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I've always found gratification in my fanatical faith in exaggeration, I told Gambetti. On occasion I
transform this fanatical faith in exaggeration into an art, when it offers the only way out of my mental
misery, my spiritual malaise. I've cultivated the art of exaggeration to such a pitch that I can call myself
the greatest exponent of the art that I know of. I know of none greater. No one has carried the art of
exaggeration to such extremes, I told Gambetti, and if I were suddenly asked to say what I really was,
secretly, I'd have to say that I was the greatest artist I knew in the field of exaggeration.[1]

It's all here - the escalating hyperbole, the grandiosity, the connoisseurship, the importuning of the
witness - the unmistakeable voice of one of Thomas Bernhard's protagonists holding out, fittingly
enough, on the topic of exaggeration. On the occasion of the publication of Bernhard's biography,
reviewed recently by Murray Bail in The Age, [2] I look at his last novel,Extinction and its fine contribution
to the sensibility of lugubriousness.

Thomas Bernhard spent his short life (he died in 1989 at the age of 58) in Austria. Despite the relative
brevity of his career, he produced numerous novels, plays, librettos, poems, stories and memoirs. As Bail
notes: "... most of his work is in print across the languages of Europe, and at any given moment one of
his plays is being performed, even in Austria." The latter qualification is significant given that Bernhard's
constant theme is the unrelieved mendacity of 20th-century Austria.

Extinction (first published in 1986) is a monologue consisting of two parts but no paragraphs. It is, one
might say, unencumbered by formalities. The first part consists largely in the narrator, Franz-Josef
Murau, standing next to the window of his apartment in Rome, looking over the Piazza Minerva while
shuffling photos of his parents, brother and sisters and mulling over the various effects of placing one on
top of the other. He has just received a telegram advising him of the death of his parents and brother in a
car accident near his family's ancestral estate in Austria called Wolfsegg. The second part, following his
return to Wolfsegg for the funeral, consists of him loitering outside the building containing the coffins of
his parents and brothers, calculating the consequences of a hitherto undiscovered resemblance to
Descartes in the portrait of one of his ancestors, trying to prise off the lid of his mother's coffin or thinking
about prising it off.

So much for the story. But of course, it's the style that's the thing. Murau's marvellous diatribe against all
things Austrian, as epitomised in his family, is both intricate plot and star character. Furthermore, while
his concerns are serious and appear well-founded (for example, his parents are revealed to have been
vociferous supporters of National Socialism), the novel is very funny. Bail reports that "Bernhard himself
used to re-read one [of his novels] if he wanted to laugh." And indeed, it is one of Extinction's charms
that its narrator acknowledges the comic effect of his stance, frequently describing the faithful Gambetti
greeting his outrageous statements with his "usual unrestrained laughter." (315)

Every page contains gems. Murau's description of the wedding of his sister, Caecilia, to a "wine-cork
manufacturer from Freiburg" held just a week before the death of his parents and brother, is typical: In
his address to the bridal couple the priest interwove fact and fiction and concluded with the general
proposition that all life was life in the Lord until the end and nothing else. But at the climax of the
ceremony, when he had to ask the bride and groom whether they would take one another to their lawful
wedded husband and wife, he forgot the bride's name and, after a noticeable pause, had to call for help
and ask someone to tell him her name. My father rapped it out smartly, provoking instant peals of
laughter in the chapel and the hall. He had forgotten the bridegroom's name too, and my father, by now
quite furious, once more had to oblige. This caused even louder peals of laughter than the first instance



of priestly amnesia. I was tempted to shout the words wine cork manufacturer over the heads of the
congregation but just managed to restrain myself ... It is always ridiculous when the bride says I will, but
even more ridiculous when the bridegroom says it ... How, I wondered, can we take the bride's I will
seriously, when we know it to be a lie, no less a lie than the bridegroom's - this double I will that has to
be uttered and inaugurates decades of martyrdom? The marital vows inaugurate the matrimonial yoke.
Nothing else. And there is nothing people long for more than to say I will and thereby surrender
themselves to their own annihilation. (Bernhard's emphases, 179)

Naturally, given the distinctiveness of his voice, there is much diversion in situating Bernhard within
various literary schemes. Stephen Dowden describes him as "primarily a satirist of Swiftian sensibilities",
writing within the "pessimist tradition of Central European letters" and sharing concerns with writers such
as Kafka, Musil and Nietzsche. [3] Yet this is just one possibility, and indeed, Dowden might have had
pause to consider Murau's view of Musil as a representative of the literature of "three-ring binder files", or
"binder literature." (314) Bernhard could also be read as perpetuating features of the Gothic novel, a
form popular in Britain and Europe in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. For example,Extinction
bears some striking similarities to Melmoth the Wanderer written by Charles Maturin in 1820. In both
novels, the narrator's stance is that of the apostate. In the case of Maturin, a Catholic priest himself, the
occasion of his narrator's contempt is Popery and all forms of "ecclesiastical cruelty" [4] ; in Bernhard's
case, it is Austria, the bastion of the twin evils of National Socialism and the Catholic Church. Despite the
humour, both narrators are, in effect, howling at the desecration of their spiritual homes.

When combined with the "art of exaggeration", the apostate's mixture of grief, impotence and defiance
gives rise to a distinctive sensibility. We might call this sensibility lugubriousness, sometime synonym of
pessimism (at least the contemporary, non-literary kind) but without its pejorative, enfeebling
connotations. Because the sensibility of which we're speaking is invariably amusing. It also comes in
different strains and strengths. For example, while Bernhard's variety is that of hyperbole, it is frequently
marked by understatement. Of course, as his narrator points out: "With some ... the art of exaggeration
consists in understating everything, in which we have to say that they exaggerate understatement, that
exaggerated understatement is their particular version of the art of exaggeration." (316) It is a sensibility
that informs much of the Jewish humour exemplified by a writer such as Woody Allen and indeed, a
sensibility that has often been discernible, although rather more formerly than latterly, in Australian
public life. For example, figures such as Germaine Greer, the broadcaster Clive Robertson, even the
former Prime Minister, Paul Keating, display aspects of it.

To overlook the complexity of such a sensibility, to reduce it to that encompassed by our contemporary
sense of pessimism, is to miss its astringent, bracing powers. As the irrepressible Murau remarks: "The
art of exaggeration, I told Gambetti, is the art of tiding oneself over existence, of making one's existence
endurable, even possible." (316) Thomas Bernhard's Extinction represents a virtuoso lugubriousness - a
marvellously funny, unrelentingly bitter work that will more than tide over the reader.
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