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Perversions of Natural History: Sebald, Historiography, Catastrophe 

Sebald signals his own intentional misuse of natural history in the title of his 1997 Zürich lecture, “On the 
Natural History of Destruction,” but one does need this cue to notice that references and allusions to 
natural history abound throughout Sebald’s ouvre. This paper demonstrates that these allusions are not a 
mere backdrop to his work but unfold into a fully developed historiographical method. I will primarily 
investigate how Sebald’s history of natural history in The Rings of Saturn perverts the once-august 
tradition of natural history that originally empowered the British Empire. Sebald himself functions as the 
naturalist, whose walks through East Anglia result in an alternative historical taxonomy that wounds the 
landscape, forcing it to bear the imperial histories it constituted and that constitute it. He does this by 
giving a natural historical account of the Empire’s fall, an account that begins with an anatomy lesson and 
ends with Sebald peering out of his window on day darkened by dust after the Great Storm of 1987 swept 
through East Anglia, uprooting forests enervated by bugs acquired through conquest. I connect this 
moment to one with which is unmistakably resonates: Sebald’s reading of Grünewald’s Crucifixion in the 
section that bears the title of his poems, After Nature. Grünewald travelled to witness a solar eclipse; 
there, he “will have become a witness to the secret sickening away of the world…” Bearing witness to the 
secret sickening away of the world is bearing witness to the catastrophe of what he calls in The 
Emergence of Memory a “species in despair.” We are a species in despair “because we have created an 
environment for us which isn’t what it should be…” Thus, we arrive at a reformulated understanding of 
natural history in Sebald, one that is a history of illusory domination that, as in Adorno’s formulation, 
proves that in endeavoring to dominate nature, we are dominated. It is through this perverted conception 
of natural history, I argue, that so many of Sebald’s other histories unfold.  

 

 

 

 


