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In an article he wrote for The Guardian WLWOHG ³7KH /DVW :RUG´ :LQIULHG
*HRUJ6HEDOGNQRZQDV:*6HEDOGGHFODUHGWKDW³7KHPRUDOEDFNERQHRI
OLWHUDWXUH LV DERXW WKH ZKROH TXHVWLRQ RI PHPRU\«0HPRU\ HYHQ LI \RX
repress it, will come back at you and shape your life. Without memories there
ZRXOGQ¶W EH DQ\ ZULWLQJ´1 Loyal to this line of thought, Sebald steered his
whole literary career towards negotiating a balance between literature and
cultural memory, in particular traumatic recollections of genocide, war and
destruction. In his last novel symbolically entitled Austerlitz, Sebald thematised
ZRUOGZDUWZRDQGWKH+RORFDXVWZKLFKKHUHIHUUHGWRHOVHZKHUHDV³WKHKHDG
RIWKH0HGXVD\RXFDUU\LWZLWK\RXLQDVDFNEXWLI\RXORRNHGDWLW\RX¶GEH
SHWULILHG´2 In Austerlitz, he relates the story of a child survivor of the
Holocaust who does exactly that: he shuns the stare of the Medusa until forced
by circumstances to indirectly explore and accommodate a personal history he
has enormous trouble to appropriate. It is the story of a deeply traumatised
identity trapped between repressed personal memories and the immanent
collective memory.
Sebald was inspired to write this novel after watching the documentary
Into the Arms of Strangers: Stories of the Kindertransport broadcast on
Channel 4 in England in 2000, which foFXVHGRQ6XVLH%HFKKRIHU¶VPLGGOHDJH
recollections of her trip to Wales during WWII. Like many other Jewish
children evacuated from Austria, Germany, and Czechoslovakia, she herself
had boarded a train headed to Britain, leaving behind a family whom she would
never be reunited with again. With the mutual agreement of the German and
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British governments, 10,000 children were thus saved between November 1938
and September 1939.1
6HEDOG DSSURDFKHG 6XVLH¶V UHDO OLIH VWRU\ DW DQ DQJOH WKRXJK FUHDWLQJ
Jacques Austerlitz as a character whose life story only tangentially reflects on
the original. Back in 1939, at the age of 4, Austerlitz parted with his mother in
Prague, boarding a train that would take him across Germany to Belgium and
Holland, then by ship over the English channel to Wales in Britain. There he is
adopted by a dour Welsh couple of fundamentalist Calvinist faith, leading a
strict life dominated by silence and closure, 2 both literal and figurative, in a
little country town in Bala. His past is completely erased when they take his
backpack away±the only link to his previous life, then change his name to
Dafydd Elias and raise him in complete oblivion of his roots and circumstances
of his refuge to Britain. As Sebald declares later in a conversation with
&KULVWRSKHU %LJVE\ ³WKHUH \RX KDYH D VLWXDWLRQ RI VRPHRQH ZKR KDV EHHQ
deprived, by active intervention or default, of any knowledge of his own
RULJLQVDQGZKRODWHUUHVROYHVQRWWRLQYHVWLJDWHKLVRZQFDVH´ 3 As Austerlitz
himself confessed to the imaginary narrator in the novel, his knowledge of
European history ended with the 19th century. As for his self-knowledge, he
explains:
6LQFHP\FKLOGKRRGDQG\RXWK>«@,KDYHQHYHUNQRZQZKR,UHDOO\
was. From where I stand now, of course, I can see that my name
alone, and the fact that it was kept from me until my fifteenth year,
ought to have put me on the track of my origins, but it has also
become clear to me of late why an agency greater than or superior to
my own capacity for thought, which circumspectly directs operations
somewhere in my brain, has always preserved me from my own
secret, systematically preventing me from drawing the obvious
conclusions and embarking on the enquiries they would have
VXJJHVWHGWRPH,WKDVQ¶WEHHQHDV\WRPDNHP\ZD\Rut of my own
inhibitions, and it will not be easy to put the story into anything like
proper order. (AUS 60-1)
It is only late in life that Jacques Austerlitz, now an architectural historian
at the end of his career, feels prompted to deal with the crisis of non-identity
and to revisit a suppressed past that plagued him for many years. His travels
take him around Europe for more or less purposeful observation of
1

Christopher Bigsby, Remembering and Imagining the Holocaust. The Chain of Memory
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 69.
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archeological ruins and architectural wonders (like the train stations of
Antwerpen and Luzern, the fortifications of Breendonk and Willebroek, the
streets of London, the Palace of Justice in Brussels, etc.), and these
peregrinations occasion the many chance encounters and conversations with
³WKHQDUUDWRU´ZKRHQJDJHVLQWHOOLQJWKHSURWDJRQLVW¶VVWory. It is precisely the
story of an archeological site±i.e., the fortress of Breendonk in Belgium±that
triggers in Austerlitz the possibility of recollection, through its association with
ERWKZRUOGZDUVDQGWKHWRUWXUHRI-HDQ$PpU\DQG1RYHOOLE\WKH1azis. It is,
as Sebald himself explains, a case of localised memory or of memory
HPEHGGHG VLWXDWHG RU LQYHVWHG LQ SODFHV ³3ODFHV VHHP WR KDYH VRPH NLQG RI
PHPRU\LQWKDWWKH\DFWLYDWHPHPRU\LQWKRVHZKRORRNDWWKHP´ 1 Similarly,
the sight of the four hundred skeletons discovered after excavations during
demolition work at the Broad Street Station in London in 1984 present
$XVWHUOLW] ZLWK WKH SRVVLELOLW\ RI UHFRYHULQJ RU ³GLVLQWHUULQJ´ 2 not only
remnants reminiscent of collective memory, but his own pasW ³, IHOW DW WKLV
time as if the dead were returning from exile and filling the twilight around me
with their strangely slow but incessant to and fro-LQJ´ $86 
Simultaneously, though, Austerlitz constantly activates fierce mechanisms
of denial and refines his defensive responses against remembering:
³,QFRQFHLYDEOHDVLWVHHPVWRPHWRGD\,NQHZQRWKLQJDERXWWKHFRQTXHVWRI
Europe by the Germans and the slave state they set up, and nothing about the
SHUVHFXWLRQ , KDG HVFDSHG >«@ , GLG QRW UHDG QHZVpapers because I feared
XQZHOFRPH UHYHODWLRQV´ $86 -8) To compensate, his formation as a
VFKRODU KHOSV KLP DFFXPXODWH SURIHVVLRQDO NQRZOHGJH WRZDUGV EXLOGLQJ ³D
VXEVWLWXWHRUFRPSHQVDWRU\PHPRU\´ $86 DPHUHSURVWKHVLVWRPDNHXS
for the latent, crippled childhood memory. Yet, just like many of the ruins and
disintegrated structures he observes around Europe (the fortifications of
Willebroek in Lithania, or Breendonk in Belgium, etc.), his own defensive
walls are due to collapse:
this censorship of the mind, the constant suppression of the
PHPRULHV VXUIDFLQJ LQ PH >«@ GHPDQGHG HYHU JUHDWHU HIIRUWV DQG
finally, and unavoidably, led to the almost paralysis of my linguistic
faculties, the destruction of all my notes and sketches, my endless
nocturnal peregrinations through London, and the hallucinations
which plagued me with increasing frequency up to the point of my
nervous breakdown in the summer of 1992. (AUS 198)
,WLVLQDQDQWLTXDULDQERRNVHOOHU¶VSODFH DVLJQLILFDQWORFDWLRQ WKDWKHJHWV
the first ever glimpse of the memories that he has been suppressing all these
years. His memories spring a leak when he accidentally hears a radio
programme in which two ladies recall the story of their arrival in England as
children on a special transport in 1939:
1
2
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They mentioned a number of cities-Vienna, Munich, Danzig,
Bratislava, Berlin±but only when one of the couple said that her own
transport, after two days traveling through the German Reich and the
1HWKHUODQGV >«@ KDG ILQDOO\ OHIW WKH +RRN RI +ROODnd on the ferry
Prague to cross the North Sea to Harwich, only then did I know
beyond any doubt that these fragments of history were part of my
own life, as well. (AUS 200)
7KLVWUDQVIHURIJURXSPHPRU\RQWRDQLQGLYLGXDOKDVLQ$XVWHUOLW]¶VFDVHD
tremendous impact, since the momentous discovery prompts him to retrace the
train trip back to his native Prague from London (via Germany) and thus
attempt to undo the partially self-inflicted psychological damage. The idea of
the train as symbol intrinsic to Holocaust memory is clearly pointed out by
Primo Levi in The Drowned and the Saved ³DWWKH EHJLQQLQJRIWKH PHPRU\
VHTXHQFHVWDQGVWKHWUDLQ«7KHUHLVQRWDGLDU\RUVWRU\DPRQJRXUPDQ\VXFK
DFFRXQWVLQZKLFKWKHWUDLQGRHVQRWDSSHDU´1 The map of his estrangement as
a child refugee on a Kindertransport during WWII is now reconstructed step by
step, with a double anti-climax in Prague and Paris, two urban spaces still
LPEXHGZLWKWUDXPDZKHUHKHWUDFNVGRZQHOHPHQWVRIKLVSDUHQWV¶LQFRPSOHWH
story of dHSRUWDWLRQDQGGHDWKDWWKH1D]LV¶KDQG
In Prague, Austerlitz visits the archives and meets his long lost nanny Vera
ZKR UHFRJQLVHV KLP DIWHU PDQ\ \HDUV DQG KHOSV KLP UHFRQVWUXFW KLV SDUHQWV¶
XQGRFXPHQWHG VWRULHV IROORZLQJ WKH -HZV¶ RSSUHVVLRQ DQG WKH Sassing on of
the Jewish laws, his Dad Maximilian had left for Paris and waited for both
$XVWHUOLW] DQG KLV PRWKHU $JiWD WR FRPH DQG PHHW KLP WKHUH \HW $JiWD KDG
ZDLWHGWRRORQJDQGQHYHUPDGHLWHQGLQJXSLQWKH-HZV¶URXQGXSDQGVHQWWR
Theresienstadt iQVWHDG)ROORZLQJLQKLVPRWKHU¶VIRRWVWHSV$XVWHUOLW]VHWVIRRW
LQ 7HUH]tQ WKH IRUPHU 1D]L FRQFHQWUDWLRQ FDPS DOVR NQRZQ DV ³D OLPER HQ
route to annihilation where people had been held, living out a parody of normal
OLIH´2 ,QJKHWWRPXVHXPDW7HUH]tQ Ke is faced with a solid proof of the Nazi
corruption of memory while watching a fabricated documentary taken for the
sake of a visiting Red Cross team. The video is meant to show the world a
IRUFHIXOO\ KXPDQLVHG LPDJH RI 7HUHVtQ EXW WKH IDOVLW\ RI WKH DWWempt, along
with the incomprehensibility of the Holocaust, is revealed to Austerlitz when
KH UHZLQGV WKH WDSH DQG SOD\V LW EDFNZDUGV ³6WUDQJHVW RI DOO KRZHYHU VDLG
Austerlitz, was the transformation of sounds in this slow-PRWLRQ YHUVLRQ´
(AUS 348) where the polka by some Austrian operetta and the can-can from La
Vie parisienne DQGWKHVFKHU]RIURP0HGHOVVRKQ¶V0LGVXPPHU1LJKW¶V'UHDP
³PRYHGLQDNLQGRIVXEWHUUDQHDQZRUOGWKURXJKWKHPRVWQLJKWPDULVKGHSWKV
>«@WRZKLFKQRKXPDQYRLFHKDVHYHUGHVFHQGHG´ $86 5HZLQGLQJWKH
WDSHKHLGHQWLILHV$JiWDZKRVHHPVWRKLP³ERWKVWUDQJHDQGIDPLOLDU´ $86
351) and later recovers a photo of hers from the Prague theatrical archives in
the Celetna, where she had professed as an opera singer. This is as close as
Austerlitz comes to the memory of his dead mother.
1
2

Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (London, 1988), p. 85.
Bigsby, idem, p. 76.

152

([SORULQJWKH(GJHRI7UDXPDLQ:*6HEDOG¶V1RYHO$XVWHUOLW]

)URP3UDJXH$XVWHUOLW]WUDYHOVWR3DULVDZDUHRIWKHIDFWWKDW³KHGLGQRW
EHORQJ LQWKLVFLW\ HLWKHURULQGHHGDQ\ZKHUHHOVH LQWKHZRUOG´ $86 
EXW FRQYLQFHG WKDW ³ZH DOVR KDYH DSSRLQWPHQWV LQ WKH SDVW >«@ DQG PXVW JR
there in search of places and people who have some connection with us on the
IDUVLGHRIWLPH´ $86 7KHUHLVDQLQH[RUDEOHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQVSDFH
DQGWLPHWKHOLYLQJDQGWKHGHDGKLVWRU\DQGPHPRU\LQ6HEDOV¶GSURVH³7KH
ERUGHUEHWZHHQ OLIHDQGGHDWK LV OHVV LPSHUPHDEOHWKDQZHFRPPRQO\WKLQN´
(AUS 395) In fact, the boundaries of time are deleted. The real boundaries are
those between comprehension and incomprehension, which Austerlitz tackles
along the self-discover\WUDFN³WKHUHZDVQRWUDQVLWLRQRQO\WKLVGLYLGLQJOLQH
ZLWK RUGLQDU\ OLIH RQ RQH VLGH DQG LWV XQLPDJLQDEOH RSSRVLWH RQ WKH RWKHU´
(AUS 414)
$IWHUVHYHUDOIDLQWLQJILWVDQG³WHPSRUDU\EXWFRPSOHWHORVVRIPHPRU\D
condition described in psychiatric ERRNV >«@ DV K\VWHULFDO HSLOHSV\´ $86
 $XVWHUOLW]UHDFKHV3DULV*DUHG¶$XVWHUOLW]DQGWKH1DWLRQDO/LEUDU\ERWK
SODFHVEULQJLQJKLPFORVHUWRDZDUHQHVVRIKLVIDWKHU¶VIDWH$VWKHQDUUDWRURI
the story remembers,
ZKHQ,PHW$XVWHUOLW]>«@RQWKH ERXOHYDUG$XJXVWH%ODQTXL>«@KH
told me that the previous day he had heard, from one of the staff at the
records centre in the rue Geoffroy-O¶$VQLHU WKDW 0D[LPLOLDQ
Aychenwald [his father] had been interned during the latter part of
1942 in the camps at Gurs, a place in the Pyrenean foothills which he,
Austerlitz, must now seek out. (AUS 404)
$QGVR*DUHG¶$XVWHUOLW]LQ3DULVLVWKHXQFDQQ\SODFHZKHUHPHPRU\DQG
premonition, past and present, father and son, meet in an imaginary encounter.
Captured by the Nazis in Paris, his father would have embarked here on his
journey into the unknown:
I imagined, said Austerlitz, that I saw him leaning out the window of
KLV FRPSDUWPHQW DV WKH WUDLQ OHIW >«@ 7KDW VWDWLRQ >«@ KDV DOZD\V
seemed to me the most mysterious of all the railway terminals in
Paris. I spent many hours in it during my student days, and even wrote
D PHPRUDQGXP RQ LWV OD\RXW DQG KLVWRU\ >«@ $QG , DOVR UHPHPEHU
WKDW , IHOW DQ XQHDVLQHVV LQGXFHG E\ WKH KDOO EHKLQG WKLV IDoDGH >«@
where, on a platform roughly assembled out of beams and boards,
there stood a scaffolding reminiscent of a gallows with all kinds of
UXVW\ LURQ KRRNV>«@SHUKDSVEHFDXVHRIWKHSOXFNHGSLJHRQ IHDWKHUV
lying all over the floor boards, an impression forced itself upon me of
being on the scene of an expiated crime. (AUS 405-7)
<HW *DUH G¶$XVWHUOLW] LV QRWWKH RQO\ SODFH ZKHUH WKH OD\HUV RI WLPH DQG
KLVWRU\ DUH VXSHULPSRVHG 7KH IRUWUHVV RI %UHHQGRQN¶V WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ IURP D
colossal architectural structure of defense into a Nazi prison camp and later a
museum of the Belgian resistance brings evidence to the multiple, and often
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contradictory, histories embedded in ruins. Similarly, the dysfunctional
%LEOLRWKqTXH Nationale in Paris served once as massive warehouse for the
expropriated possessions of Parisian Jews. These sites of memory show how
³WKH SDVW >SDUWLFXODUO\ WKH WUDXPDWLF SDVW@ LQWUXGHV XSRQ WKH SUHVHQW´ DQG FDQ
WKHUHIRUHQHYHU ³EHFRYHUHGXS LQGHILQLWHO\´ 1 Sebald suggests that the past is
illusive and hides both histories and counter-histories, which archeology brings
to the surface in the service of historical truth.
$V )UDQFRLV 0DXULDF UHPHPEHUV LQ WKH IRUHZRUG WR (OLH :LHVHO¶V Night,
WKH *DUH G¶$XVWHUOLW] ZDV DOVR D WUDQVLWLRQ SRLQW IRU WKH .LQGHUWUDQVSRUWH WR
Britain. The indelible memory of this sorrowful location marks for Mauriac a
WXUQLQJSRLQW³QRWKLQJ,KDGVHHQGXULQJWKRVHVRPEUH\HDUVKDGOHIWVRGHHSD
mark upon me as those trainloads of Jewish children standing at Austerlitz
VWDWLRQ«,EHOLHYHWKDWRQWKat day I touched for the first time upon the mystery
of iniquity whose revelation was to mark the end of an era and the beginning of
DQRWKHU´2
For Jacques Austerlitz, however, this spot in history and time is neither a
terminus, nor a departure point, but a site of continuous, unresolved trauma.
His story, steeped in the myriad layered stories of dislocation and disruption of
wartime Europe, cannot reach definite closure and remains subject to
incompleteness, premonition and supposition. Lacking concluding evidence
and rational cohesiveness, the archeology of KLV SHUVRQDO VWRU\ LV ³QRW D
QDUUDWLYH EXW DQ LQVWDQWDQHRXV DFFXPXODWLRQ RI GHEULV >«@ EXLOGLQJ HYHU
KLJKHU´3 a mere collection of fragmented data that undermine his project of
reconciliation with the past. With both parents lost a second time and he
himself wandering for further traces of their (in)existence, Austerlitz remains a
nomadic hybrid of cultures and languages, a tragic figure whose failed attempts
at breaking the boundaries of memory and trauma epitomise the struggle of
man confronted with the barbaric violence of history.
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