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Sehnsucht zu Fliegen: the Preoccupation with Flight in Sebald and his Interlocutors 
 
This paper aims to explore Sebald’s preoccupation with flight, which surfaces in his 
novels as well as in his critical writing. In particular, I will look for this theme in three 
places: in Austerlitz, in Sebald’s essay on Johann Peter Hebel, “A Comet in the 
Heavens,” and in his essay on Peter Altenberg, “Le Paysan de Vienne.”  
  
Flight, or elevation in general, takes many forms in these sources, from comets (Hebel) to 
bats and albatrosses (Altenberg) to the pigeons, swallows, Nabokovian butterflies, and 
the gliders of Austerlitz. These are some of the most arresting and transporting passages 
in Sebald—often transfixing the characters themselves. But beyond admiring them, I’ll 
trace the contexts that yield these departures upward, making the claim that Sebald turns 
to these imageries of suspension, which are often tied to the act of writing itself, in order 
to describe a manifold alienation, from language, syntax, and historical sense. 
 
It is impossible to write about flight in Sebald without also consulting his “Luftkrieg und 
Literatur,” in which he confronts, far more graphically and directly than is his usual style, 
the effects and after-effects of the fire-bombing of German cities at the end of World War 
II. These scenes of flight mark the outer limits of language’s capability, and pull up and 
away from syntactic logic, just as happens in, for example, Austerlitz’s reveries (and in 
both cases Sebald turns then to the photographic element). Flight is tied to the cause of a 
trauma but is also the only way to address or react to that trauma, and then operates for 
Sebald in the way that the German language operated for Celan: German had been “the 
deathbringing speech” of the Nazis but it was also the only language in which he could 
write that would adequately orient him to where he now stood after the war.   
 
 


