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Exquisite Index: The Past as an Image in the Work of W. G. Sebald 
 
About a third of the way through W. G. Sebald’s Austerlitz we learn that the titular character 
does not own a watch. It’s an admission at once innocent and deeply symbolic, suggesting the 
potential of objects to contain within them and confer upon us something as binding as time. As 
Sebald’s narrators grasp for traces of the past, they conjure landscapes, buildings, and faces in 
ceaseless attempts to locate themselves within a world whose logic seems forever just out of 
reach. These are described images wrought from experience, and have been or will be distorted 
by time’s passage—forgotten, invented, overlaid; in essence, fictionalized. But such unstable 
images are then matched in Sebald’s novels by actual photographs, objects that never change in 
content, only in context. As fixed points, photographs serve Sebald as preservations and 
instigations—they fit snuggly into the category of objects both of and untouched by time (much 
like a wristwatch).  
 
Focusing primarily on Austerlitz, this paper explores the ways that photographs serve Sebald’s 
historio-poetics, and the extent to which Sebald’s fiction encourages us to think differently about 
what a photograph is. By entwining historical documents with fiction, Sebald brushes against an 
unutterable relationship of the past to identity, and offers a suggestion about how images—both 
photographs and impressions of the world—constitute memory’s work. Using Susan Sontag’s 
idea of photography as an “exquisite index” of the past, and rummaging through the essays and 
endeavors collected in the ambitious Searching for Sebald (Institute of Cultural Inquiry, 2007), 
the paper will offer a reckoning with Sebald’s use of mixed media as a method of historical 
meaning-making, and a critique of the endeavor to place this fictional achievement within an art-
historical context. 
 
 
	


