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Pre-mortem Bequest in the Case of Elias Canetti:

Focusing on His Reflective Notes

Reiko Kitajima

On March 10, 1994, five months before his death, Elias Canetti (1905-1994) signed the dona-
tion of his posthumous papers to the Zurich Central Library. He also stipulated conditions for
their handling of them, including the timing of their access. He banned reading his manu-
scripts until 2002, letters in his hand and his diaries until 2024, and publishing his unpublished
early works. At the same time, he forbade the publication of biographies for ten years after his
death, for his work to be read as a work, without knowledge of his private sphere. He tried to
exercise careful control over his posthumous papers. The most important part of his manu-
scripts, more than 10,000 pages of reflective notes, a tenth of which were published before his
death, has been available to view since 2002. Interestingly, among them there are some notes
about the posthumous manuscript or pre-mortem bequest. Reading them shows that Canetti
had been thinking about the posthumous papers from an early stage. His interest in them is
connected to his desire for literary survival. For Canetti, survival is inseparably linked to pow-
er. (“The moment of survival is the moment of power".) On the other hand, however, he
strives for “literary immortality", in which survival loses its sting and the power of writing
changes to its opposite. For Canetti, it is important that his works survive not for the present
and himself, but for the future and others. Canetti's decision to place his own posthumous pa-
pers under his control is a measure to ensure that his work is valued as work itself and lives on
for future readers. But it also means that Canetti abandoned his utopian dream that all his

notes would dissipate and disappear.
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