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"Was die Menschheit liebt, das stdsst mich doch alles ab."
Heldenplatz 38.

Thomas Bernhard’s death at age 57 in 1988 invites at least a provisional
perspective on the work of this perplexing, controversial, and ultimately
irritating author. In seeking to find a comprehensive term for Bernhard’s
quite considerable literary achievement, and in an attempt to account for
the fecundity of dejection which is manifest in this very large output (thirty
works of fiction, drama, poetry, and autobiography), I have concluded that
the word "Verstdrung"--which is the title of one of his best novels (1967)
and which can be translated as "consternation”--is the most appropriate I
could come up with. The Webster’s Unabridged, indicating the derivation of
this word from consternere, to "strew" or "bestrew," and from its intensive
variant "consternare,” gives this definition: "paralyzing amazement or
horror, great terror, wonder, or surprise.” The notion behind the Latin root
"sternere” is to lie down, or be struck down and to spread out; strafum is the
past participle here, and a reference to the word "prostration" may be
helpful in this instance. So if I have spoken of "dejection,” I mean to
emphasize the downcast features of Bernhard’s work. But--you may ask--
how can one speak of the poetics of consternation? The statement at least
implies a consistent attitude, style, or practice that expresses consternation
and, to some extent, generates it in the reader, along with a certain degree of
rage (John Updike refers to it as "irascibility” [132-134]). I hope to show
that this is the case with Thomas Bernhard.

After Kafka, after Beckett, possibly even after certain poets of the
Romantic period, such as Novalis, Kleist, Coleridge, Shelley and Leopardi,
it is possible to speak of a poetics of consternation. In the Romantics we
discern for the first time an estrangement from the world (anticipated
perhaps by Jonathan Swift), and in the twentieth century, thanks to the
prodigious achievement of Kafka, Beckett (and perhaps you may wish to add
Ionesco, Pinter, even Genet), you have, in addition, a grammar and syntax of
consternation: a flattening out and dispersion of language. ;

The easiest way to demonstrate this argument, it seems to me, is to take
the volume entitled Prosa, first published in 1967, and which contains some
of Bernhard’s earliest fictional writings (beginning in 1963, approximately;
the fiction had been preceded by poetry). Most of these stories begin with
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