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This proposal seeks to conduct a research aimed at developing a comprehensive analysis of 

four authors who are remarkable in their stubborn struggle to build a body of work that 

originates directly from their own lives in the context of a historical era that permeates our 

present. These authors are Catalonia’s Mercè Rodoreda (1908-1983), Slovenia’s Lojze Kovačič 

(1928-2004), Austria’s Thomas Bernhard (1931-1989) and Danilo Kiš (1935-1989) from 

Yugoslavia, the multinational state that disappeared shortly after he died. Based on their own 

biographies, all have provoked a loud reawakening in their respective cultures. 

All four authors are recognised today among the most important literary figures of 

their time in their own languages, although their standing in their respective countries is not 

by any means secure or universally accepted. In some cases, they have become celebrated 

authors, widely represented in educational and academic curricula. This is clearly the case of 

Rodoreda, but it is also true of Kovačič. By contrast, both Bernhard and Kiš provoke great 

anxieties and are not regarded as undisputed reference points in their own countries. 

Bernhard and Kiš are widely read, commented and admired in foreign literary circles, where 

their caustic analyses of their immediate realities are not necessarily applied to historical 

contexts. Both are seen as problematic, even controversial, when their work is viewed through 

the prism of the collective identity to which they belong. It is precisely this that I want to 

explore: how these exceptional individuals have simultaneously built portraits of themselves, 

while transforming the way their respective societies see themselves reflected in their works.  

A most important question at any point in time is, “how did we get to where we are?” 

Time and again we try to answer this question. Every new explanation suffices for the 

immediate here and now. Yet, any recreation of past events cannot, by definition, adopt any 

self-referencing position, since a narrator who reflects on his or her own position will shatter 

the illusion, the mirage of verisimilitude. The author of an historic novel must utilize 

approaches that turn the narration into an “objective” viewpoint, one that convinces the 

reader that what is being described actually happened. The author must never question his or 

her own ability to reproduce reality. They must purely and simply believe it, believe in it, 

convince the reader that it is reality. And herein lies the problem. 

Historical works written without any consideration for the narration itself, and its 

limits on the imitation of reality, will have little impact on literary evolution as such. They 

become not innovative works of art but rather clones within a highly established genre, as 
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Franco Moretti has explained. Without doubt, historical novels produced as if in an industrial 

production line, contribute notably to the creation of a climate of optimism, confirming that, in 

the end, we are living in a continent where everything can be said, everything can be reviewed, 

and everything can be explained. However, this complacency through which we view the 

difficult chapters of our past conceals an entirely different state of affairs. 

The challenge we face is daunting. Eye witnesses of the Second World War are dying. 

We are approaching an era where many references to the two great wars that still define our 

present, will soon be a patchwork of fragmented memory. We will not be able to rely on 

witnesses. The words of those who during these past decades have provided us with a certain 

certitude of what we have learned about the past, will vanish. 

Notwithstanding, the voice of a living witness does not guarantee discovering the core 

of an experience. Recalling any memory requires an enormous effort to bring it back from 

oblivion. The spoken word struggles not with those on the outside but rather with the mental 

processes constantly at work within us to make us forget hurtful experiences, so that we can 

become the person we want to be in the eyes of others. Books that make a lasting impression 

are those that show us this internal struggle of the individual who is trying not to succumb to 

an easy way out. 

The final chapter of Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis is devoted to an analysis of three or four 

pages of Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse (1927). The scenario is a domestic scene in which 

practically no action takes place. The most important contribution made by Virginia Woolf (and 

a very small number of her contemporary writers) is the formal development of narration that 

made clear that, after the Great War, what lost its stability was reality itself. Doubt and 

hesitation permeate everything. Auerbach chronicles a world that is disintegrating in a series 

of simple, everyday images that, nevertheless, come to be and, are intended to be, essential. 

The four authors that I will be analysing, Rodoreda, Kovačič, Bernhard and Kiš, made 

great strides on self-reflection and created a singular and extremely complex view of 

themselves, aligned with some of the most evolutionary principles of modern literature. Their 

writings are always reflective of themselves and reveal an awareness of the limitations of 

reproducing one’s own experiences with the written word. In this regard, they represent a 

huge contrast with historical narratives that do not break with conventions or question the 

possibility of «faithfully» reproducing the events. 

The distinctive nature of the authors I have chosen has had repercussions in their own 

societies in helping to establish alternative ways of dealing with a traumatic collective past and 

facing deeply personal wounds. Their narrative self-portraits, frequently highly stylised and 

poetic, have contributed to the development of more accurate mechanisms for understanding 

our surrounding reality. Their singular cases have constituted an exemplary goal. Their skill in 

dealing with that which is most painful has turned them into models of analytical ability. 

It is my aim to describe the benefits of having such powerful analytical discourses at 

our disposal. These discourses question from an individual point of view both the family unit 

and the community at large, and reflect on the building of bonds of belonging. The portraits of 

these writers exemplify a desire for self-knowledge, yet ultimately have repercussions for the 

whole of society, due to the accuracy of their analyses. I am especially interested in evaluating 

the degree to which these self-portraits are, or not, subsequently acknowledged by society 

itself as valid facts about a shared past. Can their analytical distancing be regarded as 
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beneficial, or do they make us feel uncomfortable and end up not being read or discussed, 

given the very radicalism of their examinations of ourselves? 

It is also worth emphasising that the four chosen authors have all devoted themselves 

particularly to examining the period of transition from childhood to adulthood. Rodoreda’s 

unhappy, melancholic, lost children seem to reappear in the autobiographical protagonists in 

the books by Kovačič, Bernhard and Kiš. Their poetic mirrors capture a warped society that 

allows the abuse of children, accepts the possibility of subjecting them to all kinds of 

mistreatment, denies them their own identities and any right to a past. It is these wounds that 

need to be thoroughly examined and analysed, and that I will pursue as the central theme of 

my research. Seeing reality from the perspective of a child, an unreliable narrator who is 

incapable of assembling a coherent image, is a highly powerful rhetorical tool for expressing 

the pain caused by the experience of war, an experience that all four authors went through 

directly. 

The first and most important characteristic of any account describing a war is the 

profoundly unfamiliar nature of the surroundings. Although these surroundings were 

convincing under normal circumstances, this is no longer true. In a war, all expectations and 

assumptions must necessarily be dismantled. Events must be placed before us in an uncanny 

way. The effect of this estrangement can only be provoked by something that is unexpected 

and surprising. If the protagonist and narrator of the facts is only a child, then his or her view 

of the world will not yet have become fixed. This inability to conceptualise is an irreplaceable 

tool for creating the atmosphere of a place that has suddenly stopped being familiar and, 

therefore, comprehensible. What is more, in contrast with an adult, a child can remain a 

disinterested observer. Narrating through the eyes of a child allows one to show the greatest 

horror that a war arouses: the world has become incomprehensible, all the logic by which life 

could be explained has disappeared. 

Merging the viewpoints of these four authors will allow us to analytically embrace the 

period that started at the beginning of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 to the end of the Second 

World War in 1945. In the case of Danilo Kiš, his point of view allows us to extend our 

reflections on the structural bases for these conflicts all the way up to the Balkan War in the 

1990s. Thus, the portraits of these four literary authors enable us to make a profound study of 

the roots, as perceived from their double perspectives of children and outliers, the 

consequences of a period that Enzo Traverso argues we can also refer to as the «European Civil 

War». The schisms this period represents, shattered the continent and, it should not be 

forgotten, ended having repercussions in the siege of Sarajevo and other, until then, 

unimaginable atrocities in the Europe of the welfare state, an era that we still find it hard to 

come to terms with. 

These self-portraits by Rodoreda, Kovačič, Bernhard and Kiš are particularly connected 

by the resilience of individual characters who suffered deep wounds during childhood. In their 

lives, we encounter circumstances of incest (Rodoreda), illegitimacy (Bernhard), forced 

migration that leads to the loss of home, motherland and first language (Kovačič) and the 

premature death of one’s fathers (Kiš and Kovačič). The self-portraits that these authors have 

created are not easy to take on, nor can they in any way become part of a narrative that 

portrays as immutable the world that we belong to. Their vision was decisive in making it 

possible to conceive the Europe we know today, so much more self-aware and capable of 

facing up to the difficult chapters of its past. Rodoreda, Kovačič, Bernhard and Kiš talk about 

the loss of home and motherland. They document the widespread loss of security. But they 



4 
 

also offer a response to the experience of feeling lost in a hostile world, relying on self-analysis 

and a deep and profoundly critical knowledge of their own lives and their own personalities.  

Their introspection is particularly useful when dealing with one of the most visible 

challenges of the world today, the overlapping of diverse cultures and languages. All four had 

the direct experience very early in their lives of living in situations which they were not familiar 

with and in which they felt excluded. Their reaction to being uprooted did not follow that 

almost unavoidable instinct of wanting to build a replacement home with even higher walls. 

Quite the opposite, each of them in their own way was able to turn a situation of instability 

and homelessness into a force that led them to build an alternative world, based on 

transparency and truthfulness. 

 These writers can be regarded as models for the complexity of future collective or 

national identities. «It was that... nothing else: a taste of life», wrote Mercè Rodoreda at the 

end of her last novel. And she confessed that she had found it difficult to learn that «memories 

are worthless. Completely». Neither numbers, nor dates, nor facts, nor cause and effect will, 

by themselves, provide us with an explanation of the recent past. We need to inherit the 

resilience of our grandparents and understand the mechanisms that made it possible for them 

to fight against the moral annihilation that they constantly confronted. This is the great lesson 

that cannot be ignored. 

 


