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Note on translation

All English translations from primary and secondary sources, except where explicitly attributed, are the work of the author.





Introduction

This book examines the complex relationship between auditory perception and autobiographical writing in twentieth-century European literature. The research originated from an intriguing observation in Elias Canetti’s Aufzeichnungen, where the author makes the remarkable claim that while others’ souls might reside in conventional organs like the lungs or heart, his soul felt most at home in his ears (2009, 17). This unusual metaphorical choice prompted deeper investigation into how acoustic experience shapes autobiographical narrative on multiple levels – from direct representations of sound to deeper structural and symbolic functions. The initial investigation revealed that certain widely acclaimed European self-narratives of the twentieth century share what might be termed an ‘acoustic atmosphere’ (Barbalato 2010), characterized by recurring elements linking auditory perception to childhood experiences, pre-linguistic family environments, and vocal expression. While auditory perception in literature is typically analyzed through direct representations of listening experiences, this research proposes that it operates on deeper structural and symbolic levels that warrant theoretical investigation. A key methodological insight emerged through examination of the constituent elements of ‘autobiography’ itself – subject (autos), lived experience (bio), and written representation (graphia). This tripartite structure suggests parallels with the labyrinthine anatomy of the ear, providing a metaphorical framework for understanding self-writing as a circular space where being and becoming intertwine as lived experience is transformed through narrative. The emergence of these patterns prompted an examination of contemporary literary criticism’s approach to sound and literature. The available scholarship reveals significant limitations, with most studies focusing narrowly on individual authors or specific acoustic phenomena rather than developing broader theoretical frameworks (Prieto 2002; Snaith 2020). While considerable attention has been paid to musicality in poetry and prose (Leighton 2018), the role of auditory perception in twentieth-century autobiographical writing remains largely unexplored. Even in studies on sensory memory, including the extensive scholarship on Proust, auditory recollection remains secondary to other sensory modes like taste and smell (Lehrer 2018). This relative neglect of the acoustic dimension reflects a fundamental challenge: the paradoxical nature of representing sound through written language. As Marilia Librandi observes, while the ear plays a crucial role in language acquisition, it functions primarily as a receptive rather than productive organ. This creates an inherent tension when attempting to capture acoustic experience through text (2018, 5). The marginalization of hearing extends beyond literary studies to reflect deeper cultural patterns. Paolo Giovannetti (2021, 15) argues that Western culture exhibits a persistent privileging of vision over sound, where sight’s ‘selective warmth’ dominates while hearing’s ‘inclusive coolness’ remains peripheral despite its fundamental role in daily experience. This visual bias manifests particularly strongly in literary studies, where speaking, reading and writing overshadow attention to auditory perception. Kara Keeling and Josh Kun provide valuable historical context for this phenomenon, describing how sound studies long remained the domain of a small group of scholars working against the prevailing valorization of vision. They note that while vision has traditionally been associated with reason, knowledge and objective truth, sound has been relegated to the realm of the ephemeral and subjective (2012). However, recent decades have witnessed growing scholarly interest in sound across disciplines. This shift can be attributed to two main factors: technological advances in audio media and broader cultural movements challenging established hierarchies of knowledge. Scholars in postmodernism, cultural studies, postcolonialism, feminism, and related fields have increasingly recognized sound’s significance in both experience and artistic expression.1 Philipp Schweighauser offers important insights into how literature might approach sound’s textual unrepresentability. He suggests that representing acoustic experience requires developing innovative literary language that transforms noise into meaningful discourse while preserving something of its disruptive force (2006, 476). The central challenge of this research lies in examining an inherently elusive aspect of human perception – the sense of hearing – through the predominantly silent medium of written language. Auditory Perception in Twentieth-Century Self-Narratives positions itself at the intersection of comparative literature, philosophy, and psychoanalysis. Through close analysis of works by Elias Canetti, Nathalie Sarraute, and Natalia Ginzburg, it demonstrates how attention to acoustic elements reveals new insights into autobiographical writing. The research advances the argument that twentieth-century autobiography scholarship has significantly underestimated the role of sound in literary self-representation. The ‘oto-bio-graphical’ writer, as theorized through this study, approaches autobiography not primarily through visual memory but through attention to acoustic experience. This manifests in several keyways: focus on earliest memories often linked to sound, exploration of pre-verbal consciousness, emphasis on voices and dialogue, and use of rhythm and repetition as structural principles. Drawing on theorists like Derrida, Nancy, and Lacoue-Labarthe, the analysis shows how this attention to the acoustic enables writers to transcend conventional subject–object divisions that characterize traditional autobiographical approaches. The project pursues two primary objectives: developing theoretical frameworks for understanding auditory perception in literature while facilitating dialogue between philosophical, psychoanalytic, and literary approaches to autobiography. As philosopher Gemma Corradi-Fiumara suggests, examining traditionally marginalized dimensions of experience can enrich our understanding of both human cognition and artistic expression by retrieving ‘subordinate, minor dimensions’ that challenge established patterns of thought (1990, 3–4). While acknowledging that complete resolution of all questions may prove impossible, this research illuminates previously unexplored aspects of how autobiography engages with acoustic experience, following the steps of what Julia Kristeva argues in her work Desire in Language:


literature uniquely enables exploration of those dimensions of experience where considering the complexity of the signifying process, no belief in an all-powerful theory is tenable; there remains the necessity to pay attention to the ability to deal with the desire for language, and by this I mean paying attention to art and literature, and, in even more poignant fashion, to the art and literature of our time, which remain alone, in our world of technological rationality, to impel us not toward the absolute but toward a quest for a little more truth, an impossible truth, concerning the meaning of speech, concerning our condition as speaking [and, I would add, listening] beings. […] What was necessary was undoubtedly a desire for language (is this another way of saying, ‘sublimation’?), a passion for ventures with meaning and its materials (ranging from colors to sounds, beginning with phonemes, syllables, words), in order to carry a theoretical experience to that point where apparent abstraction is revealed as the apex of archaic, oneiric, nocturnal, or corporeal concreteness, to that point where meaning has not yet appeared (the child), no longer is (the insane person), or else functions as a restructuring (writing, art).

Kristeva 1980, X



The theoretical approach of this research emerges from auditory perception’s dual nature – while it fundamentally shapes human experience, its effects often elude direct description. This paradox became central to developing a methodology that could examine both the literary representation of sound and its broader implications for understanding authorship and subjectivity, as explored in Chapter 1. The initial challenge lay in situating auditory perception as a research object within an expansive interdisciplinary field encompassing media studies, psychoanalysis, cultural studies, musicology, neuroscience, philosophy, and sociology. As Chapter 1 demonstrates, theories of auditory perception have historically occupied an uncertain epistemological status, characterized by what might be termed perpetual deniability. Yet this very instability has enabled diverse theoretical contributions that illuminate hearing’s role in cultural and artistic systems. Rather than adhering to any single theoretical framework, this research develops a synthetic approach drawing on previous literary and philosophical investigations while working towards new interpretative possibilities. The methodology necessarily crosses disciplinary boundaries, bringing different approaches into productive dialogue. This interdisciplinary foundation serves two key purposes: it helps frame acoustic perception within a dynamic dialectical framework, and it generates literary research questions from non-literary perspectives. The term ‘oto-bio-graphies’ reflects the dual empirical-literary and theoretical-philosophical nature. Following Georges Gusdorf’s analysis of autobiography’s constituent elements (autos/self, bios/life, graphia/writing), the research incorporates Derrida’s crucial substitution of ‘oto’ (ear) for ‘autos’, emphasizing how auditory perception shapes subjectivity. This theoretical move, examined in detail in Chapter 1, aligns with post-structuralist critiques of Western oculocentric traditions, which prioritize privileging of vision over other senses in human perception and understanding of the world. The theoretical framework draws primarily from object-relations theory’s understanding of ego development, particularly its emphasis on the pre-oedipal period as an interpersonal field constituting the self. While avoiding exclusive commitment to any single theoretical discourse, the analysis integrates insights from major theorists including Freud, Lacan, Lacoue-Labarthe, Nancy, and Barthes. It also engages extensively with feminist theory’s appropriation of the relational self and the maternal, particularly through the work of Kristeva, Cixous, Irigaray, Cavarero, and Chodorow. Following psychoanalysis’s attention to both articulated and unarticulated elements in narrative and drawing on Nancy Chodorow’s understanding of how subjects construct and reconstruct past experience, the research approaches autobiography as a site where familial and psychological dynamics become visible across generations. While remaining mindful of the inherent fictionality in self-representation, the analysis reveals how attention to acoustic elements illuminates the complex processes of subject formation, as demonstrated through detailed textual analysis in Chapter 4. This theoretical foundation enables examination of how autobiographical writers navigate fundamental questions about memory, identity, and narrative representation through attention to acoustic experience. The framework developed through these chapters provides new tools for understanding both specific literary works and broader questions about how writing engages with lived and remembered experience. The book’s initial section establishes the theoretical and methodological framework that underpins the discourse. Chapter 1, ‘Thinking with the ear’, reconceptualizes the ear not as a passive object but as a form of embodied knowledge that functions as a cognitive instrument. The chapter examines auditory perception through both psychoanalytical and philosophical lenses. Through an analysis of psychoanalytic theories from scholars such as Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, Guy Rosolato, and Didier Anzieu, the chapter introduces the concept of the ‘acoustic mirror’, which represents a pre-symbolic developmental stage characterized by acoustic exchange. This analysis illuminates the fundamental role of hearing in subject development, particularly in relation to the psychoanalytical Other. The philosophical investigation that follows examines why auditory perception presents a challenge to Western philosophical tradition, which has historically privileged visual perception. Drawing primarily from phenomenology and poststructuralist philosophy, the research explores how auditory perception transcends traditional metaphysical definitions of selfhood. Unlike the oculocentric tradition, where reason necessitates a subject–object division, the acoustic realm facilitates their unity. The analysis encompasses three seminal essays: Derrida’s Otobiographies, Lacoue-Labarthe’s Echo of the Subject, and Nancy’s Listening, which establish the connection between auditory perception and self-narrative. By shifting from autos to oto, these works transcend the limitations of Lacan’s specular subject, reconstructing subject-formation theory through acoustic paradigms, with rhythm as a central element. The chapter concludes with an examination of Kristeva’s theorization of the chora as a primary experiential sphere connected to the acoustic maternal relationship, exploring the concept of ‘pre-symbolic’ unity developed by Kristeva, Cixous, and Irigaray. Chapter 2, ‘Writing by ear’, investigates literature’s engagement with acoustic experience through three primary approaches. First, it traces key moments in autobiographical writing to examine the relationship between auditory perception and self-narrative, arguing that autobiography manifests as an internal listening process, with writing serving as a response to the Derridean ‘other’. Second, drawing on Lyotard’s concept of enface, it posits that the autobiographical often seeks to capture affective tonality in word sonority. Finally, it examines how autobiographical writing in the latter half of the twentieth century, influenced by psychoanalytic discoveries, became a means of interrogating subject formation and memory function, leading to what Viart and Vercier term ‘variations sur l’autobiographie’. The third and fourth chapters focus on works by Elias Canetti, Natalia Ginzburg, and Nathalie Sarraute, selected for their diverse literary approaches to acoustic experience. These chapters examine how acoustic perception integrates with multiple discourse levels, from stylistic to metaphorical. The chapter titles derive from Canetti’s personal periodization: ‘the school of silence’ and ‘the school of hearing’, the latter deliberately contrasting with the école du regard associated with the Nouveau Roman movement. The final chapter presents close readings of Die gerettete Zunge, Lessico famigliare, and Enfance, arguing that these autobiographical narratives interrogate writing’s ineffable origins by emphasizing childhood’s sonorous envelope. The analysis examines how these texts create conditions for pre-verbal world apprehension through auditory primacy, with particular attention to voiced words’ materiality in triggering pre-verbal memory.
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