comment by Author: He gives several testimonies, yes?	Comment by Author: Perhaps omit? If they become part of the event, why set them apart?
From this perspective, the “infinite” references to chronologies, exhaustive detailing, monotonous descriptions of landscapes and places, and relative absence of drama and emotion in the testimonies can be viewed as conducive to a documentary style of writing, which avoids “deliberately the generalizing, the epic, and the ostensibly philosophic.”[footnoteRef:22]	Comment by Author: Better to find and accepted English translation [22:  Eshel, 2000: 73] 

Along with this subjectivity, and perhaps paradoxically with the subjectivity of the event, being-witness necessitates being committed-subject towards the public. Put simply, the witness is obligated to fulfill their role as witness, as addresser vis-à-vis the addressee. This function warrants the communication of the original event and experience of that event in a manner that invariably, even if it is received in part only, conveys its elementariness, its rawness. This, in turn, accounts for the narrator’s reluctance to subject their written account to emotion, drama, and philosophy. As we have mentioned, the narrator takes the liberty to appendage the testimony, but this also entails a commitment to write as a witness: to describe “objectively,” to present a picture, no more. Ceuppens[footnoteRef:23] points to a significant segment in “Paul Bereyter” when for a moment, the narrator attempts to draw on his own imagination as a means to append the account of Bereyter’s life but reaches the conclusion that “...”[footnoteRef:24] Here, the narrator (Sebald) makes a conscious literary-strategic decision to limit his role to that of witness, a decision whose ramifications can be seen in his other works.	Comment by Author:  Do you mean the witness’s subjective experience of the events?	Comment by Author: You can claim that the author is the narrator but it is an arguable claim that you need to make explicitly.  The book is often regarded as semi-autobiographical – which is a good place to start (autobiographical in that Sebald writes of his own experiences). [23:  Ceuppens, 2006: 252-257]  [24:  Emigrants: 37] 

From this perspective, the act of “putting things in writing,” fixing words to the page, like the act of mourning,[footnoteRef:25] stands in contrast to the perpetual openness of the melancholic state. The instant words are transformed from the verbal to the written, a contract between the writer and the reader is forged in the form of a text which the writer may no longer modify.  [25:  Freud, 2008: 18-19] 


Testimony: From the therapeutic to the ethical
One of the outstanding aspects of Sebald’s testimonies is that they lack references to the meta-narratives behind the private stories. Furst suggests that there is a type of recurring tendency to repress and blur the public space or the more global historical contexts in the memory itself while emphasizing the personal as a consequence of the emigrants’ melancholic narcissistic state. This is evident in the manner in which the personal memories (the confessions) are more pragmatic compared to the indirect and more general testimonies.[footnoteRef:26] For example, the diary of Max Ferber’s mother, through which the reader receives a far more comprehensive and coherent picture of Jewish life in the village where Ferber was born, or Lucy Landau, who offers Sebald a fuller picture of Paul Bereyter’s life. Obviously, this tendency corresponds with what we discussed earlier as a melancholic state. In other words, given that the memory exists or is prompted within a narcissistic state, it cannot be “liberated” from the subjective colors that determine its mood and is therefore limited to a particular aspect or detail of a singular memory; its scope cannot be broadened to include the more general context. Still, is it not unreasonable to assume that like in the case of confession and testimony, what we have described so far can be perceived from an ethical-political, as well as a factual-psychological viewpoint.	Comment by Author: See previous comment	Comment by Author: If your analysis is focused on the narrator, introducing the reader is confusing. The narrator, through the diary, provides a far more...	Comment by Author: Is this tendency a characteristic of the melancholy state as well? [26:  Furst, 2007: 533, 551-552] 

It is indeed puzzling that parallel to Sebald’s exceptionally detailed accounts of events, he ignores historical facts pertinent to understanding the context in which they occurred. Thus, in The Emigrants, he avoids relating directly to World War I, World War II, the Holocaust, and the programs of the early twentieth century.[footnoteRef:27] Although these historical backdrops are known to the reader, they are not attributed the “cause and consequence” function one would expect; they simply float without body or voice in the air as part of the reading experience. According to Wolff, this mode of literary-historical writing calls attention to the moral responsibility cast upon the reader in decoding the “plot,” a kind of superimposing “meat on bones.”[footnoteRef:28] While this may be accurate in regard to specific events, these contexts, when they are major historical events such as the Holocaust, are too obvious to fulfill this function. Why, therefore, does Sebald choose to play this game of mention and not-mention? In my opinion, Sebald deliberately chooses to shadow meta-narratives and themes – World War I and II, the Holocaust, Judaism – to avoid their eclipsing the personal stories, overwhelming the reader to the point of their losing sight of the personal, the subjective. From an ethical viewpoint, this would be a betrayal of the individual experience, a forsaking, of sorts, of its right to expression, not as part of a broader abstract context, but from within the particular. 	Comment by Author: I suggest making what you mean more explicit. Perhaps avoid using obscure images like floating in the air.	Comment by Author: Perhaps this is too informal.  I suggest: choose to both mention and not mention the historical context?  [27:  See also Allaga-Buchenau, 2006: 141-155]  [28:  Wolff, 2011: 262-263] 

LaCapra points to an inevitable lacuna in the symbolic representation of traumatic events. This lacuna prevents the positioning of the trauma within a particular symbolic order and consequently, the pacifying of the trauma, the “coming to terms” with it. However, according to LaCapra, the “eternal return” of the trauma continues, not only and necessarily as a psychological manifestation, but also as an ethical one. Inasmuch as the therapeutic objective works towards re-processing and stabilizing the trauma within the extant symbolic order –language, culture, norms – it is also a moral interest.[footnoteRef:29] Indeed, any psychological “solution,” any such therapeutic reworking, in some way abandons the experience, silences the constant howl in the memory narrative. This forgetfulness is not necessarily of the memory’s details, as these indeed can be articulated in terms of language, but rather of its significance as a constant internal experience. Every such “solution” is invariably not only an abandonment of the experience itself but also a possible abandonment of whoever was part of it and towards whom the subject feels obligated (the self, significant others). This is an expression of loyalty towards the experience as experience (indeed, an experience is an experience by virtue of its potency and presence), not merely as a story.[footnoteRef:30]	Comment by Author: Do you mean “weight” in the sense of “heavy load” or “burden”? [29:  La Capra, 2001: 49]  [30:  Ibid, 49-50] 

If the historian aims to “solve the riddle” (instill meaning in what occurred, locate missing facts, find causational connections, integrate events to constitute a macro-event, give meaning to a series of events, create an integrative narrative), then Sebald’s writing proves a violation of this impulse as it constantly avoids any sense of coherence and presents as a kind of haphazard meandering in memory’s alleyways. It jumps back and forth between memories, places, dates, and episodes, thereby renouncing any obligation towards coherence, order, precision, objectivity, and linearity. This is a form of writing which, from the outset, aims to be absurd. Hence the cryptic underpinnings of the experience; the lack of meaning howling from within it is an intrinsic factor of its absurd powerfulness.
Beyond the deliberate evasion of meta-narratives the testimonies in the novel feature another unique quality. Although, as mentioned, Sebald deliberately eclipses the momentous historical themes to enable focus on the individual experience, these accounts are not communicated as direct testimonies, but rather “circumvent” the historical and personal atrocities one would expect, and do not relate to the actual events. These witnesses are not witnesses in the ordinary sense of the word. These are witnesses who did not experience the catastrophe firsthand, but rather victims of its aftermath; they are “witnesses of echoes” or witnesses of the pre-event. This desire to remain within the description of the events themselves is evident as well in the lack of blame, hatred, or anger in the testimonies and no mention of the political-moral factors responsible for the event. This is so because such negative responses are inherently directed outwards and as such impinge upon the subjectivity of the recounted experience. The pain of the event should be perceived not from within a historical-political analysis of causational factors, or in terms of guilt-provoking mechanisms so sensitive that they project the experience outwards, but rather from within the experience itself; not the why and the how that was taken, but what that was taken. Indeed, the few expressions of guilt or painful disappointment in the text both appear in “Paul Bereyter,”	Comment by Author: I am not sure if I understand this	Comment by Author: Could you perhaps elaborate on this a little?

(...)[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Emigrants: 54. My emphasis] 

And
	(...)[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Emigrants: 60. My emphasis] 


Although these testimonies stand out as breaching the boundary between factual account and expression of emotion in face of those who stood on the side of the victimizer, it is important to pay attention that here as well, the blame is not aimed at the political-historical factors behind the event, but at the members of the imagined household or community – the entities that form the essence of what was taken from the emigrants. Just like the experience of being a refugee in The Emigrants is not linked to a particular political event or space (state), but rather to a very particular place (village, community), so is the contempt, hatred, and sense of betrayal.	Comment by Author: Perhaps simply: victimizers?
The expectation here is like that which one comes to expect from family, and it is not political. Here, the experience of being a refugee is an expression of the sense that what was taken is not only the physical place, but also the community as a network of intimate connections and authentic concern.
In this context, the “problem-solving” described earlier in regard to the work of historians, expresses an impulse to rationalize the irrational, which may, in no small way, liberate the reader from the imperative sense of responsibility and the horror involved in encountering the experience as alterity. Levinas describes this ability of the theoretical-rational to dissolve the alterity in the irrational (ethical):	Comment by Author: I suggest restating what that was 

But theory also designates comprehension [intelligence] – the logos of being – that is, a way of knowing approaching the known being such that its alterity with regard to the knowing being vanishes, […] This mode of depriving the known being of its alterity can be accomplished only if it aimed at through a third term, a neutral term, which itself is not a being; in it the shock of the encounter of the same with the other is deadened.[footnoteRef:33]      [33:  Levinas, 1992: 42] 


Although in principle Levinas relates to the human “other” in his writing, this “other” is nothing more than a particular performance of alterity as a structuralist phenomenon in human thought.
We have seen so far the extent to which the pendulum effect between confession and testimony manifests not only as psychological, but also as ethical, and even political, tension. Still, we have yet to address the issue of what place memory occupies in the emigrants’ experience, not only as subjective wounds but as objects of desire.	Comment by Author: Yes?

Memory: pain as possible existence
Caruth argues that what renders experience traumatic is the way in which there is an eternal return to the initial event “

repeats itself, exactly and unremittingly, through the unknowing acts of the survivor and against his very will […] the experience that Freud will call “traumatic neurosis”—emerges as the unwitting reenactment of an event that one cannot simply leave behind.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Caruth, 1996: 2. My emphasis] 


However, in the case before us, repetition in remembrance is not a re-surfacing of the actual trauma, rather it is an expression of conscious will. There is no trauma here because, unlike trauma, here the memory does not “pounce” on the protagonists. Instead, the characters maintain a love-hate relationship with these memories, a relationship of adoption and rejection; they consciously choose to return to their memories because they instill in them a sense of home they otherwise lack. In fact, it is more appropriate to describe this as an act of homecoming than of coerced return. The desire to be faithful to the experience of the ordeal and of identity, entails the preservation of the memory and the constant engagement in remembrance, notwithstanding the foreknowledge of the pain and suffering it involves. Sometimes, it is precisely these torments that enable this continuous feeling of the experience. Felman’s quotation from Dostoyevsky is an apt depiction of this:	Comment by Author: Testimony in The Emigrants? 	Comment by Author: If this is a direct quote from Dostoyevsky, you should cite it from him directly, and then mention that Felman quotes it. 

(...)[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Quoted in Felman, 2008: 26] 


And elsewhere
	(...)[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Felman, 2008: 20. My emphasis] 


Interestingly, despite the novel’s focus on the protagonist’s memories, their representation is fragmented and partial. We cannot speak of these memories in terms of continuous sequential narratives, but as “memory flashes” that randomly infiltrate consciousness. The emigrants hold on to them as a last thread to a sense of home. In fact, more than dealing with memories, the novel deals with the experience of remembrance and its meaning for the subject. This adds to their experience of pain, for indeed, alongside the knowledge that the sense of home can be attained through memory, is the acknowledgment that these “flashes” cannot combine into a single coherent memory which, in turn, will generate a stable sense of home. These slivers of memory intensify to a point where their randomness and the pain they induce dominate and eclipse any sense of harmony, peacefulness, and rationality (as we have already seen in our previous discussion on the attitude towards the experience). 	Comment by Author:  If you are making connections between different arguments in your paper I suggest you spell it out. Adding a comment in parentheses is confusing for the reader.  
A distinctive metaphor for this can be seen in “Max Ferber,” where the narrator describes Courbet’s painting The Oak of Vercingetorix[footnoteRef:37] as part of the setting in Ferber’s central Italy. The painting depicts a tangled tree with a thick and solid trunk – an image communicating fortitude, harmony, stability, security, and tranquility. This oak motif appears as well at the beginning of “Henry Selwyn.” Here too the narrator describes a picture of a tree deeply rooted in the ground, with tangled branches and a treetop, a tree that “lives” between heaven and earth. On the one hand, there is a sense that the tree aims for the sky, the future, while, on the other hand, it is grounded in the earth, in the here and now – and in this sense, seems very much like The Oak of Vercingetorix. However, in contrast to Courbet’s painting, here the ground surrounding the tree is covered with broken, shattered tombstones devoid of any geometrical order reflecting a connection between them. Thus, while this image seems to mirror the symbolic meaning in the Courbet, it in fact undermines this meaning by introducing an element symbolizing abandon, chaos, violence, death, and destruction. This correlation between death and destruction as the ground in which the tree is rooted is a recurring theme in the novel often articulated in somewhat vague comments. Thus, for instance, is Ambrose Adelwarth’s comment upon his visit to Istanbul, “...”[footnoteRef:38]	Comment by Author: Are you sure it is a metaphor? You later use “allegory” – these are two very different literary devices. 	Comment by Author: Perhaps: When Ferber travels to Italy (as Cosmo’s lover or as the butler) [37:  Ibid, 170]  [38:  Ibid, 131] 

Notably, this observation corresponds with Sebald’s basic metaphysical position which identifies human reality as a reality of destruction, death, and melancholy, and human existence as no more than an ironic and doomed struggle against this historical vector. This inversion of life and death, of order and disorder, underlies Sebald’s writing in general, certainly in his non-narrative works, in the novels Vertigo and The Rings of Saturn,[footnoteRef:39] and in The Emigrants. [39:  See also Freidrichsmeyer’s discussion on The Rings of Saturn.] 

This ambivalence between pain and devastation but home and experience, and between forgetfulness and remembrance, dominates the novel to a point at which it raises an ethical dilemma. In all of the stories, there is a certain moment in the protagonists’ lives in which they reach an understanding that the element of the pain in the memory enables access to the vital sense of home. This is the case when Selwyn confesses to the narrator about how “...”[footnoteRef:40] or when Bereyter, while sick and recovering from cataract surgery, sees “...”[footnoteRef:41] Of Adelwarth, it is said that “...,”[footnoteRef:42] while Farber says, following the physical description of the backaches he struggles with, that “...”[footnoteRef:43] 	Comment by Author: Perhaps: pain and devastation as inherent in home...  [40:  Emigrants: 27]  [41:  Ibid: 55]  [42:  Ibid: 98-99]  [43:  Ibid: 162-163] 

Memory, therefore, offers a simultaneous duality of life and death (mental). For the emigrants, memory is access to a lost world, to the remnants of a European world as an expression of subjective-collective memory. This is so because concurrent with the sense of vitality engendered through remembrance, there is the knowledge that these memories are remnants of a lost past, one of which there are no evident echoes in the present. Indeed, for the emigrants, remembrance is more than just a conjuring of the past, it is an act of existential transition from one type of existence to another. The memories function as vectors to being-at-home. In Kilbourn’s words:

Memory […] is posed as either the key to the suffering subject's salvation or as the very source of its suffering and thus the thing whose negation through death is to be desired as an escape from an ever-present knowledge of an unbearable past.[footnoteRef:44]  [44:  Kilbourn, 2006: 54] 


 A reverse expression of this, but one which may express this same meaning and impulse, can be found in Austerlitz.[footnoteRef:45] There, the protagonist has no memory and his entire journey is an attempt to reconstruct or create memory, given that without memory, he cannot reconstruct the existential sense of home.	Comment by Author: Perhaps move this to a footnote.  [45:  Sebald, 2001] 

However, remembrance is not only an act that revisits the past but also reflects and interprets the present. Indeed, remembrance constitutes a reflection of real life and thereby creates a counter sense of being-in-exile. From the moment memory becomes totality – see the way in which Freud describes melancholy – at the same time, from the subject’s viewpoint, reality (external) becomes an existential prison; the being-at-home experience – through remembrance – collides with real life and generates an experience of alienation. Thus we find that Sebald’s protagonists move back and forth from reality to memory, from memory to reality, and so on, until the moment of decision.	Comment by Author: I suggest being more specific here
This unrest, the inability to be released from the memory of home, is also reflected in the emigrants’ perpetual search for a type of physical-geographical alternative home, a place in which they will suddenly experience being-at-home. For example, when Sebald describes Adelwarth’s journey to the “Holy Land” (Palestine, the Land of Israel) as a servant to his master, Cosmo, he dedicates an entire paragraph to an exhaustive list of places in and surrounding Jerusalem of that time, “...”[footnoteRef:46] What is the purpose of this extensive inventory? Why do Cosmo and Adelwarth pass through these sites in haste? Why does the narrator compile a list that contains only names, mainly of cemeteries, hospitals, and schools, without pausing to describe what the men experienced in each place? This inventorial style persists until the couple arrives at the oasis in Ein Jedi,[footnoteRef:47] and the narrator describes the sense of peace Cosmo and Adelwarth experience there in meticulous detail. The visit to Ein Jedi then becomes imbedded in Adelwarth’s memory as a moment of tranquility, which in turn, spawns the sense of home and belonging that he has lost and still longs for. A similar case is illustrated in “Harry Selwyn which the protagonist is nostalgic for a journey he took as a young man, also accompanied by a male companion,[footnoteRef:48] to the Swiss mountains. 	Comment by Author: Perhaps: unexpectably? 	Comment by Author: Alps? [46:  Emigrants, 134]  [47:  This is the spelling in the Hebrew translation. The reference is surely to Ein Gedi.]  [48:  Emigrants: 22] 

These are dramatizations of the way in which, for the protagonists, there are places into which they cannot immerse themselves and experience alienation, while on the other hand, they find, if only temporarily, places that provide a sense of home. This is especially effective in Bereyter’s eventual return to his home and job as a teacher, both of which he was forced to leave under direly humiliating and contemptible circumstances. This return to Germany, more accurately, to his hometown S.,[footnoteRef:49] is “coerced” by his memory. While this may appear an unreasonable decision, for Bereyter it is the most rational thing to do for it is in S. that he can regain his identity.  [49:  Ibid: 59-60] 


“...”[footnoteRef:50] [50:  Ibid: 60] 


Although an actual return to his home, Bereyter finds that what has survived the war is not the same. Even the physically unaffected landscapes, buildings, and streets of Bereyter’s hometown reflect the ways in which World War II changed Europe, conceptually perhaps more than physically. This game of cat-and-mouse underlies Ferber’s story as well. Although having locked himself in his Genevan hotel room to avoid visiting places he traveled to with his father, his consciousness swells with memories of those places, and he finds himself imprisoned with these memories. Eventually, despite his physical weakness and anxiety, Ferber comes to the conclusion that “...,”[footnoteRef:51] can rescue him from the horror of memory. The description of Selwyn’s house – a labyrinth of locks and old doors – is a similar, however allegorical, depiction of how memory eclipses real life experience. This linkage between house, memory, and destruction extends beyond the house to the garden, “...”[footnoteRef:52] And when the narrator inquires as to why Selwyn counts leaves of grass, as a metaphor for his memories, he answers, “It’s a sort of pastime of mine. Rather irritating, I am afraid.”[footnoteRef:53] Selwyn’s abandoned tennis court, and untended, overgrown vegetable garden factor into this allegory as a formerly orderly and regulated life gone awry, helplessly susceptible to the corrupting and chaotic forces of nature. Selwyn’s consciousness is burdened by the memories of the destruction of his past, which symbolically occupy his physical environment as well – he is, as he tells the narrator, a “kind of ornamental hermit,”[footnoteRef:54] a tenant in the garden of memory. 	Comment by Author: I suggest you be more specific here. [51:  Ibid: 164]  [52:  Ibid: 16]  [53:  Ibid: 15. My emphasis]  [54:  ....] 

In “Life in The Quest of Narrative”[footnoteRef:55] Paul Ricœur notes that (the possibility) every personal narrative depends on the ability to connect between life episodes mentally and empathetically, “The process of composition, of configuration, is not completed in the text but in the reader and, under this condition, makes possible the reconfiguration of life by narrative.”[footnoteRef:56] Memories are comprised of symbols with primarily social meaning, which is intrinsic to the memory and independent of the author. However, memories are also comprised of episodes or short stories, which constitute a platform for the writing of the comprehensive composition.[footnoteRef:57] The search for a narrative of the self, Ricœur argues, is in fact a quest for a particular description of the present, which can generate a sense of continuous time; in other words, unify present, past, and future. Ricœur draws on Augustine’s letter in The Confessions relating to time:	Comment by Author: If the quote is from Augustine, you should cite Augustine and then Ricoeur.  [55:  Ricœur, 1991]  [56:  Ibid: 26]  [57:  Ibid: 29. Also see the examples Ricœur provides later in the discussion (30): the patient in psychoanalysis, the accused on trial] 

 
[t]ime as born out of the incessant dissociation between the three aspects of the present – expectation, which he calls the present of the future, memory which he calls the present of the past, and attention which is the present of the present.[footnoteRef:58]  [58:  Ibid: 31] 


Similarly, albeit in a somewhat inverted manner, Kristeva describes how the past can prevent any return to the present as a vital condition for any future:

(...)[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Kristeva, 2006: 56-57. My emphases.] 

The capacity for self-narrative is contingent on the ability to project from the present to the factual past (present-past) but in a way that enables a return to the present so that it will project upon the future as a system of possibilities that stem from that same past. In the case of melancholy, as we can see from Kristeva’s quote, the remembering individual is unable to return to their past and, in any case, to their future. Consequently, this incapacity forges a dichotomy between the present and the past, a dichotomy that gives rise to a relationship of I-other. Casey describes the transition from present to memory as a momentary shift to the mode of otherness, “[w]e witness the othering of mind into something other than itself. Remembering is in effect a progressive voyage into the othering of memory as traditionally conceived.”[footnoteRef:60]	Comment by Author: I am not sure what this means [60:  Casey, 2000: xi] 

Nonetheless, in extreme cases, as Kristeva demonstrates, it is possible to describe this as a permanent dichotomy of otherness. The lack of a present-past-future sequence requires a dichotomy of present and past, and subsequently, two somewhat separate subjects are created: self-present and self-past. Accordingly, a dialectic of self-other is formed, and its effect warrants attention here. As otherness, memory is not static content that the individual faces; memory is a constant reading in the moment of remembrance for interpretation, response, understanding, giving meaning, and narrativization.[footnoteRef:61] In this sense, memory presents itself for the subjects in The Emigrants as a directive of otherness. [61:  Ricœur, 1991: 28] 

The relationship between memory and experience can also be seen through the prism proposed by Heidegger in his famous analysis of death as an existential event. Heidegger describes death as what is usually perceived, under mechanisms of oppression and forgetfulness, as the trivial death of the trivial other, not my death.[footnoteRef:62] The possibility of my death is the moment when the subject (Dasein) finds itself “face to face with the ‘nothing’ of the possible impossibility of its existence.”[footnoteRef:63] This is the fretful moment that coerces the individual to choose between being authentic or returning to a meaningless existence. However, for the protagonists of The Emigrants, this does not constitute a single moment in time, rather it is a continuous situation. This is an ongoing state of fear in which their self-other faces them as memory. This fragment of memory defines itself simultaneously as that very same piece of existence that is home and real life, and on the other hand, as a projection on present existence, it carries a moment of death or existential void.	Comment by Author: I do not understand this sentence.  Can you make it clearer what you mean? 	Comment by Author:  Perhaps: “manifests as..” [62:  Heidegger, 1962: 296-299]  [63:  Ibid: 310] 

Thus, memory becomes a place of simultaneous disgust and desire. When it becomes clear that any attempt to return the memory to reality is pointless, there are two options left for the novel’s protagonists. The first is an attempt to render a life within memory (Selwyn, Ferber), and the second is to try to annihilate the memory (Bereyter, Adelwarth), or, as described in “Ambrose Adelwarth,” from a place of longing to “...”[footnoteRef:64] [64:  Emigrants: 110] 

Like in Plato’s epigram, here too what is at the center of this movement between memory and reality is death. However, if in Plato death is there and life is here, for Sebald we will find that death (stasis, futility, melancholy) is here (as meaningless reality) whereas life (dynamic, being-home) is there (past, memory). Moreover, if in Plato death manifests as physical and external to the body, in The Emigrants it is primarily mental. It follows, therefore, that in the novel the only way to be liberated from this exhausting pendulum effect, from its inherent indecisiveness, is to choose actual death: depression, forgetfulness, death. 	Comment by Author: Is depression a form of death? 
This also explains why each story ends with a solution that --- : death, amnesia, suicide, madness, and depression. Or in Ferber’s words, “...”[footnoteRef:65] Hence, Ambrose suffers to the point that he admits himself “...,”[footnoteRef:66] where he willfully undergoes a series of electric shock treatments for the purpose, as the psychiatrist treating him tells the author-narrator, of “...”[footnoteRef:67] This is a type of physical or mental suicide of memory and consciousness. Dr. Selwyn commits suicide with his hunting rifle (a rifle still unused); Bereyter as well, commits suicide, in this case, on railroad tracks – a symbol of the transports of the Jews to the camps (a suicide, which symbolically, solves the question of his personal identity, for indeed, at the beginning, this identity was forced upon him by virtue of the racial laws and his being only partly Jewish).	Comment by Author: I do not understand the Hebrew here [65:  Ibid: 162]  [66:  Sebald, 2002: 107]  [67:  Ibid, 107 (are these from the Emigrants?) seems to be a problem with source citation] 

Selwyn, Bereyter, Adelwarth, and Ferber are exposed, through the constant act of remembrance, to the fact that they are perpetually living far from their lost and real-life worlds simultaneously. For the emigrants, the only option that renders liberty and authenticity real is death. As Kundera writes, 

(...)[footnoteRef:68] [68:  Kundera, 1985: 10] 


However, if for Kundera, life or reality are associated with heaviness, for Sebald, life or reality is a mechanism of oblivion, it is lightweight. Memory is heavy. But the defense mechanism of oblivion falters in the face of the memory’s intensity and vitality. To return to the question posed at the beginning of this paper – do human beings invariably choose to evade the pain of death, of witnessing death, or do they eventually succumb to the desire of the eyes to see it, to consume it? Sebald’s protagonists choose to be consumed by forgetfulness and death.
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