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Sebald Contra Holocaust Literature 
 

Asked whether it was possible to reflect too much upon the Holocaust, W. G. Sebald apparently 
remarked, “No serious person thinks of anything else.” While he abhorred the idea of making 
Holocaust literature a “speciality,” the documentary fiction he developed proposes an indirect 
method of addressing traumatic histories: “I don’t think you can focus on the horror of the 
Holocaust. It’s like the head of the Medusa: you carry it with you in a sack, but if you looked at 
it you’d be petrified.” What would it mean to write fiction that bears trauma within it without 
directly representing it? I explore the contradictory ways Sebald engages Holocaust memory: On 
the one hand, his self-conscious “trespasses” into the traumatic afterlives of real victims in The 
Emigrants and Austerlitz; on the other, The Rings of Saturn’s jarring photograph of corpses from 
a concentration camp. Attempting to reconcile these approaches, I highlight two narrative 
strategies in Sebald’s work: First, the fictive postmemory of The Rings of Saturn, which links 
seemingly unrelated historical traumas through a Benjaminian view of history as “a long account 
of calamities” and what one critic has called Sebald’s “metaphysics of coincidence.” Second, On 
the Natural History of Destruction rejects traditional eyewitness accounts of the Allied bombings 
of German cities as “clichéd” and “self-censored,” often serving merely to “cover up and 
neutralize experiences beyond our ability to comprehend.” To overcome this inability to 
experience and desire not to remember, Sebald employs a depersonalized, amoral, and 
quantitative narrative mode of natural history. Both of these strategies, I argue, go against the 
directly representational and humanist tendencies of Holocaust literature, and instead evoke what 
Theodor Adorno called “the preponderance of the object”—that which resists 
conceptualization—to narrate catastrophic events of such scale that they exceed understanding. 


