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WG Sebald ‘s “Madness Most Discreet” 

 
WG Sebald’s national roots and affinities are well known: born in Germany, he lived all 
of his adult life in England where his critical and academic writings often dealt with 
Alemannic authors of Austria and Switzerland. Yet, when asked in an interview about the 
influences on his “prose fictions”, he began his response with “Certain French authors of 
the 19th century…”. While he did not provide any specific names, we can be sure 
Stendhal was amongst them, since the opening section of his first such effort, Vertigo, is 
entitled “ Beyle, or Love is a Madness Most Discreet”. There are many parallels between 
the lives and literary careers of Sebald and Stendhal, as well as between their means of 
recollecting and re-imagining the past. The 19th century exile from Grenoble and his 
Oeuvres intimes have much to teach us about the exile Sebald’s invocation of a 
“compound memory” which allows him to recreate the German wartime experience and 
the far-reaching effects of the Holocaust, disastrous events that he, born in 1944, did not 
directly experience. 
 
Nor do his writings suggest that Sebald (or his narrator) had much contact with the 
“madness most discreet” that so obsessed Stendhal, being more concerned with such 
melancholy topics as the inevitable progressive destruction of our world produced by 
natural forces and accelerated by such ill-conceived human activities as colonialism and 
genocide. But he did so in The Rings of Saturn, a later and much more substantial work. 
This occurs in one of the more obscure episodes in that monumental work as the narrator 
recalls an earlier visit to The Ashburys, a destitute Irish family, living in a large house 
they can neither sell nor afford to maintain, and his infatuation with the daughter, 
Catherine. Shortly thereafter he turns to a description of an eerily similar experience of 
the exiled Chateaubriand, another giant of 19th century French literature, as related in his 
Mémoires d’Outre-Tombe.  
 
While this poignant episode may seem minor beside the great historical disasters Sebald 
describes, one has to count a broken heart as an example of destruction, the major theme 
of the work. 
  
    


