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Walking Among The Ruins: Natural History and Allegory in W.G. Sebald’s Rings of Saturn 
  
W.G. Sebald borrows the English title of his last published work, On the Natural History of 
Destruction, from an unwritten report on the wartime bombings of German cities by former 
journalist Solly Zuckerman. Zuckerman, when asked what the report was to have contained, 
simply remarked that all that he could recall was “the memory of a severed finger that he had 
found on a heap of rubble” (32). Both this title and the image Zuckerman associates with it are 
the hallmarks of natural history as conceived of by Walter Benjamin. This paper pursues the 
question of Benjamin’s function in Sebald’s work in exploring the concept of natural history, 
both as Sebald borrows from Benjamin, and develops in the aforementioned lectures.  
 
Natural history was key to Benjamin, and Theodor Adorno’s opposition to the notion of 
objective historicity in the ‘new ontology’ espoused in Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time. For 
Adorno, Heidegger’s attempt to overcome historical relativism by understanding Dasein and 
history as converging in the “fundamental structure of historicity” fails as Heidegger starts from 
autonomous reason (104). Adorno, borrowing from Benjamin, responds by emphasizing 
transience and that historical relativism can be embraced in recognizing that meaning can be 
located in what passes away. However, as Hullot-Kentor notes, Adorno does not explain how 
this meaning is to be interpreted, but defers to Benjamin’s theory of allegory (104). 
 
It is through the lens of Benjamin’s allegorical imagination, which foregrounds the importance of 
transience and decay, and clarifies the concept of natural history that the connection between 
Benjamin and Sebald is best perceived. I will explore this connection in Rings of Saturn, which I 
read as a trek through natural history that pre-figures many of Sebald’s own reflections expressed 
in On the Natural History of Destruction.       
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