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The Cartography of Memories. 
Sarajevo and Chicago in Hemon’s 
Prose

In the aftermath of the Yugoslav Wars, 
both literary and non-fictional texts 

have encompassed the reality of displace-
ment and vulnerability that moulded into 
the existence of the oppressed people. De-
spite the fact that Aleksandar Hemon was 
not physically in Sarajevo when the Bos-
nian War started, the visualisation of this 
conflict (1992-1995) through mass-media 
lenses majorly contributed to the sedimen-
tation and actualization of some memories, 
before leaving his country for a journalist 
exchange across the ocean. 

Hemon had lived in Sarajevo from 
his birth until 1992, when he moved to the 
United States of America.  He visits his 
native country after five years1 and, upon 
returning to the US, writes about the para-
dox of how everything seemed to him both 
changed and identical to the time when 
he lived in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Ac-
cordingly, he notes the impossibility of an 
absolute transcription of his ideas about 
personal and socio-political aspects in the 
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adopted language, English. From memo-
ries that evoke the image of his mother to 
stories about estrangement, Hemon’s prose 
delineates reality as perceived only through 
the permanent thought of having lost a 
space that meant home. The author’s books 
suggest how one’s life is permanently in a 
negotiatory state regarding truth, experi-
ence, and the questions helping to unfold 
the identity of an immigrant’s life. 

The Bosnian War became the lynch-
pin of Hemon’s writings, along with the 
visceral transcription of personal loss that is 
evinced in his autobiographical essays, sig-
nificantly the one about the death of one of 
his daughters; in The Book of My Lives, the 
death of Isabel forms the vision of life as 
an aquarium, fact that showcases the inac-
cessibility of total understanding of trauma 
and loss: “I could see outside, the people 
outside could see me inside (if they some-
how chose to pay attention), but we lived 
and breathed in entirely different environ-
ments”2. This perspective can be applied to 
the protagonists Hemon places inside fic-
tional worlds, since they are constructed as 
transient in a society that they adapt to be-
cause of conflictual contexts. Thus, this pa-
per will illustrate the correlation between 
voice and image in the attempt of mingling 
the past with the present as part of the sta-
tus of immigrant characters. 

The first book to be analysed is a 
memoir called The Book of My Lives, which 
displays the complex routes of socio-po-
litical experiences and personal trauma. 
The book comprises fifteen parts, with 
texts that were previously published in The 
New Yorker and Chicago in the Year 2000, 
and were revised for The Book of My Lives 
edition. It comprises chapters, such as “The 
Lives of a Flâneur”, “Reasons Why I do 

not Wish to Leave Chicago: An Incom-
plete, Random List”. As the title states, 
Hemon’s memoir focuses on the many fac-
ets of his life, seen altogether as a specter 
of existences, as he recalls numerous stories 
of his friends and acquaintances. Never-
theless, the main narrative vein is referring 
to the inadequacies and hardships that an 
immigrant witnesses and lives, along with 
various family problems. 

The fictional book entitled The 
Lazarus Project aims to calibrate the pro-
tagonist’s desire to understand what hap-
pened in the life of an immigrant after 
his death, because he himself is a Bosnian 
with English as the second language, living 
in Chicago. The Lazarus Project alternates 
two temporal coordinates, 1908 period and 
the 2000s. While it may feel like the sto-
ry conveys nothing more but a shattered 
identity of a lost man, the book represents 
life as a depository for an affective fluid 
passing through the fissures of mundane 
and exceptional situations, as well as nega-
tive conjectures. In this prose, the inserted 
pictures are dark-hued and they suggest a 
general intimate feeling of being lost in a 
world of conflicts, highlighting the voices 
of marginal individuals. The images are 
placed at the beginning of each chapter, 
anticipating and synthetising the stories. 
The protagonist is Vladimir Brik who 
wants to write a book about the immigrant 
Lazarus Averbuch, as it seems that it is an 
unescapable presence for him, as well as it 
is the biblical Lazarus. In Hemon’s book, 
the young Lazarus is a nineteen years old 
Russian Jew boy shot by the police chief 
in Chicago, George Shippy, because he was 
believed to be an anarchist. Therefore, the 
pursuit of Vladimir is about reaching the 
truth about the past and fulfilling a journey 
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into his own existential crisis. Vladimir ob-
tains a grant and goes to Sarajevo with his 
photographer friend named Rora Halil-
bašić, whom he knew from high school 
years, and who experienced the lengths of 
the Bosnian War. They embark on a sinu-
ous trajectory through both space and time, 
as the places they travel through are mostly 
unknown for them. Passing through Bu-
charest and having experienced a sojourn 
at a hotel with a ghastly tone, they arrive in 
Chisinau, and then in Sarajevo. 

Hemon’s literature displays vulnera-
bility as even the narrations are fractured 
in multiple moments, but a unitary voice 
surpasses in every aspect only with the help 
of other accounts on what really happened 
previously. The idea is to recreate the dis-
jointed past, from a personal and societal 
point of view. Other publications of the 
Bosnian born writer include The Question 
of Bruno (2000), Nowhere Man: The Pronek 
Fantasies (2002), and Love and Obstacles 
(2008), with stories that reunite the os-
cillating image between two geograph-
ical territories that denote the symbolic 
poles of Hemon’s biography: Sarajevo and 
Chicago. The stories from The Question of 
Bruno express the aspects of the Bosnian 
crisis periods, one relevant example being 
the approach of documenting the ethni-
cal war by recording the events, in which 
a young woman tries to understand the 
citizens’ turmoil. In a similar manner, the 
identity of the young protagonist from No-
where Man translates the intricate journey 
of evolving from a child in Sarajevo to a 
student in Ukraine, and then a part of the 
US, as an immigrant. What is more, Love 
and Obstacles gathers short stories in which, 
for instance, the reader is able to feel the 
grim atmosphere that overtook Sarajevo 

once the shutting off of the electricity an-
nounced the onset of the Bosnian War.  

While the irony of Hemon’s narrative 
voice had been underlined and appreciated 
in reviews, there has been a negative crit-
ical response about the style and the rup-
tures in the narrative flow, with the lack of 
a nuanced historical context regarding the 
American background3. Even so, it is still 
provoking to see whether these mecha-
nisms of exposing a story constitute a flaw 
or are merely a reflex of duplicating the 
experiences of an adapting voice to differ-
ent moments and interactions with various 
nationalities. 

The Intrabody – Transgressing the 
Physical Realm through Memories

In the following pages, I will analyse The 
Books of My Lives and The Lazarus Proj-

ect through the Spanish philosopher Orte-
ga y Gasset’s notion of intrabody, renewed 
by the contemporary philosopher Emanu-
ele Coccia in The Sensible Life. Among oth-
er interests, Coccia studies aesthetics and 
normativity, focusing on the valences of 
images in the contemporary world. In the 
Sensible Life, Coccia explains that a “mi-
cro-ontology”4 can be created within the 
space of interaction between beings, their 
ways of having a lived experience in the 
world and other presences around. As a re-
sult, the intrabody constitutes an immateri-
al sphere of existence, with the particular-
ity of constantly changing sensations. For 
example, when people recall a significant 
moment through mental visualisation or 
by looking at a picture, the medial quality 
of their perception creates a state in which 
they are aware of a larger experience than 
it appears. This means that, individuals are 
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still inhabited by past moments that turn 
into the present, resulting from the in-
tersection of thoughts, images, and space. 
Correspondingly, I utilise the notion of the 
intrabody as a mechanism of understanding 
how diaspora writers merge in a constant 
state of finding a lost voice that represents 
them and is still there, in the foreign place 
where they live. The lack of certain con-
tours belonging to an immigrant life can 
be understood through this notion that 
connects the invisible experience – the 
interior universe of joy, grief, and the oth-
er liminal states – with a concrete reality 
which is only a vehicle for building up this 
intrinsic body of memories:  

Ortega calls intrabody (intracuerpo) 
the reality and the consistency of the 
body of which we are composed, as it 
is perceived from inside ourselves of us 
(desde dentro). Unlike the exterior body, 
the intrabody has no color or defined 
form; it is not a purely visual object.5

Specifically, Coccia reiterates the 
double nature of human’s corporality. On 
the one hand, the body is perceived from 
an extrinsic perspective when people see 
themselves in a mirror or when the body 
is captured in a photograph. On the other 
hand, there is an intrinsic quality to each 
body that moves, receives stimuli, or is part 
of any physical activity. These two main 
arches of our corporal existence combined 
together create a sensible life, in Coccia’s 
words, thus a sensorial unity which defines 
our identity. To put it differently, a person 
experiences various emotions associated 
with certain places, things, or inanimate 
elements, so the intrabody reflects the con-
junction between these presences:

From the point of view of the one 
who lives, the body never exists as a 
simple object that takes up space, but 
it breaks down into an uninterrupted 
series [...]. This is the intrabody; this is 
the stream of sensible matter in which 
we exist.6

This shift in perceiving one’s dialogue 
with the exterior is similar to Hemon’s 
process of adapting to a foreign language 
in an entirely different space from Sarajevo, 
and of being part of a diaspora. As a conse-
quence, the intrabody in the autobiograph-
ical book conveys Hemon’s attempts to 
place himself in Sarajevo before the siege, 
while he is part of diaspora in Chicago. 

Vulnerability and the Intrabody – 
The Book of My Lives 

Throughout Hemon’s memoir, individ-
ual feelings are interlinked with those 

of a collective presence, such as Sarajevo’s 
population. In connection to this, I will 
now focus on the autobiographical value of 
the Bosnian writers’ texts. 

Two functions of autobiography have 
been identified by Jerome Bruner7: the first 
consists in strengthening the self – by re-
nouncing tradition or assimilating it, and 
the second in marking key points (which 
leads to the reconsideration of the protag-
onist’s life – called turning-points), through 
which is crystallised the major change that 
gives a specific course to the narrator’s 
existence. Also, with reference to the ty-
pology of autobiography, John A. Robin-
son explains the idea of “autobiographical 
memory”8, which is generally composed of 
two elements, namely narrative-discourse 
(verbal narrative), along with the image 
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and emotional ensemble (imagery)9. In the 
autobiography, the speech often contains 
an abundance of metaphors and figurative 
language, which also demonstrates how 
human memory can develop into a memo-
ry of a time restructured through a specific 
spectrum of perspectives.

Similarly, Coccia defines the intrabody 
as an amalgam of sensorial aspects and 
traces of one’s presence into areas that have 
the ability to engrave the minutiae of each 
and every existence, as described in the fol-
lowing passage:

the body never exists as a simple ob-
ject that takes up space, but it breaks 
down into an uninterrupted series 
of imaginations and perceptions, in 
a corporeal current made of light or 
shadow, of dull or lively sensations.10

In other words, when talking about an 
intrabody, we understand a transgression 
of the physical boundaries by adding spa-
tial and cognitive experience to form the 
unit of a sensitive presence in the world. In 
The Book of My Lives, Hemon explains one 
major difference between Sarajevo and the 
USA. It consists in the cumulative effect of 
the first, meaning that people are able to 
befriend each other and to assimilate per-
sonal notions that consolidate the relation-
ship. In Sarajevo, Hemon writes, people 
talked about the dead ones and passed on 
the knowledge about previous generations 
to the actual ones. This process creates a 
more united group, in which strangers be-
come supportive, causing Hemon to notice 
that Sarajevo is a place of symbiosis be-
tween what is felt and what is verbalized 
amongst people, as the following passage 
suggests:

The borders between interiority and 
exteriority were practically non-exis-
tent. If you somehow vanished, your 
fellow citizens could have collectively 
reconstructed you from their collective 
memory and the gossip accrued over 
the years. Your sense of who you were, 
your deepest identity, was determined 
by your position in a human network, 
whose physical corollary was the ar-
chitecture of the city. Chicago, on the 
other hand, was built not for people 
to come together but for them to be 
safely apart.11

For Hemon, Chicago becomes a 
space of finding his voice in a familial and 
professional setting, thus this city is char-
acterized by his achievement of writing 
in publications, having his past restored 
through his books and being part of a 
family. 

It is essential, then, to see the trau-
matic dimension of his life when his 
daughter Isabel died. A sensorial element 
seems to have anticipated the tragic event, 
because another daughter used to have 
an imaginary friend, called Mingus, who 
acted as a panacea for the sorrow that 
weighted down the family because of Isa-
bel’s tumour, as presented in the essay “The 
Aquarium”: 

Meanwhile, Mingus allowed Ella to 
practice and expand her language, 
while providing her with company and 
comfort Teri and I were barely able 
to provide. On the mornings when I 
drove her to school, Ella would offer 
run-on tales of Mingus, the recondite 
plots of which were sunk deep in her 
verbal torrent.12
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This description of how an invisible 
presence contributes to enlarging a child’s 
communication is essential for denomi-
nating the intrabody of Hemon’s family. 
When the need of adjustment in times 
of illness and incertitude appears, peo-
ple choose to heal through voicing their 
fears and experiences, and in this example, 
Mingus is an alternative identity of a be-
reaved life. The concept of the intrabody is 
best illustrated by the next phrase: “Isabel’s 
indelible absence is now an organ in our 
bodies whose sole function is a continuous 
secretion of sorrow”.13 Hence, the faith of 
a child is being embodied into the other 
members of the family who carry around 
the weight of death.

Another relevant chapter that illus-
trates the notion of the intrabody is “The 
Tibetan Goalie”. It presents Hemon’s 
shared experience with other immigrants. 
The soccer field by a lake in the US is 
where Hemon and friends, named after 
their native countries, gather to play. Sport 
becomes a catalyst of creating a territory 
of openness to communication and inti-
macy. At the end of the chapter, Hemon 
explains the ambiance that occurred once 
the rain started and some of his friends 
chose to stay on the field and continue the 
game: “And all you are left with is a vague, 
physical, orgasmic memory of the evanes-
cent instant when you were completely 
connected with everything and everyone 
around you”.14

Furthermore, the experience of dias-
pora can be linked to Mihai Spăriosu’s per-
spective upon exile, as a liminal experience, 
which he associates with the experience of 
utopia, in an etymological sense, because 
“Viewed in this light, exile becomes also 
a form of utopia or, properly speaking, 

atopia, if one uses this term in the original, 
etymological sense of ‘nowhere’ (a mean-
ing of utopia highlighted in Samuel But-
ler’s anagrammatic title of his 1872 novel, 
Erewhon)”15. The similarity is motivated by 
Spăriosu by the fact that both exile and 
patterns of ideal societies appear in the 
history of mankind when people project 
scenarios about the past or the future. For 
the exiled people, the act of wandering 
becomes a meditative state which draws 
a connection between the foreign place 
and home, through walking. In an atopia, 
as Spăriosu explains, characters are often 
confused and various depicted territories 
appear without clear separations or traits. 
As a result, crossing unknown regions or 
trying to understand the transition from 
one space to another represents a reaction 
related to the need of control in a world 
whose shapes and inhabitants seem to op-
pose the concept of home. This may be the 
same reason Hemon feels to connect with 
Chicago on a much deeper level: “I don’t 
know if I would’ve used the word back 
then, but now I’m prone to reimagining my 
young self as one of Baudelaire’s flâneurs, 
as someone who wanted to be everywhere 
and nowhere in particular, for whom wan-
dering in the city was the main means of 
communication with it.”16 What is more, 
he makes a list of twelve positive elements 
related to Chicago. He reversed the need 
of an estranged person of being in a na-
tive place with an honest confession about 
how the US became an emotional anchor 
as well. 

In The Book of My Lives, the expo-
sitions of the episodes do not follow life 
chronologically, the discourse includes 
analepsis and prolepsis, forming a collage 
of frames and portraits which end with 
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the image of a transparent object build 
up by others’ words that almost suffocate 
Hemon because of his inability to save his 
ill daughter. 

The Voiced Stories of the Past –  
The Lazarus Project

This segment of the paper aims to con-
tinue the illustration of the intrabody 

notion in regard to the novel The Lazarus 
Project. The two intertwined stories re-
veal sorrow, loss, and the value of family 
through photographs and chapters that 
engrave the past into the present. Lazarus 
carries the weight of his Jewish identity 
during his youth years in the USA and 
then becomes a character in absentia, after 
he is killed by the chief of police in Chica-
go, despite the lack of evidence about him 
being part of anarchic groups. Besides the 
two interwoven main stories, another anal-
ysed presence is that of Iuliana, a relative of 
Lazarus Averbuch in Chisinau, where the 
grave of her family is situated, and where 
Brik contemplates the power of death.

Similar to the autobiographical essays 
from The Book of My Lives, through the bur-
den of feeling displaced, The Lazarus Proj-
ect explores ideas such as finding certainty, 
trying to accept the unjustness of some 
historical moments, and depicting history 
of generational traumas related to the Jew-
ish population. As already mentioned, the 
protagonist’s decision to travel to Eastern 
Europe in order to find out about what lays 
beneath the story of Lazarus represents the 
vectorial force of the book. I will now focus 
on the chapter in which Vladimir Brik and 
Rora, the protagonist from the contempo-
rary time frame narration and his Bosnian 
friend, arrive in Moldova, at an institution 

called Yeshiva. Here, they meet Iuliana, 
whom Vladimir asks about the Chisinau 
pogrom of 1903. She knows about Lazarus 
Averbuch and his sister, Olga, because her 
grandmother’s maiden name was Aver-
buch. Everything else is lost, not a piece 
of elaborate information helped genera-
tions to restore the connection to the dead 
ones. Nonetheless, Iuliana accompanies 
them in the cemetery hoping they can find 
symbolic vestiges about their families. She 
tells her family’s story and becomes an in-
termediary in Brik’s narrative thread. After 
a short walk, Rora gets further on an alley 
to take photographs, while Iuliana’s voice 
is still present somewhere in the air. Grad-
ually, Vladimir finds himself alone and be-
comes aware of the imminence of death, 
thinking about Lazarus’ fate. The cemetery 
gives him the necessary hiatus of life, and 
he realizes that his search may not be one 
that fills the void of knowledge, but an 
abandonment of the self, juggling between 
the disparities of diaspora life. 

In light of the revelation related to 
the impossibility of finding the truth about 
Lazarus’ life, Brik converts identity into a 
common experience and gathers together 
the lives of the dear ones as if they would 
form a unitary whole: “They were me. We 
lived the same life: we would vanish into 
the same death. We were like everybody 
else, because there was nobody like us”17. 
This aporia speaks about a universal feel-
ing rendered by the fact that even though 
we experience life in an entirely differ-
ent manner, we still have in common the 
end of it all, the moment of passing into 
nothingness. 

The particularity of Hemon’s charac-
ters has been observed in relation to a geo-
graphical aspect by Catharina Raudvere: 
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“His texts give voice to identities that are 
disconnected from territory, to identities 
that are not and were never predicated on 
territory.”18 For instance, even Lazarus was 
shot short after he arrived at the door of 
the officer, as if it was a threshold that he 
needed to pass in order to achieve the right 
to speak or denounce a misdemeanor. Fur-
thermore, Lazarus’ presence is continually 
shaped by his sister, Olga, who writes letters 
to their mother without sharing the truth 
about Lazarus’s death, but fictionalizing it 
in a mild way. Excerpts of her message are 
inserted throughout Lazarus’ chapters and 
they symbolize another voice that camou-
flages truth in order to obtain solace. 

Equally important to the problem of 
expressing one’s feelings in times of grief, as 
Olga mimics the truth in order not to hurt 
her family, is language in everyday life, in a 
diasporic context. In Languages and Collec-
tive Identities, the sociologist Gilles Ferréol 
explains that a person is defined by the spo-
ken language19, since words resurface lived 
events differently, depending on the process 
of connecting discourse with feelings. Be-
cause of that, language becomes a prominent 
aspect in the life of people who had to move 
abroad; adjacent to this idea, in an interview, 
Hemon expresses how an immigrant’s vo-
cabulary contains a multitude of means of 
communication: 

There’s a notion of linguistics, the 
notion of, or concept of, `macaronic 
language`, and the Italian root is mac-
carone. It’s the kind of language that 
is common among immigrants. For 
instance, the parents speak their na-
tive language, but they insert English 
words for things that are not part of 
their previous experience.20

This duality of expression has the 
structure of a linguistic exile, resonating 
with Hemon’s statement: “Deeply dis-
placed, I could write neither in Bosnian 
nor in English.”21; later, he finds that he 
can start writing in English, as he knew 
he could find a coherent voice, like other 
displaced authors did, such as Vladimir 
Nabokov, with whom he shares not only 
the life in the US, but also a certain fixa-
tion on the memory. This idea is related to 
the way autobiographies are highly fiction-
alized and include interventions such as 
poetic remembrances of the past through 
nostalgic tonalities, but through a journal-
istic approach as well, as in the passage:

There were few people in those pictures, 
but  what I was doing felt very much 
like identifying corpses. Now and then 
I could recall the street or even the ex-
act address; sometimes the buildings 
were so  familiar they seemed unreal. 
There was, for example, the building 
at the corner  of Danijela Ozme and 
Kralja Tomislava, across from which 
I used to wait for  Renata, my high 
school girlfriend, to come down from 
Džidžikovac.22

Here, the narrator externalizes the link 
between space and memory and transfers 
the images into a sensorial geography, since 
people’s pictures still impregnate certain 
areas in Sarajevo when seen by the viewer. 

Image and sound woven together come 
to be a sort of a refuge from oblivion. Simi-
larly, in Reflections on Exile, Edward Said ex-
plores how exile has been thematized in mod-
ern culture, even though it is an element of 
ancient origins, contrasting modern exile with 
that of the romantic period, and concluding 
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that the first is complementary to a period 
of extended immigration. This idea is further 
completed by a latent space: “just beyond the 
frontier between us and the outsiders is the 
perilous territory of not-belonging: this is to 
where in a primitive time peoples were ban-
ished, and where in the modern era immense 
aggregates of humanity loiter as refugees and 
displaced persons”23. Consequently, the image 
of the loiterers appears in texts from diaspora, 
and it is seen in Hemon’s statement regarding 
the status of the immigrant. This can frame 
the nucleus around which the autobiographi-
cal expositions are attached, because:

The situation of immigration leads to a 
kind of self-othering as well. Displace-
ment results in a tenuous relationship 
with the past, with the self that used to 
exist and operate in a different place, 
where the qualities that constituted us 
were in no need of negotiation. Immi-
gration is an ontological crisis because 
you are forced to negotiate the condi-
tions of your selfhood under perpetual-
ly changing existential circumstances.24 

During such walks in a foreign city, 
the mind generates reflections and a sort 
of duplicate for one’s feeling, as the present 
submerges under the torment of the accu-
mulated memories. Hemon’s book illus-
trates at a macro level the idea of a territory 
to be traversed, with his the two friends, in 
search of Lazarus Averbuch. 

Immortalized Experiences – 
Photography in The Lazarus Project 

The use of images in The Lazarus Proj-
ect is symptomatic for the tenden-

cy of calibrating a traumatic event with a 

complementary image as seen before by 
another diasporic writer, W. G. Sebald, 
as I shall explain further. Born in Bavaria, 
W. G. Sebald moved to United Kingdom, 
where he became a lecturer. His books 
transcribe the need to understand and ac-
cept the past, while moving forward into 
a decayed world. With that, Sebald builds 
an obscure atmosphere, in an attempt to 
capture the grief of losing the loved ones 
in the context of the Holocaust. Moreover, 
the link between Hemon and Sebald was 
previously remarked, since Hemon re-
ceived W. G. Sebald Award in 201125.    

An image detaches itself from the hu-
man self, and from this process results the 
protean, foreign body of the photographs. 
The image hides, having a character of sim-
ulation that Susan Sontag outlines (in On 
Photography26), and that recalls one of the 
features formulated by R. Barthes: “the pho-
tograph is the advent of a cunning dissoci-
ation of consciousness from identity”27. As 
a result, I will analyze how image conveys 
stories, following the influence of W. G. 
Sebald28 on Hemon. Therefore, the interfer-
ences regarding the insertion of the image 
in the literature create a fiction syncopated 
by the visual that intervenes in the narrative 
flow. Fiction thus becomes a hybrid of mem-
ories and objective history. For example, the 
pictures in The Lazarus Project emphasize 
the autobiographical side of Hemon’s prose: 
“In a dynamic that echoes the author-narra-
tor duality, these images were in fact photo-
graphed by Hemon’s friend, Velibor Božovic, 
himself a Bosnian.”29 The other images, trac-
ing Lazarus’s condition and Chicago related 
topics, are also part of a real archive: “For the 
Lazarus chapters, the photos are historical, 
taken largely for the Chicago Daily News 
between 1904 and 1919”30. 
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The descriptions of the itineraries un-
dertaken by the narrators in Sebald’s prose 
are interrupted by photographs that slow 
down the pace of reading and contribute 
to an attentive situation in the fictional 
space. The difference has been observed: 
“One is Hemon’s references to popular 
culture in his strive to grasp the spirit of 
Sarajevo in the 1980s and Chicago some 
30 years later, and he is much closer to 
irony and wit than Sebald.”31 Both Sebald 
and Hemon use black and white pictures 
to ensure the feeling of confusion and un-
derline the need of reconnecting to home 
and family. In this sense, in Sebald’s Aus-
terlitz32, a picture of the protagonist in his 
childhood performs the same rupture in 
the narration as it is the case with Lazarus’ 
image in The Project of Lazarus – the read-
er is symbolically invited to reimagine the 
portrait of the characters, by assimilating 
the story and the images. These exemplify 
the content of the text or are a reference to 
the details that are introduced in certain 
sequences of the book. The Lazarus Proj-
ect tells the story of two different spaces, 
brought together by trauma: a writer from 
Chicago who wants to write the story of an 
immigrant from Sarajevo. The obscure im-
ages at the beginning of the chapters help 
to alternate the plans, that of the character 
Lazarus and that of the author who thus 
returns, temporally, to the existence of a 
stranger and gets closer, geographically, 
to the Eastern European territory from 
which he comes, to research in detail the 
coordinates of such a life. 

The last image in The Lazarus Project 
is mostly dark, with an epicentre of light 
coming from a lamp post or a house, con-
figuring a street that the narrator remem-
bers from his childhood. Brick writes about 

feeling invisible in such a familiar place, 
with no one confirming his presence in 
that space. Nevertheless, the events of the 
past are ritualized through the intrabody, 
which acts as an intermediary of the char-
acter’s memory, keeping the past events all 
together and bringing them to the surface 
in an impalpable yet powerful way: “I re-
called my previous life, the life in which 
I had ridden a bike down this very street, 
and where the kids on their way to school 
pelted me with rocks”33. More precisely, the 
intrabody doubles the primary existence by 
forming an image of what was previous-
ly felt. In the case of diasporic writers, the 
process of reliving or deconstructing the 
image of homeward environment becomes 
a means of accepting the distance between 
them and their native country or beloved 
people. Coccia’s definition of the intra-
body as an inherent aspect of each person 
is illustrative of how home is inextricable 
from an immigrant’s life; diaspora writers 
express predominantly the underneath of 
their endless connection to their prima-
ry hypostasis, in Hemon’s case, being a 
Bosnian: 

Every one carries his intrabody in 
himself, in silent but inevitable com-
pany. It is the invariable character 
who intervenes at every scene of our 
life, without drawing the attention on 
him. And it is within the intrabody 
that the deepest roots of our character 
are found, in wakefulness or in sleep.34 

The Lazarus Project conveys a meta-
phorical vision of life set after settling in 
the “adopted” land, and also a permanent 
nostalgic oscillation in relation to the 
urban, familial and familiar spaces that 
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Hemon left behind. Ideas of movement 
and static points are also common, being 
illustrated by the long walks as a symbol 
for advancing and returning in the various 
spaces of existence and also in the different 
temporal coordinates that create the nar-
rative discourse. As an example, when Brik 
and Rora arrive in Liov, Ukraine, stopping 
during their journey to Cernăuți, they ac-
commodate at the Grand Hotel. At night, 
during a walk on a street with diffuse 
light, Brik remembers a moment when he 
brought home from church his grandfa-
ther who had ophthalmological problems 
and who got blind afterwards. The image 
from the beginning of the chapter shows 
a dimly lit small street which anticipates 
the state in which the protagonist finds 
himself. Nonetheless, the image becomes 
an indicator of the fragile frontiers be-
tween generations, in the way that dark-
ness makes the protagonist associate Liov 
with Lazarus’s hopelessness, as later on in 
the chapter there is a passage about him: 
“And I could see then that Lazarus griped 
to Olga about the meaninglessness of his 
egg-packing job, and she implored him 
to be patient, begged him not to write to 
Mother about it and worry her with his 
disappointments”35. 

The fictional thread converges with 
the real one and often creates the frames 
of a universe of infinite perceptions and 
openings to alternative lives. We also find 
such images in Hemon’s texts, where the 
diegesis is strongly impregnated with the 
pigment of amalgamated intrusions as in a 
dream. Photographic art as an instrument 
that intervenes in literature is significant 
for the exploration and unification of sev-
eral territories to form a map with dynamic 
borders.

Conclusion

Aleksandar Hemon’s texts constitute 
a testimony of a tragic moment, the 

Bosnian War, in which people were divid-
ed between three parts: Bosnian, Croat, 
and Serb. The moment still marks the in-
habitants who moved to the United States, 
as the impossibility of being a part of what 
they believed in weighs on their person-
hood. Although Hemon had left Sarajevo 
without knowing surely that the war was 
about to break out, he is part of a diaspora 
that feels the inevitable connection with 
home, which he writes about both in essays 
and in literature. Therefore, Hemon’s at-
tempt is reiterating past events and trying 
to understand the socio-political contexts 
that shape individuals. There is a multiplic-
ity of voices that reflects the fragmentation 
of an immigrant’s identity. 

Indebted to Ortega y Gasset through 
the concept of the intrabody, Emanuele 
Coccia’s chapter from his study, Sensible 
Life, contributes to a better understand-
ing of how sensorial experiences insinuate 
into the life of the ones who are afar from 
home, by building a presence imbued with 
images, both real and projected, as a re-
sult of longing for security. The intrabody 
connotes that there is an inseparability of 
physicality and memories, and in the con-
text of diasporic experiences, the notion 
exemplifies the double account of displace-
ment. One can feel home in a foreign place, 
but also one carry the poignant presence 
of the native country, so that storytelling 
becomes the vessel of integrating different 
spaces and events into the complex identi-
ty of diaspora. Ultimately, an intrabody is a 
cumulation of experiences in places where 
people are not present anymore, as it is the 
case with the cities that Brik and Rora visit 
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in The Lazarus’s Project, and Sarajevo in The 
Book of My Lives. 

In Aleksandar Hemon’s texts, one of 
the most essential elements is the insep-
arability of voices and images creating a 
constantly evolving body of memories. The 

intrabody reflects the two fused selves of a 
writer who searches for reconciliation be-
tween cultures, such as the American and 
the Eastern European, in the attempt to 
overlay absence with language and repre-
sentations of people that shaped his identity. 
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