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Lists and Listlessness 

Lists, at a certain base level, suggest neutrality. Fiction, poetry invoke the rapture of our inner 
narratives. They do not feel “like history” for at least two reasons: we mistrust their emotional 
intoxication, and we always are or could be aware that the author is manipulating the narrative. A 
list does not, we think, narrativize; it merely places objects before our eyes. When this is done in 
the past tense, we call it history. 

Sebald was one of the great list-writers of the 20th century. Lists skirt many of the most 
recognized passages of his prose. In the urn burial sequence from The Rings of Saturn, he 
describes a series of objects known to have been placed with the dead, as ornament or utensil: 
“the circumcision knives of Joshua, the ring which belonged to the mistress of Propertius, an ape 
of agate, a grasshopper, three-hundred golden bees, a blue opal, silver belt buckles and clasps, 
combs, iron pins, brass plates and brazen nippers to pull away hair, and a brass jew’s-harp that 
last sounded on the crossing over the black water.”* This sequence feels “like fact.” It is also, I 
think, emotionally intoxicating.  

How do Sebald’s lists thwart our feverish concerns about aestheticizing history? What do they 
say about the way he is in his prose so often able to dissolve the boundaries between history and 
fiction? What do they say about our proclivities towards certain forms of historicizing that “seem 
objective”: minutia presented as discrete and individual, prose that is dispassionate and guarded, 
narratives that are only clandestinely narrative? One could characterize such a style as marked by 
listlessness, neither the author nor the reader excessively swayed by an interest in the object 
described. Lists, usually, are listless. Sebald’s lists are not. The reason, I will posit, marks the 
outer limit between the fictive and the historical.  

*W.G. Sebald, The Rings of Saturn, 26    

 
 


