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translation 
 
 
The inquiry W.G. Sebald embarks upon in his essay “Zwischen Geschichte und Naturgeschichte: 
Über literarische Beschreibung totaler Zerstörung”1 as well as in his lectures Luftkrieg und 
Literatur2 is not unlike the one Walter Benjamin undertakes in his essay Die Aufgabe des 
Übersetzers insofar as it, too, is concerned with a task of translation: of reality by literature. As 
the titles of these two texts by Sebald indicate, his task-prescribing methodology will investigate 
the relationship between literature and a historical phenomenon as between two separate 
instances that occasionally come together via a coordinating conjunction (“Luftkrieg und 
Literatur”) or a preposition of reference (“Über literarische Beschreibung [...]”). Admittedly, in 
both texts, this synchronizing project is sent on its way with an unsettling epigraphic proviso 
about those best qualified to describe and prescribe – namely, experts: " 'Der Kunstgriff der 
Elimination ist der Abwehrreflex eines jeden Experten' -Stanislaw Lem, 'Imaginäre Größe' "3. In 
my paper, I explore the way in which these two texts by Sebald incessantly preclude their reader 
from developing theoretical immunity to – or: expertise at – their subtle textual mutations. 
Arguing that these texts’ historical-literary task lies precisely in their irreducible interpretive 
challenge, I engage the notion of translation developed by Benjamin in the aforementioned 
essay. Seemingly a theorization of translation as concept smoothly translatable into a 
corresponding methodology of translation as practice, Benjamin’s discussion of the task of the 
translator radically upsets this expectation: it opens with a rejection of mediation as a task of 
literature 4 and goes on to reject mediation as a task of translation, working out, rather, the 
essential historicity of translation. Ultimately, I argue that the historicity of literature, as 
conceived by both Benjamin and Sebald, consists not so much in translating into words an 
instance separate from them as in the very detour of reading and interpretation.	
  
 
	

																																																													
1	A	possible	translation	of	Sebald’s	title	would	be:	„Between	History	and	Natural	History:	About	Literary	
Description	of	Complete	Destruction”	(translation	mine).	Cf.:	W.G.	Sebald,	Campo	Santo,	Sven	Meyer	ed.,	Carl	
Hanser	Verlag,	Munich,	2003,	69-99.	
2	An	English	translation	of	Sebald’s	title	would	be:	„Air	war	and	Literature.“	Cf.:	W.G.	Sebald,	Luftkrieg	und	
Literatur,	Fischer	Taschenbuch	Verlag,	Frankfurt	am	Main,	2005.	
3	A	possible	English	translation	of	this	epigraph	would	be:	„	‘The	trick	of	elimination	is	the	defense	reflex	of	every	
single	expert’	”	(translation	mine);	cf.	Luftkrieg	und	Literatur	(11),	Campo	Santo	(69).		
4	Cf.:	"Denn	kein	Gedicht	gilt	dem	Leser,	kein	Bild	dem	Beschauer,	keine	Symphonie	der	Hörerschaft"/	„For	no	
poem	is	for	the	reader,	no	image	for	the	spectator,	no	symphony	for	the	audience“	(translation	mine)4.	Cf.:	Walter	
Benjamin,	Gesammelte	Schriften,	Vol.4,	Suhrkamp	Verlag,	Frankfurt	am	Main,	1972,	9-22.	


