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Travel and Memory in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz

Everything's mine but just on loan,
nothing for the memory to hold,
though mine as long as I look.

Inexhaustible, unembraceable,
but particular to the smallest fiber,
grain of sand, drop of water – 
landscapes.
			
 – Wisława Szymborska, "Travel Elegy"

[bookmark: _GoBack]The German author W.G. Sebald died in a car accident in December 2001, not long after the publication of what would be his final novel, Austerlitz. The novel details the intersection and chance encounter of two travelers – the anonymous narrator[footnoteRef:1] and the protagonist, Jacques Austerlitz, a historian of architecture – over a period of thirty years, beginning with their first meeting in an Antwerp train station in the late 1960s and ending with their final encounter in London in 1996. These coincidental and irregular meetings do not take place solely in the external physical realm, a place that can be marked on a map; rather, they spur Austerlitz to movement through the depths of memory as well,[footnoteRef:2] a journey through mental space crossing the boundaries of biography, identity, and belonging. With narrative continuity alternating between past and present, Austerlitz describes to the narrator the complex process he underwent during his search for his true identity. [1:  All that is known about the narrator is that, like Austerlitz, his travels throughout Europe are related to some sort of unspecified academic study.]  [2:  White, Jonathan. "Mental Travel and Memory Mapping in Sebald's Work," CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 14.5, December 2012: <http://dx.doi.org/10.7771/1481-4374.2152>] 

	Austerlitz—smuggled from Prague to London on the Kindertransport in 1939, on the eve of the German army’s invasion—was adopted by Elias, a Calvinist priest and former missionary, and his wife Gondoline. The details of his past were “silenced” – his name was changed, and he developed a repression mechanism that allowed him to forget his identity and origin. As an adult, however, Austerlitz’s memories begin to return to him, motivating him to set out on a journey to uncover his Jewish roots. His journey to his native country, the Czech Republic, and search for his parents lead him to, among other things, the concentration camp at Terezin, where his mother, Agata, was imprisoned. Austerlitz’s story weaves together the history of the individual and the history of society as a whole: Austerlitz’s individual trauma and his quest for his forgotten roots reveal the portrait of a homeless emigrant against the backdrop of the Holocaust and the annihilation of European Jewry.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  This intersection of individual history and general, collective history is also expressed by Austerlitz’s name. This name, replete with meanings and references, reveals itself as a junction of multiple historical places and events: Austerlitz, the name of the fictional figure at the novel’s center, is the name of a city in the Czech Republic (Austerlitz’s native country), the name of one of the decisive battles of the Napoleonic Wars (mentioned in the novel), and the name of the Paris train station from which Jews were sent to their deaths in the extermination camps (among them Austerlitz’s father). The phonetic similarity between the names “Austerlitz” and “Auschwitz” also looms over the novel’s pages. Therefore, much in the way that Austerlitz attempts to reintegrate the fragments of his past, his name embodies a similar integration of various historical components. Additionally, the profusion of allusions inherent to this fictional character’s name testify to Sebald’s way of combining history and fiction, documentation and invention.] 

	In this essay, I seek to examine the connections between movement in time and space and problems of memory, documentation, and testimony. Austerlitz’s travel movement—characterized by a preference for the margins of society and based on wandering, temporal disruptions, coincidence, and associativity—opposes the conception of European history as a successive linear process of advancement and development. This is not the movement of a journey that progresses through orderly stages on the way to a specific ultimate destination; rather it is a collection of random urban wanderings that serve to reveal the repressed substrate of the European sphere, well-hidden by utilitarian and rational urban architecture. The principle of coincidence which characterizes Austerlitz’s wanderings will be presented as a necessary condition for overcoming the repressed aspect of his childhood memories—thus revealing an opportunity for the establishment of an alternative relationship between past and present. In other words, it seems that the characteristics of Austerlitz’s travels demonstrate an alternative approach the past and history, one that enables the past’s spontaneous emergence and saves it from being forgotten. As I shall demonstrate, this approach undermines the modes of information gathering and historical documentation suggested by European culture, presenting them as ineffective for the remembrance and investigation of past events. Finally, I seek to examine how coincidence and transience, which characterize both Austerlitz’s travel movement and his encounters with the narrator, are presented as an ethical principle for a narrative transmission of past events that does not deny the violent historical reality that engendered them. In so doing, I will demonstrate that the novel poses not only a question of possible movement through time and space in post-1945 Europe, but also one about the potential methods of fashioning a narrative that reflects the uniqueness of an individual’s life story, and prevents its assimilation into the system of hegemonic representations characteristic of the discourse of memory and historiography.

"Perhaps revolutions are an attempt by the passengers on this train—namely, the human race—to activate the emergency brake"[footnoteRef:4]: The Train Station as Dialectic Space [4:  Walter Benjamin, "On the Concept of History", Walter Benjamin – Selected Writings, 1934-1940, Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999, p. 402. ] 


	For Austerlitz, “a lecturer at a London institute of art history,” European train stations constitute a significant focal point. The train station, intended to serve as a temporary anchor point on the way to some clear and defined destination, a midway linking one fixed point to another, is presented in the novel as an end in and of itself, a central destination for lingering and visiting. Austerlitz’s decision to engage in the study of the history of bourgeois European architecture, and of train stations in particular, is presented as an unconscious compensation for his inability to reconstruct his own personal history. This point is rendered all the more forceful by the revelation that his historical studies, which “had long outstripped their original purpose as a project for a dissertation,” (33) actually represent Austerlitz’s search for identity and belonging – given that they had long since turned into “endless preliminary sketches for a study…of the family likeness between all these buildings. Why he had embarked on such a wide field…he did not know” (33, emphasis mine).
	At the same time, Austerlitz’s meticulous architectural studies of train station are implicitly revealed as the study of a refined civilization that fomented genocide in its midst. In the nineteenth century, train stations were masterworks of new technology: modern cathedrals that transformed man’s relationship with space and made it possible for him to travel quickly between the various regions of Europe. But the march of time turned train stations into loci of expulsion, loss, and wandering. Thus, for example, the narrator reveals that the Nazis used the expansive storage spaces of Paris’s Austerlitz station to hoard all that they had plundered from doomed Jews, and that plunder-laden trains had thence departed for Germany (88).[footnoteRef:5] Moreover, this same station, one of many that appear throughout the novel, is the station from which Austerlitz’s father departed Paris for a French concentration camp, on the way to his ultimate destination in Auschwitz (145). [5:  W. G Sebald, Austerlitz, trans. Anthea Bell, New York: Modern Library, 2011. Henceforth, all the page numbers appearing in parentheses in the body of the text refer to this source.] 

	Austerlitz’s reference to Belgian colonialism, made in the context of his visit to the train station in Antwerp at the novel’s outset, presents colonial travel, as well as the system of ideological justifications that motivate it, as a kind of photographic negative, before which and against which Austerlitz’s movements through space can be examined. The attitude expressed towards the structure of the Antwerp train station – “the patron age of King Leopold II exceeded its purely utilitarian function” – and Austerlitz’s astonishment at the sight of “the verdigris-covered Negro boy who, for a century now, has sat upon his dromedary on an oriel turret to the left of the station face, a monument to the world of the animals and native peoples of the African continent, alone against the Flemish sky," (6) reveal the connection between the train and the violence inherent to colonial travel movement, the deep affinity between the structures of the civilization of the bourgeois era and the calamities they enabled. Austerlitz’s description of Belgian colonialism in connection to his movement through space, made possible by the train, points to a paradigmatic model of travel opposed to his way of moving through European space. In contradistinction to the teleological, linear, and progressive movement of the train (which leads, as Sebald makes clear, to alienation, pain, and disaster), Austerlitz’s travel is characterized by episodic movement, realized through rambling, wandering on foot, and coincidence; a discontinuous movement running forwards and backwards through fragments of time, history, and memory.
	Apart from their status as a tangible representation of modern city life and a metaphor for the movement of a homogeneous empty time,[footnoteRef:6] marching on with all the thunder of a locomotive, European train stations as described in the novel constitute liminal spaces that serve as the arena for meetings between past and present, between life and death. As Austerlitz wanders through the Liverpool train station, he recounts that “I could not stop wondering whether it was a ruin or a building in the process of construction that I had entered. Both ideas were right in a way at the time” (136), and that “I felt […] that the waiting room where I stood as if dazzled contained all the hours of my past life, all the suppressed and extinguished fears and wishes I had ever entertained, as if the black and white diamond pattern of the stone slabs beneath my feet were the board on which the endgame would be played, and it covered the entire plane of time” (136). Austerlitz’s words depict the train station as a dialectic space in which different and irreconcilable representations of time clash with one another. The liminal nature of the train station is connected to this dialectic: it is presented as an in-between space in which are gathered those who fall outside the domestic sphere, those who do not fulfill the role of a fixed and permanent subject within the existing order. Among them is Austerlitz himself, who confesses: “…nor did I ever feel that I belonged to a certain social class, professional group, or religious confession” (125); and: “‘whenever I got out at Liverpool Street Station on my way back to the east end’, said Austerlitz, ‘I would stay there at least a couple of hours, sitting on a bench with other passengers who were already tired in the early morning…” (129). As can be inferred from the novel, it is Austerlitz’s constant presence within the liminal spaces of the European city that makes him such a sensitive and bold critic of the human condition, one who senses that which modernity seeks to suppress – the feeling of “the constant wrenching inside me, a kind of heartache which…was caused by the vortex of past time” (129). [6:  I refer here to the formation of time described by Walter Benjamin in his 1940 essay “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” which is fundamentally a critique of the concept of progress and the positivist conception of time associated with it: a linear time, mechanistic and quantitative, one-dimensional and continuous, which prevents any cessation, delay, or reflection. ] 

	Seen through Austerlitz’s deconstructive and subversive point of view, the train station is exposed as a kind of enclave that hinders the purposeful lifestyle of the European city and subverts the constancy of the linear movement associated with it. This undermining of the formation of linear time associated with the train station finds further expression in the integration of mythic forms, existing beyond time, and quotidian, routine phenomena. Thus, for example, as the narrator, sitting with Austerlitz in the train station’s cafeteria, describes: “we were left alone with a solitary man drinking […] and the barmaid, who sat enthroned on a stool behind the counter, legs crossed, filing her nails with complete devotion and concentration. Austerlitz commented in passing on this lady, whose peroxide-blond hair was piled up into a sort of bird's nest, that she was the goddess of time past” (8; emphasis mine). The link between the routine and quotidian present with mythic forms of repetition and recurrence mixes together different categories of time, which are presented as a synchronistic whole opposed to the tyranny of linear time, “which resembled a sword of justice […] slicing off the next one-sixtieth of an hour from the future…” (9). Austerlitz himself expresses this explicit opposition: “Time…was by far the most artificial of all our inventions […] In fact, said Austerlitz, I have never owned a clock of any kind…let alone a wristwatch. A clock has always struck me as something ridiculous, a thoroughly mendacious object, perhaps because I have always resisted the power of time out of some internal compulsion which I myself have never understood…” (101). Only when he removes himself from the rule of homogeneous empty time, measured by a wristwatch, does Austerlitz perceive the distorted nature of the outlook that sees in history an axis of infinite, progressive time, and attempt to free himself from its tyranny. 

Ruins, Photographs, and History by the Winners: A Critique of Linear Time

Austerlitz is a novel about “the fall of a single creature to its death when diverted from its natural path”; (281) it is a novel about a man whose own time was disrupted in early childhood. The war that uprooted him from his home, compelled him to begin a new life in a foreign space, part of an attempt to forcibly erase his early life, an attempt that disrupted his sense of existential continuity. The incoherent and disintegrating aspect of Austerlitz’s experience as a subject is expressed through his observation of reality, which challenges the concept of linear, chronological time and exposes its destructive aspects.
	Here we have a work overflowing with signifiers of homogeneous empty time, identified with modern mechanization – clocks, chronometers, measuring apparatuses, and train schedules. The detrimental results of linear time are expressed through the novel’s description of stone monuments. When the narrator and Austerlitz visit the Tower Hamlets cemetery, the narrator remarks: “Most of these memorials had long ago been tilted to one side or thrown over entirely by the roots of the sycamores which were shooting up everywhere. The sarcophagi covered with pale green, gray, ocher and orange lichens were broken, some of the graves themselves had risen above the ground or sunk into it…” (227). Moreover, linear time, by virtue of its constant advancement, becomes something that blurs and erases the past. This notion also finds expression in the description of the fortifications at Terezin, whose present condition reveals no trace of the past horrors committed within: “In the course of time, moreover, all kinds of shrubs and bushes have covered the former glacis and the grass-grown ramparts, giving the impression that Terezin is not so much a fortified town as one half-hidden and sunk into the marshy ground of the floodplain” (187). 
	What catches Austerlitz’s eye during his various travels are vistas of ruins, abandoned and crumbling buildings, remnants and relics. Austerlitz, who studies the “history of the architecture and civilization of the bourgeois age,” (124) frequently turns his attention to Western culture’s cycles of decline and atrophy in an effort to decipher the historical significance of its ruins. This leads him to the conclusion that “outsize buildings cast the shadow of their own destruction before them, and are designed from the first with an eye to their later existence as ruins” (19). Austerlitz’s gaze does more than capture the moments these architectural buildings, which embody the glory of European civilization, crumble and fall to ruin – it examines the destructive influence of nature on human civilization: while visiting the manor house at Iver Grove, Austerlitz recounts that “as we paused on the broad stone steps which had been colonized by hart's-tongue ferns and other weeds and looked up at the blind windows, it seemed to us as if silent horror had seized upon the house at the prospect of its imminent and shameful end” (103; emphasis mine). As becomes apparent from Austerlitz’s description, the meeting of man and nature fails to foster an intimate and direct connection between the two; rather, this meeting exposes the silent and indifferent decline of humanity into pre-cultural states of nature, which are presented in the novel as the only remaining possibility for a civilization which has, due to its destructive nature, betrayed itself.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  The historical consciousness articulated by the objects of Austerlitz’s attention seems like one that acknowledges the destructive dialectic brought to it by the historical chain of events. In this understanding, Austerlitz’s historical consciousness is reminiscent of that of the “Angel of History” in Benjamin’s thought: like the Angel of History, Austerlitz conceives of the history of the spaces he visits during his travels as a relationship of conflict—between past, present, and future; a historical movement depicted as a progressive process, filled with destruction, that, contrary to the Enlightenment conception, does not constitute a causative continuity of events moving towards a better future (Benjamin, 1999, pp. 293-295).] 

	The attempt to produce a problematization of the category of linear time is also articulated by the interspersion of photographs throughout the written text. Over the course of the novel, Austerlitz uses a camera to document his travels through Western Europe. The pictures he takes, as well those he receives and locates within the framework of his search for his true identity, are integrated into the written text, and shed light on it. These photographs testify to the desire to document a bygone moment, to anchor occurrences in their historical context and strengthen the referential and realistic bond between the text and the reality it describes. Austerlitz, who spends his travels seeking to locate that which has been concealed, denied, and rendered invisible, uses photography to bear witness to the existence of bygone and erased locations, identities, objects, and historical events. He testifies that “in my photographic work I was always especially entranced…by the moment when the shadows of reality, so to speak, emerge out of nothing on the exposed paper, as memories do in the middle of the night…” (77). Thus Austerlitz’s photographs become a repository of alternative memory; even if they document a particular moment in time, Austerlitz transforms them into a dynamic object that rewards every observation with the discovery of something new. Therefore, he repeatedly examines his photographs, “laying out these photographs or others from his collection the wrong way up […]then, one by one, he turned them over, always with a new sense of surprise at what he saw, pushing the pictures back and forth and over each other, arranging them in an order depending on their family resemblance […] until either there was nothing left but the gray tabletop, or he felt exhausted by the constant effort of thinking and remembering and had to rest on the ottoman.” (119) The power of these photographs is concealed in their ability to enable direct access to the memory: unlike the various cultural monuments, the photographs grant Austerlitz the opportunity to observe them again and again, so that, in so doing, he might create a more subjective, personal, accessible, and powerful memory than that which conventional models might afford him. 
	At the same time, however, Sebald draws attention to the complexity and problematic character of the act of photography, and demonstrates that the photograph is, in large part, a manipulative tool that betrays its indexical nature. When Austerlitz visits Vera in Prague, she presents him with a picture of himself, taken during his childhood: “…and the small boy in the other photograph, said Vera […], this is you, Jacquot, in February 1939, about six months before you left Prague” (183). Yet the picture does not lead Austerlitz to the realization of the “mirror stage” that would allow him to identify himself in the image before him: “Yet hard as I tried both that evening and later, I could not recollect myself in the past. […]. I have studied the photograph many times since… I examined every detail under a magnifying glass without once finding the slightest clue” (184). Sebald includes a photograph of a child, supposedly Austerlitz, within the framework of the text describing Vera’s presentation of the photograph. But an examination of the book’s jacket reveals that the child in the photograph is not “Austerlitz,” but the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. The arbitrary connection between signifier and signified, between the child in the photograph and the character of Austerlitz, invalidates the authenticity of the photographs interspersed throughout the novel: it undermines the attempt use evidence culled from reality to prove Austerlitz’s existence, and exposes the photograph itself as the very thing that blurs the distinction between fiction and reality.
	The photograph, as becomes apparent in the novel, reveals the act of photography’s complexity, as well as its inherent violence. The act of reading a text is based on a sequence of linear-progressive time, while the appearance of the photograph – as an illustration that aids in clarifying and deepening the text’s meanings, or as additional information the text does not include – distorts the narrative’s continuity and hinders its reading. For this reason, the intermedial movement between the written text and the photographs interspersed throughout it brings together contradictory configurations of time: the photograph is a vertical axis that freezes a single moment in time, while the narrative is dynamic and based on progressive movement on the horizontal axis. Therefore, even though the photograph supposedly serves the written text, it sabotages the text’s organic character and fails to combine with it to form a homogeneous structure. In this understanding, the photographs integrated into the text erase the sensation of profound distortion and the rootlessness that constitute part of Austerlitz’s life. The sense of being ripped away caused by emigration from home and country, and the absence of historical continuity for someone whose identity has been partially erased, find expression in a textual composition frequently distorted by a foreign medial (visual) presence. The distortion created by the photograph stems not just from the way in which it interrupts the sequence of reading the text, but also from the way it limits one’s perspective of the photographed object, delineating certain parts of reality and excluding others. This delineation demonstrates that the act of photography is always reductive, offering only a partial documentation that sets in stone the subject’s potential range of meanings. These issues come to the fore in Austerlitz’s relationship to the historical Battle of Austerlitz:

I myself, added Austerlitz, in spite of all the accounts of it I have read, remember only the picture of the final defeat of the Allies in the battle of the Three Emperors. Every attempt to understand the course of events inevitably turns into that one scene where the hosts of Russian and Austrian soldiers are fleeing on foot and horseback on to the frozen Satschen ponds. I see cannonballs suspended for an eternity in the air, I see others crashing into the ice, I see the unfortunate victims flinging up their arms as they slide from the toppling floes, and I see them, strangely, not with my own eyes but with those of the shortsighted Marshal Davout, who has made a forced march with his regiments from Vienna and, glasses tied firmly behind his head with two laces, looks like an early motorist or aviator (72; emphasis mine).

Austerlitz makes clear with his comments how the picture, which attempts to document the historical event, necessarily constitutes a reductive gesture that denies the event’s complexity. In so doing, the picture ideologically duplicates specific perceptions of historical occurrences, presenting history as “history by the winners.”

A Journey without a Home

In its most basic and physical sense, and when viewed in terms of the Aristotelian whole, this travel story includes a significant transposition of the traveler; it has a point of origin, an intermediate stage or stages, and an endpoint.[footnoteRef:8] One of the novel’s fundamental questions involves the possibility of identifying the endpoint—that is, the journey’s final destination—with the moment of reunification with the home. The question of the relationship between travel and home arises in the novel by way of an intertextual allusion to the Homeric epic and the journey of Odysseus.[footnoteRef:9] The epic form of the Homeric travel story understands travel as any movement that begins with departure from the home and ends with return to it. Even though Odysseus’ journey necessitates his prolonged absence from his home, his consciousness of home never ceases to beat within him, and the meaning of his journey is in no small part determined by a perspective that ascribes abundant importance to his homecoming. The system of intertextual affinities fashioned by Sebald between Austerlitz’s journey and Odysseus’ exposes the rift between the two works, as well as the Austerlitz’s inability to experience the moment of homecoming, or to feel at home in the world. [8:  Hannah Naveh, Men and Women Travelers: Travel Narratives in Modern Hebrew Literature, Tel Aviv: Ministry of Defense Publishing, 2002, p. 23. [in Hebrew]]  [9:  Alan Itkin, "Eine Art Eingang zur Unterwelt": Katabasis in Austerlitz", in The Undiscovered Country: W.G. Sebald and the Poetics of Travel , ed. Markus Zisselsberger, New York: Camden House, 2010, 162-188.] 

	At the novel’s midpoint, Austerlitz arrives at an antique shop run by a woman by the name of Penelope Peacefull, “a very beautiful woman whom I had admired for many years” (141). The name of the proprietress, which recalls the Penelope of the Homeric epic, encourages the reader to compare Odysseus’ and Penelope’s moment of reunion with the moment of Austerlitz’s visit to the antique shop in light of the categories of “home” and “homecoming.” As Sebald’s description makes apparent, Austerlitz’s journey distorts the expected chronological order of the episodes therein—the moment of meeting Penelope, charged with the latent potential for finding home, falls at the novel’s midpoint, not at the end as in the Homeric epic. It thus reveals that “home” is not a final destination but nothing more than a temporary anchoring point.
	In Penelope’s antique shop, Austerlitz discovers the “antiques” that constitute his own personal history: he is exposed to a piece of information that allows him to solve the puzzle of his identity and seek out his repressed origins and lost home. Arriving at the antique store, Austerlitz hears voices on the radio:

I was listening to two women talking to each other about the summer of 1939, when they were children and had been sent to England on a special transport. They mentioned a number of cities – Vienna, Munich, Danzig, Bratislava, Berlin – but only when one of the couple said that her own transport, after two days of traveling through the German Reich and the Netherlands, where she could see the great sails of the windmills from the train, had finally left the Hook of Holland on the ferry Prague to cross the North Sea to Harwich, only then did I know beyond any doubt that these fragments of memory were part of my own life as well (141).

Unlike Odysseus—whose revealed identity allows him to reassert his mastery of his house reinforcing his belonging to the domestic space he has abandoned—the revelation of Austerlitz’s identity seems to be a destabilizing moment of powerlessness, distancing him even further from the possibility of seeing himself as an integral part of this, or any other, house: “I was too alarmed by this sudden revelation to be able to write down the addresses and phone numbers given at the end of the program. I merely saw myself waiting on a quay in a long crocodile of children lined up two by two, most of them carrying rucksacks or small leather cases.” (141-142, emphasis mine) It therefore appears that the childhood memory suddenly intruding on Austerlitz’s consciousness is not a memory of home, but one of the movement into non-domestic space. His memory of standing on the quay demonstrates that his search for his identity fails to offer him any home to return to, instead perpetuating the absence of home and his constant rootless, migratory movement. Even finding his parents’ home in Prague fails to banish Austerlitz’s sense of alienation and feeling of his home’s absence. As he admits, “I have always felt as if I had no place in reality, as if I were not there at all, and I never had this impression more strongly that on that evening in the Sporkova…” (185). As Sebald’s novel makes clear, neither the knowledge of the identity of the “self” nor the reunion with childhood domestic space succeeds in ending Austerlitz’s restless wanderings through European space—a stubborn search for a home doomed to remain forever beyond his grasp.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Moreover, even though Austerlitz has a home, an apartment in London, it is clear that this is no home in the conventional sense, given that he spends most of his time outside it, as if it were merely one more of the countless train stations he visits. The narrator’s description of Austerlitz’s home testifies to this fact: “a room which, like those on the ground floor, was quite unfurnished except for a kind of camp bed standing unfolded against one wall, with handles at both ends so that it resembled a stretcher” (164).] 

	Austerlitz’s feeling of existential alienation and homelessness is paralleled by his feeling of alienation from language. Austerlitz expresses the direct connection between the feeling of alienation from language and the feeling of alienation and disorientation within the physical and geographical realm: “If language may be regarded as an old city full of streets and squares, nooks and crannies, with some quarters dating from far back in time while others have been torn down […] then I was like a man who has been abroad a long time and cannot find his way through this urban sprawl anymore, no longer knows what a bus stop is for, or what a back yard is, or a street junction, an avenue or a bridge. The entire structure of language, the syntactical arrangement of parts of speech, punctuation, conjunctions, and finally even the nouns denoting ordinary objects were all enveloped in impenetrable fog.” (124) As this description makes clear, the novel presents Austerlitz’s historical trauma as one realized in the linguistic arena. The feeling of linguistic disruption and distortion is depicted as the result of the disconnection from homeland (and mother tongue) and Austerlitz’s forced removal to a foreign geographical and linguistic space. When Austerlitz tells Tereza Ambrosova, a worker at the Czech archives, of his assumption that he “had left Prague at the age of four and a half, in the months just before the war broke out, on one of the so-called children’s transports departing from the city at the time,” (147) the explanation causes him to experience “such a panic […] that I began to stammer and could hardly bring out a word.” (147-148) Austerlitz’s moments of violence and stammering therefore constitute a semiotic symptom through which language conveys that which has been lost and cannot be re-attained; it dramatized the loss of identity and the absence of a secure and permanent domestic territory – both linguistic and geographical. In the absence of a connection or sense of true belonging to some sort of home, Austerlitz remains beyond the rule of any linguistic law: Czech, the language of his biological parents, is the language of a lost identity, one Austerlitz cannot speak, while English, the language of his adoptive parents, is a language of stammering and discomfort that symbolizes both his true identity’s tangle of silence and repression and the existential instability of his migratory experience.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  The narrator recounts: “When we switched to English, in which I was better versed, I was strangely touched to notice in him and insecurity which had been entirely concealed from me before, expressing itself in a slight speech impediment and occasional fits of stammering…” (32).] 


The Trauma of Dislocation and Semiotic Rupture

Seen at a remove, it appears the entire novel suffers from a symptom testifying to both the feeling of linguistic rupture and the inability to confidently use language to describe historical trauma, whether individual or collective. Like Austerlitz’s life, the novel is haunted by a profusion of tongues: French, English, Czech, Hungarian, and German. Yet this profusion is experienced not as an optimal pluralism or an affirmative and subversive possibility, but as a rift and rupture; language becomes a characteristic of homelessness, of disconnection and traumatic experience. The linguistic rupture in the novel expresses itself through, among other things, the poetics of redundancy and multiplicity: an inflation of signifiers testifying to the traumatic experience at the root of the text. The book floods the reader with an excess of details and names – architectural structures, fortresses, train stations, vistas, species of moths and birds, displays of veterinary medicine, antiques, literary works, names of streets – the compulsive and punctilious description of which deviates from the task of documentation or any hope of realistic completeness. This descriptive flood can therefore be understood as performative expression, exposing the inability of language to describe that which slips from its grasp.[footnoteRef:12] Even if it might seem that this linguistic redundancy is theoretically opposed to Austerlitz’s difficulties orienting himself within language, it is, in fact, a testament to an identical principle: this flood is one that embodies both the loss of language’s efficacy and the trauma due to which “the speaking subject constantly bears witness to a truth that nonetheless continues to escape him, a truth that is, essentially, not available to its own speaker.”[footnoteRef:13] The language of multiplicity creates a feeling of discomfort and disintegration, since multiplicity constitutes a kind of externalization of what cannot be expressed in words; that is, a visual trace of something that cannot be represented. [12:  An example of this can be seen in Austerlitz’s digressive tendency to recite lengthy lists and exhaustive catalogues of details without any reasonable narrative justification or need: 
“…brick buildings, almost all of them occupied by dermatologists, urologists, gynecologists, neurologists, psychiatrists, ear, nose, and throat specialists, and eye surgeons…" (37); “…what kinds of night winged creatures landed there beside us, perhaps they were China Marks, Dark Porcelains and Marbled Beauties, Scarce Silver-lines or Burnished Brass, Green Foresters and Green Adelas, White Plumes, Light Arches, Old Ladies and Ghost Moths…” (91); “Janus-faced and two-headed claves, Cyclopean beasts with outsized foreheads, a human infant born in Maisons-Alfort… a scrap of skin, a crooked wing, and half a claw” (266).]  [13:  Dori Laub and Shoshana Felman, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History, New York: Routledge, 1992, p. 15.] 

	Even the pictures interspersed throughout the written text participate in establishing this performative expression.  In an effort to draw the narrative nearer to the horrific and evil events of the Second World War, Sebald describes Austerlitz’s visit to the city of Terezin. In the pages detailing the visit, the dialectical tension between the linguistic conditions of redundancy and absence grow ever stronger: Austerlitz describes what he sees down to the tiniest detail, and his impressions are conveyed as a lengthy, punctuation-free sentence filling several pages. At the same time, and in parallel to its almost uncontrolled language, the text presents a series of pictures, sequentially arranged over several pages (190-193). The images that appear in the text do not offer an illustration or an indexical realization of the space through which Austerlitz wanders in Terezin. Instead of, for example, the fortress at Terezin in which people were imprisoned and tortured, they show a collection of doors that remain closed off to both Austerlitz and the reader. These pictures symbolize the place to which there can be no entry, the place that refuses representation, as Austerlitz says: “What I found most uncanny of all, however, were the gates and doorways of Terezin, all of them, as I thought I sensed, obstructing access to a darkness never yet penetrated…” (190) In  this fashion, the pictures constitute, like the written text, an expression of the failure of different systems of symbols – visual and linguistic – to directly and immediately convey the “darkness” standing in for historical catastrophe. These systems can offer only a representation of the missing presence of the thing itself and the futile attempt to chase the shadows of an inexpressible traumatic nucleus. Thus, that which is externally apparent (the signifier) does not guarantee the presence of some hidden essence behind it (the signified), and there must always remain an unbridgeable gap between the revealed and the concealed.

Wandering and the Redemption of the Past

Much in the way that the train station is wrested from the purposeful and chronological logic with which it is identified, so that it might be depicted as a locus for the sudden emergence of the past, Austerlitz’s travels expose the contradictions and divisions of the modern European city: the way in which architectural structures created by the European bourgeoisie in the name of rationality and efficiency – train stations, fortresses, civic buildings, courts of justice, archives, libraries – become inefficient labyrinths, partially abandoned, that cause one to feel lost and disoriented: “corridors and stairways leading nowhere, and doorless rooms and halls where no one would ever set foot, empty spaces surrounded by walls and representing the innermost secret of all sanctioned authority.” (29)
	It is his wandering among these architectural structures that reveals Austerlitz’s travels as the arena in which the practices of memory and historical documentation in Western culture are put to the test, only to prove themselves incapable of allowing true access to the past. The central problem bedeviling the attempt to describe and document the past is the uncompromising movement of progressive linear time, which establishes the memory of the past as a closed and distant category, beyond the reach of those living in the present. As Sebald demonstrates, the attempt to recreate the past necessarily gives rise to a series of value judgments, foremost among them the decision to adopt a specific historiographical narrative, to the exclusion of other narrative possibilities. Austerlitz’s travels expose the various ways in which European culture manages its repositories of knowledge and memory. Alongside the conventional models (museums, libraries, archives) that adhere to methods of classification, categorization, and cataloguing, based on a chronological and causal order, the novel suggests alternative possibilities for historical documentation and the preservation of memory – ones that refuse to adhere to those dictates that seek to resurrect the past and constitute it as an indivisible part of the present. These possibilities are revealed through Austerlitz’s wanderings through the various spaces of European culture, which make it possible for him to experience a different sort of relationship with categories of time and space, and offer a different conception of historical memory.
	Throughout its narrative, the novel presents structures and objects whose form or significance simulates human memory: the columbarium, as well as the repository for the luggage of the prisoners of Terezin or the unusual structure of the state archives in the Czech Republic, are metaphors for the storage units of human memory. Another example of an object the text uses as a metaphor for memory is Austerlitz’s rucksack. When the four-year-old Austerlitz arrives at the Kindertransport from Czechoslovakia to England, he carries with him a rucksack, which he later uses to identify himself as a child in his vision of the past in the Liverpool train station: “but for the small rucksack he was holding on his lap I don’t think I would have known him” (137). And yet, as Austerlitz recalls, his arrival in England was marked by “the inexplicable disappearance of my little green rucksack…” (138). Austerlitz’s rucksack constitutes a kind of “object of identity,” and thus his separation from it in the course of his migratory movement and dislocation from his home symbolizes Austerlitz’s loss of identity – a loss that prevents him from accessing his past, overwhelmed as it is by silence, forgetting, and repression. Austerlitz’s other rucksack, which he acquired before he began his university studies (40), becomes a metonym for his characteristically transitory modus vivendi – an existence based on spending time in intermediate spaces, constantly passing from one place to another. The rucksack, “the only reliable thing in his life” (40), symbolizes Austerlitz’s existence as an eternal migrant, or as a nomad locked in continuous travel movement. The question Marie de Verneuil poses to Austerlitz during their journey to the therapeutic springs – “why did you never unpack when we arrived, always preferring to live out of a rucksack, as it were?” (215-216) – demonstrates that Austerlitz’s rucksack is a metonym for his very existential being: the state of homelessness and eternal alienation that makes itself known through a sense of existential isolation and profound emotional distress.
	The novel contains many descriptions of places and locations that can be understood as conventional and hegemonic models of memory and documentation. These places and locations represent the ways in which Western culture forces methods of classification and ordering on cultural knowledge in its domain, presenting it to consumers with the aid of a sterile, hollow, and alienated object pervaded by death. An example of this is the new national library (the Bibliotheque Nationale) in Paris, an architectural structure that is “both in its outer appearance and inner constitution unwelcoming if not inimical to human beings, and runs counter, on principle, one might say, to the requirements of any true reader” (279). The novel presents the Bibliotheque Nationale as cultural endeavor for the preservation and accumulation of knowledge that works against itself, failing to foster direct access to the past, to the historical knowledge stored within, instead making it ever less accessible. Moreover, the library, in whose center stands an “artificial pine grove,” (281) embodies culture’s attempt to appropriate and control all that it deems “nature.” In this artificial forest, representing mankind’s effort to domesticize nature and determine its boundaries, “birds which had lost their way in the library forest flew into the mirror images of the trees in the reading room windows… and fell lifeless to the ground.” (281) It is not only that the library, a masterwork of Parisian culture, creates bureaucratic difficulties for those seeking to make use of its stored knowledge, but that the library presents itself as a megalomaniacal project, alienated and bereft of all life. With his remark that “you cannot leave the Sinai hall for the inner citadel of the library without more ado; first you have to put your request at the information point […] you take a number […] then you have to wait […] and here you must say again what it is you have come for,” (280) Austerlitz adds the library to the list of other European buildings he visits – museums, the prison, the opera house, churches, and asylums – which fix the events of the past in the framework of one fatal paradigm of memory or another. Austerlitz’s discovery that the possessions of Jews expelled from France during the Second World War are buried beneath the library depicts it as a place that buries and denies history, thus undermining its status as a repository of legitimate information. All this conspires to give Austerlitz a feeling of alienation and rejection towards cultural repositories of knowledge, and leads him to the decisive conclusion that “this gigantic new library proved useless in my search for any traces of my father…” (282).[footnoteRef:14] [14:  One can see in Austerlitz’s descriptions of the library a realization of theoretical content appearing in Jacques Derrida’s Archive Fever (1995). Derrida points out the duality at work in the archive and the contradiction at the very heart of its existence. The establishment of an archive embodies the human desire to preserve and rule over memory, but this same desire, which is the motivating force of its existence, is also what draws the archive towards the act of forgetting. The archive, which seeks to be a sanctuary for the past, makes memory categorizable, relative, and, ultimately, something that can be forgotten. Derrida argues that the archive is confined within an enclosed which is, in a sense, “out of bounds”; it expropriates the subject’s memory and places it within the anonymous and seemingly secure space of government institutions, which, in fact, makes it possible to lose hold of and forget. The result, therefore, is that the archive eternally works against itself; its eagerness to preserve, save, and document cannot exist without the constant threat of nothingness – that is, without the possibility of total forgetting. In a similar manner, the Bibliotheque Nationale as described in the novel becomes, like other cultural structures and conventional means of preserving memory, an additional trench in the fortifications ringing the fortresses described in the novel – it does not invite one to experience the past in a living and authentic manner, instead ultimately aiding in its removal from the public consciousness.] 

	Yet at the same time, Austerlitz’s travels are presented, in light of their unique characteristics, as a means of resurrecting the events of the past within human consciousness and returning them to the present. Austerlitz’s walks through the spaces of the European city subvert its orderly paths and undermine the clear and certain relationship between the visible center and the hidden peripheries. This walking challenges the cultural hierarchy supporting the city, and enables Austerlitz to experience instead the disorganization and formlessness of urban space—to turn his attention towards its denied, hidden, and concealed areas. In other words, this expansive movement establishes a new form of observation that enables Austerlitz to uncover the historical layers the city, in its progressivism, seeks to ignore. Wandering through the Liverpool train station, Austerlitz punctiliously describes everything that came before the station’s construction: “I knew that on the site where the station stood marshy meadows had once extended to the city walls […]. Until the seventeenth century… the priory of the order of St. Mary of Bethlehem stood on the site of the present main station concourse and the Great Eastern Hotel. […]. The little river Wellbrook, the ditches and ponds, the cracks and snipe and herons, the elms and mulberry trees […] had all gone." (129-132) He even adds that “excavations during the demolition work of 1984 brought to light over four hundred skeletons underneath a taxi rank. […]. In the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the city had grown above these strata of soil mingled with the dust and bones of decayed bodies…” (130). These descriptions testify to the connection between Austerlitz’s movement in space and his ability to turn his attention to that which the modern city seeks to conceal beneath its surface. Bringing to light the ruins and skeletons upon which the European city was built pulls the rug out from under the false sense of bourgeois security characteristic of city life, which is founded, as it turns out, on death, destruction, and extermination.
	Austerlitz’s undermining and subversive movement through urban space, and the way in which it enables him to observe all those details which normally escape notice, make it possible to examine his affinity to the figure of the stroller (flâneur) described in the writings of Walter Benjamin.[footnoteRef:15] Like Benjamin’s flâneur, Austerlitz reflects a man who simultaneously lives in modern mass society and remains forever beyond it – both documenting it and criticizing it. Like the flâneur, Austerlitz insists on a dual perspective: he does not observe only what might be seen at the center of some event, but rather scrupulously turns his attention towards the margins, towards what might imminently disappear, or what has already been obscured and excised from the city’s surface.  [15:  Walter Benjamin, “The Return of the Flâneur,” Walter Benjamin – Selected Writings, 1927-1930, Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999, p. 262-280.  ] 

	Due to his happenstance and incidental wandering movement, which avoids going with the urban flow, Austerlitz finds himself in marginal, esoteric, and remote areas of the city, areas that put him in touch with his repressed past. Austerlitz’s presence in the liminal spaces of European society increases in tandem with his sleep disorder, which causes him to move like a sleepwalker through the nighttime spaces of London: “My wanderings took me to the most remote areas of London, into outlying parts of the metropolis which I would never otherwise have seen, and when the dawn came I would go back to Whitechapel on the underground, together with all the other poor souls who flow from the suburbs towards the center at that time of day” (126-127).	Comment by a k: 
	Those same late-night hours during which Austerlitz strolls through London like a kind of urban nomad expose him to not only to a repressed layer of the city, but to a repressed layer within his own consciousness: “In fact at this time… I began seeing what might be described as shapes and colors of diminished corporeality through a drifting veil or cloud of smoke, images from a faded world […]. It was at moments of particular weakness… that my senses played these tricks on me. […]. I had several such experiences in Liverpool Street Station, to which I was always irresistibly drawn back on my night journeys” (127). In his essay on Proust, Benjamin describes the hazy moments separating sleep from wakefulness, in which man is neither bound to the principle of reality nor yoked to any productive purpose.[footnoteRef:16] Those moments of retreat from the subject’s sovereign consciousness, according to Benjamin, are key to the appearance of involuntary memory, the recall of which is dependent on coincidence. This involuntary memory bursts forth in the framework of Austerlitz’s coincidental nighttime arrival at the waiting room, hidden off to the side, of the Liverpool train station, where he is overcome for the first time with a vision of his repressed past: “in the gloomy light of the waiting room, I also saw two middle-aged people dressed in the style of the thirties […] I also saw the boy they had come to meet… I realized that it must have been to this same waiting room I had come on my arrival in England over half a century ago […]. And certainly the words I have forgotten in a short space of time… would have remained buried in the depths of my mind had I not, through a series of coincidences, entered the old waiting room in Liverpool Street Station… before it vanished forever in the rebuilding” (137-138). [16:  Walter Benjamin, "On the Image of Proust", Walter Benjamin – Selected Writings, 1927-1930, Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999, p. 237-247.] 

	Austerlitz’s wandering movement enables him not only to reveal the bounds of Western civilization’s neglect and denial, but also to suggest an alternative to the hegemonic, categorical, and systematic way of dealing with the past. An outstanding example of this alternative is the large shop, the “Antikos Bazar,” Austerlitz visits during his time in Terezin:

"…the ANTIKOS BAZAR is the only shop of any kind in Terezin apart from a tiny grocery store […]. Of course I could see nothing but the items on display in the windows, which can have amounted to only a small part of the junk heaped up inside the shop. But even these four still lifes obviously composed entirely at random… exerted such a power of attraction on me that it was a long time before I could tear myself away from staring at the hundreds of different objects, my forehead pressed against the cold window, as if one of them of their relationship with each other must provide an unequivocal answer to the many questions I found it impossible to ask in my mind. What was the meaning of the festive white lace tablecloth hanging over the back of the ottoman, and the armchair with its worn brocade cover? What secret lay behind the three brass mortars of different sizes… or the cut-glass bowls, ceramic vases, and earthen-ware jugs, the tin advertising sign bearing the words Teresienstadter Wasser, the little box of seashells, the miniature barrel organ […]. What, I asked myself, said Austerlitz, can be the significance of the river never rising from any source, never flowing out into the sea but always back into itself, what was the meaning of veverka, the squirrel forever perched in the same position, or of the ivory-colored porcelain group of a hero on horseback turning to look back, as his steed rears up on its hindquarters, in order to raise up with his outstretched left arm an innocent girl already bereft of her last hope, and to save her from a cruel fate not revealed to the observer? They were all as timeless as that moment of rescue, perpetuated but forever just occurring, these ornaments, utensils, and mementoes stranded in the Terezin bazaar, objects that for reasons one could never know had outlived their former owners and survived the process of destruction, so that I could now see my own faint shadow image barely perceptible among them" (195-197; emphasis mine). 

The objects in the bazaar are, in a sense, abandoned remainders uprooted from their original place and reconstituted as a heterogeneous assemblage lacking a common denominator, identifying titles, or any organizational pattern within time or space. The incidental manner these objects are arranged in relation to one another, as historical witnesses to a past that has become present, establishes the shop window at the Antikos Bazar as an alternative to the establishment memorials and various repositories of information that fill the book’s pages. Unlike the archive, the museum, or the library, the bazaar saves objects of the past from the process of destruction and forgetting that preserve that past’s deficiencies in hegemonic memorials. Contrary to the cataloguing, arranging, and organizing logic of conventional models of accumulating information, the objects in the bazaar are displayed without any clear organizing principle, and their associative and idiosyncratic connectivity undermines the attempt to subjugate them to more readily understood categories of classification and order. These personal effects do not constitute an archival index, nor are they catalogued or classified in accordance with their nature. The only “organizing principles” obeyed by the objects are arbitrariness, fragmentation, and random accumulation, which turn them into a collage of “quotations” plucked from a variety of sources and absentmindedly thrown together. Austerlitz perceives a hidden meaning in these objects, even if he cannot fully determine its nature, and even though the store, like the past, remains closed, he discerns the reflection of his shadow among them. These reflections hints at Austerlitz’s and the objects’ common fate: the survival of both Austerlitz and his memory of the past, like that of these objects, is dependent on the arbitrariness, the series of coincidences, that enable their delivery from processes of destruction and forgetting.
	
Coincidence and Chance as Narrative Principle and Ethical Possibility

Austerlitz’s travel movement, based as it is on wandering and coincidence, also characterizes his encounters with the narrator, which are interspersed throughout his journeys, but generally represented as the result of an entirely coincidental set of circumstances that resist any rational or causal explanation.[footnoteRef:17] Sebald’s depiction of these encounters as the result of no more than coincidence expresses his refusal to surrender the journey, and its concomitant encounters, to the patterns of rational thought characteristic of the Enlightenment project.[footnoteRef:18] It was precisely these patterns, as Sebald demonstrates over the course of the novel, that planted the seed for the great catastrophes of the modern era: capitalism, colonialism, and the World Wars. The novel describes the opposition to these patterns of thought and representation as a means of redeeming the past from the depths of forgetting, and of more reliably testifying to existence of historical rupture and trauma. [17:  Thus, for example, the narrator explains: “It was several months after this meeting in Liege that I came upon Austerlitz, again entirely by chance…” (28). Another encounter takes place because “it turned out that we had both booked on the same ferry…” (31). This coincidence characterizes more than Austerlitz’s and the narrator’s meetings in the late 1960s; their reencounter two decades later happens in the same manner: “we did not in fact resume out old relationship, which had been both a close and a distant one, until two decades later, in December 1996, and through a curious chain of circumstances” (34).]  [18:  The effort to formalize coincidence was one of the chief pillars of the Enlightenment and the scientific revolution. The narrative of the Enlightenment, which tells of the development of man and his liberation from the chains of medieval darkness by way of his own insight and self-awareness, related to the extent of man’s capability to harness nature to his own ends. This harnessing was first and foremost carried out through science, which exposed nature’s secrets and cast light on its hidden and complex laws. Enlightenment thought sought to combat coincidence, those unexplainable events with no apparent reason or purpose, with systematic methods of predicting the coincidental. The result of this battle was the advent of probability theory, developed in the eighteenth century, and of statistics, developed in the nineteenth. These mathematical theories enabled Enlightenment thinkers to hold to the idea that coincidence was no more than a temporary condition of human awareness, rather than an inherent characteristic of the universe (Eyal Dotan, "Interpellation, Ideology, and Chance," Theory and Criticism 22, Spring 2003, p. 9-34 [in Hebrew]).] 

	The coincidence that characterizes Austerlitz’s encounters with the narrator uncovers these encounters’ hidden ethical layer. In each encounter, and during his journey backwards in time, Austerlitz describes fragments of memory arising from his repressed past, and joins them together – albeit in a non-chronological and non-sequential manner – to form his life story. The novel presents Austerlitz’s tale, told in non-chronological fragments linked to one another by coincidence, as an alternative composition of a life story, opposed to the presentation of such a story as an organic, coherent whole. By emphasizing the coincidence by which the various fragments of information from Austerlitz’s past are assembled, Sebald creates a patchwork quilt of a narrative composition, one that highlights the act of stitching and joining together non-chronological biographical events. As a result, Austerlitz’s life story, constructed from scraps and tatters of memory, refuses to recreate the violent narrative action that forces regularity, coherence, and uniformity on history and the events of the past.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  An effect similar to this “patchwork quilt” can be obtained by emphasizing the narrative act of mediating recounted life events, which creates a textual “wandering” between a heterogeneous multiplicity of storytellers and voices. Austerlitz’s story, as the novel makes clear, is but one link in a lengthy chain of stories and storytellers without any hierarchical or precedential relationship, who form a collection of testimonies presented alongside one another: the reader hears a story from the narrator, who hears it from Austerlitz. Even Austerlitz’s own story is recounted by other storytellers – the story of his mother Agata’s expulsion is told by Austerlitz as it was told to him by Vera, a friend of his mother’s who had been his childhood nanny. This chain of storytellers continues when Austerlitz tells the story of Jean Amery and that of Claude Simon (24), which itself tells the life story of Gastone Novelli. Austerlitz tells of the horrors of Terezin and the “setting up, development, and internal organization of the Teresienstadt ghetto” (233) by way of H.G. Adler’s book, and at the novel’s conclusion, the narrator himself recounts a portion of the London researcher Dan Jacobson’s book, given to him by Austerlitz, which also tells of Jacobson’s attempt to recover “the vanished past of his family and his people” (297). Austerlitz himself repeatedly mentions during his narration the fact that his story too is bound up in stories told by others, which the narrator emphasizes with the phrase “said Austerlitz”: “according to Gerald, said Austerlitz” (113); “…according to Adela, said Austerlitz” (84); “Vera recollected, said Austerlitz, Maximilian would tell of how once…” (167). In this way Sebald highlights the acts of combination and assembly, and the ceaseless movement between a multitude of stories, storytellers, spaces, and times, none of which wish to be assimilated into the greater narratives that give structure to hegemonic collective memory. ] 

	The coincidence, randomness, and the absence of continuity that characterize Austerlitz’s movement through physical and mental space (as well as his encounters with the narrator) therefore reveal the narrative principle upon which the novel is founded, as well as the ethical purpose underlying it. Austerlitz’s wanderings through European space and the coincidence of his encounters with the narrator weave together portions a life that does not form one unified, sealed, and clear whole. Like the disquiet and freneticism of Austerlitz’s travels throughout Europe, the life story created in the wake of his journey emphasizes the existence of an unintegrated world and subject: a collection of bits of reality that fail to unite or consolidate into a single plot possessing a fixed and stable beginning, midpoint, and end. In this form, Austerlitz’s life story is described by Sebald without denying the existence of the historical trauma underlying it: just as history – both individual and collective – is experienced by Austerlitz as an irreparable rupture, so too does the “architecture” of his life story and travels demonstrate this rupture, refusing to deny it in service of a coherent and organized narrative form. This is a poetics that refuses to ignore the aftereffects of destruction: it destroys the pretense of harmony, resists the tendency towards denial of structures of wholeness and completeness, and dedicates itself to the steadfast struggle to rescue “the fading light of the past.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Benjamin, 1999, p. 407.   ] 

