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The word “extremity” (extremus) is the superlative correlative of the word “exterior” 

(exterus). Extremity suggests “utmost,” “exceedingly great,” and also “outermost,” 

“farthest,” implying intense suffering and even world-death: a suffering without 

knowledge of its own end. Ethical reading of such works does not inhere in assessing their 

truth value or efficacy as “representations,” but rather in recognizing their evidentiary 

nature: here, language is a life-form, marked by human experience, and is also itself 

material evidence of that-which-occurred. This evidence continues to mark human 

consciousness. The aftermath is a region of devastated consciousness of barbarism and the 

human capacity for cruelty and complicity with evil. In this aftermath, we are able to read 

— in the scarred landscape of battlefields, in bomb craters and unreconstructed ruins, in 

oral and written testimony and its extension in literary art — the mark or trace of extremity.  

 

—Carolyn Forché, “Reading the Living Archives: The Witness of Literary Art” 

 

The poetic act changes with the amount of background reality embraced by the poet’s 

consciousness. In our century that background is, in my opinion, related to the fragility of 

those things we call civilization or culture. What surrounds us, here and now, is not 

guaranteed. It could just as well not exist — and so man constructs poetry out of the 

remnants found in ruins.  

 

      —Czeslaw Milosz, “Ruins and Poetry” 

 

I am attracted to ellipsis, to the unsaid, to suggestion, to eloquent and deliberate silence. 

The unsaid, for me, exerts great power . . . It is analogous to the unseen; for example, to 

the power of ruins, to works of art either damaged or incomplete. Such works inevitably 

allude to larger contexts; they haunt because they are not whole, though wholeness is 

implied: another time, a world in which they were whole, or were to have been whole, is 

implied. There is no moment in which their first home is felt to be the museum.  

 

—Louise Glück, “Disruption, Hesitation, Silence” 

 

The mind resists what it feels to be imaginatively valid but wants to disbelieve; and the 

task of the artist is to find a style and a form to present the atmosphere or landscape of 

atrocity, to make it compelling, to coax the reader into credulity — and ultimately, 

complicity. The fundamental task of the critic is not to ask whether it should or can be 

done, since it already has been, but to evaluate how it has been done, judge its effectiveness, 

and analyze its implications for literature and for society. 

 

—Lawrence L. Langer, “In the Beginning Was the Silence” 
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INTRODUCTION: 

 

QUIET HISTORIES 

 

 

In the library of night, from the darkness of ink  

on paper, there is a whispering heard book to book,  

from Great Catastrophe and The World of Silence  

to The Encyclopedia of Ephemera, a history having  

to do with aerial leaflets, air raid papers,  

bills of mortality . . . 

—Carolyn Forché, “Light of Sleep”  

 

This thesis was originally conceived as one having to do with libraries. Over the course of several 

years, among the many works of literature I had read, those that depicted libraries, in one form or 

another, most remained in my mind. Libraries in ruin, such as the one depicted in the 

postapocalyptic world of Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2006), consisting of nothing but “[s]oggy 

volumes in a bookcase . . . everything damp. Rotting” (130). Or a library such as the Bibliothéque 

Nationale in France, depicted in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz (2001), a grand cultural institution 

dedicated to the preservation of the past, that was, ironically, built on top of sites of Nazi 

persecution. As the librarian, Lemoine, tells our narrator: “The most valuable items [confiscated 

from Jews], of course, were not sent off wholesale to the bombed cities, and no one will now admit 

to knowing where they went, for the fact is that the whole affair is buried in the most literal sense 

beneath the foundations of our pharaonic President’s Grande Bibliothéque” (289). The list could 
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go on: the “Imperial Library” in Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities (1943); Hanta’s library 

of books rescued from being destroyed by the trash compactor in Bohumil Hrabal’s Too Loud a 

Solitute (1976); the six distinct but interrelated narratives of David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas (2004) 

that constitute a novel-as-library of sorts; Jorge Luis Borges’s “The Library of Babel” (1941); 

Walter Benjamin’s collection in “Unpacking My Library” (1931); Mustafa Sa’eed’s library in 

Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the North (1966) in which no Arabic books, and only 

“Western” ones, are collected, much to the narrator’s consternation; an unnamed city’s never-

ending archive housed in the “Central Registry of Births, Marriages, and Deaths” in José 

Saramago’s All the Names (1997); so on, so forth. The array of texts above suggests that the library 

(or the archive) continues to inhabit the imaginations of many, including writers and readers, both.  

Indeed, the library as an institution, and the ideal underpinning its function, is one that both 

perturbs and fascinates. Its aims, that of preservation, of safekeeping, and what necessitated its 

aims in the first place, the reality that the works collected therein may be lost, are at cross-purposes. 

As Alberto Manguel, in The Library at Night (2005), eloquently remarks: 

 

Outside theology and fantastic literature, few can doubt that the main features of 

our universe are its dearth of meaning and lack of discernable purpose. And yet, 

with bewildering optimism, we continue to assemble whatever scraps of 

information we can gather in scrolls and books and computer chips, on shelf after 

library shelf, whether material, virtual or otherwise, pathetically intent on lending 

the world a semblance of sense and order, while knowing perfectly well that, 
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however much we’d like to believe the contrary, our pursuits are sadly doomed to 

failure. (3) 

 

Or, as Alice Crawford puts it, in considering libraries, there is  

 

the confrontation between the drive to build the all-embracing überlibrary and the 

acceptance that the endeavor will fail . . . Just as the history of libraries charts the perpetual 

ups and downs of their growth and disintegration — libraries throughout the ages have 

constantly been built up with gusto, destroyed by malice or neglect, then rebuilt by a 

hopeful new generation. (xiii-xiv) 

 

The former Librarian of Congress James H. Billington presents a more optimistic, but no less true, 

vision of what the library has come to mean in our present culture. He asserts that libraries are the 

“places for the pursuit of truth,” a space which allows for “the ripening of acquired knowledge into 

practical wisdom” (255). Furthermore, he declares libraries to be “antidotes to fanaticism. They 

are temples of pluralism, where books that contradict one another sit peacefully side by side on 

the shelves just as intellectual antagonists work peacefully next to each other in the reading rooms” 

(263). In her introduction to Billington’s essay, Crawford concludes: “Libraries are for everyone, 

inclusive in both their membership and holdings” (xxvi).  

 A question soon surfaced. What about the “books” that never made it into library 

collections? Books that “could-have-been,” but, ultimately, “were not to be,” because of individual 

and collective impresses of extremity — world wars, armed conflicts, displacement, and genocide 
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— that rendered their victims speechless, their worlds incomprehensible, their testimonies, in the 

millions, never committed to paper. These accounts were not so much “lost” as they were denied 

a safe passage toward their materialization. I began to pursue this line of thinking and soon grew 

interested in what I termed (for self-reference, only) “quiet histories,” or, essentially, “traces” of 

the aftermath. Intuitively, I soon arrived at the work and careers of three writers who were not only 

novelists or poets but, more crucially, witnesses to their own postwar upbringing, actively engaged 

in the work of traversing the aftermaths of the Second World War and of the Holocaust by way of 

literary art.  

This thesis consists of three chapters. Each chapter examines a writer: the Japanese novelist 

Haruki Murakami, the German writer and academic W.G. Sebald, and the American poet, 

memoirist, and human rights activist, Carolyn Forché. What binds these three writers together is 

their having written in the aftermath of traumatic historical events. In other words, they were not 

directly involved in wars as combatants, nor were they refugees displaced because of armed 

conflict. Murakami was born in 1949, several years following the end of the Pacific theatre of 

World War II. Sebald, too, born in 1944, was far removed from the conflict. He was an infant at 

the time and was born in the German Alps, far from the industrial centers and major cities that 

were often targeted by Allied forces. Forché was born in 1950, five years after the Second World 

War, and yet remembers her childhood as one haunted, in a sense, by talk of war and genocide. 

Later, she would travel to El Salvador and witness events that eventually led to the Salvadoran 

Civil War. She was traumatized from her experiences there, though she would only realize this 

much later in her career.  
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 It may be evident by now that this thesis does not concern itself with direct representations 

of war, with dramatic accounts of armed conflict, or with a dramatic coming to terms with one’s 

trauma by way of confession and testimony. Nor does this project set out to establish a “new” 

theory of trauma (postwar or otherwise) or to offer a revision of the history of trauma studies. 

These are unquestionably salient areas of study. However, they lie beyond what this project sets 

out to do. Instead, this thesis offers an ethical reading of meditative withdrawal, detachment, 

silence, passivity, and wandering — in other words, the quiet, subtle, and unexpected ways in 

which the lingering traces of extreme events unveil themselves. The contention is that critics often 

misunderstand this “quieter history” and writers’ orientations toward it.  

 Murakami, for instance, was accused of portraying in his fiction a problematic detachment 

and aloofness from Japanese society and history, especially among his earlier works. Indeed, the 

“from detachment to commitment” framework has served as a touchstone since the mid-1990s for 

historicizing Murakami’s career. While indeed Murakami portrayed detached or withdrawn 

characters — this is indeed an accurate observation — not much effort has been made to 

understand the nature of this detachment. Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore (2002) invites readers 

to reconsider detachment. It is not a behavior simply exhibited for its own sake, but is rather a 

consequence of the individual and collective trauma that befell Japan during the Pacific theatre of 

World War II and in the decades that followed.  

 Sebald’s The Emigrants (1992) depicts the lives of four individuals. They are each haunted 

by the Holocaust and by the persecution of Jews, more generally, though they did not experience 

the horrors of the concentration camps first-hand. These stories, however, are not solely about 

these four people. They also concern the narrator, a writer-researcher, who wanders a type of 
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wasteland of ruins, encounters these individuals, and is confronted by testimonies of persecution 

and exile. As a result, he is compelled to uncover a strategy that will allow him to write of such 

events. It is one of “unsystematic searching” — the gathering of historical artifacts such as 

photographs, newspaper articles, antique objects, etc. to arrive at a comprehensive account of the 

Shoah and the decades that followed it. I offer a reading of The Emigrants in the same vein, that 

is, of “unsystematic searching,” locating the various historical allusions and contexts that allow 

for a fuller picture of the “black hole” of the 20th century that is the Holocaust. Additionally, I 

assert that embedded within The Emigrants is an unfinished work, mentioned throughout the 

collection, whose conclusion eludes both the reader and the narrator-writer-researcher himself.  

 The final chapter examines the life and work of Carolyn Forché. It binds this project 

together from its beginning to its end. Several of her poetry collections concern themselves with 

the events that so left a mark on Murakami and Sebald as postwar citizens of Japan and Germany, 

respectively. Furthermore, throughout this work, I employ a mode of reading coined by Forché: 

the “poetry of witness.” It is a mode of ethical reading attuned to the fact that “traces” of traumatic 

experiences undergone by writers inevitably emerge in their literary works, thus constituting 

material evidence of the that-which-occurred. Thus, this project’s structure takes after Walter 

Benjamin’s notion of the “collection” and “the collector.” It “takes up the struggle against 

dispersion . . . the confusion, by the scatter, in which things of the world are found” by gathering 

into its folds, like a gatherer/collector, the examination of three similar and yet also very different 

writers bound together by their works of witness in the aftermaths of extremity (211). To borrow 

from Forché, this thesis and the readings it offers aspires to constitute a “living archive” in which 

things are gathered — and carefully considered — again.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

BEYOND DETACHMENT AND COMMITMENT: 

TRAUMAS AND AFTERMATHS IN HARUKI MURAKAMI’S KAFKA ON THE SHORE 

 

Most things are forgotten over time. Even the war itself, the life-and-death struggle 

people went through, is now like something from the distant past. We’re so caught 

up in our everyday lives that events of the past, like ancient stars that have burned 

out, are no longer in orbit around our minds. There are just too many things we 

have to think about every day, too many new things we have to learn. New styles, 

new information, new technology, new terminology . . . But still, no matter how 

much time passes, no matter what takes place in the interim, there are some things 

we can never assign to oblivion, memories we can never rub away. They remain 

with us forever, like a touchstone.  

 —Haruki Murakami, Kafka on the Shore 

Introduction  

The author of numerous novels and novellas, short story collections, and works of nonfiction 

translated into English (among other languages), the internationally renowned Haruki Murakami 

(b.1949) is the subject of increasing interest among literary critics. As Christopher Weinberger 

notes, the “twenty-first century has seen the rise of an international industry of popular and critical 

publication dedicated to . . . Murakami” (409). Although diverse studies of Murakami’s fiction 

have emerged as it intersects with, say, consumerism or global mythologies, a particularly well-

accepted and thus pervasive thread of analysis has undergone little revision since its inception in 
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the early to mid-1990s. Critics, almost unanimously, periodize Murakami’s career into two halves 

— “detachment” and “commitment.” The former term generally refers to Murakami’s earlier 

novels and novellas such as Hear the Wind Sing (Kaze no uta o kike, 1979), Pinball, 1973 (Sen- 

Kyuhyaku-Nanaju-San-Nen no Pinboru, 1980), and A Wild Sheep Chase (Hitsuji o meguru boken, 

1982). Critics alleged that each of these texts’ key characters exhibited a problematic aloofness 

and distance from issues concerning Japanese society, culture, and history, as if they, not unlike 

their author, went “spinning within [their] interior fantasy world” rather than “take an active 

attitude toward society” (qtd. in Roquet 106). The latter term refers to a turning point in 

Murakami’s career catalyzed by a pair of national tragedies — the Kobe Earthquake of January 

1995 followed by Aum Shinrikyo’s Tokyo Sarin Attack in March 1995. According to critics, The 

Wind-Up Bird Chronicle (Nejimakidori Kuronikuru, 1994-95), often regarded as Murakami’s 

magnum opus, the non-fictional Underground: The Tokyo Gas Attack and the Japanese Psyche 

(Andaguraundo, 1997-98), and the short story collection after the quake (Kami no Kodomo-tachi 

wa Mina Odoru, 2000) reflect Murakami’s “turn” toward Japan (though, as Chikako Nihei 

observes, after the quake was still criticized for its treatment of disaster “through indirect reference 

and the medium of fantasy”) (75).          

 The “detachment to commitment” framework has established itself as the defining 

paradigm by which Murakami’s literary career and works have been understood. As Nihei notes, 

the publication of The Wind-Up Bird, especially, “started a broader scholarly discussion on the 

author’s conversion from ‘detachment’ to ‘commitment’” (75). Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore 

(Umibe no Kafuka, 2002), however, a novel published several years following Murakami’s 

“commitment” to Japan, scrutinizes the “detachment to commitment” paradigm and complicates 
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it. Kafka on the Shore (hereafter Kafka) proposes a narrative of “trauma and recovery,” a phrase I 

have borrowed from the American psychiatrist and scholar of trauma, Judith Herman.  

 More specifically, the novel links “detachment” to traumatic experience. Indeed, trauma 

studies scholars employ a vocabulary not dissimilar to “detachment,” such as disconnection and 

disassociation. Furthermore, Kafka depicts “commitment” as an effort toward recovery, though it 

by no means assures an end that precludes future trauma. Put another way, Kafka expands and 

deepens the “detachment to commitment” paradigm and necessitates a reexamination of a critical 

narrative that has arguably run its course. Indeed, Murakami was once “detached” from Japan. He 

later committed to Japan in the mid 1990s. But what lies beyond? Following Murakami’s view 

that since he is a “professional writer, there’s always an ending” to his novels, Kafka imagines and 

aspires to a “more” complete story waiting to be unraveled by the “professional” critic (63). 

Beyond Detachment  

The history of Murakami and “detachment” is twofold. At first, the issue was one of reception. 

Critics found Murakami’s protagonists too detached from the world around them, not unlike their 

author who, as he himself mentions in an interview, was also considered “an odd man out 

compared to other writers, and was almost entirely shut out by the Bundan [literary guild] system 

in Japan” (qtd. in Strecher 1). Some critics, for instance, found Murakami’s “characters’ 

disaffected urban lifestyle too detached for their taste” while others noted that his works “failed to 

measure up to standards of intellectual social critique that had marked Japan’s great writers since 

the 1960s” (Strecher 2). Among these “great writers” is the Nobel laureate Kenzaburo Oe, who 

complained that Murakami’s works did not “go beyond their influence on the lifestyles of the 

youth to appeal to intellectuals in the broad sense with models for Japan’s present and future” (qtd. 
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in Rubin 115). Implied in Oe’s pointed remark was that, not unlike what critics said of works by 

Japanese novelist Junichiro Tanizaki, Murakami’s works were “devoid of ideas or divorced from 

the real world” (Rubin 115). Masao Miyoshi reads Murakami’s Pinball, 1973 as a pastiche of one 

of Oe’s works but noted that “it is hardly clear what is being substituted for Oe’s passionate 

inquiry” (235). Rather, Murakami’s stories, according to Miyoshi, are “story-less stories of 

nameless characters” (235). Furthermore, Norwegian Wood (Noruwei no Mori, 1987) “erases 

history,” he says, because its tale of romance and tragic love converts “the 1960s to a mood, a 

sentiment, and a style” (Miyoshi 235). One could go on and on compiling criticism of the sort 

above. They are numerous, and the assumptions underlying them, not without merit, may be 

summed up as follows: protagonists’ lack of engagement with the external world, a lack of social 

critique, an unproductive urban ennui, solipsism, an escape into surrealist fantasy, etc. If the 

critique of “detachment” emerged from sources that now make up the reception history of 

Murakami’s earlier work, the fictional representation and instances of “detachment” (along with 

what later emerged as depictions of “commitment”) would accrete into a catch-all phrase meant to 

summarily historicize the trajectory of Murakami’s literary career and output. In one of the most 

recent book-length studies of Murakami’s work, Nihei succinctly articulates this reception history: 

while Western scholars praised Murakami’s “use of the fantastical mode” Japanese intellectuals 

“criticized this style as a sign of the author’s escapist attitude” (75). While claims (or accusations, 

even) of detachment abounded, a sort of shadow, a darker twin, that of trauma, has also hovered 

in the background of many scholarly works on Murakami, not to mention in his novels. However, 

it is rarely touched upon (perhaps even avoided) like the history of trauma studies itself, with its 

pockmarks of elision and forgetfulness, both wishful and unintentional.  
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 That protagonists in Murakami’s fiction are often detached or aloof is a documented fact 

around which critics, both Western and Japanese, have coalesced. It is essential to clarify that this 

essay does not aim to reject the consensus that many of Murakami’s protagonists, especially in his 

earlier work, are detached. They undoubtedly are. In Hear the Wind Sing, for instance, the narrator 

is taken with a fictional American writer named Derek Hartfield whose short story “The Martian 

Wells” depicts “a young man . . . a cosmic wanderer” who has “wearied of the vastness of outer 

space and desires only to die an anonymous death” (80). The boy descends into a deep well, seems 

to gather his strength the deeper he goes, and, it turns out, ends up staying there, alone, for “[o]ne 

and a half billion years” (81).  In A Wild Sheep Chase, the narrator speaks of the world-renowned 

novelist (and one of Japan’s “great writers”) Yukio Mishima’s coup attempt and subsequent 

suicide with little regard or concern: “It was two in the afternoon, and Yukio Mishima’s picture 

kept flashing on the lounge TV. The volume control was broken so we could hardly make out what 

was being said, but it didn’t matter to us one way or the other” (9). In Norwegian Wood, the 

protagonist, Toru, expresses his indifference to the breakdown of the Zenkyoto movement that had 

violently gripped Japan in the late 1960s. “During the summer break,” he says, rather nonchalantly, 

“the university called in the riot police, who broke down the barricades and arrested the students 

inside . . . a matter about which I could not have cared less. And so, when the strike was crushed, 

I felt nothing” (47). In Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World (Sekai no owari to 

hado-boirudo wandarando, 1985), the protagonist refuses to leave the confines of the fantastical 

“town” of his subconscious despite the fact that his “rightful world is there, outside” in the real 

world (399). Even in more recent works such as Colorless Tsukuru Tazaki and His Years of 

Pilgrimage (Shikisai o motanai Tazaki Tsukuru to, kare no junrei no toshi, 2013) and Killing 
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Commendatore (Kishidancho-goroshi, 2017), or in Murakami’s lesser-known novels such as 

South of the Border, West of the Sun (Kokkyo no Minami, Taiyo no Nishi, 1992) and Sputnik 

Sweetheart (Supotoniku no Koibito, 1999) echoes and traces of detachment emerge in their 

respective protagonists, though detachment itself does not play as prominent a part as it did in 

earlier texts. That scholars were able to pick up a thread of analysis in the 1980s that is still relevant 

today is something to be praised. It gestures to general readers and critics alike that indeed the 

themes of detachment and commitment are essential to their encounters with Murakami’s novels. 

However, one may still consider the following question: Can the notion of detachment be 

approached in a different, perhaps more a sympathetic and reparative, manner? 

While indeed “the first fifteen years or so of [Murakami’s] career were spent telling the 

stories of detached, disinterested young men who did not seem to care much about anything,” 

critics at the time (and years later) seem to have overlooked what may have led to the 

disinterestedness so prevalent among Murakami’s protagonists (Strecher 12). In other words, they 

did not locate the cause for, or source of, these protagonists’ sense of apathy. The assertion that 

they were indeed “detached, disinterested young men” abounded but attempts to understand them, 

it seems, were largely absent, thus engendering a critical lacuna now ripe for reexamination 

(Strecher 12). While critics were concerned with, more or less, externally visible “symptoms” of 

aloofness from the social and the historical — a perception likely reinforced by Murakami’s 

unwillingness to speak about his works, his reclusiveness, and his status as a literary outsider — 

Kafka suggests more so a novelist who inhabited through his fiction what poet and human rights 

activist Carolyn Forché terms the “aftermath . . . a temporal debris field, where historical remains 
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are strewn (of large events and small as well as those peripheral or lost); where that-which-

happened remains present, including the consciousness in which such events arose” (161).  

The point of contention here is not a moral one. In other words, this essay does not concern 

itself with whether critics “rightly” or “wrongly” evaded, or missed, the opportunity to read and 

parse deeper not only into the Murakamian protagonist’s “detachment” but also, and more 

significantly, the traumatic historical events out of which these characters emerged. Additionally, 

whether Murakami “rightly” or “wrongly” portrayed detached protagonists is beside the point. The 

point of contention to be addressed is one of reading, of accustoming oneself, as the reader, to 

witnessing events in the text as not only plot points and storylines meant to propel the narrative 

forward (though they indeed are) but also as lingering remnants of extremity and atrocity — world 

war, air campaigns, violent anti-government protests, the politically motivated murder of a loved 

one, etc. — whose traces remain in the aftermath of not only the events themselves but also, 

inevitably, in the composition of the text which depicts these selfsame incidents of violence and 

destruction while also having been shaped by them. As Murakami informed Japanese psychologist 

Hayao Kawai during a series of informal chats — transcribed and published in Haruki Murakami 

Goes to Meet Hayao Kawai (1996) — “I had to find out what World War II meant to me and this 

was also painful. But as I thought about all of these things (Pearl Harbor and Khalkin Gol, etc.) I 

started to realize that there are many things like this dwelling inside of me” (57). I cite Murakami’s 

remarks not to prove that what emerged from this conversation was Kafka, though many of the 

concerns expressed in this transcript do emerge in the novel. What is significant, rather, is the fact 

that Murakami’s remarks shine light on the traces of extremity that indeed inhabited his mind for 

many years, even during and after his supposed “conversion” to “commitment” was made evident 
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by the publication of The Wind-Up Bird, and in the years leading up to the composition and 

publication of Kafka. Pithily put, context matters precisely because it continues to haunt and linger.  

Departure  

It now seems proper to dwell briefly on my “methodology,” one which will inevitably inform and 

influence my reading of Kafka. It aims to enunciate the spirit in which the novel is written, which 

I have attempted to emulate in order to foster a sincere engagement with it. This “spirit” is best 

articulated by a character named Oshima, who, incidentally, works at the front desk of the fictional 

Komura Memorial Library and thus acts as a type of gatekeeper to the numerous books Kafka 

reads, studies, and experiences there, not unlike us readers and critics of literature. Following an 

argument between Oshima and two investigators of “public cultural facilities” who accuse him of 

sexism because the library does not “provide separate restrooms for men and women,” Oshima 

provides Kafka with a word of advice (174-5). What Oshima tells Kafka is significant, for his 

interpretation of what just transpired resonates with Murakami’s experience with those who were 

critical of his biographical and aesthetic “detachment.” Though Murakami, of course, never put it 

so hostilely, of “hollow men” (referring to the two investigators), Oshima says,  

 

Those are exactly the kind of people who murdered Miss Saeki’s childhood sweetheart. 

Narrow minds devoid of imagination. Intolerance, theories cut off from reality, empty 

terminology, usurped ideals, inflexible systems . . . They’re a lost cause, and I don’t want 

anyone like that coming in here. (181-2, emphasis original)  
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Though one cannot determine Murakami’s intent behind Oshima’s didactic statement, it may 

nevertheless be read as a cue to those “entering” the novel before them (“in here,” Oshima says) 

to tread with caution, due consideration, and sensitivity to what transpires therein (182, emphasis 

original). Thus, it is in the spirit of Oshima that I enter Kafka in order to write about it. Rather than 

engaging with the novel through a specific theoretical approach or a prescribed methodology 

which may rigidly govern the reading, writing, and thinking involved in composing this work, I 

have emphasized in my reading and writing an attunement to the protagonists in Kafka. Put simply, 

I stress not hermeneutical techniques as much as I do the notion of mindset and a mindfulness with 

which I can meet the text halfway, so to speak, or even be led by it. In order to respond adequately 

to scholarly discourse established thus far while also attuning myself to the “spirit” of Kafka in the 

present, I turn to a critical vocabulary offered by philosopher Bruno Latour.  

 The language Latour employs to define and emphasize the role of the critic comes closest 

to what I have in mind as a reader of Kafka. The critic is one “who assembles . . . the one who 

offers the participants arenas in which to gather” (Latour 246). “[I]f something,” Latour continues, 

“is constructed,” as any novel and the residents of its fictional world are, in perpetuity, “then it 

means it is fragile and thus in great need of care and caution” (246). Latour’s points here, the 

“beautifully complex and entangled” contents of Kafka that “[resist] being treated as a matter of 

fact — in other words, a “committed” novel as opposed to a “detached novel” by a “now-

committed” novelist as opposed to a previously “detached” one — and how I, prior to reading 

Latour, began orienting myself as a reader-as-gatherer as I encountered Kafka, Miss Saeki 

(hereafter Saeki), and Nakata in Kafka merge (or gather) here as the methodological foundation 

stones of this “gathering” in essay form (234). Here, “[t]hings are gathered again,” “the little 
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objects scattered around,” the myriad fragments of trauma are revisited and assembled in a process 

of reparative gathering amid ruins of the aftermath (Latour 236; Murakami 4).  

Overture 

In Kafka fictional characters and “real” world historical events interweave to form the fabric of a 

narrative that depicts crucial and distinct, but nonetheless interrelated, moments in Japanese 

postwar history, starting with the Pacific theatre of the Second World War (1944, specifically, a 

year prior to the Allied occupation of Japan), then the anti-government Zenkyoto movement of the 

late 1960s, and, finally, the “present” moment of the text’s composition in the early 2000s. In 1944, 

a young Nakata is the victim of a mysterious wartime affliction. During a class outing, Nakata and 

his classmates suddenly collapse. The other students eventually regain consciousness on their own, 

but Nakata does not. He remains unconscious and is hospitalized for about two weeks. When he 

suddenly awakens, it is revealed that he has lost all his memories, along with his ability to read 

and write. However, he gains the ability to converse with cats. In 1969-70, Saeki’s boyfriend is 

tortured and killed by student protesters. Saeki is never the same again. She renounces her life as 

an up-and-coming musician and withdraws from the world, only to serve decades later as a sort of 

caretaker of the Komura Memorial Library, which contains many works of literature her now-dead 

boyfriend collected and cherished. Lastly, readers encounter the novel’s titular protagonist Kafka 

Tamura “on the shore” of a “new millennium,” so to speak (Kafka is Murakami’s first novel 

published after 2000) several decades removed, ostensibly, from these conflicts.   

 In a way, Kafka reads like a historical epic. Evidently, its narrative encompasses about 

sixty years of postwar Japan’s history, and yet the version of history its narrative offers is also 

undoubtedly imbued with the resonances of ancient myths, even if Kafka makes no effort to hide 
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the fact that it is a work of “contemporary” literature. Some scholars, for example, have asserted 

that Kafka is essentially a modern retelling of Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex, and Matthew Carl 

Strecher ties Murakami’s oeuvre more generally to mythology, that is, “a narrative or set of 

narratives that provides a link to our primordial past, one that connects us to the metaphysical” (1). 

This gesture is further reinforced by the numerous literary and historical figures Kafka references 

and responds to — not only “modern” writers such as Franz Kafka, Ernest Hemingway, Natsume 

Soseki, and Leo Tolstoy, but also figures of classical philosophy and literature, such as Sophocles, 

Plato, Murasaki Shikibu (The Tale of Genji), and Ueda Akinari, traversers of the human psyche, 

such as Carl Jung and Sigmund Freud, and “authors” of genocide, such as the Nazi official, Adolph 

Eichmann. In so doing, Kafka gestures toward a span of time that includes but also dwarfs the 

period generally known to us as postwar Japan. Yet, despite these epic or mythic qualities, Kafka 

does not offer a sweeping vision that obscures the lives and experiences of its protagonists. In fact, 

Kafka often reads like a series of biographies, too. Saeki’s and Nakata’s lives, from their 

childhoods to their deaths, are depicted in detail while Kafka’s “biography” remains unfinished by 

the novel’s end, suggesting a future for him beyond what the novel can contain within its 500 or 

so pages (in the English translation). Despite its grand scale and the numerous narratives it offers 

as a result, Kafka, nevertheless, turns to the particularities of postwar Japan, and, additionally, to 

the particularities of individual lives that were so affected by the war, either during it or in the 

decades that followed. That Kafka delves into the particularities of these individuals’ lives, 

however, is not to say that the text deals with them separately, as if they each exist in their own 

vacuum. Rather, examining the particularities of Kafka’s, Saeki’s, and Nakata’s lives inevitably 

reveals how the lives they have lived, the histories they have inhabited, are linked and constitute a 
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type of “epic” in the sense that they too have joined a long tradition of historical violence, trauma, 

and its various aftermaths.  

 The individual narratives of Nakata, Saeki, and Kafka could have easily constituted three 

separate novels set in distinct periods in Japanese postwar history. Murakami could have written a 

novel solely set in Japan during (or shortly after) the Second World War. Fellow contemporary 

novelist Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating World (1986) is one example that comes to 

mind. Just as well, the tragic death of Saeki’s lover could constitute the material for a tragic 

romance novel set in the late 1960s, perhaps one not unlike Murakami’s Norwegian Wood. 

Likewise, Kafka may well have been the sole protagonist of a bildungsroman in which a Japanese 

teenager navigates a globalized Japan of the 21st century, a work not dissimilar to novelist (and 

Murakami reader) David Mitchell’s number9dream (2001). Kafka, however, gathers into its folds 

these various historical “fictions” under one title as a single work. Its material form emphasizes 

the inextricability of these various historical “periods” and what is performed in the novel is the 

compilation of compounding traumas that impress themselves onto what is (seemingly) the 

contemporary moment of the text’s inception.  

 Each of the novel’s core characters, the lives they have lived and are living, are defined by 

traumatic experiences. But the precise moment in which trauma is inflicted upon Nakata, Saeki, 

and Kafka, respectively, is never depicted from the standpoint of the present. They have already 

taken place in the past, in what is conventionally codified as “history.” The infliction of trauma 

itself emerges from recollections of the past, from stories of old, from archives, and from old 

letters. Yet, underpinning this reality is that at one point all three characters were traumatized in 

what was then, for them, the “present.” Readers, then, not unlike the characters they encounter, 
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inhabit the aftermaths such traumatic experiences have wrought upon these individuals’ lives. 

Readers are confronted in the present narrative with a fictional world in which the traumas of the 

past literally manifest themselves in and impinge upon the present, enough so to make their 

presence felt, seen, heard, and touched. Put another way, Kafka depicts, in Cathy Caruth’s words, 

“the way that the experience of trauma repeats itself . . . the unwitting reenactment of an event that 

one cannot simply leave behind” (2). Trauma is not an abstract concept in Kafka. It is not merely 

the stuff of dreams or bound to the realms of the unconscious. Rather, the “terrifying literality” of 

history is expressed by way of trauma and its aftermath, in a fictional world in which “[i]t’s hard 

to tell the difference between sea and sky . . . Between reality and the workings of the heart” 

(Caruth 3; Murakami 24). If what Herman terms the “inner lives” of traumatized individuals were 

often overlooked in the history of trauma studies, and if, in a similar manner, critics noted 

“symptoms” of detachment in Murakami’s protagonists but overlooked their “inner lives” (not that 

they were always accessible, especially in his earlier work), Kafka offers a corrective in that the 

“inner lives” of Kafka, Saeki, and Nakata continually breach, work upon, and scrutinize a status 

quo reality (11). As Kafka’s wiser alter-ego, Crow, tells him, though trauma is comparable to a 

“violent, metaphysical, symbolic storm,” (“[s]omething inside of you,” he says), it can also “cut 

through flesh like a thousand razor blades” (5). Crow suggests that history’s various traumas, the 

blood that is shed, is what allows for history to be most viscerally and truly felt. To formulate this 

another way, Kafka, specifically through the figure known as Johnnie Walker, suggests that blood, 

in its literal and figurative configurations, is the only “truth” of history, its one unifying constant.  

 Indeed, it is difficult to say with confidence whether Kafka is concerned with depicting a 

version of postwar Japanese history or is itself sanctioned by postwar traumas that elude the 
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coherence a recorded history conventionally demands. An analogy may help. History, as presented 

in Kafka, may best be articulated as a type of symphony. Ordinarily, a symphonic piece consists 

of movements, sectional demarcations that proceed sequentially. The narrative threads of Kafka, 

Saeki, and Nakata, however, are orchestrated to interweave and collide with one another as if they 

were being played out simultaneously.  It is precisely these collisions of histories and of their 

aftermaths (in which trauma is being relived) that make Kafka’s version of postwar Japanese 

history legible. Together, the narratives of Kafka, Saeki, and Nakata bring to light a cycle of 

violence that reaches its apex every 30 years or so (specifically: from 1944 to 1968-1969 to the 

2000s) and the subsequent cycle of trauma that accumulates through the ages, ad infinitum, which 

historians and critics then call “history.” As the novelist Cormac McCarthy once pithily noted, 

“books are made out of books,” the “book” of Saeki — and the historical conditions that gave rise 

to its contents — is made out of, or made possible by, the “book” of Nakata (3). In other words, 

while I noted earlier that Kafka gathers multiple narrative strands, more accurately, its plot emerges 

from the collisions, intersections, and entanglements of various histories and lives such an act of 

gathering necessarily entails. Put simply, this is no neat collection of stories and histories. The way 

in which the Komura Memorial Library’s collections are neatly classified and organized according 

to genre and historical periods is, by the novel’s conclusion, made to seem suspect. For most of 

the novel, the library may present a “normal” state of affairs, a tried and tested, institutionalized 

method for best preserving the past. However, by the novel’s end, the Komura Memorial Library 

is where Kafka’s, Saeki’s, and Nakata’s lives, quite messily, collide with and intercept one another, 

creating, in the present, what from the standpoint of the future will then be codified as the past, as 

history. 
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 Critically, Kafka deepens the discourse of detachment by denying the practical feasibility 

of removing oneself from, if not history, then traumatic experiences that not only occurred in the 

past (as “history”) but whose traces continue to inform the present, as the present. In this way, 

Kafka may be read as a response to his earlier novels of “detachment,” a type of loose “sequel.” It 

embodies Jorge Luis Borges’s notion of the “counterbook” (77). As Borges notes “[a] book that 

does not contain its counterbook is considered incomplete” (81). Just as “the letters . . . of the 

alphabets of Tlön” mark “the first intrusion of the fantastic world . . . into the real world,” the 

fictional Kafka revises and compels the “real world” of which Murakami’s earlier works too are a 

part to “cave in” (81). Just as Kafka says, while discussing Franz Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony” 

with Oshima, “I wasn’t just giving some general theory of Kafka’s fiction . . . Kafka’s complex, 

mysterious execution device wasn’t some metaphor or allegory — it’s actually here, all around 

me,” Kafka may be interpreted as interpellating Murakami and his critics as characters too within 

the story that is Kafka’s Japanese postwar history (58). Though this essay’s main concern is not 

biographical, it may read, at times, like a biographical essay only to the extent that Murakami and 

his oeuvre were and are intimately interlinked with — and shaped by — the historical events they 

purport to portray and scrutinize.  

The “Mechanism Buried Inside”: Into the Heart of Kafka and Kafka on the Shore 

The question of whose story Kafka relays is an important one. Obviously, as mentioned earlier, it 

portrays the stories of Kafka, Saeki, and Nakata. A more complex reading, however, is necessary 

to arrive at the heart of the novel, the “mechanism buried inside” (Murakami 11). Such a reading 

necessarily demands a discussion of the novel’s two most dominating figures: Kafka’s father, 

Koichi Tamura, and the sinister Johnnie Walker. They are the text’s representatives of violence 
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and trauma. Through their actions emerge the story that is Kafka, and indeed, as the central 

enactors of traumatic occurrences, readers may witness the extent to which they “[exert] a type of 

gravitational pull on the rest of the narrative” (Stacy 176). As will be evident below, around Koichi 

and Johnnie Walker revolve “[a]ll like the ruins of some not-so-distant past” not only Kafka, Saeki, 

and Nakata, but also Murakami himself, along with his earlier “detached” protagonists of his 

earlier “detached” fiction, and the reader-as-witness and as gatherer (Murakami 221). Though one 

may be tempted to imagine Murakami as the center of a “Murakamian” solar system, so to speak, 

this is not the case.  

 The narrative proper opens in the Tamura family’s home. Essentially, readers are 

confronted with a type of family saga. Its dynamic is a strange one. A very odd combination of 

attachment and detachment (or a wish for it, at least) defines the family’s complicated 

relationships. The mother and daughter left the household years ago and have thus “detached” 

themselves from the Tamura family. The father is nowhere to be seen. The youngest member of 

the family, the fourteen-year-old (soon to be fifteen-year-old) Kafka, runs away from home at the 

novel’s outset. While the mother’s and daughter’s stories cannot be known to readers, for they are 

not present to tell them — as if Murakami suggests he is no longer interested in writing about 

permanently “detached” characters — their exclusion is less important than the relationship the 

remaining members of the family, the father and son, share. It is from this relationship that the 

narrative Kafka has to offer emerges.  

 Koichi is an “internationally acclaimed” sculptor (197). Essentially, he is a creator of sorts 

whose occupation rests in molding malleable material into whatever form he desires which, in his 

mind, allows for him to possess and master it. Though Koichi is adored by the art world — Oshima, 
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for instance, says, “[h]e’s a wonderful sculptor. His pieces are original, provocative, powerful” — 

he also has a dark side (203). “My father,” Kafka tells Oshima, “polluted everything he touched, 

damaged everyone around him. I don’t know if he did it because he wanted to. Maybe he had to. 

Maybe it’s just a part of his makeup. Anyhow, I get the feeling he was connected to something 

very unusual” (203, emphasis original). Oshima translates what Kafka is attempting to articulate, 

that is, that Koichi, excelled at the art of sculpting precisely because he was unnaturally linked to 

“[t]he source of power” or the Nietzschean “will to power,” his compulsion for unfettered 

domination (203). While Koichi’s penchant for control and authority as articulated by Kafka and 

Oshima may have accorded nicely with his chosen profession — after all, he is a sculptor — 

problematically, Koichi sees Kafka, too, as merely a piece of art, something to be shaped according 

to his wishes and thus be made his. As Kafka emphasizes to Oshima, “[t]o my father I’m probably 

nothing more than one of his sculptures. Something he could make or break as he sees fit . . . he 

wanted me to know I was one of the works he’d created. Something he’d finished and signed” 

(203). This explains Koichi’s prophecy and Kafka’s journey.  

 Kafka flees because he is terrified of his father’s oedipal prophecy (one not unlike the 

prophecy in Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex). According to Koichi, Kafka will kill his father and sleep 

with his mother and his older sister. Kafka’s departure is meant to avoid, or detach himself from, 

them. He has chosen Shikoku as his destination, noticeably, because he “[has] no friends or 

relatives there” so that the prophecy cannot be actualized (11). However, Koichi’s prophecy 

compels Kafka to run away, which, in turn, propels Kafka’s narrative forward. In other words, 

Kafka’s running away fulfills, rather than prevents, Koichi’s prophecy. Eventually, Kafka kills 
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Koichi (albeit by way of proxy), sleeps with Saeki (who may be his mother), and sleeps with 

Sakura, a girl he befriends during his peregrinations (who may be his sister).  

 The centrality of Koichi’s prophecy in fashioning the novel readers encounter raises an 

important question: is Kafka really Kafka’s story or that of Koichi’s? Arguably, the prophecy is 

the original narrative from which springs Kafka’s tale. The latter is a direct response to the former. 

Additionally, the prophecy contains within it the logical conclusion of Kafka’s journey, in other 

words, where Kafka’s actions, which constitute the narrative, must, up to a certain point, lead. In 

short, Koichi’s prophecy of violence and violation (itself a “narrative” — [s]omeday you will 

murder your father and be with your mother,” Koichi once said) serves as the “urtext” to, or the 

earliest form of, the story in readers’ hands (202, emphasis original).  Simply put, there would be 

no Kafka without Koichi’s prophecy. Likewise, there would be no Kafka without Koichi since the 

latter is the former’s biological father. Ultimately, Kafka’s story is that of Koichi’s. It is this reality 

that Kafka finds unbearable. He is disturbed by what his father has said will undoubtedly come 

true. Additionally, he is haunted, hurt, and traumatized. As Kafka prepares to speak to Oshima 

about his father’s “prophecy” he says, “I take a deep breath and check once more what it is I have 

to say. Not that I really need to check it — it’s always there, banging about in my head, whether I 

examine it or not” (201-2). Yet he must bear it nevertheless, for it is the blood that runs between 

his father and himself that constitutes Kafka’s deepest fear: that he may have inherited his father’s 

will to violence by being his biological son and that, by extension, his inherited penchant for 

violence is an inherent part of “his [own] makeup” (203). As Kafka confesses to Oshima, “I get 

the feeling [my father] was connected to something very unusual . . . And half my genes are made 

up of that. Maybe that’s why my mother abandoned me . . .” (201, 203). This disturbingly intimate 
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“relation by blood” is what runs through Kafka and gives it life. Kafka contends that blood is the 

text’s, and history’s, foundation.  

 The sinister Johnnie Walker suggests as much. Though he is the most mysterious character 

in the novel, scholars have arrived at a consensus that he is in some way linked to Koichi. This is 

on the basis that when Johnnie Walker is “killed” by Nakata, it is Koichi who is later found dead. 

Matthew Carl Strecher claims that Johnnie Walker has “taken over the body of Kafka’s father,” 

Chikako Nihei explains that he is “a metaphysical entity” who “temporarily uses the name and the 

takes the form of Johnnie Walker,” and cats simply call him “a bad person” (50; 99; 81). However, 

it is Nakata who, unwittingly, comes closest to revealing who (or rather what) Johnnie Walker 

represents  Nakata asks him: “Are you . . . the Governor?” (125). Johnnie Walker replies, 

“[s]omething like that” (125). Though Nakata means to ask if he is the Governor of Tokyo, what 

may be gleaned from their brief exchange is that indeed Johnnie Walker is a type of “governor,” 

just not of Tokyo or of any other city. Rather, he is the “governor” of Kafka, and the narrative and 

history presented therein are his domains. Johnnie Walker governs Kafka, and it is his laws, which 

he expounds upon in philosophical monologues, that offer a guiding thread to make sense of the 

events that propel, entangle, but also bind together the stories of Kafka, Saeki, and Nakata. Johnnie 

Walker hovers about the lives of the text’s protagonists and thus the whole of the text itself. 

 Johnnie Walker is the novel’s philosopher and intellectual par excellence, its “brain.” He 

presents himself as much when he invites Nakata into “what look[s] like either a sitting room or a 

library (it is likely Koichi’s study)” (124). If Kafka attempts to detach himself from home by 

running away, if Saeki has withdrawn herself from the outside world following her boyfriend’s 

violent death, and Nakata cannot interact with the external world because of his disabilities 
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following his accident, their lives are essentially different variations of Johnnie Walker’s 

philosophy being enacted in the “real world.” After requesting that Nakata kill him by stabbing 

him in the stomach, much to Nakata’s confusion, Johnnie Walker recites a type of philosophical 

treatise in order to justify to Nakata why this act of murder is necessary:  

 

I know. You’ve never killed anyone, and don’t want to. But listen to me — there are times 

in life when those kinds of excuses don’t cut it anymore. Situations when nobody cares 

whether you’re suited for the task at hand or not. I need you to understand that. For instance, 

it happens in war. Do you know what war is? . . . When a war starts, people are forced to 

become soldiers. They carry guns to the front lines and have to kill soldiers on the other 

side. As many as they possibly can. Nobody cares whether you like killing other people or 

not. It’s just something you have to do. Otherwise, you’re the one who gets killed . . . 

Human history in a nutshell . . . You’ve got to look at it this way: this is war. You’re a 

soldier, and you have to make a decision. Either I kill the cats or you kill me. One or the 

other. You need to make a choice right here and now . . . I told you. This is war. It’s hard 

to stop a war once it starts. Once the sword is drawn, blood’s going to be spilled. This 

doesn’t have anything to do with theory or logic, or even my ego. It’s just a rule, pure and 

simple. If you don’t want any more cats to be killed, you’ve got to do it now. Do that and 

it’s all over. End of story. (142-3, 147, emphasis original).  

 

Johnnie Walker’s treatise could serve as a synopsis of the novel. In a way, the narratives of Kafka, 

Saeki, and Nakata constitute a single composition whose melody emanates from the figure of 
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Johnnie Walker’s “special kind of flute” crafted out of the souls of tortured and murdered cats, out 

of the unmitigated will to power and violence, which he comes to represent in the novel but without 

which — and whom — the novel would not be possible (Murakami 140). In other words, though 

Kafka’s, Saeki’s, and Nakata’s individual “melodies” are real, they are collectively significant 

only to the extent that they prove the existence of this “special kind of flute” without which the 

“performance” that is their lives would not be possible. Kafka runs away because he wishes to 

disassociate himself from his father and the “blood” bequeathed to him (through his DNA) and 

fears the violence (the shedding of blood) he may perpetrate against his mother and his older sister 

if his father’s prophecy indeed comes true. During “the period of student unrest,” Saeki’s 

boyfriend, mistaken “for a leader of an opposing faction” (“the other side,” Johnnie Walker would 

say) is tied to a chair and interrogated. Oshima recalls, “he tried to explain that they’d made a 

mistake, but every time he did they smashed him with a steel pipe or baton . . . By dawn he was 

dead. His skull was caved in, his ribs broken, his lungs ruptured” (158). Perhaps most 

unexpectedly, Nakata himself is a victim of violence and “bloodshed” though not in the manner 

one would expect for a child growing up in war-torn Japan.  

 Nakata is spared from air campaigns and atomic blasts, but his teacher, Ms. Setsuko 

Okamochi says in a private letter to Doctor Shigenori Tsukayama, that prior to Nakata’s accident, 

she already “sensed a hint of violence in the boy’s background . . . there’d be a flash of fear in his 

eyes that seemed an instinctive reaction to long-term exposure to violence” (102). What form this 

violence may have taken Ms. Setsuko Okamochi does not know. However, what she undeniably 

testifies to, for the first time in her life, many years after the accident, is that she too inflicted 

violence on Nakata. She reveals that during the night prior to the class outing, she had an erotic 
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dream in which she and her husband, who had been drafted and was away fighting in the war, 

“were lying on a large flat rock having sex” (99). Because of this dream, she speculates, during 

the field trip, “[her] period suddenly started” (100). “Perhaps this erotic dream,” she writes, “stirred 

something up inside me and set it off” (100). Instructing her students to take a break, Ms. Setsuko 

goes alone into the woods “to [take] care of [her]self as best [she] could with a couple of towels” 

(100). Shortly thereafter, she returns and instructs her students to resume their search for 

mushrooms. However, during what is supposed to be an “educational” field trip, Nakata finds not 

mushrooms but Ms. Setsuko’s “bloody towels” (100). Embarrassed at the time, she finally 

confesses to Dr. Shigenori, “[b]efore I realized what I was doing, I was slapping him. I grabbed 

him by the shoulders and was slapping him hard on the cheeks. I might have been yelling 

something, I don’t recall” (100). Essentially, Nakata is beaten by his teacher. What occurs next 

reads almost like a birthing scene in which a “new” Nakata is born into the world, post-trauma. “I 

hid the bloody towels behind me,” Ms. Setsuko recounts, “and lifted Nakata up from where he lay. 

I held him tight and apologized to him as best I could . . . His eyes were blank, and I don’t think 

he could hear what I said. With him still in my arms I turned to the other children . . .” (101). In a 

way, Nakata is a “pseudo-child” of Ms. Setsuko’s, in the sense that, if her sudden period indicates 

an expulsion of what could have been a “naturally” birthed child, Nakata takes this child’s place 

as one born out of violence and both physical and psychic assault. He cannot hear what his teacher 

is saying and his “eyes [are] blank” not because his cognitive abilities are equivalent to that of a 

newborn baby but rather because his “entry” into this world is accompanied by a dulling of these 

senses precisely because of traumatic shock (101). Nakata’s “birth,” for Ms. Setsuko as Nakata’s 

“pseudo-mother” does not represent a new life entering a new world of endless potentialities. 
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Rather, she recalls in her letter, “I held him tight and apologized to him as best I could. I was 

wrong, please, please forgive me, I begged him” (101). The scene almost reads like a rendition of 

a Greek tragedy. The “mother” apologizes to her “child” for not only the violence that has brought 

him into this world but also for the violent world, of which his “birth” is just one example, he must 

now inhabit. Soon after, all the children collapse. Only Nakata does not recover. Two weeks later, 

his figurative “birth” is literalized when he wakes up as, in Dr. Shigenori’s words, “[t]he proverbial 

blank slate” (68). He recalls, Nakata “lost his entire memory. He couldn’t even remember his own 

name. He couldn’t read, and wasn’t even aware this was Japan or the Earth. He couldn’t even 

fathom the concept of Japan or the Earth. He’d returned to this world with his mind wiped clean” 

(68). The “bloody towels,” which signify the spilling of blood and dealing with its aftermath 

(cleaning it up, burying it in the forest, as Ms. Setsuko did) suggests the extent to which “blood” 

is the common currency of the novel. Kafka is Koichi’s biological son, Saeki’s boyfriend is 

violently killed, Kafka thinks Saeki may be his biological mother, Ms. Setsuko’s “blood” prompts 

her to assault Nakata, Oshima has what he says is “a type of hemophilia . . . where the blood 

doesn’t coagulate,” and Sada, who owns the cabin Kafka occasionally hides in to avoid authorities, 

is Oshima’s biological brother (109). Two figures, especially, Kafka and Nakata, either wish 

themselves or believe themselves to be apart from this fictional world through which blood serves 

almost like a binding contract. They are the text’s uninitiated, though this quickly changes, as if to 

suggest that a position of detachment from Kafka’s world is unsustainable and destined to fail. 

 That Kafka links the blood running through Kafka’s veins to the origin of his trauma is 

crucial and presents dual implications. In one sense, “blood” serves a symbolic function. It may 

represent, say, “the DNA they [Kafka’s parents] passed down to” Kafka as their progeny, their 
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legacy in flesh and blood (11). In another sense, one speaks of “blood”-shed when it comes to 

violence and war, what Johnnie Walker calls “[h]uman history in a nutshell” — or having blood 

on one’s hands if the individual is found somehow, even without his literal spilling the blood of 

others, to be responsible for their deaths. Kafka is more interested, however, in how these 

metonymic functions converge on the literality of blood, in other words, in blood as material and 

how it, as material, constitutes the basis of its reality. In Kafka, blood’s symbolic resonances 

ultimately converge to signify the literal. As the wise Oshima puts it, “[i]f you lose a lot of blood, 

there’s no difference between a hemophiliac and anybody else. It evens things out, since your 

chances of survival are the same” (110, emphasis mine). In other words, Oshima says, lest Kafka 

(and readers) forget, ultimately, blood is blood. These last few points are essential for answering 

the following query: what does the text suggest about detachment?  

 Kafka clearly commits himself to a stance of detachment and isolation at the novel’s outset. 

For instance, Kafka says, “[n]aturally I have zero friends. I’ve built a wall around me, never letting 

anybody inside and trying not to venture outside myself. Who could like somebody like that? They 

all keep an eye on me, from a distance. They might hate me, or even be afraid of me, but I’m just 

glad they [don’t] bother me” (9). Furthermore, in the face of a violent symbolic sandstorm within 

his consciousness, one with “fine white sand swirling up into the sky like pulverized bones” 

evocative of large-scale historical events — the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki — Kafka 

tells us, “[m]y eyes are closed tight, hands cupped over my ears, so those fine grains of sand can’t 

blow inside me” (5). Kafka’s desire for detachment may be gleaned from such instances. 

Moreover, Kafka’s running away is the start of a quixotic journey during which he can be “all by 

[himself], totally free,” “[a]ll alone in an unfamiliar place,” in order to gain some semblance of an 
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individual narrative — his own story apart from the one his father has “written” for him (34, 44). 

Of course, just because one desires something is no guarantee he or she will attain it.  

 Kafka reframes “detachment” as the ability to be “totally free” (34). Indeed, I read his 

notion of “freedom” interchangeably with “detachment” or isolation, and his running away is the 

manifestation, the acting out, of his desire for this “complete” freedom. Kafka’s reorientation of 

“detachment” reveals the hollow premises on which the “detachment to “commitment” framework 

is based. Kafka, after all, “commits” to a cause. He is committed, so to speak, but to a stance of 

detachment, of withdrawal, from the world outside of himself, which some critics of Murakami’s 

work found distasteful. Rather than the traditional trajectory of “detachment to commitment,” 

Kafka enacts a “commitment to detachment.” Yet any notion of “detachment” in Kafka is, 

ultimately, shallow, merely symbolic, and illusory. It merely manifests on the surface of things as 

a sign of deeper traumas that lie beyond what is visible to the naked eye.  

 Certainly, detachment and withdrawal are commonly recorded responses to trauma. Judith 

Herman employs the analogous term of “disconnection.” She asserts that “[t]raumatic events have 

primary effects . . . on the systems of attachment and meaning that link individual and community” 

(Herman 51). These “primary effects” include: “a sense of alienation, of disconnection,” the loss 

of trust, and traumatized people’s feeling that “they belong more to the dead than to the living” 

(Herman 52). Lisa Diedrich catalogs, among other characteristic symptoms of post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), the “numbing of responsiveness to, or reduced involvement with, the external 

world” and an “avoidance of activities that might arouse the memory of the event” (84). These are 

irrepressible signs of psychic injury. They signify the infliction of a traumatic event as their origin. 

Whether one is disengaged from, or numbed by, the outside world, such behavior implies a link, 
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that is, in this case, to a traumatic happening that has impressed itself onto its victim. An individual 

may detach him or herself, yes, but this is not to say he or she is completely “free” from the world 

that has inflicted this injury as their “symptoms” poignantly indicate. On the other hand, if one 

were to purposely adapt an attitude of detachment in order to make, say, a political statement or to 

rebel against the status quo (as some alleged Murakami to have done), again, it is “exhibited” 

behavior directed outward so that others may observe and take note. Again, here are visible signs 

of detachment, but underlying such behavior is the fact that it is a response to an event, traumatic 

or otherwise. Detachment too implies a relationship, a connection, to an outer (perhaps not very 

favorable) world. Pithily put, one may be detached, yes, but not completely free. The act of 

detachment itself constitutes a type of tether. In Kafka detachment is as evidentiary as blood. It 

serves as a type of document, as marked proof that Kafka, Saeki, and Nakata were, at one point in 

their lives, traumatized by events beyond their control. While concern for how disconnected and 

withdrawn behavior presents itself, to be catalogued as “symptoms,” is important, it fails to answer 

from what, from where, these instances of detachment emerge. By looking at detachment in this 

way, Kafka’s “commitment to detachment,” though he is not initially aware of this, is a testimony 

in and of itself to trauma.  

 In sum, in Kafka characters are not afflicted by a “simple” case of detachment for its own 

sake. Rather, their detachment is a result (which implies a connection, a relationship) of the 

inevitable overattachment to a history they feel but are also alienated from or, to put it more 

precisely, the alienation they feel as a result of history’s impress of extremity upon them. This is 

Kafka’s response to the critique of detachment distilled into its essence. While Virginia Yeung 

aptly locates in Kafka’s attempt to flee his father’s omen a “dramatic presentation of the perennial 
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struggle between fate and humankind’s will,” “between the predetermined and the self-

determinable aspects of humankind,” she overlooks a key consideration (152). Underlying this 

debate regarding Kafka’s fate and his free will (or his lack thereof) is the assumption that he is 

“predetermined” or “fated” to be embedded in, or attached to, something other than himself.  

 While indeed Kafka’s desire for detachment establishes a thematic continuum between 

Kafka and Murakami’s earlier novels, such as A Wild Sheep Chase, Hard-Boiled Wonderland, and 

Norwegian Wood — a prerequisite if one hopes to establish that the former enacts within itself a 

departure from the latter — what sets Kafka apart from earlier protagonists is not his sudden 

realization that he ought to commit to, rather than detach from, Japanese society and history. This 

clearly is not the case. Rather, it is Kafka’s keen awareness of historical trauma, of the “that-which-

happened” that continues to linger in the present, and his inability to extricate himself from his 

source of trauma — his father — which distinguishes his supposed stance of “detachment” from 

his earlier counterparts (Forché 161).  

 According to Matthew Carl Strecher, Murakami “spent the first fifteen years or so of his 

career writing about characters whose individual narratives are threatened with being subsumed 

into a group narrative.” Kafka differs in that a “group narrative” (Koichi’s prophecy) is not 

perpetuated by a sociopolitical entity, such as the telegenic but sinister politician Wataya Noboru 

(from The Wind-Up Bird) or 1Q84’s “Leader,” who uses his position as the head of a religious cult 

to sexually abuse young girls. The issue here is not manipulation or coercion. This marks Kafka’s 

departure from its precursors. History — Kafka’s version of a “group narrative” — and “his story” 

(as in Kafka’s individual narrative) are joined inextricably by way of “blood” in its multiple 

significations. Crucially, Kafka’s inheriting his father’s genetics (by blood) is a “historical” event 
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in and of itself. To go a step further, it is the originating historical happening only after which 

others, such as the emotional abuse he receives from his father, his mother’s abandoning him, or 

his developing a relationship with the traumatized Saeki, can logically follow suit. Kafka is aware 

that he can try to “eliminate” his father and forget his mother: “I could probably kill him if I wanted 

to . . . and I can erase my mother from my memory” (11). He also believes he can fool others of 

his origins. He cannot, however, fool himself. Kafka is aware that, to a certain extent, he has 

control over how he represents his history to himself (like forgetting his mother) and, of course, to 

others. In fact, he conceals details of his past and, in so doing, he in a way, concocts “fiction” when 

he first encounters Sakura and Oshima in order to hide the fact that he is a teenage runaway. In 

this sense, Kafka embodies a storyteller-historian imbued with postmodern sensibilities, one who 

is aware that “history, like fiction, is a form of representation . . . inevitably a story, one that is 

well or not so well told” (Parrish 1). However, precisely because Kafka understands history as 

artifice and “practices” history as if he were a storyteller, he ultimately cannot fool himself. How 

he and his history are “represented” to himself is beside the point. Regardless of what happened 

when, he is marked by trauma — he is his own evidence of trauma, his own life the context and 

the traumatic occurrence. As he wisely acknowledges, “there’s no way to erase the DNA they 

passed down to me. If I wanted to drive that away, I’d have to get rid of me” (11, emphasis 

original). Kafka senses here that his origin (“his story”) is both “history” and his (Koichi’s) story, 

all of which are bound by blood. If nothing else, blood offers, or forces, attachment. Though Kafka 

wishes to be “totally alone” and a “solitary explorer,” he begins to doubt the extent to which 

someone can, willfully or not, be detached from a history that literally flows through his veins and 

makes him who he is. He begins to fret: “All alone in an unfamiliar place . . . Is this what it means 
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to be free?” (44).  In short, history, trauma, and the exchange of blood (by inheritance and the 

violent shedding of it) interlink to deny the practical feasibility of detachment.  

 We see this dramatized in two separate instances — one prior to Kafka’s departure, the 

other well into his journey. Kafka sees, as he prepares to board the train that will eventually take 

him to the Komura Memorial Library, “the platform on the other side . . . packed with junior and 

senior high school kids in summer uniforms, schoolbags slung across their shoulders. All heading 

to school” (35). As Kafka observes his peers, who are enacting the life he would have lived as a 

junior high school student had he not embarked on his journey of “detachment,” “going in the 

opposite direction” than he is, Kafka notes that “[a]ll of a sudden the air feels thin and something 

heavy is bearing down on [his] chest” (35, emphasis mine). Waves of unreality lap the shores of 

Kafka’s consciousness while, simultaneously, an all too real reality bears down upon him.  

 While critics working within the “detachment to commitment” framework may assert that 

this scene of Kafka’s departure exemplifies a problematic detachment, Kafka is conscious of the 

unreality of detachment (“the air feels thin”) and the “heavy” reality of his “former” life impressing 

itself upon him as a version of it is enacted in front of his very own eyes (35). But, nonetheless, 

Kafka pushes on, though he questions whether he is “doing the right thing”: “The thought makes 

me feel helpless, isolated. I turn my back on the schoolkids and try not to look at them anymore” 

(35). Again, Kafka attempts to “detach” himself from others in order not to be reminded of his 

“real” life. And, of course, the “thin” air of unreality, as a result, continues to make its presence 

known during the rest of Kafka’s journey — fish and leeches rain from the sky, Saeki’s spirit visits 

him and they proceed to make love, and he encounters two soldiers who went missing “[j]ust 

before World War II” and were never found (351). Though to pursue and fully unravel the 
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aforementioned point in each of these passages is beyond the scope of this essay, perhaps the oft-

noted surreal, fantastical, and “thin” air of unreality underpinning Murakami’s fiction, generally, 

is not indicative of his escaping into his own fantasy worlds in order to avoid history, society, and 

culture — as critics have said — but is rather a tacit acknowledgement that indeed his protagonists, 

impressed upon by a “heavy,” evidentiary history of bloodshed (and its lingering aftermath) that 

suffuses the “real world,” necessarily exile themselves from it, and, in doing so, breathe the “thin” 

air of unreality they have chosen, or are forced to choose, to inhabit. Of course, Kafka cannot 

“speak” for other novels. They are each, after all, unique works in their own right. However, Kafka, 

recast in this light, begs the question of how Murakami’s earlier works and protagonists may too 

be seen and approached again.  

  The observations noted in this section make up the “mechanism buried inside” the heart 

of Kafka, the primary protagonist at the heart of Kafka (11). “Once I’ve spoken this,” Kafka says, 

regarding his father’s omen in a rare moment of heartfelt confession, “a hollow feeling grabs hold 

of me. And inside that hollow, my heart pounds out a vacant metallic rhythm” (202).  

The Roche Limit 

While critics and general readers often point to The Wind-Up Bird or 1Q84 as Murakami’s 

magnum opuses, Kafka is his most comprehensive novel, the one most representative of his career. 

In other words, I place it at the center of his corpus, around which fragments of his earlier novels 

and protagonists of a “not-so-distant past” revolve (221). Furthermore, and perhaps most 

importantly, through Kafka’s journey, Kafka recasts Murakami’s career in a different light. It 

invites readers to reconsider how earlier protagonists and their “creator,” Murakami, in all their 

former detachment and isolation, may be approached in a reparative manner, at least 
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retrospectively. This reading of Kafka is consistent with the act of historical gathering or 

accounting noted earlier. It also offers a way “in” for interpreting Kafka’s place in Murakami’s 

literary career.  

 I now make explicit what has thus far been an implicit through line, “[a] dark, omnipresent 

pool of water” underlying this conversation until now: Kafka and Kafka’s journey may be read as 

an allegory of Murakami’s career and, specifically, of his transition from being a “detached” author 

to a committed one (10). Significantly, Kafka, for nearly the entire novel, is fifteen years old, and 

critics generally point to 1995, approximately fifteen years into Murakami’s literary career, as the 

pivotal year in which he finally “committed” to Japan. In this way, one can read Kafka as an 

allegorical figure, or what Elizabeth DeLoughrey terms a “simpler object,” that can stand as an 

“allegorical interpretant” for the larger, complex “system” that is Murakami’s literary output of 

many thousands of pages over several decades (15). In other words, echoes of earlier characters of 

Murakami’s fictional universe, such as “the Rat” of “The Rat Trilogy,” Watanabe Toru of 

Norwegian Wood or Hajime of South of the Border, West of the Sun (1992) disenchanted, lost, and 

wandering as they are, in perpetuity, emerge through Kafka. In a way, it is their “whispers” and 

their “breath[s]” that “[lie] over the house” in which Kafka’s story commences and from which 

Kafka runs away, as the “detached” Murakami supposedly did from discussions on war, violence, 

and history (11). However, Kafka’s departure is prismatic in nature, for if we examine it from a 

different perspective, he runs away and eschews the company of his earlier fictional counterparts 

who wished to remain apart from, or could not engage with, the world. Kafka leaves them and 

does something different. In so doing, Kafka gestures towards Murakami’s career as a whole by 

establishing its own trajectory, its own “journey,” not unlike its eponymous protagonist.  
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 To better illustrate Kafka’s centrality to Murakami’s oeuvre, I turn to a term known as the 

Roche limit. In W.G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn (1995) is an entry from the Brockhaus 

Encyclopaedia: “The rings of Saturn consist of ice crystals and probably meteorite particles 

describing circular orbits around the planet’s equator. In all likelihood these are fragments of a 

former moon that was too close to the planet and was destroyed by its tidal effect ( Roche limit)” 

(n.p.). I quote this entry in full because it defines succinctly but still clearly what constitutes the 

“Roche limit,” a term applicable to not only Kafka as a novel but also its “tidal effect” as what I 

believe to be its status as the defining novel in Murakami’s corpus (n.p.). As I established above, 

if Kafka wishes to “detach” himself as best as he can because of the impress of a traumatic history 

upon him, because “he was too close” to — and not simply “too” detached and withdrawn, as 

critics have said, from — this history and was, in turn, “destroyed by its tidal effect,” the remaining 

“ice crystals,” “the meteorite particles,” the “fragments of a former moon” “describing circular 

orbits” are akin to the earlier detached Murakamian protagonists who emerge as reverberations, 

echoes, as “whispers of people who don’t exist” (both as characters not featured in this particular 

story and as fictional — not “real” — creations) through the figure of Kafka (n.p.; 11). A particular 

passage that takes place, significantly, in an off-limits storeroom of the Komura Memorial Library 

reads like a version of the Roche limit:  

 

“We go into a small room facing the parking lot. There are no windows, only a skylight 

high up. A mess of objects from various periods are strewn around — furniture, dishes, 

magazines, clothes, and paintings . . . In the middle of the room, where time seems to have 
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come to a halt, we find an old Sansui stereo . . . All like the ruins of some not-so-distant 

past.” (220-21, emphasis mine) 

 

The “old Sansui stereo” at the center of “the ruins of some not-so-distant past, of a “mess of objects 

from various periods,” “all this stuff” that “belonged to Saeki’s [now-deceased] boyfriend” is 

significant (220-21). It is a different sort of “mechanism buried inside,” one hidden within the 

depths of the Komura Memorial Library to which the public does not have access and yet which 

harbors the innermost, private secrets of Saeki’s rather tragic past (11). The stereo system, this 

device or “mechanism,” intentionally sought out by Kafka with Oshima’s help, is what allows for 

Kafka to first encounter a “living” vestige of Saeki’s past and understand that Saeki too is a 

fragment caught in the orbit of a traumatic history, that is, of the tumultuous late 1960s in postwar 

Japan. Thus, just as Kafka begins to ponder and investigate Saeki’s mysterious past by listening to 

her song, “Kafka on the Shore,” released in 1969 when she was nineteen years-old, we too enter a 

different “Kafka on the Shore,” one refracted through the prism of Saeki.  

Saeki’s “Kafka on the Shore” 

As Oshima drives Kafka to the Komura Memorial Library and informs him that he can work and 

reside there (or, as Oshima phrases it, “be a part of the library”), we learn more about the enigmatic 

Saeki, whose permission allows Kafka to stay at the library in the first place (154 emphasis 

original). Her story, relayed to us by Oshima, is a heartbreaking one. It could very well constitute 

its own novel. Saeki, Oshima says, early in her life, lived a “fairy-tale romance” (157). She had 

grown up with her childhood sweetheart, the eldest son of the Komura family who, above all, loved 

to collect and read works of literature. “They were like one body and spirit,” Oshima says (156). 
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Eventually, however, Saeki’s boyfriend left for Tokyo to go to college and, in turn, because she so 

missed him, she wrote a song, “Kafka on the Shore,” as a “way of crying out to her boyfriend, so 

far away” (157). If her boyfriend’s departure for Tokyo was the raison d’être for “Kafka on the 

Shore” and its composition and subsequent success (it was a major hit and sold millions of copies), 

it is this departure which ultimately leads to his brutal murder, a death which Oshima calls “totally 

pointless” (158). Having been mistaken by a group of university student protestors as “a leader of 

an opposing faction,” Saeki’s boyfriend is interrogated and beaten to death (158). In one of the 

novel’s most graphic passages, Oshima says, “[b]y dawn he was dead. His skull was caved in, his 

ribs broken, his lungs ruptured. They tossed his corpse out on the street like a dead dog” (158). 

While Saeki lost her boyfriend, a part of her “body and spirit,” her “other half,” and he, his life, 

the student protestors were “given short prison sentences” on the basis that their murder was not 

premeditated (156, 158). They were, presumably, released shortly thereafter while the “hands of 

the clock buried inside [Saeki’s] soul ground to a halt then” (161). Ever since, Saeki has lived as 

a type of exile — “[a] high invisible wall surrounds her, holding people at arm’s length” and “she 

still lives in that frozen time” (159, 161). While, on a “global” level, “[t]he collapse of the student 

movement can be seen as [Murakami’s] generation’s first exposure to emptiness,” Kafka, in 

depicting Saeki’s past, reminds us not only of the “local,” personal costs of violent events in history 

unknown to many Western readers, but also, more importantly for this discussion, preserves for 

us an exiled (or “detached”) protagonist of Murakami’s earlier fiction in a novel supposedly 

composed and published in the “committed” phase of his career (Rubin 25). In other words, if 

Kafka treks out for new territory, for what still remains possible in reading and in considering 
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Murakami’s oeuvre, Saeki is a detached “holdover” somewhat at odds with Kafka’s and Kafka’s 

enterprise. She is the text’s Exilic Being. 

  Saeki is not simply one of Murakami’s fictional creations; she is also his “peer” or 

contemporary in the sense that they are of the same generation and can, several decades later, 

observe the tumultuous late 1960s from the standpoint of the present, that is, as adults who have 

reached middle age. Though Baik Jiwoon argues that Kafka and Nakata “reflect [Murakami] 

Haruki himself” and that Murakami “sends both characters “into the frozen time” of the 1960s,” it 

is rather Saeki who embodies that time, that era from which Murakami too emerged into cultural 

consciousness as not only a Japanese citizen but as the novelist we know today (68). As Strecher 

notes, 1969 and the “spring of 1970 . . . is exactly the historical moment in which Murakami seems 

most interested” (11). Note Kafka’s description of the nineteen-year-old Saeki he sees on the LP 

record jacket of “Kafka on the Shore”: “She looks like a symbol of something, A certain time, a 

certain place. A certain state of mind . . . Time had come to a standstill in this photograph. 1969 

— a scene from long before I was even born” (223). In a sense, Kafka is looking at and taking in 

another, earlier version of Kafka on the Shore and the story contained therein. They are essentially 

two parallel narratives or movements, to return to the symphony analogy, that are being “played” 

simultaneously, one on top of the other. The only difference, arguably, is that while Saeki believes 

her story has come to an end already — she lives in the never-ending aftermath of her trauma, after 

her lover’s death, and tells Kafka “I’m not trying to die. I’m just waiting for death to come. Like 

sitting on a bench at the station, waiting for the train” — Kafka’s story is still unfolding page by 

page, literally step by step in his wanderings (294). 
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 This dynamic is revealed in one of the few heartfelt conversations between Saeki and Kafka 

in her office, enough for the usually reserved Saeki to tell Kafka, “I wonder why I’m confessing 

all these things to you” (291). What is revealed is how much their histories, their pasts, resemble 

one another. With “a very detached look in her eyes,” the supposedly “detached” Kafka notes, 

Saeki shares her story, her very own “Kafka on the Shore,” with Kafka (291). Her story, like 

Kafka’s, is one of exile, wandering, and an attempted renunciation of a former life. In response to 

Kafka, who confesses that he was forced to leave his father’s home in Tokyo because “[he] just 

wanted to be somewhere else, that’s all. Anywhere but there,” Saeki reveals that she too had to 

leave her childhood home of Takamatsu “when [she] was twenty,” that is, following her 

boyfriend’s death” (291, emphasis original). “I felt the same way,” she says, “I had to leave or else 

I wouldn’t survive” (291).  

 This historical resemblance dovetails rather conveniently with the question of whether 

Saeki is indeed Kafka’s mother who ran away and abandoned him when he was four years old. (In 

other words, is this a case of “like mother, like son?”) However, Kafka seems to suggest by leaving 

the mystery of Kafka’s “missing” mother unresolved that finding out the “true” answer is beside 

the point. This is intentional. Will Kafka’s finding his mother again, who he hasn’t seen in a 

decade, offer him solace or, to go a step further, undo the trauma his father inflicted on him after 

she left? Murakami seems to answer in the negative by way of Saeki’s refusal to answer Kafka’s 

question whether she in fact married, had a child (him), and then ran away. In leaving out the truth 

to this mystery — arguably the central mystery of the novel — Kafka preempts a common 

interpretation that Kafka is, in wandering through parts of Japan, searching for his mother and his 

older sister (as if he is a detective in a detective novel trained to decode clues that will ultimately 
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bring a sense of resolution to his narrative). Rather, by leaving Saeki’s relationship to Kafka 

perpetually ambiguous, she is made a type of “proxy” mother whose relationship to Kafka can 

only be guessed at and interpreted in the affirmative or in the negative, much like, say, a reader or 

a historian, who, in interpreting a set of events to be accurate or inaccurate, possible or impossible, 

crafts his/her own version of events and thus a narrative. Liberally speaking, Saeki is both 

“mother” and history to Kafka. In other words, underlying the physical or empirical similarities 

between Saeki and his “unknown” mother — the fact that they are around the same age or share 

other biographical details — is the fact that Saeki’s presence itself reminds Kafka of his past, the 

life he has lived thus far, from his birth onward to his mother and older sister’s running away, to 

his father’s abuse and, finally, his running away to the library. In short, signified by her and by her 

“Kafka on the Shore” is the narrative of Kafka we have read so far, from its opening pages to both 

Saeki’s and Kafka’s respective confessions to each other. In a sense, the novel comes full circle 

through the figure of Saeki. The closest readers may come, then, to identifying a parent-child 

relationship between Saeki and Kafka is the extent to which their histories resemble each other 

and the threads of violence and bloodshed run between both their lives. In short, the “same” blood 

bleeds through the canvas of their pasts.  

 However, the novel again moves from a “region of likeness” to one of unlikeness, to 

borrow a phrase from poet Jorie Graham. This is reflected in how differently the two orientate 

themselves with respect to a painting in the library’s guest room in which Kafka resides (and where 

Saeki’s boyfriend lived when he was still alive). The painting, also titled Kafka on the Shore, 

depicts a boy sitting on a beach not far from the library. We soon learn that it was painted by an 

artist who was hosted by the Komura family when Saeki was twelve years old, when “[a]n eternal, 
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naïve innocence, never to be marred, float[ed] around her like spores in spring” (223). While 

Saeki’s fifteen-year-old “ghost” visits the guest room during the night and observes the painting 

that depicts a scene literally “in that frozen time,” unchanged despite the time that passes in the 

world outside of the world represented therein, the first thing Kafka notices when he and Saeki 

visit the “real” scene, after forty years have passed, is that the landscape “doesn’t look like the 

place in the painting” (161, 298). Saeki simply replies, “Things change. A lot of things affect the 

shoreline — waves, wind, typhoons. Sand gets washed away, they truck more in” (298). Whereas 

Saeki continues to reside in “that frozen time,” exiled from the present, Kafka resides in the 

present, and it is this moment, this difference, when Kafka is literally “on the shore,” that 

distinguishes Kafka’s Kafka on the Shore from Saeki’s “Kafka on the Shore” (161). In a way, they 

are rival narratives whose identical titles compete for primacy.  

 However, Saeki herself seems to admit and suspect of her past that it was “something too 

complete, too perfect” that would inevitably be marred by the world in its perpetual turnings (295). 

Though the ever-insightful Oshima calls Saeki’s love story a “fairy-tale romance” without much 

thought, by way of Saeki’s own admission, her history is revealed to Kafka as something ultimately 

unrealizable in this world in all of its beauty but also amid all of its tragedies (157). As Saeki says 

to Kafka, an observation heartbreaking in its brevity: “[t]hings change” (298). The “detached,” 

Murakami-esque protagonist of 1969 and 1970, Saeki, seems to admit a sort of “defeat” or 

resignation to the scenery of the present that continues to change in front of her. If the “scene” in 

which Kafka and Saeki “sit there looking at the scenery” is its own “painting” for readers, as “[t]he 

clouds shift and the moonlight dapples the sea” and the “[w]ind blows through the pine forest, 

sounding like a crowd of people sweeping the ground at the same time,” it is Kafka who also 
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moves in time with the immemorial flux of the present (298). While Saeki is strangely absent in 

this “scenery” painted for us by Murakami — we are not told what she is doing or is thinking — 

Kafka “scoops up some sand and let[s] it slowly spill out between [his] fingers. It falls to the beach 

and, like lost time, becomes part of what’s already there. [He] do[es] this over and over” (298). 

Kafka too, alongside the wind and the waves, shapes the present shoreline, the shoreline of “now.” 

If, at the beginning of his story, Kafka fears the sandstorm of “pulverized bones” inside him, 

enough so to close his eyes and cup his ears in an attempt to detach himself from it, in this instance 

Kafka seems to be wielding the grains of sand in his hand and between his fingers like a pen (5). 

He is not going against the grain of this sandstorm as he once did but rather is going with it, shaping 

(literally) the present with the sandstorm’s material (sand) with the “materials” of his past, the 

“part of what’s already there” around him and inside him (298). He and Saeki “consummate” this 

marriage of past and present, of the detached narrative of “Kafka on the Shore” of 1969-1970 and 

Kafka’s present journey in Kafka in which is staged a departure from the traditionally detached 

narratives of Murakami’s early career. Soon after they’ve reenacted the painting of the past in the 

present, they return to the library, climb into bed together, and make love. What emerges from the 

joining together of these two individuals, one of whom is stuck in the past in the present and one 

who continues to live on in the present, the rest of his story unraveling before our eyes, is the novel 

Kafka on the Shore Murakami has written for us.  

Epilogue: The Murakami Memorial Library 

When the novel reaches its conclusion and the pages of Kafka run out, a question still remains. 

What sort of “book” has Saeki been writing throughout the novel? Kafka notes that, “[a]s always 

. . . [Saeki’s] at her desk, writing” (248). Saeki, too, like Murakami, is a writer. Yet her work, 
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whether it be a novel, a memoir, or simply a series of journal entries, is never revealed. She just 

requests that Nakata, who I read as representative of “oblivion,” one who can access “[t]hat 

bottomless world of darkness” where “[e]verything is there, but there are no parts,” burn up her 

work until it is completely destroyed (85, emphasis original). She says:  

 

All the details are in here. I wrote this to put it all in order, to make sure one more time 

about the life I lived. I have only myself to blame, but it’s a gut-wrenching process. And 

I’ve finally finished it. I’ve written everything I need to write. I don’t need this anymore, 

and I don’t want anybody else to read it . . . So I want it all burned up, every last page, so 

nothing’s left. (392) 

 

What is ironically tragic is that though Saeki is surrounded by books — “collections of Japanese 

literature, World literature, and individual writers, classics, philosophy, drama, art history, 

sociology, history, biography, geography” — what she has written never makes it onto the 

bookshelves of the Komura Memorial Library (or of other libraries elsewhere) (38). This is not to 

say, however, that her story is forgotten. After Saeki has died, Kafka is reunited with her in a 

metaphysical town hidden deep within the mountains of Kochi, where, according to Kafka, “[a] 

faint breeze is cutting through the woods, making the leaves of the trees around me tremble” and 

“form[ing] ripples on the folds of my mind” (416). During what becomes their “final” exchange 

before Kafka leaves again for the “real world,” Saeki stabs herself in the arm and Kafka drinks her 

blood, which “goes down, deep in [his] throat” and is “absorbed by the dry outer layer of [his] 

heart” (442). The same issues, that is, of Kafka’s heart and blood remain near the novel’s end. 
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However, in him now also flows the blood of Saeki, whom Kafka promises never to forget. Saeki 

lives in and through Kafka and when he, frightened at first that Saeki will no longer be of the “real 

world,” tells her “[b]ut I still don’t know anything about life,” she simply says: “Look at the 

painting,” that is, at Kafka on the Shore (467). Murakami seems to be instructing us, through Saeki, 

a fellow writer of the 1969-1970 generation whose lifelong “book” may well have read like one of 

Murakami’s earlier novels, to remember those times not long gone, of which his earlier fictions 

too were a part, by reading Kafka on the Shore. As the novel concludes, “You are part of a brand-

new world,” and indeed we are for having experienced Kafka, and, indeed, Murakami is for having 

written a character such as Kafka who, having gone “to the edge of the world” may have authored 

the very book we are holding in our hands (467). As Kafka tells us (and perhaps the critics I have 

attempted to address) in the (or perhaps his) novel’s opening chapter, “It sounds like a fairy tale. 

But it’s no fairy tale, believe me. No matter what sort of spin you put on it” (6).  
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CHAPTER TWO 

‘BUT I MUST STILL SAY SOMETHING’: 

TRACING THE UNFINISHED WORK IN W.G. SEBALD’S THE EMIGRANTS 

 

On Sunday afternoon Papa does his accounts. He takes a small key out of a leather pouch, 

unlocks the gleaming walnut bureau, opens the centre section, puts the key back into the 

pouch, sits down with a certain ceremony, and, settling himself, takes out a hefty account 

book. For an hour or so he makes entries and notes in this book and a number of smaller 

ones, and on pieces of paper cut to various sizes; softly he adds up long columns of figures 

and makes calculations . . . Mama sits in the living room with Papa, reading the Munchner 

Neuste Nachrichten . . . Whenever she comes across something incredible or remarkable 

she reads it out to Papa who has to stop his adding up for a while.  

   —W.G. Sebald, The Emigrants 

 

Introduction 

The author of four novel length works, Vertigo (2001) (Schwindel. Gefühl [1990]), The Emigrants 

(1996) (Die Ausgewanderten [1992]), The Rings of Saturn (1998) (Die Ringe des Saturn: Eine 

englische Wallfahrt [1995]), and Austerlitz (2001) (Austerlitz [2001]), along with essay 

collections, such as A Place in the Country (2013) (Logis in einem Landhaus [1998]) and On the 

Natural History of Destruction (2003) (Luftkrieg und Literatur [1999]), W.G. Sebald (1944 – 

2001) proposes that the past still impresses itself upon individuals by way of its lingering echoes, 

shadows, and reverberations and, for this very reason, can be (and must be) known and negotiated 
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with. (Indeed, I argue later that Dr. Henry Selwyn’s “chapter” in The Emigrants introduces us to 

such vocabularies by way of which other sections of the collection may be read and understood.) 

After a long career as an academic who primarily wrote scholarship, Sebald began to write 

creative works that confronted the myriad dark chapters of human history — genocide, global 

imperialism, racial persecution, warfare, so on and so forth. Among these, general readers and 

critics most often associate Sebald with the Holocaust (also known as the Shoah), especially after 

they encounters works such as The Emigrants and Austerlitz. Consequently, some critics identify 

Sebald as a “Holocaust author,” though Sebald always rejected such a label. As Uwe Schütte notes, 

“[e]ven though the genocide committed by the Nazis looms in the background in many of his 

literary writings, Sebald did not want to be classed together with authors who were either surviving 

victims of racial persecution or writers who aimed to exploit the Holocaust for sensationalist or 

provocative reasons to gain attention” (58). Nevertheless, Sebald’s literary engagement with the 

Holocaust has not been without controversy.  

Much has been said about Sebald’s German nationality. Brad Prager, for example, finds 

the narrator in The Emigrants potentially problematic because he, like Sebald, is a German national 

who attempts to empathize with Jewish victims of genocide. This narrator, a “good German,” 

Prager asserts, raises questions about the “moral and epistemological consequences of narrating 

the Holocaust from a German position” (76). While Prager’s concerns are well-considered and 

constitute another strand of the debate surrounding the ethics of Holocaust representation that still 

(and should) continue in the present, his skepticism of Sebald’s narrator based on his national 

origins, that is, as an individual born in Germany shortly before the end of World War II in 1944, 

is problematic. Even empathy is made suspect, though this is not Prager’s intent.  
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Prager overlooks a few key questions that remain despite the text’s supposed conclusion, 

questions that are left unanswered and met with a silence that offers itself not only as a site of 

speculation but also, more importantly, as fertile ground for a reparative reexamination of The 

Emigrants. The Emigrants is a collection of narratives that portrays a continual research process. 

It is not simply a collection of stories. Arguably with the exception of Dr. Henry Selwyn’s 

“chapter,” each narrative documents its own composition: the collection of evidence, the recording 

of testimonies, interviews with those who know something the narrator-researcher does not, note-

taking, written reflections, etc. This raises some questions: What sort of project is this narrator-

researcher hoping to complete? What is he working towards, what type of “final” or “finished” 

product is he envisioning which necessitates this heap, if not overflow, of evidentiary material 

scattered throughout the collection from its beginning to its end? Or, to put this another way, if we 

are reading Sebald’s The Emigrants, what is this perpetually unfinished work that is always in the 

process of being written in The Emigrants?  

While some have treated the respective stories of Selwyn, Paul Bereyter, Ambros 

Adelwarth, and Max Ferber (Max Aurach in the original German translation) separately in their 

work, I argue that by reading the four narratives together, one can gather both a progression 

towards the composition of The Emigrants (the work in readers’ hands) and also insight into 

Sebald’s inability to write a composition which “neatly” coheres into a work of “traditional” 

Holocaust fiction such as, say, Elie Wiesel’s Night (1956) or Imre Kertész’s Fatelessness (1975). 

This reading (or tracing) of the “unfinished novel” embedded in The Emigrants sheds light on 

Sebald’s negotiation of literary aesthetics in the wake of the Holocaust and, furthermore, compels 

one to rethink Prager’s criticism. In other words, the narrator is not a German who attempts to 
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empathize with and thus confuses himself for a Jewish victim of the Holocaust, but a German 

narrator-researcher-writer who admits he cannot adequately nor completely finish a work of such 

magnitude. 

Rethinking, then, the reader as a type of gatherer who can traverse the collection from its 

beginning to its end reveals his/her privileged position. Unlike the fate of, in Walter Benjamin’s 

words, “dispersion,” “confusion,” and “scatter” that befall the four emigrants, the reader remains 

the sole “collector” who, “struck by the confusion, by the scatter, in which things of the world are 

found,” is compelled to “[take] up the struggle against dispersion” in his/her very reading of this 

rather scattered, then gathered again, palimpsestic work (“The Collector” 211). Of course, there is 

no one “correct” way to read The Emigrants. However, the reader-as-collector “model” aligns 

rather well with the Sebaldian enterprise and such a reading is especially attuned to the text’s form 

and content. Additionally, readers may pose the collected nature of The Emigrants — one which 

reflects the narrator-researcher’s engaging with historical material and testimonies necessary for 

his project — in contrast to the unintended distancing from history Prager’s reading of Sebald as 

a “good German” narrator perpetuates.  

A Defense  

According to Prager, the “good German” is one who “become[s] ‘good’ by putting him or herself 

in the place of the Jews . . .  to the point that the narrator or protagonist risks becoming one with, 

and even mistaking himself for, those very victims” (89). While Prager acknowledges that Sebald 

himself criticized postwar German writers who wished “to remind the reader that there were ‘good 

Germans’ and that goodness still had a place in the face of mass extermination,” he notes that 

Sebald, as a German national, also fell into the trap of problematically empathizing with Jewish 
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peoples in his writing (86-7). However, Prager’s rendering of Sebald (and his narrator) as a “good 

German” is problematic because of its potential consequences. Incidentally, and ironically, it 

undercuts the basis for Prager’s concerns in the first place.  

At the crux of Prager’s argument is the issue of empathy. While Prager praises Sebald for 

being an “empathetic and articulate scribe” of “the saddest spaces of the human spirit,” empathy 

also runs “the risk of undermining the possibility of exchange” (Prager 76). This exchange, likely 

critical in nature, for the phrase “critical exchange” appears numerous times in the essay, is 

essential to the study of the Holocaust and its aftermath. However, because the Sebaldian narrator 

pursues a “close connection” between himself and the subjects he interviews, many of whom are 

Jewish, according to Prager, these exchanges are likely to be undermined (82). The presupposition 

here, it seems, is one of objectivity (though Prager does not say this so explicitly). The narrator’s 

identification with Jewish Holocaust victims impedes upon an objectivity necessary for a 

“productive analysis” in service to “the important project of working through the past” (83, 88).  

As a case in point, Prager refers to a particular sequence in which the narrator, in the section 

entitled “Max Ferber,” goes to visit Kissingen where Ferber’s mother, a victim of the Holocaust, 

grew up as a child. During his trip, he visits a local Jewish cemetery and is “particularly touched 

by a writer’s feather quill on one gravestone” (Prager 92). He then “experiences a strong rush of 

identification” with the Jewish author Friederike Halbleib (Prager 92). For Prager, the problem 

here is that this is only one instance among others in Sebald’s collection in which the narrator 

“experiences the plights of his story’s victims so much that he takes on their grief as if it were his 

own” (Prager 90). An “appropriation” of grief, by a German at that, is read by Prager “into” the 

scene here and is implied in his argument. However, no indication is provided in the text that this 
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grief is a deliberate (nor a conscious) move on the part of the narrator. Regardless, though, is this 

grief not an example of an “exchange” Prager believes to be crucial to the enterprise of working 

through the past, through history? By extension, who gets to determine whether an “exchange” of 

grief (or some other sensation) in the aftermath of genocide is valid or not? Interestingly, Prager’s 

essay ends with his delegating the utmost importance to “national and historical contexts” because 

no unifying, transhistorical consensus of how the Holocaust ought to be remembered is likely to 

emerge (Prager 102). Individual voices, and not a universal one, he suggests, will compose the 

historical contexts, histories, and acts of remembrance of the Holocaust. Yet by the same logic, 

the validity of certain voices is met with a suspicion founded on the narrator’s (and Sebald’s) 

nationality. Of course, those who pursue a study of the Holocaust ought to exercise caution, and 

differences will emerge in how the Holocaust is approached, rendered, and preserved by “Jews, 

Germans, children of survivors, and Hollywood directors” (Prager 102). The risk of 

misrepresentation remains, and scholars must remain vigilant. However, at the same time, Prager 

does not consider the “historical contexts,” in this case,” of Sebald’s own sensibilities towards his 

status as a citizen of the same Germany that led the charge for the extermination of European 

Jewry. Essentially, at the conclusion of his essay, Prager undercuts, if not his argument, then his 

aims to “facilitate dialogue and critical analysis” (102).  

This is not to claim that Prager’s essay is without its merits. One especially incisive 

observation revolves around the narrator as a writer-researcher:  

 

Throughout The Emigrants the narrator is present, repeatedly voicing an awareness of his 

inability to present his subjects’ backgrounds and stories ‘as they actually were.’ Such 
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authorial anxieties have become typical of Holocaust narratives, as they often reflect the 

author’s own admission that in writing about the Holocaust certain details are subject to 

distortion even without his/her realizing it. (91) 

 

Indeed, the narrator’s relationship to his writing in The Emigrants is often fraught and tenuous 

and, here, Prager, rather than simplifying the narrator as a “good German,” offers a more 

complicated version of him, one which raises more questions than it does provide definitive 

answers.  

 In reading about the “good German” paradigm, one may be reminded of the “real life” case 

of the Belgian theorist and critic Paul de Man, articulated in Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub’s 

groundbreaking work Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History 

(1992). In Chapter 5 specifically, Felman warns against hastily passing judgment on certain 

historical figures. The rush to pass judgment, Felman says, may obscure, rather than clarify, 

history. Not long after de Man passed away, it was discovered that he had written for pro-German 

publications during the Second World War. “[T]he responses to this discovery in the press and 

elsewhere,” Felman recalls, “seem[ed] to focus on the act of passing judgment” (121). While 

having written Nazi propaganda is undoubtedly problematic, Felman warned against “grossly 

oversimplifying matters” (121). For her, it was important for those eager to accuse to understand 

that de Man found himself in a very precarious position after Belgium was invaded and occupied 

by a foreign army, after which de Man was subsequently ordered by occupying authorities to act 

and think in a certain manner.  
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 Felman argues that in hastily judging de Man one distances oneself from history. “In 

passing judgment on de Man,” Felman warns, “we distance and disown his dangerous closeness 

to us, in an attempt to distance history, the Holocaust, as past, his past, which . . .  remains foreign 

and exterior to our present” (122, emphasis original). In an essay entitled “The Gray Zone,” Primo 

Levi speaks similarly. He warns against the “Manichean” urge to “reduce the river of human 

occurrences to conflicts, and the conflicts to duels — we and they . . .  winners and losers . . .  the 

good guys and the bad guys” (37). While we are called to collectively remember the Holocaust 

and other humanitarian disasters (the well-known contemporary phrase “Never Forget” comes to 

mind), hastily passing judgment on de Man as “the bad guy,” a “Nazi,” “one of them” unwittingly 

acts to “dismiss or forget de Man” and to “limit our remembering of recent history only to a screen 

memory” (Felman 122-3). Similarly, to suspect Sebald’s writing on the Holocaust because of his 

German nationality reflects the all-too-common willingness, even compulsion, perhaps, to 

simplify history. While Sebald was indeed a German and wrote on the Holocaust, he was also one 

who all his life had difficulties reconciling with his German identity, who exiled himself to 

England to avoid the tutelage of German university professors who had, more or less, contributed 

to Nazi discourse, and who relentlessly feuded with his parents because he held their generation 

responsible for the persecution of Jews that culminated in the Shoah. All three writers cited above 

— Prager, Felman, and Levi — emphasize the excavation of historical context to ward off the rush 

for simplification. To simplify is to risk and invite obfuscation, a missed chance to deepen access 

to and make legible the myriad complexities that surround us.  
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Against “Cartesian Rigidity” 

In The Rings of Saturn, Sebald establishes a type of theory of reading that lends itself as a 

corrective to the issues addressed above. It may be applied to his other works.  Sebald’s “reading” 

of Rembrandt’s painting The Anatomy Lesson reveals the potential violence of what he calls a 

“Cartesian rigidity” by which “the human” is abstracted and overlooked. This sequence begins 

thus: “the dissection of a corpse was undertaken in public at the Waaggebouw in Amsterdam” 

(12). The narrator reveals to us that the body to be dissected belonged to “a petty thief . . . who had 

been hanged for his misdemeanors an hour or so earlier” (12). His name is Adriaan Adriaanszoon, 

his alias Aris Kindt. This “anatomy lesson,” conducted by Dr Nicolaas Tulp, is the ceremonious 

occasion captured in Rembrandt’s painting. In it, the narrator notices that no one depicted in the 

painting is looking at the body of the dead Kindt. Rather, their eyes are fixed elsewhere. “It is 

somehow odd that Dr Tulp’s colleagues, the narrator tells us, “are not looking at Kindt’s body, 

that their gaze is directed just past it to focus on the open anatomical atlas, a schematic plan of the 

human being, such as envisaged by the enthusiastic amateur anatomist René Descartes” who 

instructs that one should “disregard the flesh . . . and attend to the machine within” (13). The 

narrator is troubled by this scene of dissection not because of the dissection itself but because of 

Kindt’s disembodiment this scene of dissection reveals, as if the narrator dissects for us what really 

lies at the heart of his consternations, under the skin, so to speak. Though Kindt is present, in the 

flesh, splayed out on the examination table, at the center of this artwork, his “flesh,” his presence, 

is subsumed by the “schematic,” mechanistic” version of him, “the anatomical atlas” (13). The 

narrator puts it more bluntly: “the body is . . . excluded” (16). Rembrandt, however, the narrator 

speculates, was keenly aware of the violence (beyond the literal dissection) done to Kindt. He 
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concludes that Rembrandt’s “gaze alone is free of Cartesian rigidity,” that “[h]e alone sees that 

greenish annihilated body, and he alone sees the shadow in the half-open mouth and over the dead 

man’s eyes” (17). Prager’s mode of reading, refracted as it is through the lens of nationality, is not 

unlike how Tulp and his colleagues choose to overlook Kindt in favor of “the anatomical atlas” 

and a “schematic plan” (90). In such a reading, the experiences of the “good German” narrator, his 

overflow of grief as he encounters the stories of those persecuted, exiled, and/or killed in the 

Holocaust is seen as perhaps displaceable to the periphery. However, just as Sebald rereads Kindt 

into a visibility more acute than what is offered by abstract, “schematic” paradigms, such a reading 

of the four individuals encountered in The Emigrants is offered below. 

The Aesthetics of “Unsystematic Searching” 

In an interview in 1997, Sebald told James Wood, “I was just an ordinary academic until not that 

long ago. I gradually drifted into creative writing . . . in my mid-forties, out of a sense of frustration 

with my academic profession” (Wood). Though Sebald makes it seem as if he suddenly began to 

write creatively once he hit his “mid-forties,” (as if he were suddenly afflicted with a mid-life 

crisis) comments made by his former colleague, Christopher Bigsby, and his former pupil, Uwe 

Schütte, suggest that Sebald had always been somewhat at odds with the strict systematic methods 

that he thought governed academic scholarship. As Sebald once said regarding his approach to 

research, “[y]ou find odd details which lead you somewhere else, and so it’s a form of unsystematic 

searching, which of course for an academic is far from orthodoxy, because we are meant to do 

things systematically” (qtd. in Schütte 15, emphasis mine). Though indeed one can still ascertain 

traces of academic work in Sebald’s “fictions,” — they may be read, albeit loosely, as academic 

essays of sorts, a reading afforded by the oft-noted essayistic style of his writing — the most 
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consequential “product” of Sebald’s discomfort with the strictly rational or systematic nature of 

academic work is, of course, his works of “fiction.” “Needless to say,” recalls Schütte, “[Sebald] 

employed the very same method [one of “unsystematic searching”] when writing his imaginative 

prose later” (15). Sebald’s “imaginative prose” and his aesthetics of “unsystematic searching” may 

be read as the antithesis of what Dr. Tulp and his colleagues do to Kindt. In other words, if Kindt 

is overlooked and excluded, The Emigrants makes it evident, both explicitly and implicitly, that 

its composition was made possible only by the gathering of various testimonies, historical artifacts, 

and photographs, that is, an investigation into, rather than a looking away from, the traces of 

atrocities that remain before the narrator. Additionally, one may also dwell on the question of what 

sort of picture, what history, would emerge if one were to emulate Sebald’s approach of 

“unsystematic searching” in a reading of his creative works.  

A Collection of Collections  

In one sense, The Emigrants is a collection of four narratives. As noted earlier, they each feature 

a narrator-researcher-writer figure who investigates the life of an individual who was never 

imprisoned in a Nazi concentration camp and yet remains haunted by the Holocaust. These 

individuals, respectively Selwyn, Bereyter, Adelwarth, and Ferber/Aurach live not simply after 

“the impress of extremity” (“after such experiences”), as Carolyn Forché puts it, but rather “in 

their aftermath” in “a temporal debris field, where historical remains are strewn (of large events 

as well as those peripheral); where that-which-happened remains present” (160-61, emphasis 

original). Additionally, as Schütte notes, Sebald “traces the psychological after-effects of 

experiences such as expulsion, prosecution, and dislocation” (58). At the same time, however, 

these narratives each aspire to something larger than themselves. They are, after all, various pieces, 
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fragments, of a collection made “whole.” At a deeper level, The Emigrants reveals not only its 

constructed nature (in the postmodern sense), as Jane Zwart observes, "the purposefully badly kept 

secret of The Emigrants” is that “its windows and skies are ultimately made out of ink and pencil 

lead,” but also its collected nature (243). The Emigrants is a collection of collections: the narratives 

are palimpsestic patchworks of first-person narration, second-hand testimonies, diary entries, 

moments of tremulous recall, descriptions of dreams, photographs, summaries of newspaper 

articles, the manuscript of a memoir written by a Holocaust victim, and research mediated by the 

narrator. Our narrator-researcher-writer is a collector, too.  

 This emphasis on the Sebaldian narrator as collector bypasses a common conundrum critics 

face when they encounter Sebald’s work. Critics find Sebald’s work difficult to categorize. They 

often wonder if Sebald is writing fiction or if there is some “truth” to his “fiction.” Having been 

asked variations of these questions in several interviews, Sebald seems to have committed himself, 

more or less, to a stance of ambiguity. In other words, though he has not refused to answer such 

questions, his replies are usually, and perhaps intentionally, vague. What Sebald tells Carole 

Angier in an interview titled “Who is W.G. Sebald?” is a case in point. Angier asks Sebald, “[s]o 

the schoolteacher in the second story, Paul Bereyter, and all the others, too, were real people? And 

these are their real stories?” (70). Sebald replies, “[e]ssentially, yes, with some small changes” 

(70). He then proceeds to elaborate on several of these “changes,” or “falsifications,” as he puts it, 

he made to these stories of “real people” (72, 70). For example, Dr. Henry Selwyn did not live in 

Hingham but rather in Norfolk, and a diary entry “written” in English, a photograph of which is in 

the text, by Ambrose Adelwarth — whose name is a “falsification,” as well — was, it turns out, 

written by Sebald himself. The question of whether Sebald has written fiction or “non-fiction” is 
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difficult to answer with certainty. The answer, it seems, lies somewhere in the middle, in an 

ambiguous gray zone much too (even unbearably, traumatically) illustrative of Primo Levi’s 

worldview that “the entire history of the brief ‘millenial Reich’ can be reread as a war against 

memory, an Orwellian falsification of memory, falsification of reality, negation of reality” (31). 

Details concerning which aspects of Sebald’s texts are “true” and which are fictionalized are 

secrets he likely took to the grave when he tragically died at the age of 57 due to an aneurysm and 

a subsequent car accident.  

 However, that The Emigrants presents itself as a narrative which springs from variously 

collected artifacts is indisputable. While Ross Posnock, correctly and eloquently, states that 

“Sebald’s is an uncanny universe where historical fact and documentary media — photographs, 

memorabilia, and newspaper clippings — mingle, and at times interpenetrate, fictive invention to 

create artifices of authenticity,” the assumption underlying his statement is the assortment of 

objects (“photographs, memorabilia, and newspaper clippings”) that elicit variously associated 

anecdotes, testimonies, and stories that make up the fabric of Sebald’s canvas (112). Consequently, 

while what is fiction and what is true in The Emigrants remains disputed, that a collection of 

narratives has emerged forth from collections can be accounted for and is as “true” as the paper to 

which the text has been committed, regardless of whether for Sebald it was, say, an aesthetic 

decision, a political statement, or a true-to-life account of his various investigations into the “lives” 

of Selwyn, Bereyter, Adelwarth, Ferber/Aurach, and others.  In short, whether Sebald really did 

collect these various testimonies, stories, and objects or simply decided to write his fiction in such 

a way need not matter as much as one may think. Either way, it was Sebald’s choice to do so, and 

much may be gleaned from his decision. 



62 

 

Dr. Henry Selwyn and Dramatization of the Prior 

They [the Eastern Jews] gave themselves up. They lost themselves. They shed their aura 

of sad beauty. Instead, a dust-gray layer of suffering without meaning and anxiety without 

tragedy settled on their stooped backs. 

—Joseph Roth, The Wandering Jews 

 

The first narrative in The Emigrants may be understood as a type of methodological blueprint for 

how one may approach the rest of Sebald’s collection. Furthermore, it sheds light on how Sebald 

orients his narrator to the past of which the Holocaust is an indelible part, an orientation rather at 

odds with Prager’s accusation that Sebald wrongfully identifies as or with a Jewish Holocaust 

victim. Again, there is no one “correct” way to read a literary text. However, tracing the ways in 

which Selywn’s narrative dramatizes the composition of the collection as a whole aligns rather 

well with Sebald’s skepticism of “Cartesian rigidity.” If Prager’s mode of reading The Emigrants 

is comparable to how Dr Tulp and his colleagues look at Kindt, Selwyn’s narrative dramatizes an 

overflow beyond a “Cartesian rigidity” that is potentially reifiable in reading a collection of four 

distinct stories rigidly demarcated (or cordoned off) by a cover page on which are inscribed the 

name of the individual the narrator “encounters” in the following story and an epigraph. To choose 

to read in this manner is to imitate or to even embody the Sebaldian narrator as he traverses through 

various landscapes to collect artifacts and fragments of information to conduct his investigations 

into the past. Just as the narrator does, the reader may, briefly, inhabit the text and traverse its 

textual landscape, and attempt to attune him or herself to the echoes and reverberations of the 

respective stories of, say, Selwyn or Bereyter that emerge in “other” stories later in the collection. 
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The reader, once again, as was the case in the prior chapter on Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the 

Shore, may act as a reparative gatherer for a literary work that emerges out of the shattering 

impresses of extremity, of genocide, world wars, and exile.  

 The story of Selwyn opens with the narrator and his wife’s search for a flat for lease (“in 

search of somewhere to live”) in Hingham, Norfolk (3). In a sense, the story begins, medias res 

(“in the midst of things”), imbued with an idyllic silence (the sort Sebald and Felman warned 

against) ostensibly away from the affairs of the larger world. It seems as if they are out for a 

leisurely drive in the countryside. “For some 25 kilometres,” we are told, “the road runs amidst 

fields and hedgerows, beneath spreading oak trees, past a few scattered hamlets, till at length 

Hingham appears . . .” (3). Eventually, they settle down, albeit temporarily, at the aptly named 

estate, “Prior’s Gate, owned by Henry and Elli Selwyn. The former, we learn, is originally from 

“a village near Grodno in Lithuania” but was forced to flee in what he calls an “exodus” in 1899 

when he was only a child (18). Given both the time and place of Selywn’s departure, it is very 

likely that he and his family fled Lithuania due to the presence of anti-Jewish pogroms in and 

around the Russian Empire. (Not long after Selwyn’s departure was the 1913 trial of Menaham 

Mendel Beilis in Tsarist Russia, a fictionalized version of which is depicted in Bernard Malamud’s 

novel The Fixer [1966].) As the narrator continues to acquaint himself with Selwyn, he learns that 

the latter “in recent years . . . ha[s] been beset with homesickness more and more” (18). Selwyn, 

it turns out, was originally (or still is, perhaps) Hersch Seweryn, a Lithuanian Jew whose illustrious 

academic career first began at the village cheder where he and other Jewish children were taught. 

The narrator and his wife, soon after, move to a different flat and only a few weeks later, Selwyn 

commits suicide with a rifle, “with intent to kill” (23). However, there is more to this relatively 
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short and, in terms of plot, simple story than meets the eye. As Mark Richard McCulloh remarks, 

a “characteristic of Sebald’s way of seeing” is to make a “point of undermining or reversing initial 

judgements about appearance,” what reveals Selwyn’s secret history and moves it along towards 

a conclusion is the constant raveling and unraveling, the making and unmaking of the past as it is 

witnessed from the standpoint of the present (27).  

 The narrator and his wife settle into Prior’s Gate as its temporary inhabitants during their 

search for “somewhere to live” (3). Of course, though this may bespeak the obvious, by living in 

this particular estate, they thus inhabit the “prior,” as in what has come before, the past, what was 

previously present or evident but may no longer be because, as Selwyn notes, the house and its 

grounds “has fallen into disrepair like so much else around [t]here,” as if some effort towards its 

preservation has been halted (7). Additionally, the “gate” may refer to Selwyn’s story itself, for, if 

one presumes an underlying logic in how Sebald and/or his publishers ordered the four narratives 

in the collection, it serves as the first point of a liminal crossing into the world(s) of the text, one 

collectively engaged in mining emergent pockets of the past. Incidentally, on the front door of 

Prior’s Gate is “a brass knocker in the shape of a fish,” as if to suggest the idiom “a fish out of 

water” to further imply the air of estrangement from a locale with which one is usually, or ideally, 

associated. This applies to the narrator and Prior’s Gate (as its temporary inhabitant), Selwyn as a 

Lithuanian Jew and England as the site of his exile, and the reader and the text (4). If one enters 

the door with the “brass knocker in the shape of a fish,” what is revealed inside, behind the façade 

of the exterior is, the narrator notes, “the gloomy interior” of Prior’s Gate (4, 8). What has remained 

hidden away from view, not only in terms of the estate’s interior but also in the case of Selwyn’s 

secret history (hidden from his wife, Elli) and the larger history of exodus of which he is a part is 
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indeed “gloomy,” to put it somewhat glibly. It is this “gloomy interior” of the prior in which most 

of Selwyn’s story and the collection as a whole take place (8).  

 Interestingly, the narrator at first unwittingly imitates Selwyn’s compulsion to forget or to 

cover up the “gloomy” past. He too is guilty of perpetuating this conspiracy of silence against 

which Sebald railed in his Zürich Lectures which were later published in On the Natural History 

of Destruction. The narrator remarks that “the view from the high windows across the garden, the 

park, and the massed cloud in the sky was ample recompense” for the rather unseemly or 

unappealing interior (8). Furthermore, he notes that “one only needed to look out, and the gigantic 

and startlingly ugly sideboard ceased to exist, the mustard yellow paintwork in the kitchen 

vanished, and the turquoise refrigerator . . . seemed to dissolve into nowhere, as if by a miracle” 

(8). What is dramatized here is a forced erasure, or an avoidance, of the unpleasant by way of 

visual occlusion. Here, one is reminded of the popular phrase “out of sight, out of mind,” and, for 

better or for worse, this phrase is easily enacted, as “if a . . . miracle” — “one only need[s] to look 

out” or look away (8). Here, Sebald introduces to us a compulsion towards a conspiracy of silence. 

However, it is implied that acts of willed forgetting, avoidance, or erasure too have the ability to 

“make” history or are themselves a form of history (un)making. In other words, to borrow the 

famous image of Penelope’s tapestry in Homer’s The Odyssey, whether she is weaving or 

unweaving the fabric — “So by day, I’d weave at my great and growing web — / by night, by the 

light of torches set beside me, / I would unravel all I’d done . . .” need not matter so much as the 

fact that both acts materially change how the tapestry looks to an outsider, in Penelope’s case, to 

the suitors who wish to take Odysseus’s place and, in the narrator’s case, the Prior’s Estate he has 

just moved into and is “seeing” (or “seeing” by refusing to see certain aspects of it) for the first 
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time (19.167-169). The narrator and his wife soon realize that they can “make modest alterations 

in the flat, to suit [their] taste” (8). (For example, we are told that “the bathroom [was] painted 

white.) (8) The narrator is making in the present what will later be the “prior” for whoever resides 

in the estate in the future while unmaking the house as it was previously known to its former 

occupants, the Selwyns. To put it bluntly, the narrator is “writing” (or painting) what will later be 

perceived as “history.” The “modest alterations” undertaken by the narrator, however, also suggest 

perhaps the inefficacy of simply looking out the window, looking away from that which is 

unseemly. If looking out the window at “the garden, the park, and the massed cloud in the sky” 

was indeed “ample recompense” for the interior, one is compelled to ask the following question: 

why does the narrator continue to make his alterations? (8) Though we cannot say for sure (perhaps 

he just wanted to), this development unravels the larger game of cat and mouse, so to speak, played 

between the narrator and Prior’s Estate, between the new occupant’s wish to remake the space in 

the present to be as amenable as he wishes for it to be, according to his taste, and the past (the 

prior) that unremittingly manifests itself by way of the estate’s very constitution. 

 Nevertheless, for a time, the narrator continues to make his alterations. Yet he also 

continues to feel uneasy as the uncanniness of Prior’s Estate continues to impress itself upon him. 

The bathroom is painted white and so too is the “iron staircase” which provides “access to the 

flat,” but where the narrative turns suggests that these are merely superficial alterations (9). The 

narrator soon grows uneasy of “a door in the wall” (9). The walls (or some walls) may have been 

painted white and yet there still remains that beyond the mere surface of things, whatever lies 

behind the wall and remains unaltered. Inside this “door in the wall,” the narrator says, “one 

entered a dark stairwell; and on every floor hidden passageways branched off, running behind 
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walls” (9). We learn that these passageways were only used, in the past, by servants, so that they 

“never had to cross the paths of their betters” (9). A servant named Elaine, “a female personage of 

indeterminable age” who is presented as if she has always been a part of Prior’s Estate, as if she 

alone remains as the estate’s historian, travels within these walls, prompting the narrator to wonder 

“what went on inside the heads of people who led their lives knowing that, behind the walls of the 

rooms they were in, the shadows of the servants were perpetually flitting past” (9). He imagines 

that these “betters” feared these “ghostly creatures” whose shadows would emerge, only to 

disappear and emerge again ad infinitum, in order to perform their daily tasks (10). If the narrator 

hoped to avoid (by looking out the window) or to erase (by repainting walls) the “gloomy interior” 

of the prior, his efforts have fallen short. The darkness of the passageways behind the walls, the 

“shadows,” and “ghostly creatures” emerge despite the narrator’s best efforts (10). In this game of 

cat and mouse with Prior’s Estate, he has lost.  

 Interestingly, as the narrator and his wife live in the estate or, to put it more accurately, 

accommodate the estate in order to reside in it, Henry Selwyn, the narrator notes, is “scarcely ever 

in the house” and instead “live[s] in his Hermitage (11). In a certain sense, this is quite fitting for 

Selywn. In this particular narrative of The Emigrants, it is he who is the titular emigrant, the exile, 

presently living in England after having fled Lithuania, his “home” country, due to racial 

persecution. On a more fundamental level, however, Selwyn systematically erased his past, as a 

Lithuanian Jew and, in a sense, fled his own history. He attempts to remain outside of history as 

its hermit. It is by way of a forced avoidance and an erasure of the past, of history, that brings 

together Selwyn and the narrator, for the former, as just noted, attempted to “paint” over his “true 

background” to assimilate into English society with much enthusiasm while the latter, as we see, 



68 

 

attempts to rid the “gloomy interior” of the prior (21, 8). (Indeed, among the four primary 

characters in this story — the narrator, Clara, Henry, and Elli — it is the narrator and Henry who 

seem to get along the best and converse most with each other.) Put another way, Selwyn did with 

his life what the narrator attempted (and then failed) to do to Prior’s Estate. However, Selywn 

laments to the narrator, in a conversation easily interpretable as the focal point of the story, that he 

may have gone too far in making “modest alterations” to himself (8).  

 Selwyn confides to the narrator, “I still don’t know for sure what made us [him and Elli] 

drift apart, the money or revealing the secret of my origins, or simply the decline of love” (21). 

Selwyn says this after he reveals his “secret . . . origins” to the narrator, the casting aside of which 

was made largely possible by Selwyn’s excellent academic career once he arrived in England.  “I 

went to primary school in Whitechapel,” recalls Selwyn, “and learnt English as in a dream, because 

I lapped up, for sheer love, every word from the lips of my beautiful young teacher, Lisa Owens” 

(20). Moreover, Selwyn tells the narrator that he finished at the top of his class and went on to 

“beg[i]n [his] medical studies (at Cambridge, again with the help of a scholarship)” (20). What is 

interesting about Selwyn’s medical studies (at which he, as usual, excelled) and his eventual 

occupation as a “hospital surgeon” is that he may be read as a sort of descendant of Dr Nicolas 

Tulp whom we encounter in The Rings of Saturn. If, as Sebald suggests, Dr Tulp is preoccupied 

with the “open anatomical atlas, a schematic plan of the human being” (of which Selwyn was 

undoubtedly familiar) and overlooks “the human,” (Kindt), Selwyn is Dr Tulp, Kindt, and 

Rembrandt in one body (The Rings of Saturn 13). In other words, by repressing his “secret origins” 

— for instance, he could not even speak about “[t]he years of the second war, and the decades after 

. . . even if [he] wanted to” lest his empathy for his fellow Jews revealed his own origins — Selwyn 
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abstracted himself, became his own victim of abstraction, and, as Rembrandt did, reveals that he 

is presently aware of what had already been taking place for many decades (21). However, if the 

narrator’s game of cat and mouse with Prior’s Gate is any indication, for Selwyn, too, the past has 

a way of emerging despite his best efforts to repress it, for as the narrator learns by the end of the 

story, “[a]nd so they are ever returning to us, the dead” (23). This brings us to the last crucial scene 

left undiscussed: Selwyn’s dinner with his friend, Edwin Elliott, and the narrator and his wife, 

during which Selwyn reveals the story about “the alpine guide,” Johannes Naegeli, whom he met 

in Berne, Switzerland (13).  

 It is Naegeli’s “few polished bones” and “pair of hobnailed boots” that are “released by the 

Oberaar glacier, seventy-two years later” after he went missing in the summer of 1914 not long 

after he had befriended Selwyn (23). The narrator learns about Naegeli’s belated “return” by way 

of a newspaper article he coincidentally sees while traveling to Berne on a train. Interestingly, this 

scene echoes the earlier passage in which the narrator wishes to (and does) look out and away from 

Prior’s Gate to avoid its unappealing interior. Here, the narrator attempts to look out the train 

window, “not wanting to miss the landscape around Lake Geneva, which never fails to astound 

[him], as it opens out” (23). However, this time, the narrator is forced to admit the presence of an 

always (re)emergent past, for his “eye is caught” by the report about Naegeli, as if he has finally 

lost agency over what he chooses to see or not see (23, emphasis mine). At the story’s conclusion, 

the narrator never looks at Lake Geneva and the landscape around it despite their astounding 

beauty. He is wholly absorbed in his reflections on Naegeli.  

 Indeed, the long-lost alpine guide, the expert traverser of mountains, emerges from the 

“crevasse” in which he is thought to have fallen, a crevasse not unlike the “dark crack [that] 
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fissure[s] across the screen” to which Selwyn, Edwin, Clara, and the narrator hold fast their 

attention as they look upon an image of the Lasithi plateau “outspread before [them],” now lost to 

the dark fissure of a past no longer evident (for the time being, of course) (15, 17). The narrator 

recalls that the moment of Lasithi plateau’s “shattering” “made a deep impression on [him] at the 

time” (17, emphasis mine). Once again, as was the case with Naegeli and descriptions of the 

Oberaar mountains, a language of topography (“crevasse,” “peak,” “moraine”) emerges — “deep 

impressions” are made upon the narrator, only to vanish and reemerge, one may speculate, as the 

narrator ruminates on how Naegeli has, in a way, emerged from a dark fissure not on a screen on 

which an image is projected, but in the “real world” of current events (15, 20, 23, 17).  

 A language of topography, of surface and depth, binds together the two core settings of this 

story — Prior’s Gate and the Oberaar mountains. Hidden passageways and flitting shadows remain 

despite one’s attempts to paint over them and from crevasses and glaciers emerge the remains of 

the missing. By way of a particular description of the land and skyscape near the story’s outset — 

“the gentle undulations of arable land and the white mountains of cloud on the horizon” — Sebald 

seems to suggest that such is the world in which we live, one pockmarked with crevasses, fissures, 

moraines, ever-changing glaciers on land and with “white mountains of cloud” in the skies, 

perhaps with crevasses and fissures of their own (5). There is no escaping such a world, as “they 

are ever returning to us, the dead,” “across the land and the water” (and the skies), to borrow the 

title of one of Sebald’s posthumously released poetry collections (23). Such is the lay of the land, 

its essential geography — even in a seemingly ordinary, idyllic, and remote country estate such as 

Prior’s Gate. It is imbued with, as Thomas Gardner puts it, “the feeling of being possessed and 



71 

 

dispossessed” and with the hope “to catch a glimpse . . . of our ordinary world, a world deeply 

familiar but also deeply strange” (21).  

Decreation: Wastelands Modern and Ancient 

For years / They wandered as their destiny drove them on / From one sea to the next: so 

hard and huge / A task it was to found the Roman people.  

—Virgil, The Aeneid (Trans. Robert Fitzgerald) 

 

When the last light in the hull has gone out, / when the dark bow has risen from the 

bottomless waters / and towers, absurd and perpendicular, / an unheard-of sound will smash 

the glassy calm / . . . From this moment on there was no more ship. / The next thing we 

heard were the cries.  

—Hans Magnus Enzensberger, The Sinking of the Titanic: A Poem  

 

If “Dr Henry Selwyn” takes place in an idyllic countryside in England, the narratives of “Paul 

Bereyter” and “Ambros Adelwarth” expand the map, so to speak, of war, genocide, and exile. 

“Paul Bereyter” takes place in “the small town of S [Sonthofen]” in Germany (29). As was the 

case with the Selwyns’ Prior’s Gate, even away from urban centers, in small towns and villages, 

traces of the Holocaust remain. For example, railway tracks, a picture of which greets the reader 

before the story, that were so instrumental in carrying out the Final Solution, continue to haunt the 

story’s eponymous protagonist. “Ambros Adelwarth” is an especially curious addition to the 

collection. The Holocaust is never mentioned, the titular character (based on Sebald’s great-uncle) 

is not Jewish but rather a German emigrant residing in the United States, and most of the story 
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takes place either in 1981 and 1984, as the narrator meets with relatives in America to learn more 

about Adelwarth, or in 1913, just prior to the outbreak of the First World War. Despite their 

seeming differences, the two stories have more in common than meets the eye.  

 If, say, Virgil’s The Aeneid depicts in epic form the founding of an empire, that of the 

Romans, the accounts of Paul Bereyter and Ambros Adelwarth may be reframed as accounts that 

depict the “decreation” of an “empire” (whether it be called “the West” or “European civilization” 

in all its mythological resonances). No empires are founded in The Emigrants. Rather, the narrator 

(and the reader, too) traverses a type of modern wasteland strewn with ostensibly inane artifacts, 

such as trains, railway tracks, German shipping industries, electric shock treatment (developed by 

“the German psychiatrist Braunmühl”) that take on new meaning as one comes to familiarize him 

or herself with the history of the Second World War and of the Holocaust (112). Additionally, both 

stories complicate Prager’s notion of the “good German” and the Jewish victim. For Bereyter and 

Adelwarth, their lives, the nature of their sufferings, are not so simple. Bereyter is quarter Jewish 

and three fourths “Aryan” while Adelwarth’s lover and charge, Cosmo Solomon, is the son of one 

of the “wealthiest of the Jewish banking families in New York,” one that declines, perhaps not so 

incidentally, in tandem with the First and Second World Wars (88). It is important to raise these 

points. If both Sebald and his narrator force themselves to know the “true story,” beyond what has 

been silenced, censored, or simplified, I follow in their footsteps, so to speak, and hope to 

complicate a reading of the lives of these two individuals (based on real-life people Sebald once 

knew) if it means readers may witness or encounter to the fullest extent possible the complicated 

workings of the mind, heart, and soul in the traumatic aftermaths of world conflict and genocide.  
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 “Paul Bereyter” is based on the life and death of Sebald’s primary schoolteacher, Armin 

Müller, who committed suicide by lying on railroad tracks in the face of an oncoming train. 

Sebald’s mother, Rosa Sebald, had sent him Müller’s obituary, a description of which is available 

to readers at the story’s outset: “[t]he obituary in the local paper was headed ‘Grief at the Loss of 

a Popular Teacher’ . . . It spoke merely of the dead man’s services to education, his dedicated care 

for his pupils . . . his great love of music, his astonishing inventiveness, and of much else in the 

same vein” (27). What haunts our narrator is what the paper fails to mention, what has been 

silenced. For instance, the obituary does not mention that Bereyter committed suicide. Moreover, 

the obituary mentions, “[a]lmost by way of an aside,” that under Nazi rule, Bereyter was prevented 

from teaching children (27). As befitting an author who in his Zürich Lectures railed against the 

compulsion to historical silence and repression due to feelings of guilt, shame, and responsibility, 

the Sebaldian narrator explains that “[i]t was this unconnected, inconsequential statement . . . 

which led [him] in the years that followed to think more and more about Paul Bereyter” until he 

figured he needed to search out the “true” story for himself (27-8). Thus, our narrator’s 

investigation into Bereyter’s life and death begins.  

 The central locus of our narrator’s findings lies in an intractable contradiction, one made 

all the more ironic and untenable for the supposed mathematical certainty and scientific precision 

espoused, then arbitrarily disregarded, by Nazi authorities concerning German-Jewish 

miscegenation. Because Bereyter’s father was half Jewish and thus, he (Paul) “only three quarters 

an Aryan,” Bereyter was deemed not Aryan enough (or “too” Jewish) to teach Aryan children (50). 

As a result, he was barred from practicing the profession of his dreams. Paradoxically, however, 

Bereyter was seen as Aryan enough (or adequately not Jewish enough) to serve in the armed forces 
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of Nazi Germany in “the motorized artillery, variously stationed in the Greater German homeland 

and in the several countries and regions that were occupied,” such as “Poland, Belgium, France, 

the Balkans, Russia, and the Mediterranean” (55). Bereyter’s service implies, of course, state 

authorities’ arbitrary erasure of his Jewish identity and heritage so that he could join their ranks 

and further the Nazi cause. By way of his military service, Bereyter contributes to the systematic 

erasure of Jews; he is complicit “on the ground,” so to speak, as a part of the military campaigns 

that either cleared the way for or reinforced systematic elimination (not to mention the 

indiscriminate killings of Jews that took place outside of or on the way to “designated” camps). 

Because of Bereyter’s “mixed” heritage, however, and despite Nazi laws that attempted to erase 

or silence his one fourth Jewish identity, the Holocaust is inevitably made personal for him. Among 

the dead in the Holocaust’s aftermath are familiar faces: his lover, Helen Hollaender, Helen’s 

mother, and, indirectly, both of his parents. Helen and her mother are deported “in those special 

trains that left Vienna at dawn, probably to Theresienstadt” where they likely perished (50). 

Bereyter’s father grows ill after he hears reports of violent attacks against Jews in his hometown 

and subsequently dies. His mother, as a result, falls into a depression and dies shortly thereafter. 

Though Bereyter is, according to Nazis, “only” one fourth Jewish, it is this facet of his identity 

which “disproportionately” haunts and consumes his later life. Ironically, Nazi Germany’s 

attempts to erase his Jewish heritage, in fact, only accentuated it. 

 Bereyter’s trauma manifests itself in an obsession with rail systems and trains, that is, the 

infrastructure or mechanics that allowed for the systematic genocide of Jews to move forward 

(quite literally) and be rendered a practical reality. Lucy Landau, Bereyter’s companion before his 

suicide, recalls to the narrator that “[t]imetables and directories, all the logistics of railways, had 
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at times become an obsession with him” (61). When Landau reveals this, the narrator suddenly 

recounts peculiar exercises Bereyter often had him, and his classmates, undertake: “I thought of 

the stations, tracks, good depots and signal boxes that Paul had so often drawn on the blackboard 

and which we had to copy into our exercise books as carefully as we could” (61). The same exercise 

was applied to the classroom, “the plan of which,” the narrator remembers, “we had to draw to 

scale in our exercise books” (33).  

 “Timetables and directories, all the logistics of railways,” (or a meticulous drawn-to-scale 

floorplan of a classroom) convey an effort towards precision and “systematic thoroughness,” a 

commitment to place things where they ought to belong — point of departure, destination, arrival 

and departure times, an orderly, pre-planned sequence of events. If these obsessed Bereyter, one 

may logically assume he was, to a certain extent, preoccupied with the notion of belonging. This 

is indeed hinted at in a letter Bereyter wrote while he was away performing his military duties, 

making it as far as Croatia or Romania, from where he wrote, “and day by day, hour by hour, with 

every beat of the pulse, one lost more and more of one’s qualities, became less comprehensible to 

oneself, increasingly abstract” (56). These are not simply the musings of a homesick soldier. 

According to Bereyter and Landau, it runs deeper than this. Bereyter’s mentioning “every beat of 

the pulse” indicates the beating of his heart through which his three fourths German and one fourth 

Jewish blood flows while Landau informs the narrator that, in the end, Paul “was a German to the 

marrow” (56-7). He is indeed homesick, but this homesickness has much darker implications: he 

yearns for “home” which, in his case, happens to be Germany and the Third Reich. Yet in the same 

letter, Bereyter asks, “one was, as the crow flies, about 2,000 km away — but from where?” (56). 

In other words, “from where,” really, is this exile and wanderer? (56)  
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 In a way, Bereyter’s suicide answers his question. He is at once German and Jewish and 

yet enacts by way of his suicide his wish that he be neither German — one who fought alongside 

those who murdered his lover and contributed to the deaths of his parents — nor Jewish —one 

who escaped the fate of other Jews because of an “acceptable” racial makeup (according to a mere 

fraction), only to later turn against them. It is in this sense that he says, as if he is his own Dr. Tulp 

examining his Kindt-like self, “one lost more and more of one’s qualities, became less 

comprehensible to oneself, increasingly abstract” (56). This claim is supported by Landau’s 

estimation of Bereyter’s belief at the end of his life “that he belonged to the exiles and not to the 

people of S” (of which there were both Germans and Jews, to which Paul’s own life testifies) (59). 

He wishes to be made, eventually, a veritable “man without qualities,” to borrow the title of Robert 

Musil’s novel or a man from nowhere “almost consumed by the loneliness within him” (44). 

Ironically, Bereyter, even in death, relives his role as the narrator’s teacher. Though the former’s 

suicide is an attempt to silence and erase himself, the narrator does what Bereyter perhaps could 

not have expected: a close reading of the nature of Bereyter’s trauma to which the reader also has 

access. Indeed, the reader, too, can, as the narrator does, following his conversation with Landau, 

trace the echoes and reverberations of Helen’s deportation and subsequent death over the course 

of Bereyter’s life. This is indeed a learning experience if only one is willing to make it so.  

 Bereyter’s often peculiar behavior, dismissed by townspeople as mere eccentricity (and 

witnessed by the young Sebald himself), eerily reflects the “inside-the-train” experiences Helen 

may have undergone as she and her mother were in transit to Theresienstadt. These include the 

following: “spatial and somatic trauma . . . changes to perception, distancing from the natural 

world, and sensorial disconnection from landscapes because of mechanized transit” (Gigliotti 2). 
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In The Train Journey: Transit, Captivity, and Witnessing in the Holocaust (2009), Simone Gigliotti 

excavates a “hidden holocaust” in trains based on testimonies of deportees, focusing on the 

sensations they felt inside the “cattle cars,” the “terrorizing impact . . . of compressed space and 

indeterminate journeying” (Gigliotti 4). The impetus for such a study is founded on the fact that it 

challenges “the long-standing scholarly preoccupation with deportation as a narrative of clinical 

actions — a bureaucratic inventory of timetables, deliveries, procedures, and traffic management” 

from “the perpetrator’s perspective” (Gigliotti 3). If railways and the logistics of rail travel 

represents Bereyter’s sense of a troubled belonging to a homeland that ran a genocidal campaign, 

in a more symbolic sense, it also points to Gigliotti’s notion of the “perpetrator’s perspective” from 

which Bereyter cannot extricate himself (3). This may be the reason, in fact, why Bereyter, when 

told he will soon be blind, bears “the fact with equanimity” and believes there will be “a certain 

sense of ease” despite his knowing that “the world he [is] about to enter might be a more confined 

one than that he ha[s] hitherto lived in” (60, emphasis mine). He does not seem too bothered by 

the fact that he is going blind; rather, he is glad he can “unsee” what he has done. At a deeper, 

more fundamental level, it is this perspective of the perpetrator that he now carries with him that 

precisely ties Bereyter to the homeland of his arrival (birth), his departure (death), and his final 

destination, incidentally in close proximity to the German soil under the railways tracks where he 

commits suicide are laid out. However, Bereyter’s life equally consists of acts of protests, of 

undoing what Helen and her mother may have experienced in the deportation trains. For example, 

if Helen and her mother underwent “distancing from the natural world, and sensorial disconnection 

from landscapes because of mechanized transit,” Paul, in turn, “painstakingly scratch[es] . . . away 

with a razor blade” the whitewash (put there by a former instructor known for his “pitiless regime 
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“so that the children could not see out” during class) that covered classroom windows (Gigliotti 2; 

34). Additionally, the narrator recalls that “[o]n principle Bereyter placed the greatest value on 

taking us out of the school building,” again, into the natural world (38). Later in life, the same 

Bereyter’s claustrophobia, one of the most commonly noted experiences in testimonies from 

within deportation trains, would grow so serious to the point that it “made him unable to teach” 

(43).  

 “Paul’s German tragedy” is that his life, in the end, is made into a product of the illogic. 

Railway tracks and trains reconcile in an unbearable way this illogic for it signifies for Bereyter 

two very different experiences and outcomes based on “race,” wholly dependent on whether one 

is German (thus a perpetrator) or Jewish (a victim) (61). He is consumed by this, and it seems the 

young narrator unknowingly at the time caught a glimpse of such a man when he recalls that 

sometimes he had “the feeling” that “Paul in his entirety was a mechanical human made of tin and 

other metal parts” (35). Though Bereyter is “neatly” classified as three quarters Aryan and quarter 

Jewish, that he can serve in the military but not teach children clearly reveals the illogical such 

supposed logical endeavors ultimately arrive at, either of its own accord, as Sebald seems to 

suggest in The Rings of Saturn (“[o]n every new thing there lies already the shadow of 

annihilation”) or, in Bereyter’s case, by state actors who appropriate “the logical” (buttressed by 

discourses of so-called progress, scientific enlightenment, and instrumental rationality) for their 

own illogical, not to mention genocidal, ends (23-4).  

 Bereyter’s manner of suicide, then, is very fitting (though no less tragic — or perhaps even 

more tragic in light of the details above). He lies on rail tracks that provide the necessary 

infrastructure for a train to move forward to its intended destination. The vast rail networks that 
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were required for the mass transport of Jews, including Helen, to concentration camps all across 

Europe are undoubtedly signified here. However, in dying as a train crushes him and, presumably, 

delaying or preventing it from getting to its destination (according to a rigid timetable), Bereyter, 

in an eerily literary manner, simultaneously relives and reenacts his past as a cog of (or literally 

under) a piece of the Nazi war-genocide machine and expires as one who stands in opposition to 

or in the way of, in his final moments, the systematicity by which he was classified and 

subsequently destroyed, and, more significantly, by the way in which millions of Jews were 

transported in “cattle cars” to their deaths. Bereyter’s suicide is his expression of atonement, 

punishment, and protest. It is precisely by way of this messy mixing of sentiments that Bereyter’s 

identity as German and as Jewish finds its tragic expression.  

 Indeed, Bereyter’s life and death is, as Landau puts it, a “whole wretched sequence of 

events” that extends itself from the past into the present “despite all the so-called progress” (50).  

If the quote above from The Rings of Saturn regarding “the shadow of annihilation” is a core tenet 

of that work, if not of Sebald’s oeuvre, then Landau’s phrase, “the logic of the whole wretched 

sequence of events,” may be thought of as a type of thesis statement that winds its way through 

“Paul Bereyter” and the two narratives that follow, “Ambros Adelwarth” and “Max Ferber” (23-

4; 50). Landau’s emphasis on “sequence” and “wretched events” not only engages with Sebald’s 

motif of railway tracks and trains in “Paul Bereyter” (50). Landau’s words take on new significance 

when confronted by the story of “Ambros Adelwarth.”  

 Echoes of Dr. Selwyn and Bereyter emerge in Adelwarth. Though it is important to clarify 

that Adelwarth is not Jewish — he is a German national who has lived abroad for most of his life 

— like Dr. Selwyn he is an emigrant who commits himself to a vow of near-silence. He rarely 
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speaks of his past, of his same-sex relationship with Cosmo Solomon, and of their travels together. 

(Unlike with Selwyn, however, the narrator eventually gains access to Adelwarth’s diary from 

1913 and is able to read about his great-uncle’s life as documented in his own words.) Furthermore, 

if Bereyter is haunted, in part, by his German-Jewish identity in the aftermath of the Third Reich 

because he is perpetrator and victim in one flesh, Adelwarth’s story portrays two lovers, one of 

whom is German, the other Jewish.  

 There are key differences, as well: “Ambros Adelwarth” takes place “furthest” from the 

Holocaust compared to the other narratives in the collection. For instance, Cosmo is not sent to a 

concentration camp (as Helen was in Bereyter’s case) nor was Adelwarth forced to emigrate 

because of antisemitism in Eastern Europe (as Selwyn was). Temporally, much of the narrative 

takes place between 1900 and 1913 long before the devastation that would befall Europe as a result 

of the First and Second World Wars and the Holocaust. Other parts of the narrative take place long 

after these events, in the 1980s, when the narrator more so travels in the United States than in 

Europe and visits relatives to learn more about his great-uncle. Geographically speaking, the story 

barely takes place in Germany, for Adelwarth left “his homeland,” as Aunt Fini puts it, around 

1900, when he was just fourteen years old (87). Not long after his departure, the young Adelwarth 

matures into a veritable man of the world, a well-traveled cosmopolitan, familiar with the upper 

echelons of society (albeit as a servant). As a result, his story takes a different, even fateful, turn 

away from Nazi Germany (or so it seems).   

 Instead, the narrative necessarily visits a multitude of locales — Canada, Switzerland, 

England, Denmark, Latvia, Russia, Japan, France, Italy, Greece, Croatia, Albania, present-day 

Turkey, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, and present-day Israel — because it ultimately aims to trace 
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Adelwarth’s life, a great portion of which was dedicated to traveling with Cosmo. On a more subtle 

note, the taboos of homosexuality and of mental illness hang over the story, lest we forget that not 

only Jews but also those Nazis deemed homosexual or mentally ill were persecuted and many of 

them murdered. (The narrator’s Uncle Kasimir says in a roundabout way that Adelwarth was “of 

the other persuasion,” as if he cannot articulate this “condition” more directly and wishes to cover 

it up with linguistic eloquence.) (88) Indeed, this story is, on multiple fronts, one from the margins, 

from the periphery while the “center” readers would come to expect from such a work (the 

Holocaust, the persecution of Jews, etc.) is left empty and unrepresented like an open grave always 

waiting to be filled. In fact, the Holocaust is briefly hinted at only once when Aunt Fini recounts 

Adelwarth’s life during “the war years” when old Solomon (Cosmo’s father), “scandalized by the 

stories that still reached him in his seclusion,” decided to remove himself even further from society, 

from “the outside world” (100, 99). This distance, this inhabitation of the margins is precisely 

Sebald’s intention. Even at the margins, the most subtle traces of the Holocaust surface throughout 

this narrative, “rising and dipping slightly at points, so that one might have thought the 

watercolourist’s hand had trembled a little” (145). Even old Solomon, despite his self-imposed 

exile from the outside world, hears “scandalizing” stories about war and genocide in Europe in his 

artificial, “overheated glasshouse amidst the pendulous air-roots of his South American plants” 

(100). In Sebald’s work, these tales of horror and atrocity are inescapable. They are not only of the 

world; they are the world one comes to know as one inhabits, traverses, and sooner or later departs 

it.  

 Curiously, the reader is in a position not unlike old Solomon’s. The reader too resides in 

an artificial “glasshouse” apart from the world that is the text. However, unlike old Solomon who 
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is consigned to his fate upon every reading and rereading of the text — it is an immutable fact that 

“he die[s] in his wheelchair in the early months of 1947” — the reader, also scandalized by the 

events depicted thus far in the collection, is free to conduct his own investigations as the narrator 

does, to parse the ghostly harbingers and traces of war and genocide (100). Indeed, there are many, 

enough to allow for a rereading of “Ambros Adelwarth” with one eye toward the past and the other 

toward the future.  

 Adelwarth and Cosmo travel throughout (a “calm”) Europe and arrive home in America 

just “before the storm” that is the First World War of 1914-1918, in which lies “the origins of the 

Nazi and Soviet regimes” (Snyder 1). In Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (2010), 

historian Timothy Snyder details what he believes to be the historical conditions that made 

inevitable the rise of the Third Reich. His analysis, which reads like an itinerary of genocide and 

war, almost exactly parallels the itinerary of Adelwarth and Cosmo’s travels throughout Europe 

and parts of the Middle East just prior to the outbreak of “[t]he war [that] broke the old land 

empires of Europe, while inspiring dreams of new ones” (Snyder 1). For example, Snyder asserts: 

 

[The war] replaced the dynastic principle of rule by emperors with the fragile idea of 

popular sovereignty. It showed that millions of men would obey orders to fight and die, for 

causes abstract and distant, in the name of homelands that were already ceasing to be or 

only coming into being. New states were created from virtually nothing, and large groups 

of civilians were moved or eliminated by the application of simple techniques. More than 

a million Armenians were killed by Ottoman authorities. Germans and Jews were deported 
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by the Russian Empire. Bulgarians, Greeks, and Turks were exchanged among national 

states after the war. (1) 

 

With Snyder’s historical account in mind, we may reread Ambros’s trip with Cosmo. The narrator 

reads Adelwarth’s “pocket diary for the year 1913” and notes that “at the end of August, Ambros 

and Cosmo left from Venice for Greece and Constantinople” (126, 128). Ambros, encamped for 

the night at Delphi, writes under the light of the Milky Way (“where the Gods pass, says Cosmo”) 

and remarks the stars that he sees on that night are “the same stars [he] saw above the alps as a 

child and later above the Japanese house in its lake, above the pacific” (where, of course, the 

Pacific theatre of World War II would take place about two decades later) (129). He “can scarcely 

believe [he is] the same person, and in Greece” (129). The narrator remarks that the next entries 

of any significant length begin when “they arrived in Constantinople,” the capital city of the 

Ottoman Empire (129). A couple of months later, Ambrose and Cosmo arrive in Jerusalem (“the 

Holy Land” or “the Promised Land,” as the former puts it) where they see “one church after 

another, monasteries, religious and philanthropic establishments of every kind and denomination: 

“the Russian cathedral, the Russian Men’s and Women’s hospice . . . the German school, the 

German orphanage . . . the Armenian Orthodox Monastery of Mount Zion . . . the Dome of the 

Rock . . . the Coptic Monastery . . . the Jewish Hospice, the Ashkenazy and Sephardic Synagogues, 

and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre” and so forth (137-40). What neatly reads like a peaceful 

coexistence among peoples “of every kind and denomination” (in fact, the picture that corresponds 

to this “litany” depicts from a far distance what looks like an idyllic cityscape under a clear sky 

dotted with stars and a crescent moon) is preceded by Ambros’s statement that “Une malédiction 
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semble planer sur la ville” (roughly translated: “A curse seems to hang over the city”) almost as if 

he foresees (or has already read, even) Snyder’s analysis of what will eventually befall Europe and 

the various peoples and denominations represented and recorded in his diary (137). As is often the 

case in Sebald’s work, upon closer examination, within the city itself (and not far away from it as 

the picture depicts it), signs of decay, destruction, and ruin abound, as if this ancient city is merely 

a predecessor to the English city of Manchester, also in decline, we see presented in “Max Ferber.” 

We are informed by Adelwarth that “ravines have largely been filled with the rubbish of a thousand 

years” and that the “erstwhile pools of Siloam are no more than foul puddles and cesspits” (140). 

Furthermore, vineyards have withered, the soil is exhausted and scorched, there is no sign of life 

“as far as the eye can see,” and as if to confirm his initial impression, Adelwarth concludes: “On 

dirait que c’est la terre maudite” (“It looks like it is a cursed land”) (141).  

 Snyder’s historical account and Adelwarth’s diary entries, when considered together, 

present the confluence of an objective account of world/European history and a more personal 

account of one’s travels with a lover as the tragic events that would later be recorded as “history” 

by historians such as Snyder unfolded before and around them. To perhaps state the obvious, 

Cosmo’s name (or his first name, along with the initial of his surname “S,” which forms “Cosmos”) 

stands for, at least in theory, the world or the universe and its harmonious order. At the same time, 

the significance of the “cosmos” is distilled into one sole individual, Cosmo — Adelwarth’s lover. 

Cosmo is also Adelwarth’s “world,” in not only the professional sense (he has dedicated most of 

his adult life to the Solomons) but also in the romantic sense. One means the world to the other. 

Yet the aptly named Cosmo, not long after “the war broke out in Europe,” suffers a nervous 

breakdown and claims that “he [can] clearly see, in his own head,” though he is in New York, 
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“what [is] happening in Europe: “the inferno, the dying, the rotting bodies lying in the sun in open 

fields” and even “the rats . . . running through the trenches” (95-6). During such episodes, Cosmo 

is described as being “vexed at his own incomprehension” as if the harmonious whole his name 

signifies is itself coming undone within the one (the individual) that bears that name, the same one 

who witnessed a Europe which, to his eyes, seemed to be at peace just a year ago in 1913 (95). It 

is Cosmo, more so than Adelwarth, who embodies, literally, what Landau calls “the whole 

wretched sequence of events” (or what Sebald would later coin as “the natural history of 

destruction”) (50). It is at once personal and historical, a “wretched sequence of events” not only 

in the worldly sense but also in the personal sense (50). It enmeshes within it not only Cosmo 

Solomon (or Dr. Selwyn or Paul Bereyter) but also, on a cosmic scale, civilizations of the past, 

present, and future. Indeed, when Ambros and Cosmo travel through the desolate Mount of Olives 

in 1913, they “leant against a rock for a long time, feeling how gradually everything faded,” 

including entire civilizations that had once dotted the landscape around them, thousands of years 

ago (141). This language of “fading” is later doubled to describe the way in which Cosmo passes 

away in the Samaria Sanatorium: placed there by Adelwarth after a second nervous breakdown, 

he, quite “naturally,” “without saying a word or moving a muscle . . . faded away” (98).  

 Cosmo’s “natural death” perpetuates another series of “wretched” events. Adelwarth, 

feeling guilty about Cosmo, institutionalizes himself at the same sanatorium several decades later 

and voluntarily subjects himself to painful shock treatments, advocated by the German psychiatrist 

Braunmühl, who, according to Lara Rzesnitzek and Sascha Lang, was “the most ardent proponent 

and defender of the somatic therapies [including electroshock therapy] in the Third Reich” (81). 

Especially tragic is that Adelwarth’s eventual paralysis and death is accomplished by a method 
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and technology advocated (and further improved) by a supporter of the Third Reich, which would 

have likely persecuted Cosmo (had he been in Germany or in Nazi occupied territory) not only for 

his Jewish heritage, but doubly so for his mental illness and his homosexuality, “pathologies,” in 

Nazi eyes, which were especially subject to numerous scientific experiments of which shock 

treatment was only a sliver. Sadly, Adelwarth cannot be together with Cosmo in life. However, he 

“joins” Cosmo by way of his “self-persecution,” and they are together in the sense that they both 

are situated along a continuum of “wretched” events that make up this “natural history of 

destruction.” As individuals, as lovers, and as “each the other’s world entire,” to borrow from 

Cormac McCarthy, they too fade into the twilight (6).  

 Before moving on, it is important to note that “Ambros Adelwarth” orients the Holocaust 

as one occurrence among many in “the natural history of destruction, or “the whole wretched 

sequence of events” (50). This particular story indeed has an epic scale to it. It calls to mind 

Jonathan Hart’s rendition of Europe in The Poetics of Otherness: War, Trauma, and Literature 

(2015). In a chapter entitled “Voices of the Holocaust,” he asserts:  

 

At the heart of this book [The Poetics of Otherness] is the rise and fall of Europe as the 

central force in world affairs. It begins with death and ends with death. The death of people, 

the death of empires, and the wound of difference and otherness is construed in terms of 

inferiority, slavery, xenophobia, and racism. (193) 

 

Lest we overlook this fact, the narrator, in this “epic,” departs postwar Europe, crosses the Atlantic 

Ocean, so to speak, and arrives in America, itself a site of mass genocide, that of the indigenous 
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tribes. In a sense, Sebald’s narrator departs one site of genocide and arrives in another. Also, his 

traveling to America as a German citizen evokes the transatlantic “Hamburg America” line 

(HAPAG) (or others like it), which makes a subtle appearance in this narrative, for it is the method 

by which one of the narrator’s relatives, Uncle Kasmir, emigrated to America in the early twentieth 

century. Kasmir recalls the “ocean liners . . . cleaving a course full steam ahead, the bow rearing 

up out the waves, conveying a sense of an unstoppable force driving onward” (like the trains and 

railways that haunt Bereyter). Interestingly, HAPAG’s motto is “Mein Feld ist die Welt” (literally, 

“My field is the world,” but conveying more so “the world is my oyster”) (82). In retrospect, what 

was at first a declaration of modernity’s dreams and potential was eventually flipped on its head 

to become a nightmare, to which the story of Adelwarth and Cosmo attests. The “field,” the world, 

is not “my oyster” (82). Rather, as the epigraph to “Ambros Adelwarth” reads, “my field of corn 

is but a crop of tears” or perhaps this “field” has become Cosmo’s “open field[s]” filled with “the 

dying, the rotting bodies lying in the sun” amid World War I, ironically termed “the war to end all 

wars” (65, emphasis original, 95, emphasis added).  

 If the “sequence of wretched events” or “the natural history of destruction” is both a 

personal and a historical one, it is also a textual one. As alluded to earlier, these events are 

described in/by texts, the texts (or narratives) are collected and sequenced in a certain order to 

make up The Emigrants, and, in fact, the collection documents its own process of composition by 

way of the narrator’s metacommentary on his research and writing process. In “Max Ferber,” the 

final narrative of The Emigrants, the subtle contemplation of the artistic process threaded 

throughout the previous narratives finally comes to a head. Indeed, “Max Ferber” may be read as 

a sort of allegory of the composition of The Emigrants itself. It also engages with what some may 
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perceive to be Sebald’s potentially problematic orientation of the Holocaust (as rendered in 

“Ambros Adelwarth”), one of minimization — that the Holocaust is “simply” one humanitarian 

disaster among many in a human history rife with conflict — and/or the fatalistic outlook that all 

civilizations, no matter how progressive, how powerful, how wide their sphere of influence may 

be, in the larger scheme of things, come to an eventual end.  

An Epilogue Amid Ruins: The Researcher-Writer Meets the Artist  

We later civilizations . . . we too now know that we are mortal. We had long heard tell of 

whole worlds that had vanished, of empires sunk without a trace, gone down with all their 

men and all their machines into the unexplorable depths of the centuries, with their gods 

and their laws, their academies and their sciences pure and applied . . . their critics and the 

critics of their critics . . .  We were aware that the visible earth is made of ashes, and that 

ashes signify something. 

—Paul Valéry, “The Crisis of the Mind” (1919) 

 

The plot of “Max Ferber” is, on the surface, a very simple one. The narrator, who may very well 

be Sebald himself, decides to move to England “for various reasons” in the “autumn of 1966” 

(149). He is a student, a researcher, and a writer who, at the time, “planned to settle in Manchester 

to pursue research, bringing with him a variety of letters and papers of identification and 

recommendation” (150). During his time there, he meets an artist named Max Ferber, who is based 

on the real-life German-British painter, Frank Auerbach, whose parents were murdered in a 

concentration camp not long after they successfully arranged for his transport to England, to 

relative safety. The narrator later leaves Manchester for Norfolk, where he acquires a teaching 
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post. However, he continues to visit Manchester over the course of a few decades, and Ferber 

serves as a type of constant despite the passage of many years, a living memorial, in a sense, of 

the Holocaust and the aftermath it has wrought. As the narrator notes of Ferber, he “once remarked 

casually, that nothing should change at his place of work, that everything should remain as it was” 

(161). Indeed, as the narrator’s remark implies, he gets to know Ferber over the course of several 

conversations and eventually learns of the latter’s origins, not only of his Jewish heritage but of 

his lingering trauma.  

 At the same time, “Max Ferber” is the collection’s longest narrative at about one hundred 

pages (in the English translation). Thus, it may perturb or amuse readers that “Max Ferber” is here 

read and reimagined as a type of “epilogue.” An epilogue connotes the end, the conclusion of 

something. The story has gone as far as it can. It is at once a part of the narrative proper, yet it also 

insists that it remains apart from it. It reads, it feels, like an afterthought. It signals the inevitability 

of closure. That “Max Ferber” is the lengthiest narrative in the collection is not surprising, 

however. An astute reader may notice that each story that follows constitutes more pages of the 

collection than the one that precedes it, from “Dr Henry Selwyn” to “Paul Bereyter,” from “Paul 

Bereyter” to “Ambros Adelwarth,” and, finally, from “Ambros Adelwarth” to “Max Ferber.” It is 

as if more and more needs to be said, to be “committed to paper” and recorded for posterity (193). 

In this way, the text, as a whole, is “the flood of memory,” to which the artist Ferber refers, or 

rather an overflow of fragments, of debris, of people and relics scattered and dispersed, that 

cascade into an ever-greater heap of ruins, perhaps the same one that so horrifies Walter 

Benjamin’s angel of history (171). In fact, the Manchester described by the narrator and by Ferber 

reads almost like a final resting place of rubble and ruin:  
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everything in Manchester had essentially remained the same as it had been almost a quarter 

of a century before. The buildings that had been put up to stave off the general decline were 

now themselves in the grip of decay, and even the so-called development zones . . . already 

looked semi-abandoned. The wasteland . . . (179).  

 

Additionally, “Max Ferber” acquires further significance in that by being the “final” narrative of 

the collection, the echoes and reverberations of the three previous narratives too accrue into a heap 

of their own. It is its own Manchester. The collection itself reads like a rendition of Benjamin’s 

thesis IX in his “Theses on the Philosophy of History”: 

 

His [the angel of history’s] face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of 

events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and 

hurls it in front of his feet . . . the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is 

what we call progress (257-8).  

 

For instance, while the young Dr. Selwyn, his family, and other Lithuanian Jews embark on “that 

exodus,” as he calls it, in 1899 to flee anti-Semitism and the pogroms of Eastern Europe, about 

forty years later, as part of Adolf Hitler’s Final Solution campaign, Ferber’s parents are deported 

from Munich to Riga, Latvia, another Baltic state, where they are subsequently murdered (19). 

Indeed, as Timothy Snyder’s study reveals, “German Jews sent to Kaunas [Lithuania] were . . . 

killed upon arrival, as were those of the first transport sent to Riga,” among them likely Ferber’s 
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parents who were, the narrator specifically notes, “in one of the first deportation trains” (209; 178). 

(To note briefly, Latvian Jews were especially hard hit by Nazi persecution — “the Germans were 

able to kill at least 69, 750 of the country’s 80,000 Jews by the end of 1941” while in Vilnius, 

Lithuania, “a center of Jewish Civilization, known as the Jerusalem of the North,” where some 

70,000 Jews lived, about 72, 000 were shot, killed and dumped into pits.”) (Snyder 192-3) On one 

level, the anti-Semitic persecution and pogroms and the consequent exodus of Lithuanian Jews, 

among them Selwyn, may constitute “chains of events” to which Benjamin’s angel of history bears 

witness (257). Simply put, one event leads to another. The logic of cause and effect is evoked. One 

suspects, however, as Adelwarth did in the Mount of Olives, standing amid the ruins of prior 

millennia, that, actually, “one single catastrophe” is unfolding under the guise of “history.” Sadly, 

there is more, there is always more as the overflow of each following narrative in The Emigrant 

indicates.  

 To follow the thread of Jerusalem just established above, from Adelwarth and Cosmo’s 

travels throughout “the Holy Land” to the note on Vilnius, Lithuania, as “Jerusalem of the North,” 

as “a center of Jewish civilization” for the “previous half-millennium,” Ferber’s history of 

Manchester, recorded by our narrator, is also inflected with the echoes of his Jewish origins and 

of Jewish history: “Manchester was then [in the late nineteenth-century] the industrial Jerusalem, 

said Ferber, its entrepreneurial spirit and its progressive vigour the envy of the world, and the 

completion of the immense canal project had made it the largest inland port on earth” (Snyder 192; 

165).  If indeed Manchester was once “the city from which industrialization had spread across the 

entire world,” inevitably evoked are the means of transportation, the infrastructure, by which not 

only various peoples but also commercial goods could be moved from one location to another to 
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indeed “spread across the entire world” — railcars and railways (Bereyter’s method of suicide) 

and ships and transatlantic shipping routes, including Albert Ballin’s Hamburg-America line 

(HAPAG) and its motto, “Mein Feld ist die Welt” (156, 82). In the Manchester of the present (the 

“postwar” era), however, during those intervening years, railcars and railways, at first “an icon of 

modernity” would not only be reimagined as “an icon of trauma” because “railway crashes exposed 

ordinary people to powerful accidents involving unimaginable levels of energy” but also because, 

as Bereyter and Ferber know all too well, trains and railways were essential to the Nazi campaign 

of mass extermination, it too carried out with “unimaginable levels of energy” and racist zeal 

against “ordinary people” (Kurtz 4). Furthermore, as if what is accounted for above is not enough, 

or still inadequate, the narrator looks at the port of Manchester but is unable to see the wondrous 

ocean liners (of HAPAG and similar companies) of the early twentieth century, as Uncle Kasmir 

had seen them, their “bow[s] rearing up out of the waves, conveying a sense of an unstoppable 

force driving onward” (82). Instead, what the narrator sees paints a very different picture: the few 

ships he sees that lie far apart from one another give him a “broken impression” as if there was 

“some massive shipping disaster” (160). Times have changed and only ruins remain. Composed 

above is a litany of disaster.  

 Though Sebald presents to contemporary readers a history that stretches back to biblical 

times and arrives in the “postwar” era in which the collection was written — in the 1980s, from 

the dates provided to us in these stories — in “Max Ferber,” and especially so by its conclusion, 

Sebald returns to the particularities of the Holocaust. While it may be easy to criticize Sebald for 

presenting a universalist history of humanity, Sebald seems to suggest that, ultimately, the 

Holocaust is the event with which he is most thoroughly concerned. If earlier accounts in the 
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collection circled the margins, the peripheries, of this “black hole” of the twentieth century that is 

the Holocaust (“Dr Henry Selwyn” and “Ambros Adelwarth” especially come to mind), the 

Holocaust takes center stage, so to speak, in “Max Ferber” and the narrator tries to approach and 

inhabit this “center” as closely as he can.  

 In fact, the language of centrality, of a core, pervades the story of “Max Ferber.” The setting 

itself, Manchester, is the “center” from which industrialization sprang forth. The narrator, upon 

finding that his idealistic image of Manchester as “one of the nineteenth century’s miracle cities” 

has been dashed — he says, disappointedly, that it feels more so like a “necropolis or a 

mausoleum” — describes it as “almost hollow to the core” (151, emphasis mine). In this decrepit 

city that was once the center of things, and perhaps it still is, though as the site of ruins, waste, and 

flotsam of what it once was, Ferber’s artwork, his studio, where he works every single day without 

fail, and even accounts of his own life, narrated in his own words, are all concerned with a center 

that cannot exactly be spoken of, nor clearly represented. Note how the narrator describes Ferber’s 

studio, a sort of derelict library, archive, and storeroom (bathed in a “curious light”) that itself is a 

site of preservation of the detritus that has accumulated over the decades following the Holocaust 

(160). This excerpt is quoted in full not only for its significance to the collection as a whole, but 

also for where this essay hopes to arrive: 

 

When one entered the studio it was a good while before one’s eyes adjusted to the curious 

light, and, as one began to see again, it seemed as if everything in that space, which . . . 

was impenetrable to the gaze, was slowly but surely moving in upon the middle . . . the 

paint that flaked off the walls, the shelves overloaded with books and piles of newspapers, 
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the boxes . . . the entire furniture was advancing, millimetre by millimetre, upon the central 

space where Ferber had set up his easel in the grey light that entered through a high north-

facing window layered with the dust of decades. Since he applied the paint thickly, and 

then repeatedly scratched it off the canvas as his work proceeded, the floor was covered 

with a largely hardened and encrusted deposit of droppings, mixed with coal dust, several 

centimetres thick at the centre and thinning out towards the outer edges . . . This, said 

Ferber, was the true product of his continuing endeavors and the most palpable proof of his 

failure . . . the debris generated by painting and the dust that continuously fell . . . he loved 

more than anything else in the world. (160-1) 

  

If the “shelves overloaded with books, piles of newspapers, the boxes . . . the dust of decades” 

represent a “history” that is still very much there, haunting and lingering in the present, the focal 

point, the center, of this space is Ferber’s art or, more generally, art in the aftermath of the 

extremity that befell not only Ferber but also his parents (murdered in Latvia), his grandmother 

(who took her own life amid the persecution of Jews), and others. In other words, Sebald (and 

Ferber) here is concerned with history indeed, but his central concern is that of art, of aesthetics or 

how impresses of extremity are represented, even historicized, by way of aesthetic means. 

Undoubtedly, history is important to Sebald, too. It would be absurd to say otherwise. However, 

unlike, say, Timothy Snyder’s Bloodlands or Saul Friedländer’s The Years of Extermination: Nazi 

Germany and the Jews, 1939-1945 (2007), The Emigrants is a literary work, not a historical one 

(though Sebald, given his background as an academic, may very well have been able to write such 

a work). Indeed, to raise again the assertion that “Max Ferber” may be read as an allegory of 
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Sebald’s own artistic production or composition of The Emigrants, the academic Sebald (whose 

nickname, interestingly, was Max) from early in his career, the writer and researcher who has come 

to Manchester “to pursue research” encounters in the figure of Ferber the artistic Sebald of his 

later career, who, again, would concern himself with aesthetics, with the crafting of creative works 

(150). (In fact, what is to stop one from conjecturing that the “books, piles of newspapers, and 

boxes” signify the materials Sebald himself collected, quoted, and photographed in order to 

compose The Emigrants?) (160).  

 Sebald intimately links Ferber’s artistic “method” and the layout of his studio to his tragic 

history. For Ferber (and, by extension, for Sebald) art and history are intertwined or, more 

specifically, histories of atrocity (especially those of mass genocide and displacement) impress 

themselves not only in terms of what is represented in an artwork but also the form an artwork 

may take and the material out of which it is fashioned. Of his life, of his own history, from Munich, 

Germany to Manchester, England, Ferber says, “the fact is that the tragedy in my youth struck 

such deep roots within me that it later shot up again, put forth evil flowers, and spread the 

poisonous canopy over me which has kept me so much in the shade and dark in recent years” 

(191). For Ferber, “the deep roots” originate from the Holocaust, and its “evil flowers,” previously 

forgotten or perhaps repressed, subtly emerge throughout the story (191). These “evil flowers” 

irrevocably shape Ferber’s life and, arguably, it is under these flowers’ “poisonous canopy . . . in 

the shade and dark” the narrator first encounters Ferber in his dimly lit studio that is “impenetrable 

to the gaze” (191, 160). Though Ferber would not realize it until much later, his life revolves 

around the Holocaust, his parents’ deaths, and his grandmother’s suicide, despite his being in 

Manchester, away from Germany. For instance, when Ferber visits Colmar, France and injures 
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himself there — a case of a slipped disc — he describes that “his life had shrunk to that one tiny 

point of absolute pain, and that even breathing in made everything go black” (171). The “tiny point 

of absolute pain” is not expounded upon, though Ferber explains to the narrator that being 

incapacitated by pain “was related . . . to the inner constitution [h]e had acquired over the years” 

(172). Not long after this accident, Ferber, still in Colmar, begins to remember old memories “that 

had long been buried and which [he] had never dared disturbed” — of trips he would take with his 

father through parts of Switzerland” (172). This is only one such moment in which “deep roots” 

of the Holocaust emerge forth as poisonous flowers that haunt and torment Ferber.  There is more, 

always. Ferber, once he is settled in Manchester, cannot unsee the thousands of “circular 

smokestacks, and the countless chimneys from which a yellow-grey smoke rose” as the 

smokestacks and chimneys, the crematoria and gas chambers, of Nazi concentration camps (169). 

While at first Ferber is impressed by, or in awe of, the sight of this industrial mega-city, later, what 

it means to be “impressed by” takes an ironic and tragic turn. The realization that the Holocaust 

remains as the center of his life lived up to the present impresses itself upon Ferber, though he 

specifically moved to Manchester so that he would not be reminded of his origins, so that he could 

“begin a new life . . . from scratch” (191). Instead, many decades later, as Ferber reveals to the 

narrator, “amidst the black facades, I have realized more clearly than ever that I am here . . . to 

serve under the chimney” (192). What Ferber means, of course, is not that he works (or serves) as 

an employee under the watchful gaze of Manchester’s smokestacks and chimneys but, rather, that, 

having escaped with his life from what would have been his fate in the Holocaust, he has been 

sentenced to serving a life sentence “under the chimney[s]” of a phantom Holocaust that refuses 

to leave him alone, that refuses to dispel itself, no matter his wish to start “from scratch” by 
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scratching away at his past, not unlike the method by which his art is produced: “that process of 

drawing and shading on the thick, leathery paper, as well as the concomitant business of constantly 

erasing what he had drawn” (162). Inevitably, we have returned to Ferber’s art and the 

consideration of art produced in the aftermath of extremity, more generally.  

The Enigma of Arrival: Sebald’s Unfinished Work and Residual Art 

Ferber’s art is not so much concerned with notions of representation as it is with the evidentiary 

material out of which it is made visible and traceable. The narrator, looking upon one of Ferber’s 

work, once it is finished, is unsure as to what it is Ferber means to exactly or truly represent. He 

notes, “an onlooker might well feel that it had evolved from a long lineage of grey, ancestral faces 

tendered unto ash but still there, as ghostly presences, on the harried paper” (162). His mention of 

the “long lineage of grey ancestral faces,” “ash,” and “ghostly presences” undoubtedly evoke the 

Holocaust (162). However, again, the speaker never describes what is in the picture, what is 

literally represented. Rather, the narrator, not unlike Ferber, is more drawn to the dust, the charcoal, 

that is produced as a result of Ferber’s working towards a finished product (though whether this 

particular work is “finished” is unclear — the narrator recalls that when Ferber deemed a work 

was done, it seemed as if “it was not so much because he was convinced it was finished” but rather 

because he stopped working “out of sheer exhaustion”) (162). The charcoal, the ash, “the dust of 

decades” past is what matters here. Sebald’s work of art, that is, The Emigrants, is not so different.  

 Inevitably, ethical concerns arise when one attempts to create art out of the material of 

genocide. One may recall Theodor Adorno’s maxim that to write poetry in the aftermath of 

Auschwitz is barbaric. Aesthetic pleasure derived from works that portray suffering is one concern 

and another is whether writers who themselves did not experience persecution should write about 
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or depict in their work (in other words, represent) Holocaust experiences. (Primo Levi and Jean 

Améry are two well-known examples who have written about this concern.) My goal here, 

however, is not to judge whether Sebald was “right” or “wrong” to write a work concerned with, 

albeit marginally, the Holocaust; to do so would be to mire oneself in a debate that goes beyond 

the scope of this essay and could very well constitute its own book-length study. Rather, what is 

offered instead is an explanation, a clarification, of Sebald’s own nuanced contribution to, or his 

own “take” on, Holocaust writing, as presented in The Emigrants.  

 The Emigrants is certainly a postmodernist work in the sense that, as noted earlier, it 

documents the process of its own composition, as if we, the readers, are in the narrator’s position, 

looking in at the text as if it is Ferber’s art. Indeed, this is an apt analogy. In “Max Ferber,” 

individuals such as Dr. Selwyn, Bereyter, Helen, Adelwarth, Cosmos, etc. are evoked (in part by 

the ruins of Manchester) as “ghostly presences,” as parts of a “long lineage of ancestral faces” that 

have come before in the world of The Emigrants and were presumably done away with when their 

stories “ended” with a flip of a page (162). Each story is preceded by a “cover page” on which is 

inscribed a character’s name and an epitaph. These cover pages, however, actually resemble 

gravestones or tombstones, pictures of which are also presented at the beginning of the collection 

and near its end. However, as the narrator notes in “Dr Henry Selwyn,” “they are ever returning to 

us, the dead,” what occurs in one story remains and haunts the others. (23). These gravestone-like 

pages do not mark the end of stories. Instead, they mark many beginnings layered on top of one 

another, like the palimpsestic works of Ferber and Sebald. Included in this perpetual layering are 

remarks by the narrator about this unknown and unknowable work he is writing within The 

Emigrants. In fact, they grow more pronounced in each following section.  
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 No mention is made of a work in progress in “Dr Henry Selwyn.” Metafictional elements 

are absent in this first story and it rather reads like a short story written in the realist tradition. 

However, in “Paul Bereyter,” the narrator mentions, just once, that because “endeavors to imagine 

[Paul’s] life and death did not bring [him] any closer to Paul, except at best for brief emotional 

moments of the kind that seemed presumptuous to me” he has “written down what [he] know[s] 

of Paul Bereyter” (29). Whether what he has written down is the narrative in readers’ hands or 

some other narrative is unknown to us. In “Ambros Adelwarth,” on two occasions, after the 

narrator has finished speaking with older relatives who once knew Adelwarth, he informs us that 

he is taking notes, presumably for a future project in the works. First, he says, “[i]n the few days I 

still had in New York I began making my notes on the inconsolable Aunt Theres, and about Uncle 

Kasmir on the roof of the Augsburg Synagogue” and later he notes again, “I took a break and sat 

till almost nine in a roadside café, occasionally jotting down a word or two” (104, 107). Again, 

one wonders: what is the narrator writing? Do his notes eventually contribute to the narrative 

“Ambros Adelwarth” that we are reading or have these notes been recorded for a separate project 

unknown or unknowable to us? In “Max Ferber,” things are somewhat clarified, but not 

substantially so. As already iterated, the narrator is in Manchester “to pursue research,” likely 

making him a writer-researcher-academic of some kind (150). This seems confirmed when we 

learn that the narrator, “having completed [his] research” in 1969, leaves for Switzerland to work 

there as a schoolteacher and then returns to England, Norfolk specifically, to take up an academic 

post (176). When he is reunited with Ferber in 1989, the latter finally delves into his past, and the 

two talk “for three whole days far into the night,” much more than what, our narrator-writer-

researcher concedes, “[he] shall be able to write down here,” that is, the narrative before us (180-
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81). What else he may have recorded or what else he remembers from their conversations remain 

unknown to us. Readers are not given the “full” version; they are not provided unfettered access. 

Lastly, Ferber hands his mother’s memoir, written between 1939-1941, wrapped in a brown paper 

package, to the narrator — “I would rather you [take] this,” he says — as if this narrator-writer-

academic can do more with this material than the artist Ferber can (192-3). Questions, presented 

near this essay’s outset, reemerge as echoes of the past do in Sebald’s world: What sort of project 

is this narrator-researcher hoping to complete? If we are reading Sebald’s The Emigrants, what is 

this perpetually unfinished work that is always in the process of being written in The Emigrants? 

Furthermore, what bearing do these questions have on Sebald’s “take” on writing about the 

Holocaust? The narrator’s last few journeys shed light on these central questions. Indeed, they too 

read like epilogues to the collection and render it a cohesive whole.  

 The narrator reads Luisa Lanzberg’s (Ferber’s mother’s) memoir, an account of her early 

life in Steinach and Kissingen long before Ferber’s birth and the dual tumults of genocide and war 

that would later take her life and those of her father, mother, and husband, as well. The memoir 

“has been very much on [the narrator’s] mind” — he is both possessed and haunted by it, this 

primary source — and feels that he should leave for and personally inhabit the settings depicted in 

Lanzberg’s work (218). In a sense, he goes to “the center” of things, where Lanzberg was born 

and raised, met Ferber’s father, and married, what is essentially Max Ferber’s “pre-history” 

distilled into one locale, that “one tiny point of absolute pain,” a town in Munich (171). Though 

his reasons for doing so are unclear at this point in the story, it is later revealed that he is suffering 

from a profound writer’s block. He has brought his writing and research to Kissingen and Steinach, 

which keeps him “amply occupied” perhaps precisely because the process, “as always, [is] going 
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. . . laboriously (225). He is struggling, it turns out, with “the account of Max Ferber,” a work 

which may or may not be the “Max Ferber” we are reading (230). If the journey to Kissingen or 

Steinach is meant to help in the process of completing this unknown work — perhaps the narrator 

wishes to get a “feel” for the place, to get his descriptions of the town correct, to depict his 

surroundings as accurately and precisely as possible — the trip fails miserably. The narrator visits 

a Jewish cemetery in which Ferber’s grandmother (who alone was not displaced to a camp) lies 

buried and the empty graves of Ferber’s mother, father, and grandfather (killed in Theresienstadt), 

murdered elsewhere, are only marked with gravestones. This is the center that lies within the 

center, a memorial to Ferber’s family and other Jews of Kissingen who were murdered by Nazis. 

Perhaps this cemetery, more so than Kissingen itself, is Ferber’s “one tiny point of absolute pain” 

(171). However, it lay in ruins. The key to the cemetery does not even work. The narrator-writer-

researcher does not access this “center” traditionally, that is, by using a key to unlock the doors so 

he can gain access to what lies within. Rather, he hops over the gate. He is, in short, a trespasser 

who has accessed this site of absolute pain for many by way of an untraditional method that recalls 

the untraditional methods of, say, Ferber’s craft and Sebald’s embedding within The Emigrants a 

work that is always in the process of being written in perpetuity aside from the work that he has 

made available to readers. The narrator, disgusted by the neglect shown by Germans and “the 

efficiency with which they had cleaned everything up” (in other words, the ways in which German 

society has attempted to silence and cover up a dark chapter of its history, an act Sebald strongly 

condemned), leaves Kissingen and is rather glad to do so anyway because his “enquiries” 

concerning the Lanzberg family bore no real fruit (225-6). It is a failed trip for a project that also 

seems to be failing.  
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 Yet, the narrator, on a boat that is heading away from Kissingen asserts, “But I must still 

say something” (226). The story is not yet done. In fact, it cannot be, and must not yet be, finished. 

This is precisely The Emigrants’ point. In a sense, the narrator’s project has failed — he laments 

that he has “covered hundreds of pages with [his] scribble in pencil and ballpoint, that “the greater 

part had been crossed out, discarded, or obliterated by additions” to the extent that he begins to 

question, to doubt, the very enterprise, the art, of writing itself (230). A question, however, 

surfaces: what art form can, after all, adequately and wholly represent a humanitarian disaster as 

profound as the Shoah and, by extension, two world wars? Perhaps none, precisely because, as 

numerous scholars have argued, the Holocaust is indeed unrepresentable, for its “true” witnesses, 

those who suffered the height of its atrocity, did not survive, and as a result could not offer their 

testimonies in the aftermath. Many were instead incinerated and turned into ash, and others were 

shot, killed, and buried in mass graves. Despite this “failure,” this unfinished, unfulfilled work, 

there is still something left to show for the narrator’s (and Sebald’s) efforts: The Emigrants itself, 

as unfinished, as imperfect as it may be, frozen in the moments of its making. Indeed, the narrator 

and Sebald “must still say something” (226). The work of excavating the remains, the debris fields 

of the Holocaust is too important to be left unvoiced. Perhaps the narrator was writing towards a 

Holocaust novel, collecting testimonies for an anthology, or working towards a film about the 

Holocaust not unlike Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985). We will never know what this work would 

have been had it been completed (if “completion” is ever indeed possible). However, a trace, a 

residue, of what would have been, what could have been, remains in the form of W.G. Sebald’s 

The Emigrants, not unlike those who continue to haunt its pages. It is a perpetually unfinished 

work and a residual art form:  
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But I must still say something about the trip I took up to the salt-frames . . . Completely 

taken aback both by the scale of the complex and the steady mineral transformation 

wrought upon the twigs by the ceaseless flow of the water, I walked up and down the 

gallery for a long time, inhaling the salty air . . . At length, I sat down on a bench . . . and 

immersed myself in the sight and sound of that theatre of water, and in ruminations about 

the long-term and (I believe) impenetrable process which, as the concentration of salts 

increases in the water, produces the very strangest of petrified or crystallized forms, 

imitating the growth patterns of Nature even as it is being dissolved. (229-30) 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

BEFORE AND AFTER AMERICA: 

 

CAROLYN FORCHE THROUGH THE DECADES 

 

 

all earth a quarry, all life a labor, stone-faced, stone-drunk  

with hope that this assemblage of rubble, taken together, would become  

a shrine or holy place, an ossuary, immovable and sacred  

like the stone that marked the path of the sun as it entered the human  

     dawn. 

 

—Carolyn Forché, “Museum of Stones”  

 

I am writing your names down for the last time.  

I am writing your names in secrecy.  

Be silent . . . Be silent . . .  

 

A peach glows reddish on the table.  

A slice of apple falls into a glass of clear wine.  

Whiteness is all. You are snow.  

 

      —Daniel Simko, “Still Life” 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents a biographical essay on the American poet, memoirist, and human rights 

activist Carolyn Forché. She is the author of five books of poetry, Gathering the Tribes (1976), 

The Country Between Us (1981), The Angel of History (1994), Blue Hour (2003), and In the 

Lateness of the World (2020), of a memoir entitled What You Have Heard Is True: A Memoir of 

Witness and Resistance (2019), and the editor of Against Forgetting: Twentieth-Century Poetry of 

Witness (1993) and a co-editor (with Romanticist scholar Duncan Wu) of The Poetry of Witness: 

The Tradition in English, 1500-2001 (2014).  
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 Whereas the two previous essays respectively examined the Japanese writer Haruki 

Murakami and the German writer W.G. Sebald, this essay examines the life and work of an 

American writer. However, to say that a discussion of Forché’s books of poetry and her memoir 

represents an American “turn” in this project is an oversimplification. For example, in The Angel 

of History a polyphony of voices emerges from the ruins of the Second World War in Europe and 

from the aftermath of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. Readers may witness in this collection 

the conflicts that so deeply affected Murakami as a citizen of postwar Japan and Sebald as a citizen 

of postwar Germany. Moreover, Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore (2002) and Sebald’s The 

Emigrants (1992) may be understood, through Forché’s notion of the “poetry of witness,” as 

evidentiary traces of extremity and atrocity, and not simply as novels, as “merely” art.  

 Furthermore, lest we forget, Forché is as much a reader as she is a writer. Her influences, 

mentioned in interviews and/or cited in her work, include, among many others, an array of poets, 

novelists, philosophers, and filmmakers from all over the world — Theodor Adorno, Anna 

Akhmatova, Claribel Alegría, Hannah Arendt, James Baldwin, Walter Benjamin, Maurice 

Blanchot, Martin Buber, René Char, Terrence Des Pres, Marguerite Duras, Hans Magnus 

Enzensberger, Stanley Kunitz, Edmond Jabés, Claude Lanzmann, Emmanuel Levinas, Jean 

François Lyotard, Czeslaw Milosz, Svetozár Daniel Simko, Susan Sontag, Georg Trakl, Paul 

Valéry, Wim Wenders, and Walt Whitman. She is indeed an American poet and memoirist, but 

her commitment to witnessing necessarily demands a crossing into a variety of genres and 

disciplines, a traversal across and beyond artistic movements and schools, and a resistance to state-

prescribed borders of many kinds, including those of the ethical and the moral. 



106 

 

 The confluence above of America, Japan, and Germany, and of artistic influences of 

disparate origins, reflects Forché’s career, travels, and activism around the world. Her commitment 

to a “poetry of witness” has taken her to El Salvador, Czechoslovakia, Lebanon, Libya, South 

Africa, Poland, and Japan, to name just a few locales. Forché’s attunement to the world at large, 

one beyond the borders of America, inevitably scrutinizes the American ethos of individuality and 

independence that may, and already has, arguably, slipped and comfortably settled into solipsism, 

isolation, and a casual indifference to the affairs of the “outer” world that, ostensibly, do not 

involve nor concern America. As Forché noted in an interview with Chard deNiord, America’s 

“isolation, our geographic isolation, linguistic isolation, is profound. Many of us travel, and many 

of us study other languages and also translate. But that’s against the critical mass of those who 

don’t. The US is isolated in a way that Canada, which is part of a commonwealth, is not, and 

Mexico, which looks toward Latin America and the Caribbean, is not” (18). Forché’s words, in 

light of “current” events at the time of this essay’s composition (2020 – 2021), may be read with 

a sense of foreboding. While critics have previously accused Forché of being an “un-American” 

poet — she recalls in her interview with deNiord, “[s]ome have said that I’m not really an 

American poet” — Forché suggests by way of her work and activism that concerning oneself with, 

writing about, and meditating on the histories and affairs of, say, Germany, Japan, or former 

Czechoslovakia is precisely what it means to fully inhabit one’s position as an “American” (29). 

In fact, for readers familiar with “modern” or contemporary literature, Forché joins an esteemed 

group of American writers — among them, Ralph Ellison, Cormac McCarthy, and Joan Didion — 

whose works and careers have forced readers (American or otherwise) to rethink and reorient the 
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notion of “America” and what it means to be an “American” to the fullest extent that that is indeed 

possible.  

 There is, of course, more than one singular America. It consists of many communities and 

some of these communities, especially those made up of people of color and/or immigrant 

backgrounds, are differently disposed to the rest of the world than, say, privileged White 

individuals. Forché herself, a second-generation daughter of a Slovak immigrant, writes against 

such singular notions of “America” in terms of the evidentiary traces of American involvement in 

the affairs of the world, from Europe to Asia, from Central America to South America, and beyond.  

 If a biographical essay requires a formal thesis, may this be it: Forché’s work points to a 

time before and after America. For Forché, the story of “America” begins in the 16th century when 

Pedro de Alvarado is “sent by Cortés to conquer the isthmus of the Americas” (What You Have 

Heard is True 13). Indeed, Leonel Gómez Vides, Forché’s mentor and guide in El Salvador, says 

near the memoir’s outset: “This is the beginning” (13). In “Ourselves or Nothing,” a poem 

dedicated to the Holocaust scholar Terrence Des Pres, Forché warns Americans that if we continue 

to “hover in a calm protected world,” away from “the slaughter” in Spain, Germany, the Soviet 

Union, and El Salvador “where the blood will never soak / into the ground,” we are no different 

than “netted fish, exactly like netted fish” (59). No wall can forever protect us, Forché suggests. 

We are separated only by “a cyclone fence,” and “[i]t is either the beginning or the end / of the 

world, and the choice is ourselves / or nothing” (59). There may very well be a time “after” 

America, Forché contends, if a large majority of Americans continues to adhere to the belief that 

they are safe in “a calm and protected world” (59). In her introduction to Against Forgetting, for 

instance, Forché reminds American readers how relatively fortunate they have been: “As North 
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Americans, we have been fortunate: wars for us (provided we are not combatants) are fought 

elsewhere, in other countries. The cities bombed are other people’s cities. The houses destroyed 

are other people’s houses” (31). However, Forché also reminds readers in “The Visitor,” “[t]here 

is nothing one man will not do to another” (The Country Between Us 15). To ignore this reality is 

to risk and unwittingly contribute to the demise not only of oneself but also of wherever one may 

call “home.” 

 Forché’s work scrutinizes the American-centric America many Americans have come to 

know by way of national myths, government propaganda, history textbooks, romantic works of 

historical fiction, etc. Indeed, Forché suggests in “Return,” a poem collected in The Country 

Between Us, that America is a sort of island. However, it is no tropical paradise nor a pristine 

“New World.” Rather, it is (and has become over time) “an island of greed / and grace where you 

have this sense / of yourself apart from others,” an island which lies hidden behind a self-

perpetuated American mythology that often works to mystify unpleasant (and, for many, already 

evident) truths (Forché 20). Thus, the phrase “before and after America” is a very intentional one. 

It begs the question: what about the America of the present, the now? It is in flux, to be determined, 

dependent upon, perhaps, each individual’s willingness to bear witness to and acknowledge the 

aftermaths of war, genocide, forced exile, and other forms of extremity. The “present” America 

may be absent from the phrase above (“decentered,” as it were), but it is a looming question, a site 

of interrogation, for readers of Forché’s “poetry of witness.” 

Poetry of Witness as a Mode of Reading 

To briefly mention method, in composing this essay I have attempted to emulate Forché’s own 

nuanced approach to close reading. It is distinct from New Criticism. The two are not synonymous, 
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as Forche’s remarks on the matter emphasize. If “the art of close reading,” says Forché, “is done 

in order to isolate the literary work from its context . . . the practice itself then has been politicized 

and deployed against the freedom of art” (deNiord 40). To read a literary work in this manner, 

suggests Forché, is to treat a poem as if it is “severed from the hand that wrote and the time in 

which the poet lived” (40). The alternative Forché offers is, in fact, the “poetry of witness,” which 

she defines most clearly in her essay, “Reading the Living Archives: The Witness of Literary Art.” 

In it, she asserts: “It is a mode of reading rather than of writing” (163). It prioritizes the “readerly 

encounter with the literature of that-which-happened, and its mode is evidentiary rather than 

representational” (163). It is not, as some critics have mistakenly understood it, a generic classifier, 

a declaration of an ideology, or a “politicized confessionalism” (168). Rather, the “poetry of 

witness” concerns itself with “reinscribing the importance of the life and historical context . . . the 

life and the experience . . . to read closely and then to understand something of the life and the 

times, and, if possible, to tease out the trace or mark of that experience” (40, emphasis mine). In 

this sense, poems are not simply poems. They are evidence. One must go beyond first impressions 

and the deceivingly placid surface of the page or the screen. As one reads with consideration and 

care, these evidentiary poems of extremity may unveil themselves as documents of, or testaments 

to, an occurrence, waiting to be made legible. They are indeed, as Forché so eloquently and 

correctly puts it, “living archives,” and we are their witnesses. In writing this essay, I have followed 

Forché’s august example.  

“In Deya . . . the Mist . . .” 

The “country between” in The Country Between Us, refers, in part, to a divide that emerges 

between Forché and other Americans as a result of her experiences, the events she witnessed, in 
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El Salvador. While Forché is aware of the American government’s destabilizing policies in El 

Salvador and in the larger Central American region, Americans are portrayed as unwilling to heed 

Forché’s efforts to bring into visibility the American government’s support of death squads, 

torture, assassinations, etc. This is dramatized in Forché’s “The Island.” 

 “The Island” offers itself as an ideal biographical and thematic starting point. The poem 

takes place on a literal island: Majorca (or Mallorca), Spain and, specifically, “Deya” (also spelled 

Deiá), a coastal village situated on Majorca’s northern ridges. Not long after Forché had published 

Gathering the Tribes in 1976, she stayed at Majorca, where she translated the work of exiled 

Nicaraguan-Salvadoran poet and novelist Claribel Alegría, with the aid of Alegría’s daughter, 

Maya. (Forché had befriended Maya while teaching at San Diego State University.) In a 

conversation with deNiord, Forché recounts her time on Majorca, an ocean away from the 

American “island” described in “Return,” as a sort of turning point for her and, by extension, her 

work and her sensibilities as a poet.  

 In Majorca, Forché met with many of Alegría’s friends among “the Latin American 

intelligentsia and literary elite,” many of whom “were forced into exile at that time from the ‘Dirty 

Wars’ in Argentina and Chile” (deNiord 6). As Forché listened to and participated in conversations 

with Alegría and her friends, she, as a “young girl, [who] had just turned twenty-seven,” and was, 

according to her, “naïve and had never before been to Europe and knew nothing about the world 

yet,” noticed that “in all the conversations, it was thought that the United States was behind the 

problems of Central America, that US policy was wrong-headed at best, and that we were 

implicated directly in the support of the dictatorial and murderous regimes” (6). “Instead of having 

a beautiful and wonderous summer, although it was so in many ways,” recounts Forché, “I was 
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depressed” (6). From this depression, this sense of apartness, however, emerged the poet readers 

have come to know today: “I emerged from that summer wanting to do something . . . Something 

was pulling, pulling against the festivities of the island and the late nights and the sea” (6). As 

Forché relayed to Nicole-Ann Lobo in an interview, “I wanted to do something. I didn’t want to 

just be a passive North American” (Forché). Forché began to emerge from within a mist and 

yearned to truly “see.” 

 Indeed, this is how “The Island” begins: “In Deya when the mist / rises out of the rocks it 

comes / so close to her hands she could tear it to pieces like bread” (Forché 10). Though formless, 

without shape, this mist is likened to sustenance. It is to be consumed so that it may then provide 

the strength necessary to “tear,” to distribute, to act upon it as one pleases (10). This mist is 

“material” in several senses of the word. It is the canvas of Forché’s art, her artistic material. She 

renders that which is evanescent, without yet a determined physical form, into something 

“material” for readers, critics, citizens to “consume” against the grain of equally material narratives 

state officials and authorities often “feed” their citizens. At the same time, she writes and speaks 

against this “mist” of forgetting, erasure, and distortion. This is the raison d’être of her work. In 

“The Forbidden,” collected in Proofs and Theories: Essays in Poetry (1994), Louise Glück, in her 

reading of The Country Between Us, eloquently expresses the variegated ethical concerns Forché 

must have dealt with early in her career. One particular remark is quoted here in full:  

 

Forché travels to Salvador a young girl; the power of the poems has its source in her hunger 

to be changed, whatever the cost, to be relieved of her ignorance. The self she aspires to 

be, the Josephine-self, is worldly, informed, brutal, direct, marked by suffering, impatient; 
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in Forché’s hierarchy of values, beauty is surpassed by wisdom; ignorance, like virginity, 

is something to be shed as quickly as possible, not for the novelty of the experience but 

because divestment — preferably scourging divestment — is the only means by which an 

adult perspective can be achieved. (56) 

 

This mist that prevents Forché from seeing this “adult perspective” is indeed “close to her hands,” 

not only in this poem, but also whenever Forché, as poet, puts pen to paper (Glück 56; 10). She 

seeks it, parses it, and strives to make it legible and clear.  

 If in “The Island” Forché’s material is mist, Americans constitute her audience. Or, to put 

it another way, the audience whose reception she seems most concerned about consists of 

Americans. In light of the biographical details cited above, one senses that Forché perhaps 

composed “The Island” after she spoke with Alegría’s friends. She now sees the world through the 

acquired lens of violence. Deya is “[a] cluster of the teeth / the bones of the world, greener / than 

Corsica” and, she observes, “the peak / of the Teix knife the clouds” (12). However, amid “the 

teeth / the bones” and the knifing of clouds, the speaker conveys a sense of helplessness: “To my 

country I ship poetry instead / of bread, so I cut through nothing” (12). Her language itself is 

inflected with vocabularies of violence (“cut through”) and yet they, on paper and in the form of 

poetry, seem insubstantial to her. She perceives that no one in America is listening. Forché later 

suggests, however, by way of a subtle dig, that this is not new nor unexpected:  

 

Although José Martí has said  

we have lived our lives in the heart  
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of the beast, I have never heard  

it pounding. When I have seen  

an animal, I have never reached  

for a knife. It is like  

Americans to say it is only a bear  

looking for something to eat  

in the garbage. (10-11)  

 

The issues of misapprehension, carelessness, and naivety on the part of Americans because of their 

country’s prominence in the world and the privilege afforded them as a result lies unresolved by 

the poem’s conclusion. 

 A question, asked presumably by Alegría to Forché, concludes the poem, but it is left 

unanswered by the questioner herself and the one asked (or expected) to respond. “Carolina, do 

you know how long it takes / any one voice to reach another?” (12) Exactly what space or distance 

“one voice” must traverse “to reach another” is not explicitly stated (12). In the literal sense, it is 

the Atlantic Ocean that separates the United States and Spain. However, that this question remains 

unanswered is significant. When one considers the title of the collection, The Country Between 

Us, if the “between” refers to this ambiguous space between the questioner and the one who is 

expected to respond, from one voice to another, the drama of an incomplete call and response takes 

center stage. It not only concerns Alegría and Forché or an older mentor and a younger poet, but 

also the poet and readers of her work. In other words, how will they respond to the impresses of 

extremity presented? Will they take action? Will they remain complacent? Do they even care that 
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a question has been asked of them? Just as Alegría’s question remains unanswered, so too are these 

questions from the standpoint of the poet, Forché. The answer to each question, rather, rests in the 

conscience and consciousness of each reader. Again, the “country between” may be interpreted as 

the space between the reader and text. It is indeed an unmarked, fluid space not unlike the waters 

of the Atlantic Ocean or the unnamed “country between us” of the collection’s title.  

 This “country,” unnamed and shrouded in ambiguity, drives a wedge between Forché and 

others — whether they be Americans or exiled members of the Latin American intelligentsia. This 

“country between” may be interpreted as both America and El Salvador. In one way, it is the 

former because the America Forché has come to know, as she realizes once she has emerged from 

this mist of unknowing, largely remains indifferent to the plight of Salvadorans. She, on the other 

hand, is committed to their cause. In another way, the “country between” is El Salvador precisely 

because the American government’s perpetration of violence in El Salvador forces Forché to 

transition from a stance of American passivity to one of activism on behalf of Salvadorans. This, 

however, alienates Forché from other Americans. As Forché noted in one of our conversations, 

even close friends in America wished that she would stop talking about El Salvador. While Paul 

Rea asserts that Forché emphasizes “her sense of the distances and barriers that separate El 

Salvadorans and North Americans,” an overlooked point is that their edges, their borders, are 

indeed blurred together and overlap. For Forché, their destinies are linked, even conjoined, but 

there exists in the popular imagination the belief that they are estranged neighbors (94). Forché, 

however, expresses by way of her collection’s title that this is not, at least on the ground, the case. 

The “country” in the collection’s title contains within it, or signifies, both America and El 

Salvador, and they are inextricably linked by way of the ambiguity that hovers above and around 
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this unnamed “country.” The issue, of course, is that many Americans would say otherwise, simply 

not care about the fact that they are, and behave as if their misinformed presumptions constitute 

“reality,” the “Truth.” Forché suggests as much in her review of Joan Didion’s Salvador, titled 

“Salvador takes Didion to heart of darkness.” America and El Salvador are intertwined not only 

by foreign policies and geographical proximity but also by the practices of historical distortion and 

erasure which dictate their policies toward one another and toward their respective constituents, in 

the first place. Forché claims: “For the otherwise powerless artist, the tenacious pursuit of reality 

and the past, in countries [America and El Salvador] where both are constantly thrown into doubt, 

constitutes the most meaningful act of defiance” (2). One of Forché’s most well-known poems, 

“The Colonel,” masterfully exploits this ambiguity to shocking effect. No literal mist is present. 

But the poem nonetheless plays with perception and the underlying assumptions — invisible but 

keenly felt when upended — that inform it. Vision itself is interrogated and made suspect.  

 “The Colonel” begins in a house, a domestic setting, presumably in a dining or a living 

room (in a living space, regardless) where the colonel’s wife, playing hostess, serves Forché and 

a friend who has accompanied her “a tray of coffee and sugar” (16). Perhaps this is a home in, say, 

Michigan, where Forché grew up, or in California, where Forché lived and worked prior to her 

leaving for El Salvador. One cannot yet tell. Nothing, though, seems out of the ordinary in these 

opening lines. Indeed, the poem, at least initially, seems to portray a “normal” American 

household: “His daughter filed her nails, his son went / out for the night. There were daily papers, 

pet dogs . . .” (16). However, this “neat” list of what the speaker sees scattered about in this 

domestic space is suddenly interrupted by “a pistol on the / couch beside him” (16). The line break 

after the pistol enters Forché’s field of vision conveys a sense of hesitation or of being taken aback 
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by an object not ordinarily associated with “daily papers” and pet dogs” (16). In the background, 

“[o]n the television [is] a cop show” and it, the speaker takes time to note, as if this is an unusual 

or unexpected detail, “[is] in English” (16). Where exactly is this house? Is the speaker in America 

(though this seems unlikely now), in El Salvador, or elsewhere? The colonel’s wife comes and 

takes “everything away” (16). The coffee and sugar are gone and so are the diplomatic pleasantries 

exchanged between host and guest that were only, really, a façade, a game of charades, a mere 

convention. The colonel returns with a grocery bag filled with human ears and spills them onto the 

table only to sweep them onto the floor, scattering them about. This “living space” is suddenly one 

that harbors the remains of those tortured and murdered. This is no America, though it may once 

have been in the minds of readers. “Some of the ears on the floor,” the speaker remarks, “caught 

this scrap of [the colonel’s] voice. Some of the / ears pressed on the floor were pressed to the 

ground” (16). The shift from “the floor” to “the ground” is an interesting one (16). The poem has 

shifted from the home to the killing fields, perhaps to El Playon, where the remains of victims 

would often lie scattered among jagged lava rocks, or to Puerta del Diablo. Regardless, as Didion 

notes in Salvador, indeed “[t]error is the given of the place” (14).   

 In What You Have Heard is True Forché recounts in her own words her time in El Salvador. 

Dedicated to Leonel Gómez Vides, Alegría’s relative and Forché’s mentor and guide, the memoir 

concludes: “It was as if he stood me squarely before the world, removed the blindfold, and ordered 

me to open my eyes” (384). If this moment depicts Forché’s lesson in seeing and looking and an 

emergent imperative to witness and record by way of poetry and prose the atrocities that take place 

beyond American borders, it not only looks forward to a poet who would later publish, say, The 
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Country Between Us, The Angel of History, or Blue Hour. It also looks back to Forché’s early life 

and childhood, to when and where it all began.  

A House of Secrets 

Forché was born in 1950, five years after the end of the Second World War, during a time when 

“it was not as certain that a child would live to be grown” (Blue Hour 5). Her childhood, she 

recalls, was imbued with the feeling that something was always amiss. There was a “mist,” so to 

speak, and Forché was keenly attuned to its persistent presence. She recalled, in her own words, 

how even as a child she sensed that history was being distorted, that family secrets of the past were 

being withheld from her. This was one of the first things she mentioned in our conversation. While 

traces of adults’ concealment of the past from children manifest themselves in Forché’s “The 

Notebook of Uprising” — “[t]hey didn’t want you to know the past. They were hoping in this way 

you could escape it” — or in “The Angel of History” — “[a]s for the children, they were forbidden 

to ask about the years before they were born” — these concerns, as I learned from Forché, did not 

materialize suddenly in the years leading up to the publication of The Angel of History in 1994 

(26, 4). Their origins rested in Forché’s childhood. They simply found their expression many 

decades later in Forché’s third collection of poetry.  

 Rumors and traces of war abounded in Forché’s childhood home. Her father, Michael 

Joseph Sidlosky, had been stationed in the Pacific as a member of the United States military, 

specifically aboard a mine sweeper. Initially, when Forché was young, her father did not talk about 

the war, nor would he answer questions about it. For instance, Forché and her younger siblings 

would ask their father “what it meant to sweep mines, and what a mine was” (Forché). He would 
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not answer. Over the course of many years, however, details yet unheard of emerged from the 

background. Soon enough, Forché would learn about her father’s experiences.  

 While serving in the Pacific, Sidlosky survived a Japanese kamikaze attack. He was 

wounded, however, by shrapnel while moving ammunition from one position to another. Forché 

recalled, “[t]he shrapnel lodged in his back and chest, some near his heart, and it was possible to 

feel the hardness of it beneath the skin on his back” (Forché). Sidlosky was later sent to Nagasaki 

(Sasebo, specifically) in the early months of the occupation after it (along with Hiroshima, of 

course) was left devastated by an atomic bomb that claimed the lives of tens of thousands of 

Japanese, the vast majority of them civilians. According to Forché, her father had to deal with the 

aftermath and, like many Americans then and today, believed at the time that the bombings of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki “ended” the Second World War and saved millions of lives by pressuring 

the Japanese to surrender, thus avoiding further bloodshed. In actuality, as historians such as 

Tsuyoshi Hasegawa and Gregg Herken have suggested, this was misleading government 

propaganda. The atomic bombings did not end the war. Rather, the Soviet Union’s sudden entry 

into the war — despite its having signed a non-aggression pact with Japan — pressured the 

Japanese to surrender and to order a cessation of armed hostilities. Moreover, the atomic bombs 

did not “save” lives. Though one cannot say for sure how many would have died had the war 

continued, hundreds of thousands of Japanese civilians were immediately incinerated in the 

bombings and entire cities were reduced to heaps of rubble and ash. The reason for such displays 

of destructive power, as recent studies have increasingly suggested, was to demonstrate to the 

Soviet Union the United States’ military’s capabilities. As Forché herself suggested, “I believe 

that these atrocities [the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki] were committed to demonstrate the 
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capacity of nuclear weapons to the Soviets,” based on a “preponderance of evidence, produced by 

scholars since the war” (deNiord 163). For this reason, because of mere militaristic posturing, 

hundreds of thousands of people who were of the world a day prior to the bombing were no longer 

“On Earth,” to quote from Blue Hour (23).  

 A particularly poignant passage from John Hersey’s Hiroshima (1946), a work Forché read 

when she was just ten years old, reads as follows:  

 

As Mrs. Nakamura stood watching her neighbor, everything flashed whiter than any white 

she had ever seen . . . Timbers fell around her . . . and a shower of tiles pommelled her; 

everything became dark, for she was buried. The debris did not cover her deeply. She rose 

up and freed herself. She heard a child cry, ‘Mother, help me!,’ and saw her youngest — 

Myeko, the five-year-old — buried up to her breast and unable to move. As Mrs. Nakamura 

started frantically to claw her way toward the baby, she could see or hear nothing of her 

other children. (9) 

 

As the ten-year-old Forché read, likely word for word, the same passage quoted above, she likely 

encountered the ten-year-old Toshio, Mrs. Nakamura’s eldest child, buried under “the pile of wood 

and tiles” of their residence and later pulled out, alive, by his mother (Hersey 19). The image not 

only of Mrs. Nakamura’s rescuing Toshio but also of Forché’s reading such an account strikes one 

as a particular moment in which the past, present, and future of Forché’s life, career, and activism 

converge. The young Forché, around 1960, encountered a past formerly unknown to her. In the 

future, she would explain to her father that the American government’s justification that the atomic 
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bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were necessary in order to save lives was government 

propaganda, an oversimplified myth that, perhaps precisely because of its simplicity, still holds 

true in the minds of many Americans today. As Hasegawa notes, “[s]ixty years after the dropping 

of the atomic bomb and the Japanese surrender, we still lack a clear understanding of how the 

Pacific War ended” because “[h]istorians . . . have focused on a small piece of a larger picture . . . 

Americans [for example] on the atomic bomb” (1). Forché recalled that her father was furious 

when he learned later in life that he had been lied to by the US government. This retelling of several 

crucial moments in Forché’s early life — one that dramatizes an American child’s encounter with 

an instance of extremity in the larger world beyond America, being confronted with a historical 

“other,” in this case, the ten-year-old Toshio, and removing the veils or blindfolds so that others 

may emerge from a mist and truly see — enacts a microcosm of Forché’s work and career. In a 

sense, Forché’s father was her first reader and witness to the art of demystification to which she 

would later commit herself. Forché would soon grow obsessed with the atomic bombings of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In 1983, she, with American poet Galway Kinnell, would visit both cities 

while attending the annual Asian Writers Congress conference, incidentally titled “Writing Under 

the Nuclear Cloud.” 

The “Vanished Bridge” in Hiroshima  

During this visit, Forché and others from the conference went on a cultural trip to the Shukkei-en 

Garden in Hiroshima. Once they arrived, Forché recalled, a Japanese woman had asked to join the 

group shortly before they began to tour the garden. It had been destroyed in the bombing of 

Hiroshima and had since been rebuilt in its prior likeness, giving the appearance or impression, 

perhaps, to tourists and locals alike, that nothing had happened, after all, or that things were now, 
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in the present, back to “normal.” It was soon found out, however, that this Japanese woman had 

been to the garden before, but just once. On the day of the bombing, she had hidden there. She was 

only a child then — “[a]ll hibakusha still alive were children then” — and, according to her, she 

survived the bombing because a grove of trees — where she was found in the aftermath by other 

survivors — went out of their way to shield her from the blast, thus saving her (71). The outsider 

of the group was, in fact, the true “insider” in the sense that she had returned to a site of both 

devastating personal and collective trauma. Indeed, as Forché says of this woman in “The Garden 

Shukkei-en” (collected in The Angel of History), “[s]he has always been afraid to come here” (70). 

Forché recounted how she walked through the garden with this woman. She wished to walk with 

no one else. They soon began to converse with the help of an interpreter, though, as Forché 

mentioned in one of our meetings, the Japanese woman was able to speak English but seemed to 

prefer not to do so. What was supposed to be a cultural trip apart from official conference 

proceedings became instead a moment of witness and testimony, something entirely “other” than 

what was expected (and perhaps even asked for) but nevertheless necessary to document as the 

evidentiary utterances of extremity presented themselves. Indeed, from their conversation emerged 

“The Garden Shukkei-en” and, in fact, as Forché emphasized, many of the lines in the poem were 

spoken by this Japanese woman and then recorded by Forché. They were not and are not made up. 

They are as real and as true as the bombs that were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Indeed, 

Forché was “Writing Under the Nuclear Cloud.”  

 As one reads “The Garden Shukkei-en,” Forché’s commitment to recording the woman’s 

testimony emerges by way of the poem’s “double vision.” The reader may glimpse two gardens at 

once: the Garden Shukkei-en prior to the bombing and the reconstructed “post”- war version. Of 
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course, the poem undermines, but does not entirely do away with, the notion of a “post”- war 

reconstruction. Rather, it preserves the ghostly traces of the previous garden, one that has 

essentially been “erased” twice, first by a nuclear blast, then by the “new” garden, “meticulously 

reconstructed to look just as it did before August 1945” (Grieve-Carlson 294). Forché preserves 

two gardens at once and in so doing maintains “the translucence between past and present” 

achieved by way of witness, a conscientious act of looking (Grieve-Carlson 297). The lingering 

presence of the past is acknowledged. This “double vision,” incidentally a documented symptom 

of radiation poisoning, suggests a confluence of presence and absence, a sense of a bridgeable 

togetherness (between past and present, between Forché and a survivor of Hiroshima) and an 

unbridgeable otherness (also between past and present, between the poet and the survivor).  

 The poem begins, “[b]y way of a vanished bridge we cross this river / as a cloud of lifted 

snow would ascend a mountain (Forché 70). That the speaker has crossed the bridge of the present 

is only implied as if the present too has been a made a ghost or is continually slipping into the past. 

The bridge is absent and hinted at only by the function it serves, one no different than from before 

August 1945. Instead, the speaker and the survivor cross the bridge that has “vanished,” the one 

that was destroyed in the bombing. It is evoked in such a way as to be made as materially “present” 

as it is — supposedly — ensconced in the past (70). The survivor continues: “Where this lake is, 

there was a lake, / where these black pine grow, there grew black pine. / Where there is no teahouse 

I see a wooden teahouse / and the corpses of those who slept in it” (70). As the speaker and survivor 

continue apace in the garden (though it is anything but, as the idiom goes, a stroll in the park) the 

sense of apartness that winds its way through the poem heightens when, twice, the survivor directly 

addresses the presumably American speaker with probing questions: “Do you think we [the 
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Japanese] were human beings to them [the Americans]? . . . Do Americans think of us?” (70-1). 

The speaker replies: “If you want, I’ll tell you, but nothing I say will be enough” (71). The “we” 

that crossed the “vanished bridge” is now a “you” and an “I,” two clearly delineated subjects, in a 

sense, one othered from the other (70). The survivor does not reply, at least not directly. Rather, 

her testimony continues, as if it is the only adequate response available to her. She makes a 

particular remark that is made all the more poignant by the fact that she and the speaker are in a 

garden: “I don’t like this particular red flower because / it reminds me of a woman’s brain crushed 

under a roof” (71). Suddenly, she seems to wish to take her words back. Like a poet in her own 

right — in a sense, the “Garden Shukkei-en” was cowritten by this survivor of Hiroshima — she 

questions her use of language: “Perhaps my language is too precise, and therefore difficult to 

understand?” (71) The speaker does not respond and thus perpetuates the series of questions asked 

and left unanswered throughout the poem, filled as it is with pockets of silence and the echoes of 

that which remains unfulfilled. It is, as the survivor puts it, “the silence surrounding what happened 

to us” in which is ringing “the bell to awaken God” (71).  

 The poem’s “double vision” may be read as a response to a question near the beginning of 

the collection. In “The Angel of History,” a speaker posits, then answers her own query: “Are the 

present hundred years a long time? But first see whether a hundred years can / be present” (6, 

emphasis original). Undoubtedly, “a hundred years” (or so) are present in “The Garden Shukkei-

en” (6, emphasis original). This is emblematic of Forché’s work. As Gary Grieve-Carlson notes, 

“for Forché, such escape” from history “is not only impossible, it is not desirable” (290). Forché 

suggests that even if an individual attempts to dismiss one’s history or those of others which he/she 

has witnessed, the complicating conundrum is that history’s impresses of extremity and their 
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lingering phantoms do not simply “let go” of the individual. They do not take into consideration 

the individual’s wishes and desires to forget. Instead, they remain like scars, like markings, 

“[w]here light touches the face, the character for heart is written” (70). As the American novelist 

Philip Roth once said of writing and the Holocaust, “it is simply there, hidden, submerged, 

emerging, disappearing, unforgotten. You don’t make use of it — it makes use of you” (“Interview 

with The London Sunday Times” 135). While Grieve-Carlson expertly points to specific quotes 

from The Angel of History to make his point, cited above, there exists a more obvious testament to 

his notion that for Forché escaping history is “not only impossible, it is not desirable”: The Angel 

of History itself (290). It is not only a work of art, nor is it simply a book. It is a testament to and 

material evidence of the impossibility and undesirability of forgetting, in Forché’s case, from 

childhood to the present, with stakes also in the future, all linked by a “vanished bridge” (70). 

Genocide and Exile: Central Europe and Beyond  

Forché’s suspicion that secrets were being kept from her as a child was not limited to the Pacific 

theatre. This mist of the unspoken but the nonetheless felt stretched from the Pacific into 

continental Europe. She grew up under the shadow, so to speak, of the European theatre of the 

Second World War and of the Holocaust. As a child of about five or six years old Forché had 

accidentally seen a picture of Nazis assaulting Jews in front of freight cars that would eventually 

take them to concentration camps and likely to their deaths (if they were not murdered prior to 

boarding, which often happened, and if they survived the transit, which many did not). Upon 

asking her mother about this picture, she was told, simply and repeatedly: you are too young, you 

will find out when you grow up. While Forché would, several years later, read The Diary of a 

Young Girl (1942) by Anne Frank (alongside Hersey’s Hiroshima) and learn more about what had 
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taken place, nightmares followed not long after she had accidentally accessed these photographs 

of persecution and murder: 

 

All through my childhood the nightmares came, and then somehow the faces disappear, 

the terror and the black wings, the lunging of that world, like a roller coaster in pitch black 

space . . . Then another dream replaces these flights of darkness, and in this dream people 

appear whose faces seem to be smudged with coal dust, or so I thought. Their palms are 

blackened, and pressed open against something that comes between us. No sound comes 

from them, but they want something, and I don’t know what. (What You Have Heard is 

True 223) 

 

In a sense, one is reminded of the phrase, “the best of both worlds.” In the young Forché’s case, 

however, one can invert the well-known idiom and assert that she keenly sensed “the [worst] of 

both worlds” — war, genocide, racial persecution, indiscriminate killings, forced deportations, 

bombing campaigns, etc. not only to “the East” but also in “the West.”  

 It would not be an exaggeration to say that a discussion of Forché’s life and work 

necessarily runs through Central and Eastern Europe, and especially through the former 

Czechoslovakia. Many cherished individuals, those who proved most formative to Forché’s art — 

not only relatives, but also literary mentors, close friends, contemporaries, and poets and novelists 

she has mentored over the years — in their various ways hail from these regions whose histories 

still remain obscure and hazy to many Americans today. If readers often associate the earlier years 

of Forché’s career with El Salvador and Central America, Czechoslovakia, Central Europe, and 
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Eastern Europe increasingly make their presence known in her later works. If in “The Morning 

Baking,” collected in Gathering the Tribes, Forché implores her paternal grandmother, “who spoke 

a Slovak of the Russian-Czech borderlands and who, with her Old World lore and old wives’ tales, 

profoundly influenced [Forché’s] childhood,” “[g]randma, come back, I forgot / How much lard 

for these rolls,” many of Forché’s later poems may be reimagined as responses to this call made 

many decades ago (Kunitz xi; Forché 3).  

 Forché’s father’s family was from Czechoslovakia, and she had relatives there who lived 

under Soviet rule. Her paternal grandmother, Anna Bassarová, emigrated from Czechoslovakia to 

the United States as a stowaway hidden aboard a ship, “this woman who / crossed, as a girl of my 

age, in the hold of a ship for weeks, lowering / her bucket of night soil by rope, then, from the sea-

rinsed bucket, pouring / seawater over herself on the lower deck where bathing was permitted” (In 

the Lateness of the World 14). In her later life, Anna Bassarová lived from time to time with 

Forché’s parents and helped raise Forché and her younger siblings. Forché recalled that Anna had 

practically raised them as if they were in Europe, speaking Slovak-Czech and Hungarian in the 

house. Moreover, a great aunt’s daughter, named Zuzana Borovská, had supplied Jewish partisan 

outfits to the disapproval of many around her who supported and cooperated with Nazi policies, 

including the implementation of the Final Solution in Slovakia. As a result, she was imprisoned 

and sentenced to deportation to Auschwitz. Fortunately, Borovská’s deportation order was never 

followed through. It was “interrupted” by the end of the war. She was spared the fate of many of 

the Jews she fought for. Borovská’s welcome news of reprieve was, at the same time, the end of a 

most unwelcome world conflict that would cost the lives of tens of millions. In 1992, Forché would 

track down, eventually find, and speak with Borovská in Brno, the capital of Moravia, in the Czech 
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Republic, the site of the latter’s exile from what was formerly a communist-led Czechoslovakia. 

According to Forché, Borovská was exiled because of her outspokenness against certain Soviet 

policies, including those that sanctioned the use of war orphans as child labor in dangerous, risk-

fraught factories. Only Forché and Borovská know what was discussed during that visit. Forché 

did reveal, however, that Borovská’s fiancé was Jewish and that she had to witness his being 

deported, along with his family, to a concentration camp. Not much more was said than that, and 

Forché indicated that this was a story for another day. Indeed, Forché said that she is at work on a 

new memoir that has to do with her ties to Central Europe.  

 The history of Czechoslovakia in the Second World War and afterward — what happened 

to it during and following the war — makes its presence felt in Forché’s work, thematically. These 

themes include dis-assemblage, marginalization, displacement, and silenced histories. It would be 

false to say that no European country was unaffected by World War II; they all were, some to a 

more severe extent than others (such as Poland). However, I point to Czechoslovakia specifically 

because of Forché’s relationship to it, and the instances of extremity that befell it and thus emerge 

in her poetry and will likely continue to emerge in her future projects.  

 Specifically, the Nazis dismantled Czechoslovakia by March 1939 (in the words of 

Timothy Snyder, “Hitler destroyed Czechoslovakia as a state”) after [Nazi Germany] “annexed the 

western rim . . . where most of [the] Germans lived” in 1938 (114, 109). Ironically, this annexation 

was approved (even encouraged) by western powers such as Britain and France at a conference in 

Munich to which Czechoslovaks were not even invited. While Hitler gathered Germans living in 

Czechoslovakia so that they could be under his personal protection (based on race, not on 

statehood), Czechoslovakia itself came apart. As Snyder notes, “[t]he Czech lands were added to 
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the Reich as a ‘protectorate,’ Slovakia became a nominally independent state under Nazi tutelage” 

(114). Eventually, Slovakia would join the Axis alliance and participate in the persecution of Jews. 

According to Snyder in Black Earth: The Holocaust as History and Warning (2015) all in all, 

“about three-quarters of the Jews of Slovakia were killed” and the multinational, liberal, and 

democratic Czechoslovakia (“a creation of the western democracies”) was no more (229, 90). 

From 1948 to 1989, Czechoslovakia was under communist rule and stories of both Jewish 

persecution and Jewish heroism were silenced and thus literally unheard of.  

 Nevertheless, the past persists, though it may reveal itself by way of fragments and nearly 

inaudible whispers and murmurs. In fact, this is how The Angel of History entered into the world 

in the first place, according to Forché’s account in a yet-unpublished essay entitled “Subtitles for 

a Film Never Seen: Writing The Angel of History.” It begins “[i]n the late spring of 1986” (1). The 

setting is Paris, France. Forché is being rushed to the hospital and, later, “would be found to be 

suffering from septicemia” (1). At the urgent care of Hôtel-Dieu de Paris on the Place de Parvis 

Notre Dame, Forché, while undergoing treatment, was roommates with a woman named Ellie. She 

is mysterious. We learn that Ellie loathes Paris and that, according to her, she does not speak any 

languages fluently. While nurses in the facility seem rather quick to dismiss Ellie’s eccentricity as 

a symptom of her mental illness, Forché learns that Ellie is a German Jew “who had hid during the 

Shoah, first in Germany, and then in France, along with her two young sons” (5). At least one of 

Ellie’s sons did not survive, and the fate of the other is left unclear. Over the course of a week, 

Ellie “let fall pieces of her history” in “German, in French, in broken English, and a Slavic 

language that may have been Polish” (5). By the end of Forché’s convalescence, her notebook was 

full of Ellie’s utterances, and its pages had, quite literally, run out. Soon after, Forché left the 



129 

 

hospital and returned home. The two roommates shared no contact information with each other, 

but Ellie would, in a sense, continue to keep in touch with Forché, who recalls, “[f]or the past two 

years I had thought of her, or rather, she had visited my thoughts both waking and sleeping” (7). 

Ellie’s utterances, initially transcribed as just provisional “notes,” would later unveil themselves 

to be the foundation stones for The Angel of History. Indeed, as Forché pithily puts it: “The title 

poem in The Angel of History belongs to Ellie, a récit éclaté transcribed in a hospital room” (8).  

 The collection of the poems in The Angel of History was encouraged by Daniel Simko, 

Forché’s closest friend and a poet in his own right, whose work was published posthumously in a 

collection entitled The Arrival (2009). Simko’s family, like Forché’s, also hailed from 

Czechoslovakia, and it was this affinity between the two poets that cemented their friendship and 

their artistic collaborations. Forché met Simko in Iowa City, Iowa, in 1976, following a reading of 

Gathering the Tribes. Amid the party that swirled around her, Forché decided to rest on a couch. 

Seated next to her was a young man, Simko, who shyly introduced himself. She noticed his accent 

when he spoke, one with which she was familiar, and, essentially, a game of cat and mouse ensued 

as Forché pressed Simko on where he was from. Europe, he said. Forché pressed him further. 

Central Europe, he said. She then asked: Where in Central Europe? He replied: Czechoslovakia. 

By this point, Forché was very excited — the accent she had first recognized was indeed a very 

familiar one. She pressed on, asking Simko, where in Czechoslovakia? Slovakia, he said. Where 

in Slovakia? Finally, Simko replied: Bratislava. He also noted that his ancestors were from 

Bardeyev. As it turned out, Simko, his family, his ancestors, were from the same city and village 

as Forché’s paternal family. They talked about Slovakia and Slovak culture for the rest of the 

evening. The two poets would not meet again until 1983, when Forché taught at Columbia 
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University, where Simko enrolled as a graduate student in poetry. Simko remembered Forché, and 

they began a friendship. He also grew close to Forché’s then fiancé (now husband) Harry Mattison 

and eventually was like an uncle to her son, Sean. In the years that followed, Simko would translate 

the works of Austrian poet Georg Trakl (Autumn Sonata: Selected Poems of Georg Trakl [1989]) 

and those of German poets Harry Heine and Friedrich Hölderlin. Furthermore, he would go on to 

help Forché with compiling and researching poems for her anthology Against Forgetting, a project 

that would take over a decade to complete.  

 Perhaps most poignantly, they were not only friends and fellow poets but also fellow 

witnesses to the Velvet Revolution of 1989 in Czechoslovakia. They followed the events closely 

from abroad, in the United States, and would eventually travel together to Bratislava, Prague, 

Berlin, Hamburg, and Dresden in the spring of 1990. In Bratislava, specifically, Forché and Simko 

would visit the latter’s family attic, where his jazz records and books had remained since 1969, 

when he, along with his parents, fled Czechoslovakia following the Warsaw Pact invasion. It is 

this same Simko, in Forché’s words, “an American poet . . . accomplished and comfortable in his 

adopted city of New York” but whose “soul was tutored in Central Europe . . . immersed in its 

literature and thought to a depth unimaginable by his American peers,” who offered to watch 

Forché’s son so that she could be left alone to write again (i). As she composed towards The Angel 

of History, Forché worried that she had only written “notes” towards a poem, among them the 

fragmented remarks of Ellie. However, Simko, after reviewing Forché’s pages remarked, “these 

[are] not notes. You have done something new” (10). Indeed, this polyphonic form was a drastic, 

even ruptural, shift for Forché who, in her own words, had up to then published “collections of 

first-person, free-verse lyric-narratives that depended on the constructed illusion of a speaking 
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voice, recounting lived or remembered experience” (4). While Forché was influenced early on by 

the Black Mountain poets, the West Coast poets, and the Deep Image poets of the Midwest (though 

she never aligned herself with one particular group) and was later mentored by Czeslaw Milosz, 

Derek Walcott, Wislawa Szymborska, Seamus Heaney, and Joseph Brodsky, among others, 

starting with The Angel of History, she took on her own voice, one of polyphony. This polyphonic 

form would reach its logical extreme and endpoint in Blue Hour.  

The Fields of Blue Hour 

Blue Hour is undoubtedly Forché’s most enigmatic work. In her review, Tanya B. Avakian likens 

it to shape-note singing: “[t]he voices are often beautiful . . . some louder and wilder than others, 

at times sounding like different people telling very different stories” (2). Of Blue Hour Chard 

deNiord says to Forché, “you give yourself over to the selfless voice of the other in which the earth 

itself witnesses to oppression and injustice . . . as if you’re saying, well, there is a kind of uber-

witnessing” (38). Forché replies that “[t]he Earth takes us all back one way or another. We stay 

here, dispersing here, and the earth will itself disperse” (38). Indeed, reflection and meditation on 

“the Earth” take center stage in Blue Hour. “On Earth” is arguably the collection’s central poem 

(23). Originally surpassing 150 pages, the “shortened” version available to readers borrows its 

form from Gnostic abecedarian hymns that “date from the third century A.D.” (though Forché did 

not initially intend for this to happen) (Forché 71). Forché recounted in one of our meetings that 

“On Earth” practically wrote itself — it “very unusually flowed to the paper” during a summer of 

very intense writing (Forché). The poem reads as if Forché meant to capture a state of being. 

Notions of time and place lose their centrality. They are lost to a deluge of consciousnesses and 

what emerges after, in their place, is a landscape of dialogue and utterances, fragmented and 
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disembodied. Originally, Forché intended to commit to paper one consciousness. However, “On 

Earth” soon became, of its own accord, a sort of resting ground for a collective consciousness of 

the late twentieth-century and the early twenty-first century. What readers can see of “On Earth,” 

according to Forché, is the version of what remains, that is, what survived a rather intense period 

of revision and scrutiny. Numerous pages and voices have yet to emerge. There is always more.  

 Despite the enigmatic, unsettled ambience of the collection, a thread of continuity that may 

lend some coherence to this difficult work, one which often seems to want to resist coherence and 

interpretation, is the image of fields. It allows reader to rethink “the Earth” as not only a planet in 

“our planetary system, and our galaxy” but also “the earth” on which we stand, on which we build 

homes and cities, on which all people, more or less, depend for sustenance, itself pockmarked with 

evidentiary traces of conflict (38). In fact, a similar concern, for “this land,” was the subject of the 

most recent annual Symposium (2021) hosted by the Lannan Center for Poetics and Social Practice 

at Georgetown University, where Forché currently serves as University Professor of English.  

 In thinking about “the earth” and the field as its allegorical interpretant, one is reminded of 

the motto, Mein Feld ist die Welt, which literally in English translates to “my field is the world,” 

but more so means “the world is my oyster.” It was the motto of Albert Ballin’s Hamburg America 

Line (HAPAG), a company dedicated to transatlantic shipping which, at its peak, had shipping 

routes and ports all over a world brimming with potential amid the rise of industrialism and modern 

technology.  If Ballin’s motto in the early 20th century implied that the world was man’s, his 

“field,” so to speak, to be dealt with as he liked, the fields of Blue Hour suggest that if they were 

humankind’s to sow, harvest, and nurture, they were also humankind’s to lose — and indeed lose 

it did in the name of war and genocide. Having noticed the prevalence of fields in her poetry 
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collections, not only in Blue Hour but also in, say, The Angel of History and In the Lateness of the 

World, I asked Forché if fields, as a type of landscape, a symbolic space, held any particular 

significance for her. Forché responded that, having grown up in rural Michigan, she had grown up 

among fields that were once farmed but were no longer. These wild fields naturally became sites 

of discovery and of adventure for the young Forché and other children in the vicinity. They were 

also, however, sites of destruction. She noted, for instance, that the fields were often burned to 

keep the growth down. But, again, these same fields were where Forché could get lost as a child, 

where she would wander, where she would dig holes in which to hide. As Forché puts it in 

“Tapestry,” she was a child who “would rather dig a hole in a field and cover herself / with barn 

wood, earth, and hay, to be as quiet as plums turning” (In the Lateness of the World 52).  

 The image of “the child” dominates Blue Hour’s first poem, “Sequestered Writing” — 

“Horses were turned loose in the child’s sorrow. Black and roan, cantering / through snow (1). 

While one cannot say for sure whether this child is Forché’s younger self, her son, Sean, or an 

imaginary child of the poet’s invention, nevertheless the presence of a child indicates the passage 

of time, the arrival of another generation and the forthcoming departure of the generation that has 

come before, the resonances of world-making and world-death, and, perhaps most of all, as Forché 

put it in “The World Without Us: A Meditation,” the “flickering between two darknesses” of birth 

and death and all that lies between these two immutable poles, “[u]nique and once” (54; deNiord 

38). The fields of Blue Hour may represent sites in which “all that lies between” these “two 

darknesses” is buried (54). “Come here,” some voice says (1, emphasis original). “The bookcase 

knows, and also the darkness of books,” says the speaker, “[l]ong passages into / Endless histories 

toward, sleeping pages about” (1, emphasis original). While “the bookcase knows” and “the 
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darkness of books also” knows, the child does not yet know. He has not yet been initiated into the 

ways of this world, this “earth,” but the conclusion implies he soon will be: “[t]he child hears from 

within: Come here and know, below / And unbeknownst to us, what these fields had been” (1, 

emphasis original). Just as the fields of rural Michigan were for the young Forché sites of play, of 

investigation (of digging, as if it were a site of excavation), but also of destruction, so too are the 

fields that beckon to this child to come and know. One cannot help but wonder if “Sequestered 

Writing” is addressed to Forché’s son, Sean, or if it is more so Forché’s meditation on what links 

her to her child, and her child to the world he has entered, of which he is now a part, the same 

world (there is no other) documented in, and which necessitates, Forché’s poetry of witness, 

against the forgetting of war and genocide. As Forché writes in “Blue Hour,” which follows 

“Sequestered Writing,” “[m]y son rows toward me against the wind. For thirty-six years, he rows. 

/ In 1986, he is born in Paris” (2). Perhaps “the wind” against which Forché’s son rows is the same 

wind which “propels” Walter Benjamin’s angel of history “into the future” while “the pile of debris 

before him grows skyward” (qtd. in The Angel of History, n.p.). Presented to us in “Curfew,” 

presumably sometime later, is this same child. The speaker recalls, “[t]he child asked if the bones 

in the wall / Belonged to the lights in the tunnel / Yes, I said, and the stars nailed shut his heaven” 

(9). Here, the child is initiated into the ways of the world — “heaven” or paradise is “nailed shut” 

— for the child, the endless possibilities of the world have just been checked, and around him are 

fields upon fields of what “had been” — the “[s]ilvered fields of millet” covered in ash depicted 

in “In the Exclusion Zones,” “a thirty-kilometer radius of contaminated lands immediately 

surrounding the Chernobyl nuclear reactor,”  “a field of birds roasted by the heavens,” “black corn 

in the fields, crib smoke, and bones enough to fill a sack,” “cratered memory cratered fields,” 
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“scoop of earth: slivers of femur, metacarpals,” “the truck-rutted fields the burnt sorrow,” “the 

phosphorous [that] fell silver on the city and rained on the lettuce fields” (9, 1, 18, 71, 25, 35, 37, 

51, 59, 60). All in all, they compose “a litany of broken but remembered events” (25).  

 Indeed, Blue Hour reads like a book that has been dropped and consequently shattered. 

Bits and pieces of text lay scattered about. Yet, like “the city” described in “Curfew,” it is 

“translucent, shattered but [does] not disappear” (9). While Calvin Bedient, somewhat 

ambiguously, asserts that the lines of “On Earth” are a “motley heap of one-line fragments,” this 

brokenness, if observed from a different angle, rather offers anew many beginnings and many ends 

(148). Each individual piece of wreckage, seen anew in its unique individuality, is considered 

again, newly accounted for, and offers itself, perhaps, as the opening lines and titles of more 

poems, memoirs, and lines of inquiry that may be taken up by Forché and fellow poets to further 

advance the enterprise of bearing witness by way of art. Indeed, this is how the title of Forché’s 

memoir emerged. It was initially seeded as the first sentence of “The Colonel”: “What you have 

heard is true” (16). “Even the most broken life can be restored to its moments,” writes Forché (2). 

As so often is the case with Forché’s work, Blue Hour, as a physical artifact, is itself a testamentary 

document of “broken moments” being “restored” to a semblance of legibility. Before moving on, 

it is important to note one last event that profoundly contributed to Forché’s polyphonic form in 

The Angel of History and in Blue Hour. It concerns her time in Lebanon, a subject, she admits, she 

hasn’t written much about, other than oblique references in The Angel of History.  

 It was in late 1983, the year of the Beirut barracks bombing, amid the ongoing Lebanese 

Civil War, when Forché joined photographer (now husband) Harry Mattison in Beirut. Mattison 

at the time was photo bureau chief for Time magazine, and Forché was credentialed as a 
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correspondent for National Public Radio. They would go on to travel through southern Lebanon, 

to cities such as Sidon and Tyre, and north to Tripoli. In Beirut, they stayed at the Commodore 

Hotel in Ras Beirut with other members of the international press corps. In the February of the 

following year, in 1984, intense fighting began again in the streets of Beirut and what followed 

was a series of what Forché called “surreal” happenings that affected her psyche and changed her 

writing.  

 Her district was heavily shelled by forces in the east and, as a result, Forché and others in 

the international press corps spent some nights in basement bomb shelters. Though the 

Commodore Hotel itself was not directly hit, its lobby had been partially destroyed. The streets, 

Forché recalled, were filled with rubble and broken glass, for most of the district had been damaged 

in the shelling, while militias roamed about everywhere. In one instance, one such militia invaded 

the Commodore Hotel while Forché was writing at a table in the bar and proceeded to shoot at the 

bottles that were lined up behind the bar, thinking they were filled with liquor. (They were, 

actually, filled with soft drinks because the hotel staff had heard an attack on liquor was imminent.) 

More events, both surreal and harrowing, followed. Forché was nearly arrested by Israeli soldiers 

at the Awali river crossing, she was shot at by a militia member whose faction wished to kill either 

an American or a French person every day until the “peacekeeping forces” withdrew — 

fortunately, the gun misfired — and, in mid-February, Forché was evacuated to the Sixth Fleet and 

taken to Cyprus aboard the USS Manitowac, which she then departed for London, then for New 

York City. Forché noted that she has many scrap books, photos, clippings, and other artifacts from 

those days. However, she hasn’t opened them or looked at them yet. For what reason, I do not 

know, but Forché did indicate that she wishes to write more about her time in Lebanon in the near 
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future. However, just because Forché’s experiences in Lebanon is rarely portrayed in her work 

does not mean its traces do not linger. Forché’s time in Lebanon was her first experience of 

conventional warfare, unlike the asymmetrical warfare that was so prevalent during her time in El 

Salvador. She was indeed marked by what she saw, what she lived through and survived, in Beirut. 

As Forché noted in one of our meetings, this was where the fragmentation really began.  

 The oft-noted enigmatic, even unsettled, quality of Blue Hour offers an appropriate 

juncture at which to begin concluding this essay. As the title of the collection itself suggests, “the 

light the French call l’heure bleue” lies “between darkness and day, between the night of a soul 

and its redemption, an hour associated with pure hovering” (Forché 71). It marks an end but also 

another beginning, as one anticipates works of witness and testimony that yet remain to be written 

by Forché.  

In the Lateness of the World  

Forché presently continues the enterprise of witness and testimony. “The Boatman,” for instance, 

recalls the Syrian Civil War as the speaker converses with a taxi driver from Holms, Syria, who 

asks, “What lay behind us but ruins of stone piled on ruins of stones?” (5) He recounts: “Aleppo 

went up in smoke, and Raqqa came under a rain / of leaflets warning everyone to go. Leave, yes, 

but go where?” (5) In the same collection is “Mourning,” a reflection on the recent refugee crisis 

that grips, on the one hand, parts of North Africa and the Middle East, and, on the other hand, 

Greece and the rest of the European continent, bound together as they are by the sea between them, 

this “sea filled with the bones of those / in flight from wars east and south, our wars, their remains 

/ scavenged on the seafloor and in its caves” (66). If in “The Island,” the body of water between 

the United States and Spain simply marks the distance a poet’s voice must travel, in “Mourning,” 
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the “seas between us” are recast as sites of extremity in their own right. In “Hue: From a 

Notebook,” the speaker visits Hue, Vietnam, the site of one of the bloodiest battles of the Vietnam 

War. “[D]ecades from war now,” “these soldiers,” together, commemorate those who were killed 

(45). The war itself may have “passed” (unlike the two crises mentioned above), yet the solemnity, 

the silence, remains: “Once we fired at each other. Now we pass silence back and forth. / On the 

ten thousand graves, we lay chrysanthemum” (45).  

 In a sense, the quiet, the calm, the stillness that has pooled in the intervening years, from 

the war’s “conclusion” to its being remembered many decades later, characterizes In the Lateness 

of the World as a whole (45). As Forché said, the poems in the collection seem less fragmentary, 

less provisional. The polyphonic form of The Angel of History and Blue Hour rarely emerges. 

Forché wrote the poems from a distance, away from war, not within or amid it, and she suggested 

that perhaps for this reason, these poems read as if they were written in the silence, in the calm, of 

the aftermath. Indeed, the poems came slowly, quietly, over the course of many years. Though this 

collection emerged from meditative silence, this selfsame silence portends, it seems, another 

catastrophe, cloaked in inevitability, just waiting to emerge, “the way the air is still just before the 

bomb explodes” (45).  

 One particular poem, “A Bridge,” reads as if this “bomb” (whichever form it may have 

taken) has “exploded” and left a posthuman world behind. It reads almost as if there are only a few 

survivors remaining, and their way of moving through the world has been made even more 

precarious, as they stand between “a sea-cliff” and “the wind, / tar-smoke, the sea, a carrick”: “We 

sway on a bridge . . . above a great shattering” (47). This bridge is a bridge, not the bridge, and, 

indeed, the use of the indefinite article betrays the fact that there is something indefinite, vague, 
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unmoored about the seascape that surrounds these individuals: “We have left / the verge, our 

certainty, and walk across a chasm” (47). The land is in decay amid already present ruins. “[I]n 

the blackest water below us,” the speaker notes, there are “ghosts of salmon, empty nets, and on 

the carrick / ruins of boats, nets, buoys, and a fisherman’s bothy” (47). However, the continuity of 

this indefinite bridge — indefinite not only in terms of its precariousness but also in that there 

seems no end to it, yet, in the poem — is wholly dependent on these “survivors” ability to endure, 

to persist, and reach “the carrick,” (not “a carrick” as it was in the beginning), which serves as a 

“foothold in the distance, a stone in time” (47-8, emphasis mine). “We have only to keep walking,” 

she says,” for the bridge to go on” (48).  The indefinite is made definite again by way of looking, 

of witnessing, for the subtle undercurrent that has made this poem possible is the fact that though 

this bridge sways over “an abyss . . . moving in wind,” the speaker continues to observe the land, 

sea, and air around her (47). Nothing, it seems, escapes her notice.  

 “A Bridge” may be read as a testament to Forché’s work and career. It may also constitute 

a gentle instruction not only to her multitude of readers but also, perhaps, to the many writers she 

has mentored and supported over the years including, but not limited to, the poets Ilya Kaminsky, 

Valzhyna Mort, Jericho Brown, and Nikola Madzirov, and novelist Garth Greenwell. May they 

continue to bear witness. More wars and conflicts are likely to follow the ones already known all 

too well to us. 

Coda 

Presently, Forché continues to write. As noted earlier, she mentioned that she was at work on a 

new memoir based on her ties to Central Europe. Moreover, she expressed a wish to write more 

about her time in Beirut, Lebanon in the aftermath of the 1983 Beirut barracks bombings and 
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during the Lebanese Civil War, more generally. If Forché’s dissertation, entitled “Mnemonic 

poetics: The role of notebooks and memento collections in the work of a poet and memoirist” 

(2020), is any indication, these works-in-progress and future works may have already entered the 

world in some shape or form and are simply waiting for their moment, for when they may see the 

light of day. As Forché wrote:  

 

I have long kept notebooks, not of poems-in-progress, although poems occasionally begin 

there, but of notes and images — more fleetingly written — that assemble over time, into 

a repository of attentions . . . The notebooks contain what I have called ‘gleanings’ of 

world: images captured in nets of attention, often pencilled lightly, later to seed a passage 

or stanza, to be joined with other notes separated in time, to form early drafts or to remain 

orphaned in the silence of the page. (1) 

 

If the world ever comes to an end and there no longer is an “America,” (or, for that matter, a Japan, 

a Germany, a Vietnam, etc.), and a sole survivor remains in the aftermath, one may imagine Walter 

Benjamin’s angel of history approaching this survivor. He instructs this survivor to “open the book 

of what happened” (Blue Hour 23). In his hands materializes a collection of works by Carolyn 

Forché.  
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