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TRAUMA OBSCURA REVEALED:
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historic events. Essentially, its narrative texture is built upon repressed and
occasionally resurfacing memories. In its beauty that is monolithic and
fluid at the same time, this work is a narrative testimony to the post-
mnemonic® and post-traumatic® effort of recuperating and comprehending
identity in the face of the destructive force of war and genocide.

In this essay I enquire into the ways in which (post-)memory and
history feature as traumatic loci in Sebald’s text and how they help trace
the cause of lost identity. I also investigate the role of traumatic
photography and film in the event of failed memory retrieval. I will also
show how the photographic medium itself is affected by trauma in the
form of repetition compulsion and a constant return to the sites of
incomplete memory. Finally, I shall examine the ways in which the limits
of the remembrance and representation of Holocaust trauma are probed in
a challenging text that resists classification precisely through its structural
and stylistic resemblance to the very mechanisms of trauma.’

* The postmnemonic effort I refer to is the manifestation of what Marianne Hirsch
dubs “postmemory”, with reference to second-generation Holocaust survivors; it’s
a mediated form of intergenerational trauma and knowledge “not actually mediated
by recall but by imaginative investment, projection and creation”. It is, Hirsch
adds, a mass of “overwhelming inherited memories [...] that defy narrative
reconstruction and exceed comprehension” and thus extend into the present
(Hirsch 2008, 107). Postmemory, she avers, “reactivate[s] and reembod[ies] more
distant social/national and archival/cultural memorial structures by reinvesting
them with resonant individual and familial forms of mediation and aesthetic
expression” (Hirsch 2008, 111).

* Trauma, according to Cathy Caruth, is “a wound inflicted not upon the body, but
upon the mind [...] experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known and
is therefore not available to consciousness until it imposes itself again, repeatedly,
in the nightmares and repetitive actions of the survivor. [...] so trauma is not
locatable in the simple violent or original event in the individual’s past, but rather
in the way that its very unassimilated nature [...] returns to haunt the survivor later
on” (Caruth 1996, 3-4).

® Susannah Radstone addresses this issue by reinforcing Shoshana Felman’s
interpretation of Adorno’s famous dictum regarding the impossibility of poetry
after Auschwitz, which she calls “the founding equivocation of post-holocaust
memory”: “The near annihilation of the entire European Jewry certainly
constituted the near-annihilation of Jewish memory. The traumatic impact of the
Holocaust has also been linked to the impossibility of both representation and
remembrance. Yet [...] it [poetry] must write ‘through’ its own impossibility”
(Felman 1992, 34). If the entire field of representation was contaminated by this
event whose incommensurability precluded adequate representation, then art was
the only—albeit apparently impossible—hope (Radstone 2000, 5-6).
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Sebald found inspiration to write this novel in a documentary called
Into the Arms of Strangers: Stories of the Kindertransport, broadcast on
Channel 4 in Britain in 2000, which focuses on Susie Bechhofer’s middle-
age recollections of her trip to Wales during WWII. Like many other
Jewish children evacuated from Austria, Germany, and the former
Czechoslovakia, she herself had boarded a train heading for Britain,
leaving behind a family, whom she would never be reunited with. With the
mutual agreement of the German and British governments, 10,000
children were thus saved between November 1938 and September 1939
(Bigsby 2006, 69).

Sebald approached Susie’s real life story at an angle, though, creating
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 across the English Channel to Wales in
Britain. There, he was adopted by a dour Welsh couple of fundamentalist
Calvinist faith, leading a strict life dominated by silence and closure,® both
literal and figurative, in a little country town in Bala. His past got
completely erased when they took his backpack away—the only link to his
previous life—, then changed his name to Dafydd Elias and raised him in
complete oblivion of his roots and the historical circumstances of his flight
to Britain. As Sebald later declared in a conversation with Christopher
Bigsby, “there you have a situation of someone who has been deprived, by
active intervention or default, of any knowledge of his own origins and
who later resolves not to investigate his own case” (Bigsby 2001, 162-3).
As Austerlitz himself confesses to the narrator in the novel, his knowledge
of European history ends with the 19" century. As for his self-knowledge,
he adds:

Since my childhood and youth [...] I have never known who I really was.
From where | stand now, of course, I can see that my name alone, and the

collective memory uses and produces fictions, yet it must learn from art not to
confuse fiction and history, and from history not to succumb to sentimental or
mystical ideas about a community’s ‘world-historical’ destiny” (Hartman 1994,
16). For a theoretical background on collective memory, see M. Halbwachs 1980.
Collective Memory. Translated by M. Douglas. New York: Harper & Row, 22-44.

% Austerlitz recalls the first few days after being shipped to Wales as an experience
of being “in some kind of captivity. Only recently have | recalled how oppressed 1
felt, in all the time I spent with the Eliases, by the fact that they never opened a
window [...] I remember how one of the two windows of my bedroom was walled
up on the inside. And just as cold reigned in the house in Bala, so did silence”
(Sebald 2002, 62-3).
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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 suggested to me. It hasn’t been easy to make my way out of
my own inhibitions, and it will not be easy to put the story into anything
like proper order. (Sebald 2002, 60-1)

It is only late in his life that Jacques Austerlitz, now an architectural
historian at the end of his career, feels prompted to deal with the crisis of
lost identity and to revisit a suppressed past that has plagued him for many
years. His travels take him around Europe for a more or less purposeful
observation of archeological ruins and architectural wonders (like the
railway stations of Antwerp 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 “the narrator” who tells the protagonist’s story. 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 both world wars and with the torture of Jean
Améry and Novelli by the Nazis. It is, as Sebald himself elucidates, a case
of localised memory or of memory embedded, situated or invested in
places:” “Places seem to have some kind of memory, in that they activate
memory in those who look at them” (Jaggi 2001). Similarly, the sight of
the four hundred skeletons discovered after excavations during demolition
work at Broad Street Station in London in 1984 presents Austerlitz with
the possibility of recovering or “disinterring” (Bigsby 2001, 73) the actual
remnants of his very own past: “I felt at this time as if the dead were
returning from exile and filling the twilight around me with their strangely
slow but incessant to and fro-ing” (Sebald 2002, 188). Thus, Austerlitz’s

premonition correlates the missing memory to the absence or death of his
family.

’B. Prager stresses the importance of locatedness for traumatic memory and warns
against a transhistoric outlook: “not everyone, including Jews, Germans, children
and survivors, and Hollywood directors, is likely to commemorate and remember
the Holocaust with one international and transhistoric voice. Rather than pretend
that such differences do not exist, the standards used to evaluate the efficacy of
these responsesstandards that facilitate dialogue and critical analysis—benefit from
attending to national and historical contexts” (Prager 2005, 102).
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Austerlitz also observes how the collective memory of trauma is
embedded in physical space, evident in the connection betwgen gr‘and
architectural structures and colonialism, and later fascism, as mamfesta.tlor}s
of power versus powerlessness anfi slavery across hlstqry. Thls is
particularly obvious in the construction of the Antwerp train station in
Belgium, where Austerlitz meets the narratO.r, but al'so in the Nam
conception of architecture. The Nazi megalomaniac fantasies were put into
practice by Speer, the court architect, at Sonthofen Ordensburg, a former
college for the Nazi elite. It is, Sebald says,

the architecture of power-crazed minds. It was preﬁgur.ed by the bombast
of the 19th-century bourgeois style [...] These vast.edlﬁces dep?nded on
slave labour. The SS ran quarries next to concentration camps. It’s not an

accidental link. (Jaggi 2001)

In spite of his peripatetic meditations on history anq cultural memory,
Jacques Austerlitz activates fierce mechanisms of denial and refines his
defensive responses to remembrance, in order to preserve what J. J. Long
calls “an internal mnemic void” (Long 2007, 152):

Inconceivable as it seems to me today, I knew nothing about the conql{est
of Europe by the Germans and the slave §tate they set up, and nothing
about the persecution I had escaped [...] I did not read newspapers because
| feared unwelcome revelations. (Sebald 2002, 197-8)

This mnemonic void functions both as a mechanism of self-protection
and an incentive to action towards memory-recovery. .

In order to achieve this abstraction from reality, Jacques dep!oys his
scholarly skills to accumulate knowledge anq bL.lild “a substltute. %
compensatory memory” (Sebald 2002, 198), which is a mere pros.thesxsd
or complementary memory to make up for the lat.ent, crippled chllfihoo
recollections. In fact, the archives in Britain, Paris or Prague, whlch he
visits with the intention to fill in the gaps of his existence, are nothing but
another form of “substitute memory”, because they make up, I argue, a

' postmemory is essentially a form of intergenerational prost'hetic ~subjecF|V1ty:
“Prosthetic memories thus become part of one’s 'perso'nal archive of experience,
informing one’s subjectivity as well as one’s relatmnshlp. t? the present and futl.xre
tenses. [...] these memories are not ‘natural’ or ‘authentlc” and yet they o(r)iar;ge
and energize the bodies and subjectivities that take them on (L,andsberg 20 ; ).
In Austerlitz’s case, however, this substitute memory doesn’t have @(clusn@lx
beneficent effects. See also C. Lury’s chapter on “Identity and Prosthetic Culture

(Lury 1998, 1-7).




Trauma Obscura Revealed

substitute for his present, as well. Thus, the archive as a form of infinite
regression “becomes a self-generating, self-referential system that entails a
perpetual deferral of the moment of completion” (Long 2007, 154). That is
to say, the archival data Austerlitz consults are often incomplete and
cannot, therefore, clarify the instances of his personal life. Yet,

the temporal structure of the archive facilitates the elision of all that
intervenes between the recorded past and the projected future towards
which the archivist is perpetually impelled. In Austerlitz’s case, the elision
includes the recent past and present of his life. (Lury 1998, 1-7)

Moreover, as R. Crownshaw contends on the margins of Derrida’s
meditation on le mal d’archive (archive fever), its internal condition is
built on a contradiction: it amasses information while at the same time
consuming and therefore destroying memory (Crownshaw 2004, 219-220).
All the above shows the controversial nature of the archive, which
functions both as a container and preserver of memory and as an agent of
forgetting.
In this vein, Aleida Assmann suggests, and I concur, that

memory, including cultural memory [the archive], is always permeated and
shot through with forgetting. [...] The canon stands for the active working
memory of a society that defines and supports the cultural identity of a
group. [...] The function of the archive, the reference memory of a society
[...] creates a meta-memory, a second-order memory that preserves what
has been forgotten. (A. Assmann 2008, 105-6)

This explains why Jacques feels baffled by with regard to his identity:
unable to retrace his own memories, he is also incapable of relating to the
archival data by feiling to establish a meaningful, enduring connection
with them. Theory, on the one hand, shows that trauma severely impairs
both  “embodied communicative memory and institutionalized
cultural/archival memory”'" (A. and J. Assmann 2008, 97-109; 109-118).
Austerlitz, on the other hand, reveals that trauma equally impairs the
functionality of both personal and collective memory, since the Nazis’

""'In a book called Das kulturelle Gedcichtnis (1997), Jan Assmann discriminated
between “communicative”, biographical or factual memory on the one hand, and
cultural, institutional or archival memory on the other. In 2006, Aleida Assmann
elaborates on this twofold distinction by distinguishing four memory
compartments: on the one hand, individual and family/group memory correspond
to Jan Assmann’s “communicative” memory; on the other hand, national/political
memory and cultural/archival memory are classified under J. Assmann’s second
category of “cultural” memory (as explained in Hirsch 2008, 110).
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erasure of records upsets archival memory, as well: “Under the'Naz‘ls,
cultural archives were destroyed, records burned, possessions lost, histories
suppressed and eradicated” (Hirsch 2008, 111). Conseqyent!y, tl}e
reliability of archival information is questionable, becau§e it might, in
some cases, be undermined by censorship and an abusive process of
selection. .

Still, just like the ruins and disintegrated structures Austerlitz observe.:s
and photographs all around Europe (like the fortifications of Willebroek in
Lithuania or Breendonk in Belgium), his own defensive walls eventuall'y
collapse, because ruins are inherently lieux de mémoire. The effects of this
“surrender” are no less catastrophic at the human level:

this censorship of the mind [...] led to the almost paralysis of my linguistic
faculties, the destruction of all my notes and sketches, my endlf:ss
nocturnal peregrinations through London, and the hgllucinations which
plagued me with increasing frequency up to the point of my nervous
breakdown in the summer of 1992. (Sebald 2002, 198)

Such self-defensive mechanisms against memory, strangely similar to
the Nazi attempts to eradicate memory, are synonymous with a state of
aggression against language as substitute of memory itself, \./vhl_ch”results
in a situation Gabrielle Schwab compares to “a form of death in life”:

Thus quarantined from the world, he remains immune to traumatic
impingements and mnemonic intrusions, a state that ultimately translates
into immunity to being. (Schwab, 2010, 50)

However, 1 would add, the paradox of living death is all the. more
traumatic, as it triggers a deeper tension in Austerlitz, i..e. the anxiety of
non-identity, and prompts him to take self-restorative action. _

It is at an antiquarian bookseller’s (not an insignificant location) that
he gets the first ever glimpse of the memories that he has been suppressing
for years. His memories begin to resurface when h§ ovc?rhegrs a radio
programme in which two ladies recall the story of their arrival in England
as children on a special transport in 1939:

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 travelling through the German Reich and the Netherlands [...]
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 history were part of my own life, as well. (Sebald 2002, 200)
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a psychological process which Freud dubbed
Durcharbeiten or “working through” of trauma through the recuperation
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Hirsch goes on to explain that

in the particular case of postmemory and “heteropathic recollection” where
the subject is split not just between past and present, adult and child, but
also between self and other, the layers of recollection and the subjective
topography are even more complicated [because] the adult subject of
postmemory encounters the image of the child victim as child witness, and
thus the split subjectivity characterizing the structure of memory is
triangulated. (Pane 2005, 47-8)

This triangle is inherent to postmnemonic alterity and it is defined as
cultural and intergenerational. The fact that the adult Austerlitz does not
recognise himself in the pre-war photo of the costumed boy steers the
interpretation towards a case of “heteropathic recollection”, because
identification between Austerlitz’s own child self and the child in the
photo does not occur at any stage.

The dramatic quality of this photo featuring Austerlitz dressed in a
role-performing ball costume is cancelled by the sheer frozenness and lack
of dynamism of the photographic medium, which in this case translates as
the paralysing force of life-long trauma. The lifeless image and its
inability to trigger memory, however, induce a sense of performative
trauma by “staging” and encapsulating the uncanny nature of deep.
irretrievable memories."

Following in his mother’s footsteps, Austerlitz sets foot in Terezin, the
former Nazi concentration camp known as “a limbo en route to
annihilation where people had been held, living out a parody of normal
life” (Bigsby 2001, 76). In the ghetto museum in Terezin, he is faced with
solid proof of the Nazi corruption of memory while watching a
propaganda documentary commissioned by the Nazis staging a
Verschinerungsaktion, meant to deceive a visiting Red Cross team.'® The
video is meant to show the presumably humane side of Teresienstadt, yet
the falsity of the attempt, along with the incomprehensibility of the
Holocaust, are revealed to Austerlitz when he rewinds the tape and plays it
backwards: “Strangest of all, however, said Austerlitz, was the
transformation of sounds in this slow-motion version” (Sebald 2002, 348),
where the polka from some Austrian operetta and the can-can from La Vie
parisienne and the scherzo from Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night’s
Dream “moved in a kind of subterranean world, through the most

.'5 Sef: Maya Barzilai’s discussion of Langer’s concept of “deep memory” as
interlinked with common memory in individual testimonies (Barzilai 2006, 215-
216).

1 The film is called Der Fiihrer schenkt die Juden eine Stadt.
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nightmarish depths [...] to which no human voice has ever descended”
(Sebald 2002, 349). Rewinding the tape, Austerlitz identifies his mother
Agéta, who seems to him “both strange and familiar” (Sebald 2002, 351),
and later on recovers a photo of hers from the Prague theatrical archives in
the Celetna. This is as close as Austerlitz comes to official information on
his dead mother, which by no means makes up for his absent memory of
her.

Paradoxically, “the film made by the Nazis uses the same strategies of
staging, masquerade and theatricality that underpin the protagonist’s
attempts to reactivate his memory of the past” (Duttlinger 2006, 166),
which reinforces the point I made earlier about the uncanny similarities
between Jacques’s internal psychic strategies of blocking memory and the
political mnemonic strategies of the Nazis.

Critic Russell J.A. Kilbourn compares Jacques’s uncanny journey of
self-discovery to an intentionally ironic and recontextualised modern
Odyssey, a kind of underworld excursion:

The self’s recuperation of lost memory-content allegorises his re-
emergence into the land of the living; the state of “un-remembering” or
mnemonic divestment is shown to be emblematic of the self’s sojourn
through a living death. (Kilbourn 2006, 152)

Inflected by trauma, though, this journey into the underworld of memory
is similar to a further deconstruction of it, which defeats the purpose of
memory recuperation.

From Prague, Austerlitz travels to Paris, aware of the fact that “he did
not belong in this city, either, or indeed anywhere else in the world”,
(Sebald 2002, 354) and convinced that “we also have appointments in the
past [...] and must go there in search of places and people who have some
connection with us on the far side of time” (Sebald, 2002, 360). Like all
trauma fiction, Sebald’s also dwells on the dissolution of time, and the
proximity of or indistinguishable limit between the living and the dead,
past and present: “The border between life and death is less impermeable
than we commonly think” (Sebald 2002, 395). In fact, the very boundaries
of time are deleted and replaced with those between comprehension and
incomprehension: “there was no transition, only this dividing line, with
ordinary life on one side and its unimaginable opposite on the other”
(Sebald 2002, 414).

Jacques’s physical and imaginary peregrinations in search of personal
memory exude a sense of psychological restlessness, while at the same
time set the narrative in motion. Sebald’s stream-of-consciousness prose is
itself a journey at the textual level: long sentences and paragraphs with a
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melancholy rhythm reminiscent of late 19™-century German literature set
the pace for the winding, yet inconclusive, path to self-discovery. His
narrative style is best described by Peter Brooks’s concept of “narrative
desire: “narrative both tells of a desire—typically present in some story
of desire—and makes use of desire as a dynamic of signification” (Brooks
2002, 37). That is to say, through the narrative and photographic media
employed in his prose, Sebald constantly frustrates and stimulates the
desire for knowledge and order. Unsatisfied desire becomes the stimulus
to narrate, to travel, to photograph and look for hints related to his past
experience.

After several fainting fits and a “temporary, but complete loss of
memory, a condition described in psychiatric books [...] as hysterical
epilepsy” (Sebald 2002, 374), Austerlitz reaches Paris, Gare d’Austerlitz
and the National Library, both settings bringing him closer to an
awareness of his father’s fate. As the narrator of the story recalls,

when I met Austerlitz [...] on the boulevard Auguste Blanqui, [...] he told
me that the previous day he had heard, from one of the staff at the records
centre in the rue Geoffroy-1’Asnier, that Maximilian 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. (Sebald 2002, 404)

But Gare d’Austerlitz in Paris is the uncanny place where memory and
premonition, past and present, father and son, meet in an imaginary
encounter of sorts. 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 his
compartment as the train left. [...] That station [...] has always 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 a memorandum on its
layout and history [...] And I also remember that | felt an uneasiness
induced by the hall behind this fagade [...] where, on a platform roughly
assembled out of beams and boards, there stood a scaffolding reminiscent
of a gallows with all kinds of rusty iron hooks [...] perhaps because of the
plucked pigeon feathers lying all over the floor boards, an impression

forced itself upon me of being on the scene of an expiated crime. (Sebald
2002, 405-7)

However, Gare d’Austerlitz is not the only place where the layers of
time and history are superimposed. The fortress of Breendonk’s
transformation from a colossal architectural structure of defence into a
Nazi prison camp and later a museum of the Belgian resistance provides
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evidence of the multiple, and often contradictory, countg-brﬁgrtr}ll(érlﬁz
embedded in ruins. Similarly, the now dysfunctional Bl . ;ed
Nationgle in Paris served once as a massive warehouse for tl;le ex;})\ro V{\)/ e
possessions of Parisian Jews. These 51tes” of memory sfov:; R
[traumatic] past intrudes( El;pon g:)eo é)rezs;)n)t and can therefor
.- definitely” (Bauer i s _ . o

COVeAr: (i:lrlfnlcrﬁs Mauriyac recalls in t'h'e “Forgword” to El{e W:teselss (ﬁ\r/tlghtg
Gare ¢’ Austerlitz was also a transmon.pomt for the Kmdg rznf:1 ;;ks i
Britain. The indelible memory of this sorrowful location T

Maurjac a turning point:

: during those sombre years had left so deep a fnark upon
rr::h;zgﬂl\(?;dtsr?i?r?loads %)f Jewish children standing.at Austerlitz station.
[...]1 believe that on that day I touched for the first time upon the myds ft?é
OF‘.iniquity whose revelation was to mark the end of an era an
beginning of another. (Wiesel 1990, 7-8)

For Jacques Austerlitz, however, Fhe Parisian train-station as %: Srl))(:t “;
history and time is neither a terminus, nor a dgparture i)ome,d s
transitjonal sit€ of continuou.s, unresqlved tr.auma. HIS' story, S eierf) i
myriad layers of other stories Qf dislocation and dlsruptlon e
Europe cannot  reach definite closure .gnd remains S 0;\1 e isive
incomp,letenessa premonitipn and supposition. Lagkmg o§al e
evidence and rational cohesiveness, the archeology of hIfS (;;eésis building
“not a narrative, but an instantaneous accumqlatlon of de rt .d..data s
ever higher” (Bigsby 2006, 78), a mere col.lectlf)n of fragrp;:lnbe s
undermine his project of reconciliation leth .hlS past. Wlffu rthor trzces o
lost a second time and he hirpself wa.ndermg " sgarch O'ij f zltures and
their (non)existence, Auster!ltz remains a nomadic h)’br_‘ oltecri i
languages, a tragically liminal ﬁgu_re or postmnemognc amatg, s
faileq attemp!s to break the bour_ndarles of memow an m;uhisto p
the sruggle of man confronted w_1th the barbar'lc violence o t‘ctiorrf'w riting

As for the way Sebald negotiates the tensions betwegn I o donbt
and remembrance, between trauma and post-memory, ttt tltsne forces of
question of artistic mediation aiil pecentitialion -2 traumatic stress
remembering and forgetting in the presence of Se"eﬂ?»POSt‘ ; poa-loigi
disorder and memory rep'ressmn.. Art in both 1ts. per od i
postmnemonic ~ aSpects (like writing, phot.ographlc T)memol’y but
representation) functions as preserver and modifier of (pps e f:;,OCS'
is essentially @ problematic medmm as far as represeptmgre - liveci
fiction does not help retrieve supRressed memorles,d Fl)mwever s
eXperience OF heal memories of the offence. What it can do, )
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render the depth and complexity of this experience, of the attempt to bring
back memories and recreate a sense of identity. Sebald’s fiction is thus a

profound, alluring performance of post-memory and all its wrenching
force.
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