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Introduction 
 

Capitalism Between History and Literature 

 The fictional works of German author W.G. Sebald are well known for their 

engagement with questions of history, memory, and representation. Typically employing 

a combination of travelogue, memoir, and historical writing, Sebald’s works deal with 

questions of individual and collective memory, the processing of historical trauma, and 

the difficulties in representing this trauma in visual and textual mediums. Blurring the 

lines between fiction and nonfiction, many of his works—including two book-length 

works of fiction and a collection of essays—deal substantially with World War II and the 

Holocaust.1 Correspondingly, much of the scholarly literature focuses on the 

representation of these events within Sebald’s oeuvre. 

My thesis argues for reading one of Sebald’s works—the 1995 novel Die Ringe 

des Saturn: Eine englische Wallfahrt—through a different, albeit related, historical lens: 

that of modern capitalism. Although the book makes references to the Holocaust, it 

engages with historical periods, figures, and events that spatially, temporally, and 

thematically exceed the Holocaust. Set in the years 1992-1993, Die Ringe des Saturn 

follows the Wallfahrt (pilgrimage) of an unnamed first-person narrator through the 

English countryside in Suffolk County. Along the way, the narrator encounters people, 

cultural ruins, and natural disasters that inspire winding historical and narrative 

ruminations, ranging temporally from the seventeenth century to the narrator’s present 

day and spanning at least five continents. Although the thematic content from one chapter 

to the next, or even within the same chapter, frequently appears to be tenuously linked, 

                                                 
1 See Die Ausgewanderten, Austerlitz, and Luftkrieg und Literatur. 
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most of the events and figures within the book are implicitly and explicitly connected 

with an array of capitalist dynamics, including processes of objectification and 

instrumentalization. In this sense, we can read the narrator’s detailed investigations into 

figures, histories, and events as offering a literary account of the history of capitalism. 

Before delving into more detail on Die Ringe des Saturn, I will first briefly set the 

novel within a broader framework of capitalist historiography, which I broadly divide 

into literary history on the one hand and factual or purportedly objective accounts of 

history on the other. As opposed to contending with the entire historiography of 

capitalism, I take Karl Marx’s account of capitalism as emblematic of a broader range of 

capitalist historiography that tells history in the mode of a factual account. Providing 

some detail on what the latter consists of will enable me to more precisely explain what I 

mean by a literary mode of historical writing.  

Karl Marx provides one of the most influential historical accounts of capitalism in 

the western and non-western worlds. Marx’s distinct approach to studying history, known 

as “historical materialism,” was developed in opposition to the then-popular “Young 

Hegelian” or idealist interpretation of history (Tucker 149). Where the latter holds that 

one’s consciousness determines one’s material reality, Marx argues that it works the 

other way around, that individuals are determined by their historical and material 

conditions.2 Thus any historical account that seeks to really apprehend the capitalist 

epoch and its dynamic movement—to set out from “real premises” as opposed to 

“arbitrary ones”—must begin by accounting for the material and economic conditions of 

                                                 
2 “Was die Individuen also sind, das hängt ab von den materiellen Bedingungen ihrer Produktion.” (Marx 

and Engels, 11) 
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a given historical period.3 The social, political, cultural, and ideological aspects of society 

can, in turn, be understood in relation to the economic basis by which they are ultimately 

determined. 

To identify these historical-material conditions one begins from the most basic 

empirical level of “individuals producing in society” and moves on to greater levels of 

abstraction: the division of labor, the level of technological development, class relations, 

international economic relations, and so on. Only by accounting for these multiple levels 

of the “historic relations of production” do we achieve a real understanding of the 

capitalist epoch (Tucker, “The Grundrisse,” 222-223), including the various laws of 

motion that govern its development and, Marx believed, would eventually bring about its 

downfall (Tucker “Capital, Volume One,” 437).   

Although this presents a rather schematic and simplified version of Marx’s 

account of capitalism, the basic tenets nevertheless pertain among those writing in a 

Marxist tradition. In particular, the notion that the material and economic factors are key 

to understanding the ‘reality’ of a given society and historical time period continues to 

hold sway. Even histories of capitalism that radically revise certain aspects of a Marxist 

historical framework share key features with more standard Marxist accounts, such as the 

focus on abstract categories rooted in empirical data. Among these Marxist accounts, 

common objects of analyses include large-scale economic and historical developments, 

such as primitive accumulation (Marx and Engels),4 the land enclosures in Britain and the 

                                                 
3 German: “Die Voraussetzungen, mit denen wir beginnen, sind keine willkürlichen, keine Dogmen, es sind 

wirkliche Voraussetzungen, von denen man nur in der Einbildung abstrahieren kann.” (Marx and Engels, 

10). 
4 For Marx’s discussion of primitive accumulation, see Tucker, “Capital, Volume 1,” 431-436. Marx uses 

this term to refer, briefly, to the conquest and colonization of non-European peoples by European peoples, 

which resulted in a massive influx of gold and silver into European coffers. 
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subsequent development of a domestic market (Brenner; Woods), or the Atlantic slave 

trade and colonial conquests (Williams; Baptist; Anievas and Nişancıoğlu). Others 

consider processes of value production as key to identifying capitalism’s origins, thus 

examining the formation of ‘free’ waged labor versus unfree coercive labor and the 

production of capital versus money (Banaji). In summary, the ‘factual’ historical 

accounts of capitalism typically elide the subjective experience of living under capitalism 

in favor of identifying political-economic conditions, historical processes, and social and 

political configurations that their proponents argue explain capitalism and its 

development over time. 

In contrast, the literary history of Die Ringe des Saturn does not seek to explain 

capitalism in a theoretical sense. Instead, it offers detailed, immersive accounts of 

specific scenes within capitalism. Focusing on individual people, works of art, natural 

and cultural occurrences, and their myriad interconnections, the narrator sheds light on 

the texture of practices—intersubjective, epistemological, cultural, economic—that make 

up capitalist social relations in ways that the theoretical abstractions of factual accounts 

typically elide. By using the literary strategy of collage, the text brings the reader face to 

face with the ways in which capitalist dynamics play out on a variety of scales and from a 

variety of perspectives. In what follows, I argue that the affective mode of melancholy 

and the formal strategy of collage are the two primary modes of literary history in Die 

Ringe des Saturn.  

Melancholy and Literary History 

The melancholic atmosphere of Die Ringe des Saturn is a frequent entry point 

into scholarly discussion of the novel. As the narrator’s ruminations alight more often 
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than not on circumstances of decline, disaster, and ruin, the novel strikes a note of 

pessimism and despair that can seem to thoroughly permeate the work and foreclose 

possibilities for hope or redemption. Yet although melancholy is commonly understood 

as a psychological state characterized by pensive sadness and lacking a determinate 

cause,5 a handful of scholars have sought to bring a more nuanced understanding of 

melancholy into their analysis of Die Ringe des Saturn and Sebald’s other works 

(Cosgrove; Gray; Lemkje; Santner; Scurry). They argue that beyond the stereotype of 

resignation and despair, melancholy also entails a constructive aspect. Indeed, the 

melancholy subjects of Sebald’s works—which include both the ubiquitous first-person 

narrator and many of the characters whose lives he recounts—produce aesthetic creations 

that appear useless within a capitalist logic of productivity but which nonetheless afford 

them (and/or the narrator) some kind of satisfaction or solace, even when only partial.6 

In contrast to a static emotional experience, melancholy, I argue, arises out of and 

is constituted by the movement between oppositional poles. Far from being rigidly 

opposed, then, the aspects of melancholy—despair and creation, destruction and 

reconstitution—are dialectically intertwined. At the formal level, the novel performs 

melancholy through the literary strategy of collage, which entails the juxtaposition of 

                                                 
5 As I will explain more below, Sigmund Freud’s characterization of melancholy tends to align with this 

conception of melancholy, which is prevalent in academic and popular realms.  
6 Richard Gray discusses several examples of these aesthetic productions. In Die Ausgewanderten, Jewish 

Holocaust survivor and emigrant to England Max Aurach composes paintings through a repetitive process 

of destruction and reconstruction, where what was drawn on the canvas one day is erased the next. His 

creative process is propelled forward by the difference between the reality of the creation and the ideal 

template toward which he strives (49-50). In Die Ringe des Saturn, the Ashbury sisters, living in their 

dilapidated manor house in rural England, sew strange and beautiful dresses from fragments of cloth. 

Before a finished product is achieved, the sisters tear up the dress so the scraps can be reconstituted into 

something new. Similarly, the narrator sees their activities as propelled forward by an impossible aesthetic 

ideal. Nevertheless, an exception to the cycle of constant flux is a wedding dress composed of scraps of 

silk. Thus while the activities of the Ashbury sisters exemplify creation as a process of perpetual 

destruction and recreation, the wedding dress shows that from out of this process of becoming, it is possible 

for finished aesthetic works to emerge (50). See “Writing at the Roche Limit.” 
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multiple perspectives and seemingly opposing terms. Juxtapositions include grammatical 

aspects such as first and third person point of view and verb tense as well as 

representational mediums, spatiotemporal scales, and different cultural-historical 

formations. The movement between these perspectives constitutes the characteristic 

oscillating movement of melancholy. 

By incorporating this melancholy movement into the novel’s formal composition, 

Die Ringe des Saturn provokes the reader to encounter the deconstructive and 

reconstructive aspects of multiple vectors of influence (nature, culture, and their 

intersections) over varying scales of time and geography. The narrator’s ruminations 

forge a web of connections among the novel’s characters and events, all of which are in 

some way embedded within one or more of the multiple trajectories of capitalism—

including colonialism, imperialism, the Holocaust, commodification, and ecological 

disaster—that span the seventeenth to the twenty-first centuries. What emerges is a 

portrait of modern capitalism as an entangled web of events and figures.  

While several scholars have pointed out that Die Ringe des Saturn depicts events 

of modern capitalism (Cosgrove; Fuchs; Lemke), few go into much depth on the literary 

depiction of capitalist social relations or explore how the text challenges capitalist 

logics.7 Much more common is simply to cite the elements of capitalism present in the 

text and make an argument that focuses elsewhere. In contrast, my thesis examines the 

possibilities afforded by a history of capitalism told in a literary, as opposed to factual, 

                                                 
7 A partial exception to this general treatment of capitalism within Die Ringe des Saturn is Mary Cosgrove. 

Cosgrove argues that Sebald (not the narrator) seeks to present capitalism as a global whole, portraying 

within Die Ringe des Saturn such capitalist phenomena as the temporalities of capitalist cycles and flows, 

the relationship between core and periphery as discussed in Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-systems theory, 

the marginalization of social elites such as the Ashburies. While Cosgrove provides an unusually in-depth 

analysis of the portrayal of capitalist social relations in Die Ringe des Saturn, there is nevertheless little in-

depth discussion of the text’s critique of capitalism or how it emerges from out of the logic of the text itself.  
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register. Where factual or purportedly objective accounts of capitalism identify abstract 

categories and processes, literary history offers a more immersive examination of 

capitalist dynamics, attending to the ways in which they play out on the level of 

individual and collective histories, including both human and nonhuman actors. By 

‘literary,’ I mean the literary strategy of collage, which juxtaposes different perspectives 

and thereby bring what appear to be oppositions into relation with one another rather 

them viewing them as stable or self-contained entities. In particular, I focus on the 

relationship between the production of knowledge and the violent circumstances of 

modern capitalism thematized in the novel. In chapter three, the narrator alludes to this 

relationship when he identifies Wissensdrang, or drive for knowledge, as underwriting 

the various disastrous circumstances of modernity (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 74). I 

will ultimately argue that the narrator’s ruminations, articulated in a literary register and 

through the affective mode of melancholy, dismantle the dichotomous thought on which 

Enlightenment is predicated. In dwelling in scenes of loss, the literary history invites the 

reader to partake in an affective experience of melancholy. Together, literary history and 

melancholy provoke the reader to not only reconsider the past but to see and experience 

the present in new and more critical and imaginative ways. 

In the following sections, I will give more precise theoretical and textual accounts 

of Wissensdrang, melancholy, and their role in the literary depiction of history in Die 

Ringe des Saturn. The rest of the thesis will focus primarily on two scenes within the 

novel: the Rembrandt painting in chapter one and the herring episode in chapter three. 

Through close readings of these two scenes, I will draw out both the narrator’s critique of 

Enlightenment thought—characterized by Wissensdrang—as well as the particular ways 
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in which he dismantles the violent and dominating impulses that underwrite this way of 

thinking. The narrator’s analysis of the Rembrandt painting establishes an understanding 

of Wissensdrang rooted in the disavowal and destruction of the body and the material 

world more broadly. The next scene, which examines the collapse of the herring 

population due to overfishing, places the dynamics of Wissensdrang in a more explicitly 

global and capitalist context. Here, the narrator confronts the physical erasure of a species 

resulting from the commodification and instrumentalization of the natural world under 

capitalism. In both instances, I identify the narrator’s efforts to re-center the natural and 

material realms through a mode of writing, perceiving, and knowing that dismantles the 

masterful tendencies of Wissensdrang. 

In conclusion, I return to my larger argument about the possibilities afforded by a 

literary account of capitalism. Engaging with Rob Nixon’s notion of “slow violence”—

meaning those forms of violence that are difficult to perceive and thus fail to garner and 

sustain public attention and political will—I show that Die Ringe des Saturn offers the 

literary resources for representing the forms of slow violence that characterize modern 

capitalism. In re-imagining various forms of human and nonhuman matter, the novel 

cultivates the ethical and aesthetic sensibilities necessary for thinking beyond capitalism. 
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Chapter 1: Enlightenment and Its Others 
 

Violence, Domination, and Knowledge Production 

Standard encyclopedic definitions of the Enlightenment era, dated from around 

1715 to the mid-eighteenth century, usually describe it along the following lines: “The 

period of European thought characterized by the emphasis on experience and reason, 

mistrust of religion and traditional authority, and a gradual emergence of the ideals of 

liberal, secular, democratic societies” (Blackburn). As opposed to static definitions such 

as this one, which tend to reify concepts such as “experience” and “reason,” German 

philosophers Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer bring about a relational 

understanding of Enlightenment in their critical work Dialektik der Aufklärung: 

Philosophische Fragmente. The authors characterize Enlightenment as fundamentally 

predicated on a distinction between myth and reason that springs from a horror of myth. 

Myth, they go on to say, constitutes not only “semantically unclarified concepts and 

words” but also “any human utterance which has no place in the functional context of 

self-preservation” (Adorno and Horkheimer 22). These remarks portray the 

Enlightenment project as predicated on notions of reason in the service of utilitarian 

purposes. By distinguishing itself from what it views as mythical elements, the 

Enlightenment project—which continues to characterize the contemporary Western 

world—portrays itself as in pursuit of knowledge, delimited to what is deemed rational 

from the Enlightenment perspective. 

The central critique of Dialektik der Aufklärung is that in seeking to divest itself 

of all myth, the Enlightenment is itself engaged in a mythical project: the pursuit of 

(total) reason is predicated on an underlying myth of human mastery and domination of 
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the world (Adorno and Horkheimer 8). The valorization of mind, reason, and individual 

will depend on the denigration of ‘impulse’ (Trieb), the realm associated with the bodily, 

affective, and natural aspects of the human: “Das Selbst, das nach der methodischen 

Ausmerzung aller natürlichen Spuren als mythologischer weder Körper noch Blut noch 

Seele und sogar natürliches Ich mehr sein sollte, bildete zum transzendentalen oder 

logischen Subjekt sublimiert den Bezugspunkt der Vernunft, der gesetzgebenden Instanz 

des Handeins” (Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialektik der Aufklärung, 36).8 By 

distinguishing the self as divested of all “mythical” elements, the Enlightenment project 

sharply divides the mind and the faculty of reason from the body and nature.  

The narrator of Die Ringe des Saturn uses the term Wissensdrang in order to 

critique the Enlightenment project, specifically the rigid delineations it imposes between 

the body and the mind, and between irrationality and reason. The term is first used in 

describing experimentation on herring (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 74). In this context, 

Wissensdrang links the human impulse to domination with a mode of knowledge rooted 

in binary thinking and explicitly connects knowledge with suffering. Knowledge is 

figured as at least partially the enactment of an unthinking compulsion.   

This aspect of compulsion can be adequately understood only by investigating the 

particular semantic resonances of the word Drang. It may be translated into English as 

compulsion, urge, drive, and pressure. This nexus of words conveys an understanding of 

Drang as an overwhelming force that wells up from within the individual and serves as 

an impetus for action or behavior. The translation of ‘pressure’ highlights the bodily-

affective component of Drang, which is above all felt. One of the most widely referenced 

                                                 
8 English: “The self…was no longer supposed to be either a body or blood or a soul or even a natural ego 

but was sublimated into a transcendental or logical subject, formed the point of reason, the legislating 

authority of action.” (Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 22) 
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valences of Drang is its role in Freud’s theory of drives (Triebe), which understands the 

body and mind as complexly intertwined (Johnston, xxx). In Freud’s model, Drang 

provides the compulsion or pressure that fuels the circulating movement of drive, which 

aims either toward destruction or creativity, but is itself indeterminate.9  Importantly, the 

gloss of Drang as an urge or compulsion distinguishes it from actions undertaken by the 

Enlightenment paradigm of a rational, self-contained individual. Instead, it is more 

aligned with the motivations for Enlightenment described by Adorno and Horkheimer: a 

horror of myth that triggers the response of an unthinking impulse to domination (22). 

Indeed, Drang refers to an impulse that, while experienced by an individual, explodes the 

boundaries between the individual as a “Bezugspunkt der Vernunft” (Adorno and 

Horkheimer, Dialektik der Aufklärung, 36)10 and as an amalgam of bodily urges. The 

relationship Wissensdrang evokes between the body and knowledge thus insists that 

knowledge does not emanate solely from the mind. 

By employing Drang to describe the Enlightenment project of producing 

knowledge, the narrator challenges the stark delineation drawn between reason and 

knowledge on the one hand, and the body and the unconscious on the other. This leads to 

a second, very important way of interpreting the challenge to Enlightenment thought 

                                                 
9 In Freud’s theory of the drives, Drang refers to a specific quantity of energy rather than any particular 

direction in which that energy moves. In other words, Drang indicates not so much a predetermined path as 

the ineradicable store of energy that propels drive along its circuitous path. Drive, on the other hand, may 

be understood as taking one of two forms: either it aims toward destruction, in which case it is the death-

drive (Todestrieb or Thanatos), or toward creation, in which case it is Eros (Sexualtriebe) (Freud, Das Ich 

und Das Es, 48). Insofar as the aim of drive may be altered, Drang can propel either destructive or 

constructive forces. What is interesting with respect to Die Ringe des Saturn is that Freud’s understanding 

of Drang allows us to view it as both a site of ambivalence and possibility, a view which mirrors the 

oscillating movement between despair and hope within the novel. Insofar as Drang is an innate dimension 

of the human libido and thus can never be fully eradicated, it is a source of despair in the face of the 

predetermined aspect of human existence. Yet understood as a source of energy that can fuel either 

destruction or creation, Drang affords the possibility for reorienting human impulses toward constructive 

projects. 
10 English: “reference point of reason.” (Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 22) 
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encapsulated by Wissensdrang. The concept of Wissensdrang challenges the various 

forms of binary thinking—knowledge and unthinking impulse, mind and body, light and 

dark—on which Enlightenment thought rests. As opposed to upholding the separation 

between opposing poles, the term Wissensdrang highlights the relation of opposing 

terms, showing them to be irreducibly intermingled. It is, then, a dichotomous mode of 

thought that is linked with human domination and mastery of the world. This is the mode 

of Wissen—the epistemology or way of knowing the world—which the narrator 

dismantles via the literary mode of collage and the affective mode of melancholy. 

The narrator constructs an epistemology that re-centers the realms of the body, 

nature, and the material world that Wissensdrang objectifies and destroys. The tone of 

mourning and despair—one dimension of melancholy—that frequently characterizes his 

investigations reflects the tenuous nature of this alternate mode of knowledge, which 

confronts so much loss and devastation. At the same time, melancholy provides a key 

constructive principle in the novel. If the epistemology of Wissensdrang reinforces 

dichotomies, the narrator’s alternate epistemology, characterized by collage, juxtaposes 

perspective and oppositions so as to highlight the relations between them. In turn, 

melancholy, which propels the reader back and forth among the juxtapositions, is 

particularly well-suited to make these relations clear. 

 

Melancholy Opposition 

The dual aspect of melancholy—and ultimately, its critical and generative 

potentialities—can be linked with a series of interlocking homologies in the novel, the 

pairs of poles between which the narrator oscillates: the transhistorical and historical, 

predestination and contingency, death drive and pleasure principle, order and disorder, 
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subject and object, human and nonhuman life, reality and representation. It is this back 

and forth movement from one pole to the other, as well as the way this movement 

reconstitutes the poles themselves, that comprises the narrator’s melancholic disposition 

as well as the formal structure of the novel. Richard Gray identifies this back-and-forth 

movement as instantiating a mode of “writing at the Roche limit” (38). Gray delineates 

the ways in which the text, while appearing to emphasize decline and entropy over 

reconstruction, actually creates “an equilibrium at which these contrary forces achieve a 

state of relative stability and balance” (42). The paradigmatic model for this fragile 

balance of opposing forces is, Gray contends, the eponymous “Rings of Saturn,” whose 

outer rings, or Bahnen, are, as we learn in an epigraph to the novel, composed of ice 

crystals and rock chunks broken off from a former moon that was split apart upon being 

pulled into Saturn’s gravitational orbit. The rings of Saturn constitute a state of 

suspension—this is the so-called Roche Limit—where opposing forces exist in an 

equilibrium, neither destroyed nor fully formed into a cohesive entity. In a similar way, 

while disaster and decline in natural, cultural, and subjective realms form the primary 

thematic focus of the novel, Gray argues that “subtle forms of organization” (40) and 

“new or modified literary-representational strategies” counteract the entropic forces to 

instantiate a balance that exists right in the precarious liminal zone of the Roche limit 

(53).  

In directing our attention to this mode of “creative writing” (53), Gray primarily 

focuses on the way the text forges new representational strategies more adequate to the 

events of modernity, the unprecedented nature of which outstrip the capacity of previous 

modes of representation (38-39). To this end, Gray catalogues the symbols, scenes, and 
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motifs of the novel, in the realms of both nature and culture, that signify this “dialectic of 

destruction and creation” (51). Motifs include combustion as the fusion of destruction 

and production, the circularity and transience of all things, becoming over being, and the 

disjunctures between ideal forms and material realities of aesthetic production (47-52). 

Over the course of Gray’s article, there is a sense in which the task of identifying the 

“new representational tools” dissolves into the elucidation of particular examples from 

the text (39). Rather than seeing this as a failure of the article, I contend that it supports 

Gray’s concluding point about the distinct possibilities of the literary register. There is a 

way in which Gray’s article performs the argument he wishes to make: if the literary is 

able to accomplish what “remains theoretically unfathomable” (54), then perhaps it is the 

task of theory and of criticism not to enfold these strategies into new categories, but 

rather to gesture toward them and, in doing so, be undone by them.  

Nevertheless, there are ways to more fully elucidate how Die Ringe des Saturn 

represents events of the modern era without falling into contradiction. Like Gray’s essay, 

my thesis focuses on how the narrator’s efforts at representation, in their specifically 

literary (or what Gray calls “creative” [53]) register, portray the events of loss and 

destruction entailed by modern capitalism in a way that factual accounts elide. Unlike 

Gray, I aim not only to identify particular modes of representation but also to examine 

how the latter dismantle the binary mode of thinking that underwrites capitalist 

destruction. 

As mentioned above, for the narrator Enlightenment thinking rests above all on a 

series of binaries into which the world is sorted: body and mind, darkness and light, 

irrationality and reason. Melancholy, as an oscillating movement between opposing 
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poles, offers a way of countering this mode of thought. If Gray’s “writing at the Roche 

limit” sees Die Ringe des Saturn as instantiating a precarious stasis of countervailing 

forces (a “suspended animation” [42] as Gray puts it at one point), my thesis focuses on 

the ways in which the movement of these forces takes place. By traversing the space that 

lies between terms, a space that both separates and relates, melancholy-as-oscillation 

undoes the appearance of rigidly opposed binaries without collapsing either term into the 

other.11 The literary strategy of collage accomplishes this oscillation by juxtaposing 

opposing viewpoints and terms and thus compelling the reader to perform the back-and-

forth movement. By tracking how the novel instantiates this movement as opposed to the 

way it creates a static balance, my thesis offers insight into how melancholy—though 

typically associated with a counter-productive form of despair—facilitates the 

construction of a counteracting force to impulses toward domination and mastery. 

While my understanding of melancholy mainly arises out of the formal and 

thematic elements of Die Ringe des Saturn, it displays significant parallels with Sigmund 

Freud’s portrayal of melancholy in his 1917 essay “Trauer und Melancholie.” One way 

Freud distinguishes these two emotional states from one another is the kind of “work” 

(Arbeit) each one “performs” (leistet) in relation to grieving (“Mourning and 

Melancholia,” 244; “Trauer und Melancholie,” paragraph 5). Whether mournful or 

melancholic, the process of grieving a lost object is painful. While “reality-testing” 

(Realitätsprüfung) says the object is gone and thus that one should relinquish attachments 

to the object, the ego or self (das Ich) refuses to give up these attachments (“Mourning 

                                                 
11 Other traditions that undermine binary thinking include Derrida’s school of deconstruction and 

ecofeminists such as Val Plumwood. See, for instance: Plumwood, Val. Feminism and the Mastery of 

Nature. Routledge, 1993; 

Wolfreys, Julian. Deconstruction, Derrida. St Martin’s Press, 1998. 
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and Melancholia,” 249; “Trauer und Melancholie,” paragraph 5, 13). Yet in mourning, 

these attachments are ceded bit by bit as reality wins out. The work of mourning, Freud 

writes, reaches “Vollendung” (completion) and “das Ich [wird] wieder frei und 

ungehemmt” (the ego becomes free and uninhibited again) (“Trauer und Melancholie,” 

paragraph 5). 

For the melancholic subject, in contrast, the completion of the “work that 

mourning performs” is prevented (Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” 244). Because 

the melancholic subject establishes an identification with the lost object, that is, it takes it 

to be part of the self, it is unable to come to this same state of acceptance that allows the 

mourner to release his attachments (Freud, “Trauer und Melancholie,” paragraph 13). 

Rather than overcoming the loss, the ego remains attached to the object and thus 

preoccupied with a sense of loss, moving back and forth between conflicting emotions 

toward the lost object and the self. In a particularly resonant passage, Freud describes the 

relation of the melancholic individual to the object of loss in a way that underscores the 

oscillating movement I associate with melancholy. 12 Freud considers melancholia to be a 

curious puzzle, indeed a pathology, yet to be fully explained within his topography of 

libidinal structures. When we consider, however, the back-and-forth movement of 

melancholy as a literary strategy that allows for the undoing of rigid binaries, it affords 

generative possibilities not visible when viewed in narrowly psychopathological or 

energetic terms.    

                                                 
12 German: “[Das Objekt] spinnt sich also bei der Melancholie eine Unzahl von Einzelkämpfen um das 

Objekt an, in denen Haß und Liebe miteinander ringen, die eine, um die Libido vom Objekt zu lösen, die 

andere, um diese Libidoposition gegen den Ansturm zu behaupten” (“Trauer und Melancholie,” paragraph 

26). 
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 My analysis of two scenes from Die Ringe des Saturn will draw out the ways that 

the literary mode of collage is especially conducive to staging the back-and-forth 

movement of melancholy. In the urge to make conclusive judgments or to overcome past 

instances of violence or loss—orientations that speak to the completion involved in 

mourning—possibilities for more carefully and critically working through the past are 

foreclosed. Instead of viewing melancholy as a wasteful expenditure of energy born of a 

refusal to face reality, I will show how melancholy cultivates an imaginative sensibility 

necessary for rethinking received categories of meaning.    

 

Abstraction and What Lies Between 

Adorno and Horkheimer discuss the relationship between domination and 

knowledge in terms of a process of abstraction (Abstraktion) (Dialektik der Aufklärung, 

19). Their basic contention is that modern science and other forms of Enlightenment 

thought (positivism and rationalism) are not, as many proponents suppose, rooted in a 

realm of objective truth to which humans have gained access, but rather stem from the 

irrational human fear of the unknown (21). As a way of imposing order on the chaos of 

the unknown—the excesses and discontinuities of both natural and human worlds—

humans create schemas of classification, sorting the world into dichotomous categories of 

appearance and essence, good and evil, European and non-European, and so on. These 

oppositions are formed from concepts, words whose claim to knowledge and truth rests 

on a separation between subject and object. That is, the concept (der Begriff) presupposes 

a distance between the individual as a thinking and reasoning subject, and the world of 

objects which the individual classifies, defines, and knows.  
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As Adorno and Horkheimer explain, underlying the production of concepts is a 

process of abstraction, which draws rigid boundaries between the realm of thought (mind, 

reason, rationality) and the realm of nature and the body (Dialektik der Aufklärung, 19-

20). Over time, as the “disponierende[s] Denken” (classifying thought) of Enlightenment 

becomes synonymous with truth, the separation of subject and object, and of the human 

from the other-than-human world, likewise becomes entrenched as truth. To apprehend 

the full implications of this distancing, one must understand that the subject-object 

separation brings with it an ontological appraisal of the world that is deeply 

anthropocentric. In Enlightenment thought, man13 (more specifically, his mind) is figured 

as the sole source of reason and rationality, while the rest of the world is reduced to the 

status of object. Indeed, Adorno and Horkheimer describe abstraction and objectification 

as rooted in the human domination of the world, including other humans: “Die Distanz 

des Subjekts zum Objekt, Voraussetzung der Abstraktion, gründet in der Distanz zur 

Sache, die der Herr durch den Beherrschten gewinnt” (Dialektik der Aufklärung, 19). 

Hierarchical human relations foreshadow the distancing that makes abstraction possible, 

allowing for a situation where large portions of the human and non-human world are 

rendered expendable, the waste products that are destroyed as society pursues progress at 

whatever cost.  

For this reason Adorno and Horkheimer describe abstraction as a form of 

“Liquidation” in relation to its objects (Dialektik der Aufklärung, 19). The link this word 

                                                 
13 It should be mentioned here that by “man,” Adorno and Horkheimer mean “European man.” Although 

Adorno and Horkheimer write movingly on anti-Semitism as a form of racism (see the chapter “Elements 

of Anti-Semitism” in The Dialectic of Enlightenment), they lack a more comprehensive theory of racism 

that takes into account the systematic violence committed by European peoples against peoples other than 

the Jews. The authors do, however, remain focused on European civilization as the main culprit for the 

destructive elements of Enlightenment. 
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draws to the National Socialist word for the mass murder of Jewish and other persons in 

the camps is no doubt intentional. For Adorno and Horkheimer, it is the West’s 

compulsion to destruction—as evidenced in fascism, nuclear weapons, and the camps—

combined with the advancements in medicine and industry that constitute the specific 

predicament of Western society in the twentieth century: reason has grown irrational. 

This is the same space in which Sebald’s narrator moves. In his ruminations on history, 

the narrator finds that the logic of abstraction and objectification runs like a red thread 

through instances of devastation and loss that mark the modern era. 

The literary account of history in Die Ringe des Saturn presents a countervailing 

force to the tendencies of the concept toward mastery, as understood by Adorno and 

Horkheimer. Instead of rigid lines that mark off hermetically sealed domains, the literary 

mode cultivates a space of exploration, where it is possible to imagine human relations to 

the world, including processes of knowledge production, otherwise. Through collage and 

the oscillating movement it instantiates, the literary mode of history not only points out 

what is lost as a result of the rigid classifications imposed by modern scientific endeavors 

and capitalist processes of objectification, but it also creates the affective atmosphere of 

melancholy so that the reader experiences this loss on both a conceptual and felt level. 
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Chapter 2: A Literary History of Anatomy: “Die 

Unsichtbarmachung des Körpers” 
 

The 1672 painting The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp features the corpse 

of a recently hanged criminal, Adriaan Adriaanszoon (alias Aris Kindt) laid on the table 

for public dissection, a common practice at the time (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 22, 

24-25). A group of surgeons are gathered around the table. As Dr. Tulp prods the 

dissected left arm of the corpse, the surgeons gaze past the body to view the anatomical 

atlas propped open at the corpse’s feet and turned away from the viewer’s and reader’s 

gaze. While the direction of the surgeons’ gaze suggests they overlook the body, the 

placement of the body in the foreground displays it prominently within the field of vision 

of the viewer of the painting. 

The dynamics of sight, perspective, and the mediating role of representation 

established by the painting—and by the photographic reproductions of the painting 

within the text—form the main problematic around which the narrator’s analysis of the 

painting turns. By overlooking the body itself in favor of the abstract representations of it 

within the anatomy book, the scientists are complicit with the body’s destruction. 

Through the juxtaposition of various perspectives on the body—those of the scientists, 

the artist, the narrator, and the reader—the narrator re-centers the body.  In doing so, he 

calls attention to the role of mediation in a way that dismantles the binary mode of 

thought upon which the body’s destruction is predicated. While this literary account of 

history is not a wholly redemptive act—in the sense that it cannot undo the destruction of 

the body that has already taken place—it marks an aesthetic and epistemological 

approach that unsettles rigid binaries by tracing the relations between what appear to be 
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opposing terms. These oppositions include the body and the mind, subject and object, 

light and darkness, and visibility and invisibility. 

   

Figure 1: Sebald, W.G. Die Ringe des Saturn:    Figure 2: Ibid., 26. 

eine englische Wallfahrt. Fischer Taschenbuch 

Verlag, 1997, 24-25.   

 

Within the text, the Rembrandt painting is reproduced photographically, in black 

and white, twice: first as a two page spread, and again as a cropped version that visually 

centers the corpse. The pairing of images and text is a frequent occurrence in Sebald’s 

fictional works. The Rembrandt painting is, however, unusual for the direct and sustained 

attention it receives by the narrator. The initial description of the painting highlights the 

way the spatial arrangement and visual dynamics of the dissection mimic that of a 

theater. Standing “vor einem zahlenden Publikum” (22), the scientists conduct the 

anatomy lesson, figured as a “Schauspiel” that the “[Zuschauer]” attend to view (Sebald, 

Die Ringe des Saturn, 27). Although we might expect that the main thing on display is 

the corpse—which is, after all, the site of the dissection—the narrator asserts that the 

anatomy lesson focuses less on the body and more on the authoritative aura of modern 

anatomical science: “Die anatomische Vorlesung [ging] um mehr als um die gründlichere 

Kenntnis der inneren menschlichen Organe” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 23). Rather 
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than a purely pedagogical investigation of the physical aspects of body, the dissection is 

“eine Demonstration des unerschrockenen Forschungsdrangs der neuen Wissenschaft” 

(Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 22).14 

The word “Forschungsdrang” hearkens back to my earlier discussion of 

Wissensdrang, a term that links processes of knowledge production (Wissen) with a realm 

of affective-bodily desire or impulse (Drang). Even more so than Wissen, Forschung—

which means research, scholarship, studies, or search—connotes an active sense of 

seeking or investigating the world in the pursuit of Wissen, a connotation heightened by 

the qualifying adjective unerschrockenen. In one sense, the attribution of 

Forschungsdrang reinforces what the narrator portrays as the scientists’ own conception 

of their anatomical research. For them, the yearly dissections constitute “ein bedeutendes 

Datum im Kalendar der damaligen, aus dem Dunkel, wie sie meinte, ins Licht 

hinaustretenden Gesellschaft gewesen ist” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 22). Employing 

the classical Enlightenment imagery of light and dark, this remark establishes a 

dichotomy between knowledge and the mind on the one hand, and myth, superstition, and 

the body on the other. Couched by the verb “meinte” (believed, thought, reckoned), the 

movement out of darkness and into the light is marked as a subjective belief the scientists 

share with the larger Gesellschaft.  

In the wider context of the narrator’s explication of Rembrandt’s painting, 

however, Forschung is directly linked with the physical destruction of the body. The 

narrator likens the dissection to premodern forms of punishment, including “das 

                                                 
14 English, translation modified: “a demonstration of the unabashed investigative drive of the new science.” 

Where the English edition translates “Forschungsdrang” as “investigative zeal,” I have modified this to 

“unabashed investigative drive.” While the latter is someone clumsier than the former, it better captures the 

urgent tone of Drang, a word that is crucial to the critique of Enlightenment put forth by Die Ringe des 

Saturn.  
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archaische Ritual der Zergliederung eines Menschen” und “[die] […] Peinigung des 

Fleishes des Deliquenten bis über den Tod hinaus” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 23). 

The degree of violence entailed in these processes invokes the realm of Drang —impulse, 

urge, or desire—that exceeds the bounds of a purely scientific effort. Indeed, the religious 

undertones of the phrase “[die] Peinigung des Fleisches” (the mortification of the flesh), 

as well as the narrator’s noting of the ceremonial character of the surgeons’ dress and the 

post-dissection banquet, all reveal the scientific endeavor as imbricated in religious and 

cultural practices and values. By linking the term Forschungsdrang with the surgeons’ 

self-conception of moving out of darkness into light, the narrator subtly critiques the 

logic that undergirds this vision of progress and the binary thinking upon which it rests. 

By tracing the process through which the destruction of the body occurs—a process of 

abstraction—the narrator draws links between what are ostensibly oppositions.  

As a process of drawing away from the body to the realm of ideal forms of 

anatomical illustrations, abstraction both presupposes and perpetuates the physical 

elimination of the corporeality and fleshiness of the body. Although the representations 

within the anatomical atlas are not visible from the perspective of the viewer and reader, 

the narrator insists that through the illustrations “[ist] die entsetzliche Körperlichkeit 

reduziert...auf ein Diagramm, auf ein Schema des Menschen” (Sebald, Die Ringe des 

Saturn, 23). The narrator figures the process of abstraction as one that reduces (reduziert) 

the physicality of the body to the straight lines and clear boundaries of a Diagramm and 

Schema. To do so entails the aforementioned physically destructive acts—“ [die] 

Peinigung des Fleisches,” “[die] Zergliederung eines Menschen,” und “[die] 

Zerschneidung des Toten”—thus linking the production of abstract forms to the 
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dismemberment and maiming of the material body (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 23). 

These physically reductive acts lead to “[die] Unsichtbarmachung des schuldhaften 

Körpers” (the making-invisible of the guilty body), and thus it becomes clear that 

Unsichtbarmachung not only entails that the scientists ignore the body but rather involves 

a more irrevocable erasure of the body through physically destructive acts. By analyzing 

the painting in terms that emphasize sight and perspective, the narrator juxtaposes the 

erasure of the body with the visibility (die Demonstration) of the scientists, thereby 

linking the ostensibly opposing terms of invisibility and visibility. 

Abstraction reinforces the rigid dichotomies on which Enlightenment thought 

rests. In disregarding the corporeal realities of the body to behold the idealized version in 

the book, the guild members follow the Cartesian injunction “daß man absehen muß von 

dem unbegreiflichen Fleisch und hin auf die bereits angelegte Maschine” (Sebald, Die 

Ringe des Saturn, 26). Yet in equating this idealized abstraction with the truth of the 

human body, the scientists repeat the Enlightenment fallacy that mistakes 

“disponierende[s] Denken” for “Wahrheit” (Horkheimer and Adorno, 20). In doing so 

they reinforce the strict separation between body and mind, flesh and knowledge that 

underwrites the expendability of the body. For as the idealized image comes to be seen as 

the reality, the material body is valued only insofar as it enables the scientists to extract 

ideal forms from it. This speaks to the instrumentalization of the body and the material 

world more broadly that takes place under capitalism.  

This observation—that the anatomical representations and thus the surgeons’ 

claims to knowledge are predicated upon the physical destruction of the body—is the 

main point on which the narrator’s critique of Enlightenment thought hinges. 
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Importantly, however, this critique is portrayed as emanating not solely from the narrator 

but rather as put forth by the Rembrandt painting. It is Rembrandt’s representation of the 

anatomy lesson, and of the body in particular, that inspires the narrator’s critiques. The 

narrator argues that Rembrandt re-centers the body through a distortion in the painting’s 

“Bedeutungszentrum” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 27). As the book of anatomy is 

turned away from the viewers and readers—a choice that heightens the viewer’s focus on 

the body—the reader’s only interaction with the anatomical illustrations is through the 

transposition of an anatomical depiction onto the corpse’s right arm. Although ostensibly 

the dissected arm—peeled apart by the surgeons’ tools—testifies to the successful 

domination of the corpse by Dr. Tulp and his fellow surgeons, the narrator argues that the 

maimed flesh is precisely where Rembrandt locates his critique of the modern scientific 

project. As the narrator points out, not only does the choice to begin dissection with 

“[dem] straffälligen Hand” contradict prevailing practice of the time (which normally 

begins with the torso), but the hand is also both disproportionate and anatomically 

incorrect (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 26-27). What should be the corpse’s left hand 

appears to be a duplicated right hand, the thumb on the opposite side of where one 

expects it to be. The narrator interprets the transposition of the image onto the distorted 

hand as both “das Zeichen der über Aris Kindt hinweggeganenen Gewalt” and an 

expression of Rembrandt’s alignment with “dem Opfer” rather than the surgeons (Sebald, 

Die Ringe des Saturn, 27). The attribution of victimhood to the corpse testifies to the 

capability of artistic representation to question prevailing normative categories, including 

the opposition of victim and perpetrator. Although Aris Kindt is a perpetrator in the eyes 

of the law, the narrator’s exposition of Rembrandt’s painting puts forth another way of 
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interpreting the situation. By inserting “die krasseste Fehlkonstruktion” “genau in [dem] 

Bedeutungszentrum” of the otherwise realistic painting, the narrator argues that 

Rembrandt reveals the violence that undergirds the scientists’ claims to objectivity and 

undaunted progress (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 27). The body, then, is neither a 

criminal nor a neutral medium from which to extract scientific knowledge but rather a 

victim that attests to the violence done to it in the name of science. 

By aligning himself with what he takes to be Rembrandt’s point of view, the 

narrator affirms the ability of art and literature to do what modern science cannot: to not 

only make the body visible, but to portray the violence that has been done to it in the 

name of knowledge and progress. This explication of Rembrandt’s critical practice is 

made possible by the narrator’s juxtaposition of the viewpoints of the scientists and the 

law with those of Rembrandt and of the narrator himself. Like Rembrandt’s painting, the 

narrator’s literary representation has the capacity to portray the body, although it no 

longer physically exists, and thus makes the viewer and the reader aware of the loss that 

results from the process of abstraction. In contrast to the painting, the narrator’s literary 

representation generates an even more heightened effect of mediation.  

 In re-centering the body, Rembrandt’s painting does not give us access to the 

actual corpse but only to a visual representation of it. Correspondingly, the narrator’s 

focus on the body is both visually and textually mediated. As opposed to presenting his 

mediations as wholly distinct from those of Rembrandt, the narrator’s aesthetic practices 

thematize the particular mode of representation with which Rembrandt represents the 

body, i.e. painting. The narrator’s attention to the form of representation suggests that he 

takes the content of the critique—Rembrandt’s and his own—as intimately related to the 
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form through which it is expressed. The narrator’s close attention to form underscores his 

awareness that any attempt to know the world is shaped—mediated— by representation. 

Although anatomical science may present itself as engaged in a steady movement toward 

an objective truth, the narrator seeks to produce in the reader an awareness that there is 

no neutral perspective or objective standpoint but only different modes of representation 

that mediate our interaction with the world. 

Painting offers particular possibilities distinct from other representational forms. 

While  photography, for instance, is perceived as somewhat of an empty vessel for the 

“reality” of what is photographed, painting implies a greater amount of choice on the part 

of the artist as to the angles, colors, and component parts that make up the painting. Thus 

whereas photography gives the effect of presenting a less mediated—a more ‘real’—

reality,15 in painting the mediation between the object or event and the representation of it 

is made more explicit. By highlighting the multiple layers of mediation that separate the 

reader from the corpse, the narrator heightens the representational effects already at play 

in Rembrandt’s painting.  

The cropped reproduction of the Rembrandt painting (Sebald, Die Ringe des 

Saturn, 26), which appears directly following the two-page photo of the full painting, 

offers an especially explicit example. In addition to the fact that the painting, done in 

color and with oil, is here displayed as a black and white image, the cropped version 

amplifies Rembrandt painting’s focus on the body: by deleting much of the background, 

the image creates a zoomed-in effect that more explicitly centers the corpse. In so 

dramatically altering the image, it calls attention to the additional layers of mediation 

                                                 
15 For a brief discussion of the ‘effet de réel’ (reality effect) as it pertains to photography in Sebald’s works, 

see J.J. Long, “Photograph.” 
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between the reader and the body imposed by the narrator: the cropped image is a 

modified version of a photographic reproduction of a painting, embedded within a textual 

discussion of the dissection. In this way, the narrator dramatizes the way that that the 

painting itself mediates our experience of the corpse. Additionally, the cropped image—

like the anatomical abstractions—reduziert the body (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 23). 

In the narrator’s case, however, the act of reduction highlights rather than erases the 

body. 

The different forms of representation to which these two versions of reduction 

correspond are reflected in the language with which the body is described. When 

discussed from the vantage point of the scientists, the body of Aris Kindt is called 

“Körper” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn 22, 23, 26-28), “Leiche” (22), or “Fleisch” (23). 

While Körper and Leiche can be translated as either ‘body’ or ‘corpse,’ all three words 

foreground the dimensions of physicality, inert matter, and death. Further, Fleisch refers 

to the flesh of a once living animal, thus highlighting the way the anatomy lesson 

transforms the body into an object to be consumed—a commodity—as opposed to 

allowing the body to retain some measure of subjecthood.16 The textual mediations of the 

body represent the surgeons’ perspective as dependent upon the larger framework of 

meaning in which it is embedded. Entrenched in the hierarchical dichotomies of 

Enlightenment thinking, the surgeons render the body into a Körper, ultimately making it 

expendable. The processes of abstraction entailed in the anatomical dissection are thus 

implicated in the objectification and instrumentalization of the body, ultimately rendering 

                                                 
16 I take my understanding of the commodity from Marx’s Das Kapital, volume one. See: Tucker, “Capital, 

Volume One,” 302-329. 
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it a lifeless commodity whose consumption for the production of knowledge entails its 

physical decimation.  

In contrast, when referring to the corpse from the perspective of Rembrandt or 

from the reader, the narrator uses words that evoke life and vitality, portraying the body 

as more than merely physical. This comes through most clearly in the contrasting name 

used to refer to the body: “Leib” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 22-23, 27). While 

Körper, Leiche, and Fleisch render the body as purely physical and inert matter, Leib 

denotes something alive in a more than biological way, some synthesis of body and 

emotion, vibrancy, or spirit of some kind.17 Indeed, Leib is used in colloquial expressions 

as a synonym for ‘heart,’ as in “mit Leib und Seele” (with heart and soul) or, as in several 

compound nouns, simply ‘life’: Leibzucht (sustenance) Leibrente (life annuity). Leib and 

leben (to live) share the same linguistic root with one another as well as with bleiben, to 

remain. These semantic associations suggest that there is something lively in the sheer 

persistence of the body, even in death. This sense of vitality in death is strengthened by 

the description of the body as “grünlich” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 27), a color that 

evokes the vitality of new growth and thus suggests that a dead body retains some of the 

agency and vibrancy of its formerly living state. Attributing liveliness to a dead body, the 

                                                 
17 Jane Bennett’s notion of “vibrant matter” provides a helpful conception of the sort of agency the narrator 

attributes to the human and herring bodies. Bennett argues for the reconceptualization of agency such that 

all forms of matter, human and nonhuman, can be seen as possessing agency. The word ‘vibrant’ connotes 

the sense in which equating agency with activity or action fails to register the ways that even matter that 

appears passive participates in influencing events. Thus all forms of matter possess a dimension of vibrancy 

that enables them to act in the world. See: Bennett, Jane. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. 

Duke University Press, 2009, doi:10.1215/9780822391623. Emily Jones has taken up Bennett’s framework 

of “vibrant matter” in her reading of Die Ringe des Saturn, arguing that the narrator represents landscapes 

and animals in ways that highlight their agentive capacities and thus dismantles a hierarchical 

anthropocentric perspective. See Jones, “Animal Encounters and Ecological Anxiety” and “‘Eine Art 

Idealer Landschaft’: The Material Agency of Landscape in W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn.” 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822391623
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narrator shows that the relationship between life and death, and between the material and 

more-than-material, are not so clear-cut. 

In another instance that makes explicit the mediation between reader and body, 

the narrator invites the reader to imagine herself standing in front of the Rembrandt 

painting in its contemporary location: “Stehen wir heute im Mauritshaus vor dem gut 

zwei mal eineinhalb Meter messenden Anatomiegemälde Rembrandts, so stehen wir an 

der Stelle… ” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 23). Although the sentence structure 

(“Stehen wir […], so…”) evokes a conditional mood, thus locating the statement in the 

hypothetical realm, the present-tense verb stehen and the first-person pronoun wir create 

a jarring break from the simple past tense and third-person perspective of the preceding 

passage. It invites the reader to imagine him or herself—rather, ‘us’— standing, right 

now, in front of the painting. The evocation of the present, the use of first-person, and the 

hypothetical quality of the narrator’s provocation serve to highlight the narrator’s role in 

mediating the reader’s experience of the painting. While factual historical accounts 

typically retain the third person, past-tense perspective, the ability of literature to 

juxtapose first and third person perspectives and past and present tenses enables it to self-

reflexively point to its own mediating capacities and thus compel the reader to consider 

multiple vantage points.18 The grammatical present tense and first-person perspective 

continue as the narrator compares our imagined perspective to that of the audience in 

attendance at the dissection: “[wir] meinen zu sehen, was diese gesehen haben: den 

grünlichen, im Vordergrund daliegenden Leib Aris Kindts mit dem gebrochenen Nacken 

                                                 
18 Indeed, the narator’s use of ‘we’ goes beyond the purview of most literary narratives, where the first-

person perspective is typically limited to the narrator’s ‘I’ rather than breaking out of the narrative to 

encompass narrator and reader in the pronoun ‘we.’ That Sebald’s narrator breaks out of literary convention 

signals his dramatization of the literary capacity for self-reflexivity. This serves to heighten the sense of 

mediation, as the narrator draws attention to his literary performance in an especially explicit way. 
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und der in der Todesstarre furchtbar hervorgewölbten Brust” (Sebald, Die Ringe des 

Saturn, 23). The verb meinen (believe or suppose) sets up a contrast between the 

subjective expectation “zu sehen, was diese gesehen haben” and the actual vantage points 

available to the reader versus the audience of the dissection. Although the reader does see 

the body—both in the multiple visual representations and the narrator’s textual 

description—the narrator expresses doubt that anyone in attendance did so. He attributes 

this circumstance to the aforementioned Unsichtbarmachung of the body. By 

highlighting the way the painting and the narrator’s visual and textual remarks mediate 

the reader’s experience of the body, the narrator shows that artistic and literary 

representation allow us to see what is absent, both temporally—since the body has long 

since been destroyed—as well as epistemologically. If the framework of Enlightenment 

thought entails a disavowal and destruction of the body—an Unsichtbarmachung—the 

literary strategy of collage constructs an alternate mode of viewing and knowing the 

body. It invites the reader to dwell in the sense of loss and facilitates an encounter with 

the body, albeit with representations rather than the physical thing. 

 In mentioning the size of the painting (“zwei mal eineinhalb Meter”), the narrator 

indicates that the representation of the body is roughly life-like in size (Sebald, Die Ringe 

des Saturn, 23). Thus, standing in front of the painting in the museum—in contrast to the 

photographic reproduction in the novel—would allow us to encounter the body as life-

size. This, too, is a divergence from how most attendees would have experienced the 

corpse. Although the narrator does not mention it, in most “Anatomietheater” (Sebald, 

Die Ringe des Saturn, 27) the seats were arranged on a steep, sometimes spiraling incline, 

giving most members of the audience a perspective resembling a bird’s eye-view 
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(Brockbank, 372).19 Thus, the audience viewed the body from above, which made it 

appear smaller-than-life. By making the body life-size and bringing it close to eye level, 

Rembrandt facilitates a closer encounter with its materiality than likely would have been 

available to Dr. Tulp’s audience. By inviting the reader to imagine a similar encounter, 

the narrator seeks to re-center the body while at the same time making the reader aware 

that our access to it is predicated not only on Rembrandt’s painting but also on the 

narrator’s visual and textual mediations of the painting. In this way, the narrator 

highlights the multiple layers of mediation between the reader and corpse. By asking the 

reader to tack back and forth between textual and visual forms of mediation, the reader 

enacts the oscillating movement associated with melancholy.  

If the narrator redirects our attention to the body through visual forms, there is 

relatively little textual description of the body itself (about two or three sentences). 

Rather than seeing this as a hole in my argument or in the narrator’s efforts, I contend 

that it reflects the narrator’s portrayal of the body’s resistance to precise categorization or 

classification. Instead of an encyclopedic catalogue of qualities, the narrator’s adjectives 

approximate: the body is ‘grünlich’ and ausgelöscht (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 27). 

The -lich ending, while often used with adjectives in German, here denotes a sense of 

quasi or partial: in English we might say the body is ‘greenish.’ Ausgelöscht, meaning 

extinguished or obliterated, signals the body’s severely ravaged physical state, 

characterized by its ‘gebrochenen Nacken’ and ‘in der Todesstarre furchtbar 

                                                 
19 The connection between anatomy and theater lingers on in the British-English word “operating theatre,” 

which designates the room in a hospital in which doctors perform surgeries (in American English, this is 

referred to as an operating room). Sebald’s narrator, a former German resident living in England, likely 

plays on this word with his neologism “Anatomietheater” and with his use of other theater-related words in 

his portrayal of the dissection. Thanks to Professor Emily Jones for this relevant linguistic tidbit. For more 

on the theatrical as well as religious aspects of public dissections, see Soth. 

 



33 

 

hervorgewölbten Brust’ (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 23). Neither of these adjectives is 

very precise, but this emphasizes the point that the narrator does not recenter the body so 

as to produce a more objective or encapsulating description of it. Such an approach 

would be aligned with the totalizing urge to delineate every aspect of the body, as in the 

anatomical atlas.  

Instead, the fleeting descriptions of the body express the difficulty of lingering on 

it for any long period of time. Indeed, encountering the body and feeling the sense of 

displacement engendered by its unsettling qualities constitutes one of the ways in which 

the oscillating movement of melancholy is perpetuated. Rather than leading to a static 

centering of the body, an encounter with the body propels us elsewhere, as we seek to 

recover from the disturbing experience that the liminal qualities of the corpse engenders. 

This back-and-forth effect of encountering the body—an oscillating movement that 

characterizes melancholy—parallels the narrator’s own response, which is to seek respite 

from his experience of viewing the Rembrandt painting by viewing a painting of an 

imaginary landscape (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 102).  

 The redirection of our vision, by Rembrandt in his painting and by the narrator in 

his mediations of the painting, speaks to the larger task of the artist and poet. Where 

Enlightenment thought relies on concepts and abstractions that tend to obscure the bodily 

and natural realms, the artist and poet redirect the viewer or reader toward these realms: 

toward what gets elided in the rush to define and classify the world. In this sense, the 

scientists’ gaze parallels the process of abstraction that Adorno and Horkheimer describe 

as imposing a distance between subject and object (Dialektik der Aufklärung, 19). 

Rembrandt and the narrator, on the other hand, enact a countervailing force that reminds 
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us of the slippery relations between the realms of subject and object. Indeed, a corpse is 

an ideal site to do this: so recently a subject, it is now the object of science. So recently 

human, it now appears as something in between human and not.  

In staging an encounter with the past, the narrator’s literary account of history 

evokes in the reader a more embodied sense of the loss involved in capitalistic logics. In 

purportedly objective historical accounts, the past is past: what is gone is either noted as 

such—explained as the casualty of war, science, or something else—or not mentioned at 

all. Through the literary strategy of collage and the affective mode melancholy, Sebald’s 

narrator invites the reader to dwell in this sense of loss. 
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Chapter 3: A Literary History of Herring: “[eine] ständig von 

Katastrophen bedrohten Art” 

 

In this section, I examine the narrator’s account of the over-fishing of herring in 

Lowestoft, a town on the coast of the North Sea in southeast England. I argue that the 

logic of abstraction and objectification drawn out by the narrator’s reading of the 

Rembrandt painting may be linked with broader capitalistic processes and their 

destructive effects at play within the herring episode. Anne Fuchs makes a similar point, 

highlighting the continuity between the scientists’ Cartesian viewpoint and the 

instrumentalized view of nature in the herring scene (125-126).  In the Rembrandt scene, 

the reduction of Aris Kindt’s body to an abstraction entails its Unsichtbarmachung as 

well as its physical destruction. Similarly, the presumed ontological inferiority of the 

herring paves the way for an Unsichtbarmachung of a different scale: as economic 

profitability drives over-fishing and an influx of toxic waste causes genetic mutations 

among the fish, the herring as a species are physically removed from the earth. Where the 

guild members remain, as far as we can tell, unaffected by their destruction of Aris 

Kindt’s body, the loss of herring profoundly impacts the human community complicit in 

their destruction. In addition to environmental damage and the aggravation of 

Lowestoft’s already ailing economy, local fishermen are left not just unemployed but 

metaphysically adrift. The impact of the herring’s absence challenges the strict binary of 

representation and reality that characterizes some scholarly interpretations of the scene, 

which read the herring as a metaphor for forms of human suffering. 
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In contrast to an Enlightenment mode of knowing that seeks to classify, categorize, 

and contain—what I have characterized as a Wissensdrang—the narrator employs collage 

in ways that unsettle the strict binaries of Enlightenment thought. Alongside ruminations 

on various details of the herrings’ lives, the narrator seeks to encounter the materiality of 

the herring body. Yet whereas the Rembrandt painting supplied a representation of the 

corpse, the narrator lacks even a representative herring on which to reflect. Due to the 

more irretrievable loss of the herring, his efforts are marked by a more mournful tone 

than that of his discussion of the Rembrandt painting. The question of whether or not the 

narrator succeeds in encountering the herring body remains ambiguous. The narrator’s 

literary account of the herring, however, compels the reader to consider the relationship 

between representation and the destruction that characterizes capitalism.  

Reading the Rembrandt and herring scenes together is a common occurrence in 

Sebald scholarship. In addition to Anne Fuchs, whom I mentioned above, Amelia Scurry 

observes the connection the narrator draws between discourses of natural science within 

Rembrandt and the “commercial rationalism and modern bio-politics” in the herring 

harvest (23n7). Martin Blumenthal-Barby takes these scenes as two episodes in the 

narrator’s larger, Benjaminian project of achieving some measure of justice for the dead 

by “restor[ing] the unrecorded stories of the vanquished and…resuscitat[ing] their 

silenced discourse” (538). Anja Lemke analyses the interplay between visual and written 

elements of the text across the two scenes, arguing that each scene expresses a different 

aspect of the narrator’s ethical stance (33).  

Furthermore, discussions of the herring frequently entail an analysis of the 

controversial juxtaposition that takes place within the scene. Following an image of piles 



37 

 

of herring corpses, there is a double-page photograph of dead bodies at a concentration 

camp in Buchenwald. The text offers no direct commentary on the latter image, save for 

relating the story of a man who fought for the British Army that liberated the camp at 

Bergen-Belsen near the end of the war (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 77, 80). As Emily 

Jones points out, most scholars interpret the herring as a metaphor for the human ravages 

depicted in the photo at Buchenwald (“Animal Encounters,” 122).20 She goes on to assert 

that such a reading fails to take seriously the herring in their own right, instead reducing 

them to a stand-in for human suffering.  

In interpreting the herring as a mere stand-in for human victims, scholars reaffirm 

the anthropocentric viewpoint that the narrator critiques throughout the book. Rather than 

attesting to a reality of their own, the herring are made the mere representation of an 

ontologically superior human reality. I do not wish to suggest that the narrator wishes to 

equate the depletion of herring with the genocidal events of the Holocaust. I do maintain, 

however, that he is opposed to an interpretation of history that relies on the binary of 

representation and reality and on binary thinking more broadly. As I argued above, 

modes of thought that rely on stark dichotomies are, in the narrator’s view, aligned with 

human impulses toward domination and destruction. 

Even those who seek to bring the ecological focus of Sebald’s works to the 

forefront still fail to adequately capture the way the text challenges the anthropocentric 

logic of Enlightenment beyond the condemnation of human-caused catastrophe. Thus 

while Fuchs identifies the “common denominator” of the slaughters of herring and 

Holocaust victims as “a cold and objectified biopolitics which disregards the value of life 

                                                 
20 For an emblematic example of this interpretation in an article that makes many smart and careful insights 

regarding the form of Die Ringe des Saturn, see Bernstein. 
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by means of a reductive interpretation of nature” (126), she misses the opportunity to see 

how the herring episode in particular instantiates a challenge to this “reductive 

interpretation of nature” as opposed to merely attesting to it. Emblematic of this stance, 

Fuchs writes that “Sebald’s writing is anti-anthropocentric in that it accumulates a 

negative burden of proof” consisting of the various human-caused disasters of 

colonialism, war, the Holocaust, and environmental destruction (131).  

In contrast, and following Jones’ injunction to take the herring seriously on their 

own terms, I highlight the narrator’s attempts to apprehend the herring as more than just a 

metaphor for human disaster. Jones sets her argument within the larger context of 

material ecocriticism, citing the herring scene as one of several of the narrator’s “animal 

encounters” that point toward possibilities for the agency of nonhuman subjects (“Animal 

Encounters,” 99-100). The possibilities for herring agency are important to my 

examination of the narrator’s focus on the materiality of the herring over its merely 

metaphorical possibilities. Yet to understand how the narrator achieves this on a formal 

level, we must turn to the role of melancholy and collage in constructing an alternate 

epistemological framework. 

The movement of melancholy as an oscillation between opposing poles enables us 

to understand the herring and holocaust in terms of a relation of parallels rather than 

metaphor. Where metaphor requires that one term be subservient to the other, parallels—

like the opposing poles within melancholy—set two elements into relation but allow each 

one to remain distinct. While the side-by-side proximity of parallels indicates a 

relationship between them, the fact that parallels never intersect allows each term to 

retain its autonomy vis-à-vis the other. Thus while the textual juxtaposition of herring and 
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holocaust invites the reader to consider them in relation, it also challenges the reader to 

consider each on its own terms. 

The herring episode begins with the narrator’s account of his walk along the 

coastline just outside the town of Lowestoft. He has traveled here from Norwich by an 

antiquated diesel-fueled train, where he visited the dilapidated Somerleyton Hall before 

arriving at the (also dilapidated) town of Lowestoft proper. The image on the first page 

depicts a stretch of shore, mostly empty save for a few dark blotches that run parallel to 

the sea (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 67). As the narrator informs us, these are the tents 

of fishermen who used to be involved in the herring industry.21 Although overfishing and 

an influx of toxic chemicals have mostly depleted the fish, the fishermen remain at the 

seaside, mostly not interacting with one another, accompanied by a few tools and 

transistor radios.  

In contrast to the fishermen’s explanation for their behavior—they claim to be 

carrying on the task of fishing—the narrator represents them as embroiled in an 

existential dilemma: “Ich denke nicht, daß diese Männer tage- und nächtelang am Meer 

sitzen, um, wie sie behaupten, die Stunden nicht zu versäumen […] sie werden sich 

einfach aufhalten wollen an einem Ort, an dem sie die Welt hinter sich haben und voraus 

nichts als Leere” (69). Oriented away from the world and toward the sea and sky—which 

are figured as a Leere (void)—the fishermen are portrayed as existing, or longing to exist, 

outside of time and place. The qualification Ich denke marks the narrator’s statement as a 

subjective assessment as opposed to authoritative knowledge. By flagging his role in 

mediating the reader’s experience of the fishermen, the narrator establishes from the 

                                                 
21 With no clearly stated timeline, it is uncertain how far removed the men actually are from the heyday of 

herring fishing.  
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outset the role of mediation more generally in his portrayal of herring fishing. This 

includes not only textual mediation but also the photographs peppered throughout the 

episode. The specific way in which the narrator represents the fishermen is, however, 

worth lingering on for a moment.  

A few lines earlier, the narrator relates an impression of the fishermen: “Es ist, als 

hätten die letzten Überreste eines wandernen Volkes sich hier, am äußersten Rand der 

Erde, niedergelassen in Erwartung des von allen von jeher ersehnten, sämtliche 

Entbehrungen und Irrwege im nachhinein rechtfertigenden Wunders” (68). The narrator 

imagines the fishermen to be the remnants or remainder (Überreste) of a nomadic people. 

The speculative nature of the narrator’s statement is marked with the subjunctive mood 

(“es ist, als hätten…”). The statement that directly follows contrasts the speculation with 

the “reality” (Wirklichkeit) of the fishermen’s origins: “In Wirklichkeit freilich…handelt 

[es] sich um Leute aus der engeren Umgegend…” While the reality is set in comparison 

to the speculation, the semantic resonances invoked by the narrator’s remarks do not 

simply uphold this distinction but rather unsettle it.  

In addition to several other evocative valences,22 Überreste can be translated as 

‘remains’ in the sense of the remnants of decaying organic matter, as in the phrase “die 

                                                 
22 There are two other valences of Überreste which appear to be particularly relevant to the way in which 

the oscillating movement of the narrator’s commentary unsettles assumptions we may have about the 

fishermen’s role in the herring depletion. First, there is the sense in which the fishermen, due to the 

depletion of herring and subsequent decline of the fishing industry, are Überreste in the sense of being 

superfluous. Prevented from gainful employment, the fishermen are  ”left behind” by the rest of capitalist 

society, to whom they are valuable only insofar as they are productive workers. This speaks to the way in 

which the human instrumentalization of nature rebounds back on humans, rendering humans themselves 

the “remains” or “remainder” of capitalist forces. In a second sense, Überreste as “ruins” invokes the 

scattered remnants of a once whole entity, now in the distant past. Just as the ruins of a building attests to 

the forces of nature and time, so do the fishermen qua ruins testify to the larger forces that disintegrate and 

destroy capitalism. In this sense, it is not just that capitalism produces superfluous people as part of its 

destructive onward movement, but that capitalism itself is subject to forces external to and excessive of it. 

The two valences of Überreste, therefore, highlight capitalism as a force that happens to people and 

portrays nature as a force that exceeds and has the power to destroy human-created systems such as 
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sterblichen Überreste” (the mortal remains). The association of the fishermen with 

decaying flesh links them with the various forms of remains at play in the two scenes I 

analyze in this essay: the body of Aris Kindt, the herring, and Holocaust victims. By 

linking those involved in the herring depletion with the herring themselves, this particular 

valence of Überreste counters the interpretation of herring as a metaphor for Holocaust 

victims.  

  This line of argumentation is further strengthened when we consider the semantic 

resonance of the wider context in which Überreste occurs. The fishermen are described 

as “die Überreste eines wandernden Volkes” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 68). The 

language of a wandernen Volk borrows directly from National Socialist propaganda, 

which used such terms to represent the Jewish people as lacking a true home. Because 

they lacked a true homeland, or Heimat—another semantically charged word in the Hitler 

regime’s vocabulary—their extermination was portrayed as not only justified but 

necessary to the preservation of the deutsche Heimat. In portraying the preservation of 

the German people as predicated on the destruction of the Jewish Other, National 

Socialism employs the binary logic characteristic of Enlightenment. When this language 

returns later in the scene, it is the herring who are described as “ruhelose Wanderer des 

Meeres” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 72), replicating the language of wandering 

associated with the fishermen. This instance is cited as evidence by those who argue the 

herring function as a metaphor for the Jewish victims of the Holocaust. 

Yet what this argument overlooks is that the narrator uses similar terms to 

describe both the fishermen who are involved (however directly) in the depletion of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
capitalism. These interpretations portray multiple scales of destruction, in which nature, culture, and 

humans are all portrayed as enacting as well as being acted on by destructive forces.  
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herring and the herring themselves. The linguistic link between the fishermen and herring 

refutes the argument that herring stand for Holocaust victims. Furthermore, it challenges 

the opposition between perpetrator and victim by showing that both fishermen and 

herring suffer from the latter’s depletion. Employing a single discourse to refer to what 

are ostensibly opposing terms instantiates a juxtaposition that invites the reader to 

consider the commonalities between the terms as well as the interchangeability of the 

positions each term occupies. By hinging this provocation on the narrator’s imaginative 

impression of the fishermen, the text invites us to consider how imaginative forms of 

representation play a role in making relations of violence visible.  

Thus, I argue that rather than equating the slaughtered herring with the Holocaust 

victims, the narrator unsettles a series of binaries—perpetrator and victim, human and 

nonhuman life, and representation and reality—on which such an interpretation turns. To 

take the herring seriously on their own terms means we must acknowledge that how we 

represent the world has real implications for our relations with it. It is not that the narrator 

wants to equate the suffering of Holocaust victims with that of herring. Rather, by 

refusing to collapse the parallel between herring and Holocaust, the narrator insists we 

face the difficult question of the relations between representation—of both human and 

nonhuman life forms—and the destruction that afflicts both realms. 

If the narrator’s discussion of the corpse was modeled on the medium of painting, 

the narrator’s mediations of the fishermen and the herring reflect the medium of 

photography. Just as a photo captures a scene and freezes it so that it remains unchanged 

through time, the fishermen are described as static and unchanging: while individual 

fishermen leave, others come to fill the empty places, so that in appearance (Anschein) 
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their gathering “[verändert] sich nicht” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 68). By 

highlighting the appearance of stasis, the narrator compounds his suggestion that the 

fishermen wish to exist outside of time and place. Indeed, the photograph even seems to 

provide a way of fulfilling this wish: the ostensibly lower degree of mediation between 

the event and its photographic representation, which includes the absence of signs of its 

author, means it can easily be picked up and inserted in a number of historical contexts. 

The lack of a clear timeline surrounding the events of the herring depletion may be 

another reflection of photography’s ability to dislocate objects and events from a clear 

historical context. 

Because photographs can be so easily removed from historical context, 

photography has the potential to align itself with ethically troubling orientations to the 

world.23 The portrayal of a group of people as outside of time and place—such as the 

Hitler regime’s portrayal of Jews as restless wanderers of the earth, without a home24—is 

also a way of denying their history and humanity and thus providing justification for their 

extermination. Representing the sea and sky toward which the fishermen turn as a 

“Leere” invokes the violence involved in the erasure of the herring and the ecological 

damage it entails (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 69). At the same time, the photograph 

embedded within the discussion of the fishermen does not depict the fishermen 

themselves but only their tents on the beach. The fact that the fishermen are ostensibly 

depictable yet not depicted indicates that the violence that they enact on nature has 

rebounded on them—that the erasure of natural and historical context has harmful effects 

                                                 
23 While less explicitly highlighted in Die Ringe des Saturn, the failure of Germans in the wake of World 

War II to confront the past, and the problems that arise out of this, is a key theme in Sebald’s fiction and 

nonfiction works. A key aspect of this failure is the inability to adequately represent trauma and historical 

events. In Luftkrieg und Literature, this is mainly examined in terms of literary representation. 
24 For example, the anti-semitic propaganda film Der Ewige Jude (Hippler et al.). 
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not only on the herring but on the fishermen as well. In this way, the narrator highlights 

the dependency of humans on nature, deconstructing the anthropocentric viewpoint that 

attributes agency solely to human actors and highlighting the way that human-created 

processes of capitalism harm not only nature but also humans. 

That the narrator’s portrayal of the fishermen seems to correspond to the 

photographic representation of them implies that the photograph is central to how the 

narrator represents the fishermen—at least at important as his “actual” experience of 

them on his walking tour. This, in turn, corresponds with the impression of photography 

as providing a less mediated and therefore more objective account of the world. At the 

same time, by thematizing the way that representation mediates reality, the narrator 

destabilizes any clear boundary between the two, dislocating the claim to a ‘real 

experience’ versus a representation. While the narrator emphasizes the highly mediated 

encounter of the body on offer in the Rembrandt scene, the narrator’s account of the 

herring portends to a less mediated and more objective portrayal. Yet the complicity of 

photography with the erasure of the herring and the superfluous status of the  human 

suggests that objectivity is potentially more dangerous than more explicitly mediated 

forms of representation. 

Because the herring no longer physically exist, one would presume that the 

narrator has recourse only to representations of them. But in fact, the entire episode lacks 

a single visual representation of an individual herring (they are depicted en masse in the 

photo of a catch at Lowestoft [Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 71]). While the narrator 

gleans his textual representations of the herring from visual media such as film, he does 

not reproduce any images for the reader to view. In this way, I argue that the narrator 
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seeks to bring representation (qua the novel) into alignment with reality: the scene’s 

absence of representations of the herring heightens our awareness of the reality of their 

physical depletion. 

If the frequent use of the subjunctive mood and other markers of mediation in the 

Rembrandt scene provides a constant reminder of the reader’s mediated experience of the 

corpse, the lack of such prominent reference to mediation produces a more objective-

seeming account of the herring. By juxtaposing an assortment of media that are taken as 

more objective, the narrator constructs a collage-like portrayal of the herring that 

continues to thematize the mediums of photography and film: he recounts a 

“Heringsfang” (herring catch) as portrayed in an old black and white film, presents a 

photograph of a pile of herring corpses in a Lowestoft fishery (Sebald, Die Ringe des 

Saturn, 70-71), and cites various natural histories and chronicles, legends, and eye 

witness accounts (71-77). This collage juxtaposes the various ways in which people have 

approached, conceived of, and represented the herring throughout time. The narrator’s 

“Naturgeschichte des Herings” (Sebald, Saturn, table of contents), rather than 

establishing a factual history of the herring, instead investigates how types of 

representation of the herring are related to their present depletion.  

The narrator’s use of the term Wissensdrang encapsulates the connection he 

draws between an epistemology rooted in binary thought and its destructive effects. After 

recounting several physically destructive experiments to which humans have subjected 

herring, the narrator labels one particularly cruel experiment “die äußerste Zuspitzung der 

Leidensgeschichte einer ständig von Katastrophen bedrohten Art” (Sebald, Die Ringe des 

Saturn, 74). These experiments, he insists, are “inspirierte” (inspired) by a human 
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“Wissensdrang.” In this context, Wissensdrang may be understood to encapsulate the 

various ways in which humans have attempted to “know” the herring. In addition to 

physically destructive experiments, this includes attempts to identify the precise location 

of herring with geothermal patterns and geomagnetism (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 

72); anatomical studies; and attempts to “extract” the “Lichtessenz” that enables the 

herring corpse to glow for several days post-mortem (75-77). These attempts to know the 

herring share a desire to utilize the herring for human purposes, more specifically, to 

incorporate them into the flows of capitalism. In other words, knowledge of the herring is 

directly linked to domination of the herring in the service of global capitalism.  

The types of knowledge associated with Wissensdrang in relation to the herring 

display the same tendency toward abstraction and hierarchical classification as does the 

knowledge associated with Forschungsdrang in the Rembrandt painting. In equating the 

herring with abstract renderings of them, people mistake the reality of the herring for the 

representation, paralleling the subservience of the human body to the anatomical 

illustrations. In both cases, the process of abstraction enables the body, herring and 

human, to be overlooked and violently destroyed. Yet the larger scale erasure of the 

herring attest to the potentially more destructive quality of representations that have an 

aura of objectivity. At the same time, by juxtaposing so many different attempts at 

‘knowing’ the herring, the narrator suggests they are ‘unknowable.’ In this sense, the 

narrator’s account testifies to the incomplete domination of the herring and the limitations 

of human scientific knowledge to fully ‘know’ the herring.     
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Encountering the Herring: “Doch in Wahrheit wissen wir nichts…” 

After recounting the toxic environmental waste and the physical mutations this 

has produced among a variety of fish species, the narrator singles out the herring for their 

prior pedagogical and symbolic roles. In earlier times—including the narrator’s 

childhood—the herring “war…immer ein besonders beliebter Lehrgegenstand” for young 

schoolchildren and “das Hauptemblem sozusagen für die Unausrottbarkeit der Natur” 

(Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 70). Citing various historical accounts, the narrator reports 

passages that marvel over the herrings’ incredible reproductive abundance, describing the 

fish with words that connote abundance and excess: “Schwärme,” “Schwelle”, 

“Überfluß” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 72).25 

By embedding the symbolic ascription of abundance within the larger story about 

herring depletion, the narrator highlights the incongruity between the herring’s former 

representative role versus their present nonexistence. This incongruence produces a 

mournful tone, for as we learn about the many thousands of eggs female herring are 

capable of birthing each year, we are made aware of how overfishing and environmental 

catastrophe have since unfolded and robbed this abundance of its vitality: “ihre mit der 

Fortpflanzung verbundenen Rituale [sind] nur noch als einen Todestanz” (Sebald, Die 

Ringe des Saturn, 70). The repetition of past actions in the drastically altered context of 

the present evokes a feeling of futility. In contrast to the present-tense verbs that the 

narrator uses to describe the photo of the fishermen and scenes from the short film, the 

                                                 
25 Überfluß echoes the portrayal of the fishermen as Überreste. With the prefix über-, both words convey a 

sense of excess and superfluousness. This presents another way that the herring and fishermen are linked. 
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past-tense verbs that describe the herring abundance compound the sense of irretrievable 

loss, adding to the elegiac tone of the passage.26 

As opposed to bringing in representations of herring in an attempt to ameliorate 

their physical absence, the narrator uses representation to compel the reader to experience 

the absence of herring as an irretrievable loss. In this way, he instantiates a ghost-like 

effect akin to what the narrator describes as a “Todestanz” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 

70): although the herring are nowhere to be seen, they permeate the text via the collage-

like portrayal of the various approaches to ‘knowing’ the herring.27 The narrator uses 

Todestanz to describe the incongruence between the herring’s abundant reproduction and 

the mutated fish they spawn, underscoring an active futility. One could see the narrator’s 

melancholic lingering over the herring as similarly futile: as fretting over a reality that 

has already occurred, a past event that cannot be changed. However, I argue that the 

capacity of literature to evoke a negative presence—the presence of the herring’s 

absence—offers an encounter with the herring that evokes a sense of what is lost in a 

worldview predicated on binary oppositions and ultimately dismantles these binaries.  

                                                 
26 Understanding Überreste as denoting the ‘remainder’ or ‘left-over’ of some past event puts the present-

tense verbs that describe the fishermen in tension with their superfluous status. Having outlived their 

usefulness within a capitalist framework—since fishing is no longer profitable— the fishermen, although 

they physically persist, are in some sense relegated to the past. The present-tense verbs, therefore, evoke a 

sense of the way the past lingers on into the present, highlighting how capitalism, in addition to physically 

eradicating forms of life, also renders still-existent beings superfluous. In this sense, the fishermen’s 

activity parallels the active futility of herring reproduction: neither serves any purpose in a capitalist 

framework. Once again, the fishermen and herring are linked, complicating any opposition that may be 

imposed onto them.  
27 The resonances of the word Todestanz provide further reasons to highlight the haunting and ominous 

effect of the herring’s absence. Todestanz, or dancing with death, iconography—where death is 

anthropomorphically represented as dancing with various members of society—was prevalent in late 

medieval and renaissance European culture. While this iconography highlighted the ever-present possibility 

of death, representations of death dancing with women had sexual overtones. The narrator’s discussion of 

herring and reproduction draws on these overtones, thus bringing out the similarities between the opposing 

terms of death and reproduction in the case of the herring. For a discussion of Todestanz iconography in 

German-speaking cultures, see Tanz der Toten – Todestanz. Der monumentale Totentanz im 

deutschsprachigen Raum. Hg. Vom Zentralinstitut und Museum für Sepulkralkultur. Dettelbach: J.H. Röll, 

1998. 



49 

 

The opposition of past and present herring does not simply serve to mourn their 

past abundance; it also complicates the notion of human perpetrators enacting violence on 

a victimized nature. The same language used to represent the former abundance of 

herring—“Überfluß” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 72) and Übermacht” (Sebald, Die 

Ringe des Saturn, 70)—portrays nature as threatening to human life and excessive of 

human attempts to control it. While ascribing agency to nature, this language also 

potentially serves to justify humans’ violent actions against it. For if nature puts up a 

fight, the argument goes, humans are justified in fighting back. Yet the fact that the 

herring—though associated with the superior force of nature—have in fact been depleted 

means that the narrator does not simply endorse the logic that justifies human violence 

toward nature. For the destruction of herring, in addition to entailing environmental 

catastrophe, has left the fishermen jobless and existentially unmoored. In this sense, the 

incongruence between the representation of nature’s superiority with the fact of its partial 

destruction (via the destruction of herring) shows that how we represent nature has 

profound impacts not only on nature but also on humans. Thus this juxtaposition invites 

the reader to more critically consider the relationships between what are often understood 

as binary oppositions: nature and culture, representation and reality, and human and 

nonhuman realms. 

Anja Lemke points to an especially poignant instance in which the reader is faced 

with the unethical consequences of failing to critically question representation. The one 

instance that appears to offer a representation of a herring actually depicts a cod, one of 

the “Heringjäger,” among which we humans are included (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 

74). By embedding the cod image—a textbook-like illustration that projects an objective 
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aura—within a physical description of the herring, the reader is led to believe it 

represents a herring. By inviting the reader to identify with what he or she presumes is a 

herring, the narrator provokes the reader into identifying with the perpetrator rather than 

the victim. If the Rembrandt scene encouraged the reader to identify with Aris Kindt, 

who was visually and textually marked as a victim, the “[falsche Hering]” warns us, as 

Lemke puts it, against “vorschnelle Bedeutungszuschreibung und Identifikation mit dem 

Anderen gleichermaßen” (34). By drawing a hasty conclusion about the meaning of the 

cod image, the reader is drawn into an unethical position. At the same time, the reader—

as a human, and thus one of the Heringsjäger—occupies the perspective of the 

perpetrator no matter if she identifies with the image or not. Yet by provoking the reader 

to consider her own perspective via the startling incongruence of image and text, she 

comes to see herself in a new light, examining her role as a predator and considering the 

unethical relationships in which she is already embedded. By engaging in capitalist social 

relations, humans are implicated in the very processes of instrumentalization that result in 

the herring mass death. 

For readers who realize the image and text do not complement one another in this 

way, the pairing of a description of the herring alongside one of its predators unsettles our 

expectations about how to approach artistic representation. Rather than assume a 

correspondence between visual and written forms, we ought to be aware of possible 

incongruities between them. Lemke argues that the assumed subservience of the visual to 

the written parallels the Rembrandt scene, insofar as the physical body is made 

subservient to the anatomical representations of it. Likewise, as conceptual categories 

that mediate our perception of the world become rigidified, we risk reproducing forms of 
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hierarchy and domination that perpetuate the destruction of human and nonhuman forms 

of life. The possibility for incongruence between visual and textual representation thus 

brings home the unethical consequences of the capacity of photography—and other 

purportedly objective media—to insert what appear to be objective depictions of history 

outside of their original contexts and thus uphold a particular interpretation of ‘reality.’  

The warning against assuming we know the meaning of a given representation or 

reality is underscored by a statement directly above the cod image: “Doch in Wahrheit 

wissen wir nichts von den Gefühlen des Herings. Wir wissen nur, daß sein inneres Gerüst 

aus über zweihundert verschiedenen, auf das komplizierteste zuzusammengesetzten 

Knorpeln und Knochen besteht” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 75). These statements 

directly follow a description of the way humans have attempted to legitimize their 

slaughter of herring by denying that the fish have the capacity to feel pain. As Jones 

points out, we might at first take the narrator’s reference to the “[Gefühle] des Herings” 

as expressing Jeremy Bentham’s notion about the capacity to suffer that pertains to all 

living beings (“Animal Encounters,” 121). Jones argues, however, that the use of the 

word ‘[Gefühle]’ refers to a more holistic understanding of emotion beyond the purely 

physical experience of pain. In doing so, it points to the possibility of the herring having a 

realm of subjectivity.  

Along these lines, we can read the qualifying adverb nur as indicating that 

knowledge of the physical body is insufficient for understanding the herring, signaling 

that the herring—like the body in Rembrandt’s painting—is more than its materiality. If 

the Rembrandt scene showed that the reduction of a human body to a merely physical 

Körper is complicit with its objectification and instrumentalization, the herring scene 
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shows us that a similar logic is at play with regards to nonhuman bodies. The difference 

is that where the Rembrandt painting supplied a representation of the body, the narrator 

lacks one for the herring. 

Although we might expect that the more irretrievable absence of the herring 

corresponds with a more total form of domination, the narrator’s portrayal of the herring 

shows that this is not necessarily the case. Distinguishing itself from the more invasive 

anatomical knowledge referenced in the sentence prior, the narrator’s prose lingers over 

the colors, tones, and forms of the herring body. In so doing, the narrator textually 

constructs an ekphrastic ‘portrait’ of the herring that, despite the lack of a visual referent, 

attests to the failure of scientific approaches to fully dominate the herring. The attribution 

of active verbs to the herring body—“[auf]scheinen,” “schimmern,” and “leuchten,”—

shows that it is not only the object of the narrator’s gaze but also rises up to meet the 

narrator’s view (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 75-76). The relational act of viewing 

comes through especially clearly in the narrator’s subjective appraisal of the herring 

body: “Gegen das Licht gehalten, scheinen die hinter Partien auf in die einem 

Dunkelgrün von solcher Schönheit, wie man es sonst nirgendwo sieht” (Sebald, Die 

Ringe des Saturn, 75). The two meanings of aufscheinen suggest that the appearance 

(Aufscheinen) of the herring, and thus the narrator’s representation of it, is co-constituted 

by the herring body, which ‘lights up’ or ‘shines out’ (aufscheinen). In highlighting the 

two-way process of viewing, the portrayal unsettles the binary of viewing subject and 

viewed object.  

As the reader lacks a visual representation of herring, the narrator’s textual 

representation underscores its physical absence all the more. For this reason, the 
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ascription of Schönheit (beauty) to the herring is as mournful as it is reverent: the fact that 

the Dunkelgrün of the herring is such that man es sonst nirgendwo sieht (one sees it 

nowhere else) compounds the fact that with the loss of herring, we lose more than just a 

physical specimen or a biological species. We lose beauty and color, things we do not 

expect to lose and that are irretrievable. Even visual representations cannot bring back 

this particular aesthetic experience, which is only possible by encountering the herring in 

its materiality. For it is a shade of green one can only experience, presumably, by looking 

at the physical body of the herring. In this sense, the use of black and white over color 

photography in both the Rembrandt and herring sections heightens the sense of loss in 

relation to the human and herring bodies. By juxtaposing the various attempts at 

representing the herring with a textual recognition of the impossibility of adequately 

representing the herring, the literary mode compels the reader to consider what is lost 

with the absence of herring as well as the limitations of representation. 

The discussion of the external appearance of the herring body continues into its 

death. Following the herring’s death “[beginnt] sein toter Körpen an der Luft zu 

leuchten” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 75-76). The body of the herring emits “[eine] 

eigenartige, der Phosphoreszenz ähnliche und doch von ihr grundverschiedene 

Leuchtkraft.” While earlier an external light facilitates the capacity of the herring body 

“[aufzu]scheinen,” this anecdote testifies to the light that emerges from the herring body 

on its own even after its physical death. Similarly to the way in which Aris Kindt’s 

corpse is figured as both physically decimated (ausgelöscht) and yet as retaining some 
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dimension of vibrancy and liveliness (27), the herring corpse is not merely inert matter.28 

Yet while the description of the human body as ausgelöscht indicates a more complete 

domination of the body, the portrayal of the herring body attests to a more attenuated 

form of domination. While the adjectives that describe Aris Kindt’s corpse mark him as a 

subject-object to be described, the use of active verbs (such as leuchten) in relation to the 

herring and the discussion of the herring’s Leuchtkraft (luminous power) portray the 

herring as possessing a less inhibited agency.29 Most relevant to my argument, the 

narrator’s portrayal of the herring body as possessing the capacity to light up (to 

enlighten)—and thus potentially possessing a form of knowledge—directly counters the 

Enlightenment view of the mind, reason, and rationality as the sole source of 

light/knowledge. By indicating that knowledge exists outside the bounds of 

Enlightenment categories, the association of herring and light disrupts the 

human/nonhuman and subject/object binaries that provide the justification for the 

destruction of herring.  

The limitations of scientific knowledge are underscored by the narrator’s story 

about the human failure to materially appropriate the “Lichtessenz” of the herring as a 

source of light (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 76). Although the narrator apparently 

dismisses the failure as “ein kaum nennenswerter Rückschlag in der sonst 

unaufhaltsamen Verdrängung der Finsternis,” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 77) the very 

act of recounting the story marks it as “[nennenswert]” (noteworthy). In calling attention 

to the way that history, far from being a fully objective account of the past, in fact 

                                                 
28 The different shades of green attributed to each body are another way of interpreting the differential 

attribution of agency. The Dunkelgrün of the herring speaks to a richer sense of vibrancy than the more 

attenuated grünlich of the human corpse.  
29 The English translation renders Leuchtkraft as “property” which altogether misses the attribution of a 

power or capacity to the herring body that Kraft denotes. See The Rings of Saturn, 58.  
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involves selective forms of forgetting and suppression (Verdrängung) enacted by the 

dominant group, the narrator registers the porous and fragile boundaries between 

memory, history, and representation. Moreover, he shows that textual representation, in 

its capacity to revive stories, can, to some extent, reverse this Verdrängung. By altering 

our understanding of the past, previously elided histories and stories offer the imaginative 

resources for considering both the present and future differently. 

The narrator’s revival of stories that would otherwise be suppressed attests to the 

ethical importance of the melancholic refusal to relinquish attachment to a lost object, an 

attachment that is inclusive of the representations qua histories associated with the object. 

Rather than ‘facing reality’ and subordinating the detail of the herring’s Leuchtkraft 

within the larger whole—the fact that herring have been depleted—the narrator 

resuscitates a story that testifies to a moment of human failure to fully dominate the 

herring. While this does not change the circumstance of herring depletion, it reveals that 

the domination of the herring—and by extension, the natural world—is neither inevitable 

nor total.  

 If a purportedly objective historical account seeks to explain the past, the literary 

mode of history makes palpable the experience of loss so as to re-orient our attitude to the 

present. In this sense, the goal is not to come to a conclusive understanding of the herring 

or to fully explain its role within the larger dynamics of capitalism. Instead, by dwelling 

in loss we open ourselves to an encounter with the herring that moves beyond viewing it 

as either an objectified commodity or a historical event relegated to the past. By lending 

our attention through the act of reading, we, the readers, participate in endowing the 



56 

 

herring with significance, something that no form of representation can accomplish on its 

own.



57 

 

Conclusion 

 

Throughout this essay, I have established a distinction between a factual or 

purportedly objective account of history on the one hand and a literary account of history 

on the other. If, as I argue, the critical and generative possibilities of the literary mode of 

writing lie in its ability to dismantle the rigid oppositions that characterize binary 

thinking, it may seem contradictory for me to stake my argument on an opposition 

between the factual and the literary. As I have shown, however, the two do not exist in 

compartmentalized spheres of their own, hermetically sealed off from one another. 

Rather, the literary functions as an imaginative and critical space for rethinking the 

categories and conceptual frameworks that, in becoming crystallized in thought and 

word, can perpetuate destructive ways of relating with the world.  

By analyzing the ways in which Die Ringe des Saturn contends with visual and 

textual mediums to represent the history of modern capitalism, my thesis examines the 

literary mode of historical writing as an investigation and performance of the relationship 

between a number of oppositions: subject and object, human and nonhuman, mind and 

body, nature and culture, and reality and representation. Rooted in Enlightenment 

thought, these oppositions underwrite and reinforce the capitalist dynamics of 

objectification, instrumentalization, and commodification that I examine in relation to the 

human and herring bodies. In juxtaposing the various scientific approaches to these 

bodies with artistic and literary approaches, Sebald’s narrator seeks to undo the 

instrumentalizing and objectifying forces of capitalism. Instead of inert and passive thing-
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objects, the herring and human body are reimagined as the sites of a more-than-material 

agency that compel a wholesale rethinking of Enlightenment forms of thought. 

Rob Nixon’s discussion of “slow violence” helps flesh out the question of what is 

at stake in a literary account of capitalism. Mainly engaging with forms of environmental 

damage and their especially detrimental effects on the poor, Nixon uses the term “slow 

violence” to refer to forms of violence that, because they lack a spectacular or flashy 

quality, do not usually get counted as violence. He elaborates: “[slow violence is] a 

violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is 

dispersed across time and space […] a violence that is neither spectacular nor 

instantaneous, but rather incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing 

out across a range of temporal scales” (2). Because these forms of slow violence are not 

eye- or headline-catching and their consequences unfold over a long time span, the 

problem of addressing them is not only one of political will, legal battles, or scientific 

study, but of representation (Nixon 8). Nixon asks: “How do we bring home—and bring 

emotionally to life—threats that take time to wreak their havoc, threats that never 

materialize in one spectacular, explosive, cinematic scene?” (14) This is a question Nixon 

insists is especially urgent in the present age of “onrushing turbo-capitalism,” in which 

the world’s privileged classes experience an ever-increasing sense of time and the 

increasing gap between rich and poor makes the former more geographically and 

empathetically isolated from the problems of the latter (8).  

The forms of violence depicted in Die Ringe des Saturn have much in common 

with slow violence. The various trajectories of capitalism represented in the book—

processes of ecological devastation, colonialism, and the objectification of human and 
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nonhuman matter—all entail processes that do not always or immediately appear violent 

or even ‘appear’ in the conventional sense at all. The invisibilization of violence is 

compounded by historical representations that fail to register these forms of violence and 

by modes of binary thinking that render material and natural realms as expendable. This 

form of historical forgetting, in which the dominant worldview renders obsolete other 

representations of the past, itself constitutes a form of slow violence. As I have shown, a 

literary account of history offers some of the resources necessary for representing such 

difficult-to-depict forms of violence. 

Yet as I have also argued, the literary account of capitalism in Die Ringe des 

Saturn does not only dismantle the binary thought upon which the destructive tendencies 

of capitalism are premised.  In addition to making visible the forms of violence that 

capitalism entails, the narrator constructs an alternate epistemological framework in 

which matter is no longer viewed in solely instrumental terms. In re-centering the bodily 

and natural realms, the narrator identifies capacities, appearances, qualities, and symbolic 

and material associations that dismantle binary thinking. His investigations show that 

being more sensitive to the ways in which matter—human and nonhuman—resists, alters, 

co-produces, and otherwise contends with the various forms of representation that 

mediate our relationship to the world and one another is crucial for countering the 

dominating and masterful tendencies of capitalism and Enlightenment thought. Especially 

because some forms of matter are physically absent, this mode of historical investigation 

does not simply promote a return to the ‘reality’ of matter over representation. Rather it 

entails sustained reflection on representations of materiality, including examining how 

these representations have effects in the world. These effects ultimately entail more-than-
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material responses, inciting and sustaining the realm of the imaginary, dreams, memories, 

and feeling.  

In addition to herring and human bodies, the narrator of Die Ringe des Saturn 

represents various forms of other-than-human matter—including silk, sugar, and 

rubber—as both embedded within and yet also posing challenges to capitalist logics. Like 

the human and herring bodies, these forms of matter undergo processes of objectification 

and instrumentalization, but they also inspire, on the part of the narrator and the figures 

whose lives he recounts, a wide variety of subjective responses. These include 

ruminations, daydreams, and nightmares as well as feelings of mystery, awe, and horror. 

The narrator’s investigations of the relations between historical figures, cultural and 

natural processes, and different forms of matter generate complex understandings of the 

ways in which matter and representation interact with one another in mutually 

constitutive and contingent ways. In turn, capitalism comes to be seen less as an 

impenetrable system with discrete, neatly separable logics and more as a vastly complex 

fabric, one riddled with snags, holes, stitches, and seams. 

 The narrator’s winding and intertwining spatiotemporal histories of silk portray it 

as excessive of a mere material commodity. As the narrator traces silk cultivation from 

the ancient Chinese empire to seventeenth through twentieth-century England, France, 

and Germany (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 327-347), his account juxtaposes a number 

of interpretations: the life cycle of the silk worm provides a symbol of transformation and 

rebirth (325-327); silk attests to human violence and desires for mastery (the story of the 

Dowager Empress in chapter six); it is used as a mourning shroud (350); and, as the last 

page suggests, silk perhaps plays a role in releasing the dead and affording a measure of 
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solace to those who remain behind. In addition, silk entails forms of domination and 

violence that cut across natural and human worlds: silk comes from the silk worm, 

Bombyx mori, who has been cultivated, willingly or not, for human use (Sebald, Die 

Ringe des Saturn, 324-328). The human silk weavers who are likewise conscripted into 

sericulture claim their tasks produce a melancholy sickness. For the Ashbury sisters—

members of a once-elite English family—silk provides the medium for the one aesthetic 

creation—a silk wedding dress—they bring to completion (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 

252-253). Otherwise, the sisters sew dresses from scraps of cloth that they continually 

tear apart as they work. Their labor—which produces no profit or instrumentally useful 

products—marks them, like the fishermen, as superfluous within a capitalist framework. 

At the same time, their link with silk—a global commodity traded for centuries across 

many continents—suggests they are more central to capitalism that might at first appear.  

The discussion of Belgian colonization of the Congo brings together multiple 

vectors of capitalism, including the domination, exploitation, and commodification of 

humans (Congolese people) and nonhuman matter (rubber trees); the rise in global 

patterns of trade, travel, and communication; processes of colonization in the Congo, 

South America, and Ireland; and the role of race and sexual orientation as axes of 

domination. Told through the intertwined accounts of two men, the diplomat Roger 

Casement and sea captain and writer Joseph Konrad, the narrator juxtaposes perspectives 

from which to consider the relationship between representations of the Congo—as “a 

place of darkness” (Sebald, Die Ringe des Saturn, 143)—and the ruthless domination and 

exploitation of its land, material resources, and peoples. Alongside tracing the ways in 

which Casement and Konrad react to their increasing revulsion toward the colonial 
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venture, the narrator contends with his own response to the colonial past that lingers on in 

various forms of matter—the people, monuments, and plants—of contemporary Brussels. 

In this sense, the narrator unsettles the boundaries between past and present, directly 

linking the Belgian people with their colonial history and with himself as writer, traveler, 

and fellow European. 

As a literary history of capitalism, Die Ringe des Saturn provokes questions 

regarding the relationships between representation, materiality, and history. Rather than 

providing fixed answers, the book portrays the representation of history as an ongoing, 

ever-changing task. The constant unsettling of fixed viewpoints prevents any one way of 

thinking from solidifying as truth. As the narrator traces the interconnected histories of 

matter and representation through time and space and across multiple histories, the reader 

does not come away with a comprehensive account of capitalism or with a political-

economic analysis of any one form of matter. Instead, we come to view various forms of 

matter as far exceeding the instrumental role they occupy in a capitalist framework. In 

allowing us to see matter otherwise, the literary account of capitalism in Die Ringe des 

Saturn is crucial to cultivating the ethical, affective, and aesthetic sensibilities necessary 

for thinking and imagining a world beyond capitalism, as well as recognizing the ways in 

which this world is already here.
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