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In the h istory o f  subjectivity, the current o f non -an- 
thropocentric hum anities m arks new  and im portant 

caesuras which, it seem s, once and for all dism antle late, 
m odernist paradigm s, essentialist fictions and demands 
based on foundations m ade up o f “nature/culture”, “hu- 
m an/anim al”, “internal/external”, and “som atic/spiritual” 
distinctions. In his actor-netw ork theory (ANT), Bruno 
Latour states th at sub jectiv ity  (and psychology) are 
a plasm atic elem ental force, circulating betw een various 
beings w hich are excluded by old typologies and which 
acquire the status o f actants -  beings endowed w ith the 
power o f self-agency1. It is that self-agency, defined as an 
ability to influence other elements o f the network, which 
takes over functions o f  exclusive sub jectivity -  a fact, 
w hich  has certain consequences both in  the sphere of 
epistem ology, as w ell as politics. The m onum ental in- 
stitu tionalism  o f old societies is replaced in  Latou rs 
theory by softness o f a cloth-net, always w oven anew, in 
response to appeals o f beings endangered by exclusion, 
ostracism  and genocide.

A n  increasing number of interpretations, as Dominick 
LaCapra suggests, through observation o f a fairytale-like
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phantasm , and a perform ative gesture2 or, as Giorgio A gam ben suggests in 
his The Open. Man and Animal: the “movable boundary inside of a m an”3, sug- 
gest the illusory character o f ontological divisions such as “hum an/anim al”, 
“hum ans/(evil, destructive, alien) nature”. A ccording to A gam ben, m an is 
a product o f  the “anthropogenic m achine”, w hich fabricates a “hum an” in 
the body o f a tw o-legged  anim al through isolation, or am putation o f “na- 
ked life”, an anim alistic particle o f being. Zoe becom es an object o f m ark- 
ing, o f enclosure in  a concentration cam p (a body o f  a m uselm ann), and 
sim ultaneously rem inds us that “w e are w hat w e have lost”. That is w here 
the concept o f integrating the lost particle o f subjectivity, developed in The 
Open, came from. For Agam ben, the acceptance of one's anim al qualities has 
a salvation-like, utopian quality. In order to illustrate its essence, A g am ­
ben recalls the im age and the aura o f  an apocalyptic feast on illustrations 
from  the 13th -cen tu ry  H ebrew  Bible found in the B iblioteca A m brosiana 
collection. In the illustrations, figures o f the righteous have been present- 
ed in hum an form s, but crow ned w ith  anim al heads at the end o f  tim e and 
history.

In a com parable case, Jacques Derrida in his The Animal That Therefore I  Am  
(Lanimal que donc je  suis, 20064), a collection o f sem inar lectures, investigates 
questions of “new  subjectivity”. The title contains a reference to the classical, 
Cartesian formula that embraces the essence of the hum an subject. Therefore, 
his correct sense would have been a little different, and far m ore iconoclastic 
(“I am  an anim al, therefore I am ”). In h is zoo-autobiography, D errida -  in 
contradistinction from  m any representatives o f anim al studies -  does not 
remove the boundary betw een w hat is hum an and anim al. On the contrary, 
he problematizes these two spheres profoundly, com plicating their status (he 
calls his methodology “lim itotrophy”5, or a method that feeds on the phenom - 
enon o f lim inality like a parasite).

Therefore m an and anim al in  D errida's d issertation  are separated by 
boundaries: d iverse, folded, con stan tly accreting and, at the sam e tim e, 
cavernous. In order to define the nature o f an anim al, D errida created

2 Dominiek LaC apra, H istory a nd  its Limits. Hum an, Anim al, Violence, (N ew  York: Cornell Univer- 

s ity  Press, 2009), 15 1- 154 .

3 G iorgio A gam ben , The Open. M an a nd  Anim al, tran s. K. A tte l, (Stanford: Stan ford  U niversity 

P ress, 2004), 15 .

4 Ja cq u e s  Derrida, L a n im a l que d on c je  suis, (Paris: Editions Galilee, 2006). It is a p osth u m ou s 

eolleetion  o f  D errida's lectu res. I u sed  a G erm an  tran slation  by M. Sed laczek : Jacq u e s  Derrida, 

D as Tier, d a s ich  also bin, (Vienna: P assagen  Verlag, 2010).

5 Derrida, L anim a l que d on c je  suis, 55.
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a neologism : animot6 -  an “anim al w ord” assum ing that an anim al is m erely 
(and as much as) a graphem e created by man, to whom  God granted the right 
to nam e anim als. The animot, w ith in  the C artesian  project, w as supposed 
to reinforce the superior position o f m an in  a world, cutting him  o ff from  the 
affective nature o f an animal. In the end, it institutionalized boundaries and 
revealed their conventionality. The them es o f lim itotrophy and graphem es 
o f Derrida's concept coincide w ithin that very m otive. The animot delineates 
a netw ork o f boundaries and folds that differentiate the identity claim s of 
m an. That deconstructionist gesture (stem m ing from  a polem ic w ith  H ei­
degger) show s that m an, to the sam e extent as an “an im al”, is “poor in the 
w orld” (weltarm), separated from  language and truth about the essence o f 
being. M an is also m erely a place, w here a subject can settle in; a subject 
that is far from  any o f its classical definitions. For purposes of his eco-critical 
lectures, D errida constructed a new  concept o f subjectivity by w riting that 
today the m ost im portant question seem s to be about “a subject o f com - 
passion, co -fee lin g”7, about “I” im m ersed in, and not separated from , the 
environment.

Books and articles discussed here are linked b y  one particular them e, 
which locates eco-critical, philosophical reflections in  a historical order, or 
m ore precisely -  in  a strictly defined context o f “concentration cam p u n i­
verse”, as the m ost radical em anation of bio-pow er, genocide or -  in  an even 
broader context -  post-catastrophic consciousness. Relationships between 
post-catastrophic thought and literature and eco-criticism  are diverse, pen- 
etrating and supplem enting each other at m any levels. It should not be too 
m uch o f a sim plification, i f  one w ere to state that a transition  from  “H olo­
caust studies” to political and literary studies ecology is a natural step in  an 
intellectual development conditioned by the internal logic of both disciplines. 
Dominick LaCapra, a theoretician of trauma, is also involved in animal studies 
by no mere accident, while Giorgio Agam ben combines reflections on “con­
centration camp universe” and the condition o f the m uselm ann w ith essays 
on bio-pow er, and the history o f interchangeability o f the bios/zoe categories. 
The interception o f concepts from  the sphere o f eco-criticism  takes place at 
the level o f rhetoric, through the exploitation o f its internal perform ative po- 
tential. That is w hy Claud Lanzmann, w hen he talks about the effects o f the 
Holocaust, employs the image of “deforestation”8 -  climate changes resulting

6 Ibid., 65.

7 Ibid., 52.

8 C laude Lanzm ann, "Der O rt und d as W ort. U ber 'Sh oah '”, in N iem a nd  ze u g t fu r den Zeugen, Erin-

neru ng sku ltu r nach d er Shoah, ed . U. Baer, (Frankfurt am  Main: Suhrkam p V erlag, 2000), 110 .
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from  the destruction of the Am azon rain forests -  taken fTom contem porary 
ecology, while Jacques Derrida in  his previously m entioned lectures, or Tade­
usz Różewicz in his poem s from  the Grey Zone collection talk about the geno- 
cide o f anim als that undergo genetic experim ents, or fall victim  to industrial 
food processing practices.

The fact that environm entalism  begins to broaden research horizons of 
the H olocaust studies is confirm ed by Sybille Steinbacher’s9 essay, in  which 
she showed to w hat great extent the environm ent around Auschwitz, rich in 
w ater and sw am ps, (which w as favourable to the industrial plans o f the IG 
Farben Com pany which located its factory in  the nearby tow n of M onowitz -  
a them e known from  the m em oirs o f Primo Levi) decided about the m assive 
scale o f the forced labor camp. One could say that in this particular case na­
ture -  a factor external to m an -  becam e a causative elem ent o f history, as 
understood by Richard Foltz1°.

Term inological borrow ings go in the reverse direction as w ell: eco-crit- 
ic ism  or, m ore broadly, environm ental history, apply term s and descriptive 
categories, w hich function w ithin  the H olocaust and genocide studies. The 
w idely commented book by David Zierler, The Invention o f Ecocide: Agent Orange, 
Vietnam, and the Scientists Who Changed the Way We ThinkAbout the Environmentii, 
could serve as a good exam ple. The concept o f ecocide (by analogy to terms 
which function in the political sciences: genocide and ethnocide) w as intro- 
duced by A rthur Galston, a b io-chem ist, to describe the A m erican m ilitary 
operation ‘Ranch Hand', which consisted of spraying the South V ietnam  terri- 
tory with chemicals (herbicides). The operation led to the irreversible burning 
dow n o f hectares o f the jungle, w hich served as natural protection for Viet 
Cong soldiers.

Searching for affinities, w hich connect -  at the level o f lexis, m ethodol- 
ogy, or system  o f notions -  the h istories o f exterm ination o f entire groups 
o f man, and devastation o f nature is, it seem s, m otivated by a sensation that 
spheres, separated from  each other, constitute an ecosystem  that is im pos- 
sible to grasp through description, which operates w ith anthropocentric re- 
search categories. Operation Ranch H and transcended historical paradigm s

9 Sybille  Ste in bacher, The R elationship o f  the A uschw itz C am p to the O utside Environm ent, Econ- 

omy, andS ociety, in Lessons a nd  Leg a cies VI. N ew  C urren ts in H oloca ust R esearch, ed . J. D iefend- 

orf, (Evanston , Illinois: N o rth w estern  U niversity Press, 2004).

10  Richard C. Foltz, "D oes N ature Have Historical A gen cy? World History, Environm ental History, 

and H ow H istorians Can Help S ave  th e  P lan et”, The H istory Teacher, vol 37, no 1 (2003): 9-28.

11  David Zierler, The Invention o f  Ecocide: A g en t Orange, Vietnam , a nd  the S cientists Who C hanged  

the Way We Think A b o u t the Environm ent, (A thens: U niversity  o f  G eorgia Press, 2011). S e e  a dis- 

cussion  at H -N et: h ttp s ://w w w .h -n et.org/~en viron /rou n d tab les/en v-rou n d tab le -2 -1.p d f.

https://www.h-net.org/~environ/roundtables/env-roundtable-2-1.pdf
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(for example, the “Cold W ar” scheme, a conflict o f two m ilitary superpowers), 
because its results had a trans-national character, which im pacted the entire 
b iological universe. That is why, for such a long tim e, it w as not included in 
historiographic studies.

Non-Human Factors Against the Nazi Tekhne
In the light o f the above observations, the need for reflection on the ques- 
tion o f  the extent to w hich Latou rs perspective o f broadening the form ula 
o f sub jectivity w ith  ‘non -h um ans' rem odels the un derstanding o f  post- 
catastrophism  in  literature and art, as w ell as w h at n ew  perspectives it 
introduces to the question o f inexpressibility/unpresentability  o f a trau- 
m atic experience becom es understandable. In the present essay I w ill be 
interested in  the form s o f v isual and literary representations, in  w hich the 
intervention o f non-hum an factors in  the sphere o f traum atic experience, 
and the w orld  after a catastrophe, has been  presented in  a rad ical way, 
causing a need for reform ulation  o f existing cognitive and poetological 
schemes.

A  touching essay by David L. Clarkw about Bobby -  a dog that accompa- 
nied Em m anuel Levinas in a work camp for French-Jew ish prisoners o f war 
(that turned out to be a last one in  the Nazi G erm any to believe in Kantian 
ethics) -  brings back to m ind an incredible, although relatively forgotten, film 
etude by Janusz M orgenstern entitled Ambulance (1961, screenplay by Tadeusz 
Łomnicki, score by Krzysztof Komeda). In that nineteen minute long movie an 
animal appears as well -  an SS-M ann's guard dog (a “pedigree” German Shep- 
herd, of course) that escorts a group of Jewish children to an ambulance, which 
perform s the function of a gas cham ber (it w as an allusion to trucks used by 
G erm ans during the first stage o f “Operation Reinhardt”). Scenes take place 
in  a grim , ghastly space, in  a petrifying em ptiness o f concrete slabs pressed 
against the backdrop o f grey skies, w hich only strengthens the sensation of 
irreversibility o f death. However, in  a social “network” involved in that event, 
a “risky connection”13, so strongly highlighted by Latour, took place in the form 
o f disturbance o f the m ass death algorithm. The dog shown in  M orgensterns 
movie rebels against its assigned role -  w hen unleashed, it does not attack its 
victim s, and instead, w ith a joyful bark, joins a young boy playing with a paper

12  David L. Clark, "On Being 'the  Last Kantian in Nazi G erm any': D welling w ith  A nim als A fter Levi­

nas", in A n im a lActs: C onfigurin g the H um an in W estern History, e d s . Jen n ifer Ham and M atth ew  

Sen ior (N ew  York: R outledge, 1997), 16 5-19 8 .

13  Bruno Latour, Politics o f  N ature: H ow to Bring the S cien ces into D em ocracy, tran s. C ath erin e Por­

ter (Harvard: H arvard U niversity  Press, 2004), 32-35.



1 7 8  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s  a n d  p o s t h u m a n i s m

fan. The anim al pays a high price for its spontaneous gesture -  guards start 
to abuse and torm ent it. W hen the doors of the “am bulance” are shut, the last 
sounds the victim s hear is an outcry of a beaten dog, and o f birds singing in 
the distance.

The anim al, b y  im m ersing itse lf in  the jo y  o f  play, h as d ism antled  the 
“operational script” o f the crim e and abandoned the role o f being a tool o f 
the H olocaust. A gain st the claim s o f Luc Ferry, w ho proves that an anim al 
-  contrary to a hum an being -  cannot distance itself from  a code in which it 
was anchored14, it is the dog of this anti-fairytale, which is assigned a privilege 
o f not so much a m oral judgm ent, but of transgression o f conditionings that 
determ ine it.

Not only does the rustic elem ent cancel the rigors of the Nazi “tekhne”, but 
it also introduces shifts in the epistem ological fram ing, which explicates the 
m echanism  o f the H olocaust and the roles o f its participants. It shows that 
Hilberg's triangle (perpetrator -  victim  -  bystander)i5, which is fundamental 
for the historians of the Holocaust, is an imperfect construct, because in  order 
to encom pass all d im ensions o f an event such as the H olocaust, it should 
becom e a m odel -  potentially -  o f m ore dim ensions. It is the dog, w ith  its 
spontaneous (moral? communal?) reflex, as an elem ent from  outside human 
world, that turns out to be a fourth elem ent o f Hilberg's epistem ic figure.

A n  anim al (and the w orld o f nature) reveal them selves in the context of 
lim inal situations, and m ark the focal points for cultural post-catastrophism , 
which results in  presenting a “concentration camp universe” as an event veri- 
fying the understanding o f history and historicity. It is not a coincidence that 
Benjam in's Angel o f History (inspired by Paul Klee's painting) appears to be 
an ontological hybrid, almost an animal, which recognizes ruins of civilization 
through its motion directed backwards. A n eco-critical philosopher would say 
that this civilization collapsed because it subordinated the developm ent of 
its “carnophallogocentrism ” idea (Derrida), which is displayed via the strive 
to p ossess and consum e O thers. Agam beni6, w hen reinterpreting Kojeve, 
stated that transgressing boundaries between hum anity and anim ality would 
take place in  the mom ent o f the m essianic fulfillm ent o f history -  the accept- 
ance o f an internal anim al w ill becom e an act o f liberation from  the trap of 
dependency, and oppressive power o f subject over object.

14  S e e  review  o f  Luc Ferry The N ew  E cological O rder (Chicago: 1995) by C. W olfe "Ecology, Animal 

R ights, and th e  P overty  o f  H um anism ”, D iacritics, 30 (Sum m er 1998).

15  Raul H ilberg, Sprawcy, ofiary, św iadkow ie: za g ła d a  Żydów: 1939-1945, (The D e structio n  o f  Euro- 

pean Jew s) (W arsaw: C entrum  Badań nad Zag ład ą  Żydów , 2007).

16  S e e  A gam ben , TheO pen.
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N ot m an y literary  w orks them atize w ith  equal rad icalism  th at sam e 
conviction as Goldi does -  an auto-biographical novel by Ew a Kuryluk. This 
confusing, from  a research point o f view, book tells a fam ily history, w hich 
is saturated w ith  d istant echoes o f h istorical events: the Second W orld 
War, the H olocaust, the Polish in telligentsias involvem ent in  com m unism , 
questions o f an ti-Sem itism  and the M arch 19 6 8  events. H owever, these 
dram atic events w hich are deeply rooted in  Polish historical aw areness are 
barely  recognizable in  the text. One could say th ey exist as unclear m arks, 
m ultiple reflections, or ricochets o f presented processes, h idden and cam - 
ouflaged in  a m eandering and static narration w ith  an unclear system  of 
references.

There is a tem ptation to refer back to Adrienne Rich, the recently deceased 
author o f O f Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institutioni7. Rich defines 
the difference betw een the patriarchal and pre-patriarchal social system s as 
an opposition b etw een  “pow er over others” and the (fem inine) “pow er o f 
transform ation” im m ersed in the world o f nature. M atriarchy operated with- 
out hierarchy and domination, and its reason for being w as a, transform ation 
o f its essence (bordering on magic) which follows the rhythms o f nature (ac- 
cording to Rich, birth w as m arked as a transform ational ritual in  matriarchy).

Despite visible analogies between the revisionist potential of mythograph- 
ic fem inism  and ecology, the revelations o f Rich seem  too anthropocentric 
from  the perspective o f eco-criticism . One could state that another stage of 
liberation from  the yoke o f “carnophallogocentric subjects” is established by 
Kuryluks “apotheosis o f anim ality” w ith a visible, utopian vision o f “pluriver- 
sum ” -  Latour's society rejecting m echanism s of exclusioni® -  on the horizon 
o f her book.

A nim als in  K uryluks narration are in  captivity, and forced into fram e- 
w orks o f the hum an world. Dom estication, however, does not destroy their 
sovereignty and does not transform  into a brutal domination. On the contrary, 
in  K uryluks fam ily from  the novel, a reverse process takes place -  there is 
a gradual anim alization of people. The process takes the form  o f nicknaming 
(“Paw s” becom es father's new  nam e -  his anim al mark) and Peters m adness 
is interpreted as an answ er to “anim al Auschw itz”, an unending captivity and 
m assacre o f non-hum an beings.

There was a long silence, broken by mom's whisper: “After I came back
from  the clinic they didn't play ‘signals’ any more. Next, Goldi passed

17  A drienne Rich, O f W om an Born: M oth erh ood  as E xperience a nd  Institution  (W. W. Norton &

C om pany, 1995)

18  Latour, P olitics o fN atu re, 53.
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away, and Peter started collecting bugs. W hile in Tworki he could hear 
voices of animals inside of him, and kept murmuring: “Auschwitz, Dachau, 
punishment”. He refused to eat meat. Mom stared at a bookshelf, where 
Goldi used to stand. Peter took a rubber piggy bank with a coin slot be- 
tween its ears with him to Warsaw. “I'm hiding it here, you cry baby” he 
used to say to Zaza after your death, “so it won't get lost”. Einstein Goldi 
always kept som ething in  his bag for Paws. W hen he comes back we'll 
surprise him™.

Nature exists in  Goldi outside o f  the discourse o f power, and -  w hich is 
its logical consequence -  outside o f the power o f the discourse. That is why 
the fabric o f th is prose is porous, grainy, and the particular sequences and 
paragraphs appear incohesive. T hey tend to pile up and split in  prism atic 
tim e, w here the sam e event -  the m eeting betw een a father and a m other 
escaping the ghetto, the death of the father, the m anifestation and the course 
o f a b roth ers m ental illness -  is signaled and “tried” in  various m odalities 
o f the text, as w ell as various tim e perspectives. The m ost painful episodes 
from  mother's pre-w ar Jew ish life that she is alm ost in  denial about become 
“exiled” from  the text in  b o o k s last parts through som e kind o f spasm odic 
reflex, which cannot be entirely explained by the term  ‘acting out' in reference 
to a trauma. It is truly inexpressible “vom it”, a deeply abject gesture, hence one 
that rem oves ontological divides.

The text becom es an animal, it “anim alizes” itself, which can be observed 
through its dispersed and unstable signification. The process o f reading the 
book is step-like: knots, points, all o f w hich tie together w ords disintegrat- 
ing in dialogues, constitute scenes o f p lay w ith  anim als, particularly w ith 
Goldi the hamster, and Zaza the dog. The scene o f Peters death, taking place 
next to a bear cage in  a city zoo, is a culm ination o f  these transform ations. 
The scenes, seem ingly accidental at the beginning, transform  into a neces- 
sary elem ent o f construction o f the novel during reading. It is the anim als, 
or the d im ension o f ontological relations they embody, that counteract the 
d isintegration o f the w orld  and text, create a “deep structure” o f Kuryluk's 
acentric narration, constantly in  danger o f collapsing. W hen one consid- 
ers their presence in  a broader context, one could say they establish a new  
“ethical syntagm ” w hich  conditions the form ulation o f m oral judgm ents 
after a catastrophe. Anim als em body Agam ben's lost dim ension o f hum an- 
ity, and fill the gap in a s in gle-sid ed  technocratic construction o f m odern 
man.

19  Ewa Kuryluk, Goldi. A poteoza zw ierza czkow a tości, 2nd ed ., (Cracow : W yd aw n ictw o Literackie, 

2011), 140.



ALEKSANDRA UBERTOWSKA N A T U R E  A T  ITS  L I M I T S  ( e C O C I D e)  l 8 l

Sebald, or Escape from Marking
Eco-criticism  m arks fields of undiscovered m eanings o f im portant texts and 
iconic m essages. I think o f this potential w hen I go back to photographs from 
a series entitled Totenstill by Dirk Reinartz from  1985, w hich depicted an old 
location o f the Sobibór exterm ination camp2 °. In that terrifying place, where 
w ithin  couple o f m onths over tw o hundred and fifty thousand people have 
been m urdered, the only th ing that rem ained after the dism antling o f the 
camp m achinery w as a m eadow  slow ly being reclaim ed by the forest. Rein- 
artz's photographs earned interesting interpretations, which m ay be read as 
an attempt at herm eneutical exegesis o f those post-m em orial im ages. In this 
context one should m ention above all a w ell-know n essay by Ulrich Baer2i, 
which so powerfully describes the em ptiness o f the traum atic place w hich -  
according to the w ill o f the author -  is granted sense only by a m an playing 
the role of an observer. However, this interpretation -  which is obvious from 
the perspective of eco-criticism  -  has a categorical, “anthropom orphic” flaw  
em bedded in it. A fter all, this place is not empty, there is nature, a forest, and 
uncannily lush vegetation, w hich establish b iocentric inscriptions -  voices 
added to a tragic history o f post-concentration camp space. A lthough con- 
tem porary ecology heavily stresses the incom parability o f “ethical scenarios” 
of different forms of being, in  this particular case, one can establish -  without 
falling victim  to anthropom orphism  on the level o f description -  that nature 
plays a role o f an actant in an ethical space, generating an event in  a sphere 
from  w hich m an has retreated. Certainly, a reflection surrounding pictures 
from  Bełżec should consider reevaluating Darwin's opposition betw een “or- 
ganism  (man) vs. environm ent” as its starting point, along w ith its inscribed 
antagonism  as a rule of preserving balance in the world.

Novels and stories by W.G. Sebald repeatedly em ploy a m otif o f discrete 
presence o f nature (or rather ungraspable from  the perspective o f anthro- 
pocentric codes), facing an em pty space, which w as left behind by the dead. 
It seem s that his w ork appropriates contradicting interpretations o f nature 
that mark the horizon of eco-criticism22; both autonomous, virgin-like nature 

unspoiled by man, but always “filtered” through a constructivist consciousness

20 P ictures sh o w  th e  area o f  a fo rm er con cen tratio n  cam p  in 19 7 0 s  and 19 8 0 s. In 19 9 3, th e  M u­

seu m  o f  th e  Form er D eath C am p in Sobibór has been  estab lish ed  to m ark th e  fiftie th  anniver- 

sary  o f  a prison ers' uprising.

21 Ulrich Baer, "Zum  Zeu gen  w erd en . L an d sch aftstrad ition  und Sh oah  od er Die G renzen der G e- 

sch ich tssch re ib u n g  im Bild", in N iem a nd  ze u g t fu r den Zeugen, 2 19 -235.

22 Ju styn a T ab aszew ska, "D an gers or possib ilities? Eco-criticism  -  reco n n aissan ce" in "D anger or 

p ossib ilities? Eco-criticism  - recon n aissan ce", Teksty D ru g ie  3 (2011): 206-207
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(Die Ringe des Saturn, 1995, Nach der Natur, 1988), as w ell as the post-industrial, 
degenerated environm ent o f m an (Schwindel. Gefuhle, 1990).

A lready in  the first story from  TheImmigrants (DieAusgewanderten, 1992), 
entitled Dr. Henry Selwyn, the dom inating role of nature is revealed. The pro- 
tagonist and the narrator o f the story lives in a garden, spends his tim e ob- 
serving blades o f grass, their shapes and the form s o f life. This introduction 
could be interpreted both as a symbolic gesture of “stooping” to the level of the 
w orld o f vegetation, as w ell as a m eta-literary signal revealing the existence 
o f hidden pre-narration, which is always siding with nature in Sebald's prose: 
it constitutes a bio-, and not anthropogenesis.

W arily we walked round the house. On the north side, where the brick- 
work w as green with damp and variegated ivy partly covered the walls, 
a m ossy path led past the servants' entrance, past a woodshed, on through 
deep shadows, to emerge, as if upon a stage, onto a terrace with a stone 
balustrade overlooking a broad, square law n bordered by flower beds, 
shrubs and trees. Beyond the lawn, to the west, the grounds opened out 
into a park landscape studded with lone lime trees, elms and holm oaks, 
and beyond that lay the gentle undulations of arable land and the white 
mountains of cloud on the horizon. In silence we gazed at this view, which 
drew the eye into the distance as it fell and rose in stages, and we looked 
for a long tim e, supposing ourselves quite alone, till we noticed a m o - 
tionless figure lying in the shade cast on the lawn by a lofty cedar in the 
southwest corner of the garden. It was an old man, his head propped on 
his arm, and he seemed altogether absorbed in contemplation of the patch 
of earth immediately before his eyes.23

The early volum e o f  stories hints at a possible answ er to the question 
about the reasons for the ungraspable character o f nature in  the face o f the 
Holocaust. Nature in Sebald's stories always precedes man. The glacier in the 
Alps, and the English garden from  Dr. Henry Selwyn, Cappadocia from  Ambros 
Adelwarth, or the m oors o f Norfolk from  Rings o f Saturn constitute an ontologi- 
cal foundation, an arche o f man's actions. The system s sym bolically created by 
m an are secondary toward nature, that is w hy it escapes marking, or situating 
w ithin the system  of m eaning distinctions.

The hero o f  Sebald 's debut poem , Nach der Natur (1988), faces a sim i- 
lar paradox. G eorg W ilhelm  Steller w ent down in  h istory  as a deck doctor 
o f an arctic expedition o f  V istus Bering, also know n as the “great northern

23 W infried G. Seb a ld , "Dr H enry S e lw y n " in Im m igrants, tran s. M ichael H ulse, (London: Harvill 

P ress, 1996), iBooks edition.
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expedition”. He becam e fam ous as a researcher o f sub-polar fauna (he w as 
the first to describe a sea cow, soon to be eradicated by fur traders), and a col­
lector o f scientific artifacts, who brought sixteen cases of valuable anatomical 
collections from  Bering's expedition. Steller's experience becom es a repeti- 
tion o f the archetypical gesture o f conquest o f nature, and tam ing o f bio- 
diversity through scientific cognitive and classifying procedures in  Sebald's 
interpretation.

Sebald 's reading o f  S te lle rs  b iography becom es m ore understandable 
w hen w e try to situate it in  the context o f Latour's account from  an expedi­
tion to the Am azon -  a photo-philosophical, scientific essay entitled Circulat- 
ing R e fe re n c i. Bruno Latour analyzed the work o f scientists researching, on 
the b asis o f soil sam ples, processes taking place betw een the savanna and 
the tropical forest o f Boa V ista in  Brazil. In that extrem ely im portant study, 
Latour describes a process of “transfer from  soil to code” as a series o f trans- 
formations grasping the essence of a tropical forest into geodesic nets, charts, 
and m easurem ents o f a tableau-com parator. The task, which Latour sets for 
h im self is to formulate an answer to the question about what is the category 
o f reference in a research process. In his final conclusion he states that the 
m ythical “truth o f the forest” is not a research conclusion, but w h at is left 
after the entire chain o f cognitive transform ations, som etim es complicated 
and abstract, and som etim es incredib ly sim ple, like pointing to a bound- 
ary betw een a tropical forest and sandy savanna. Latour does not leave any 
doubts: the process of situating an object (a forest) in a discourse has an im - 
perialistic dim ension, since it m arks passage from  independence to w orld 
dom ination. Inescapably, it also has a reductionist effect. Latour states: “sci­
entists dominate over the w orld only to such an extent, as to which the world 
decides to m eet them  halfw ay in  the form  o f two dim ensional inscriptions, 
prone to code com binations”25.

The presence o f  a gesture o f desem antization o f the scenery, w hich is 
fundam ental for Sebald's w riterly practice, becom es fully understandable in 
that context. Nature does not play any m etaphorical functions, does not con­
stitute sem antics, or require from  its protagonists herm eneutical activities, 
even though it exits in  a relation to hum an history. This relationship w ith 
historicity should be described as a non-insistent duree, contrapuntal against 
the rapidly changing w orld o f m an. That is w hy the protagonists o f Sebald, 
those w ho experienced historical traum as -  exiles, children o f H olocaust

24 Bruno Latour, "Zirkulierende Referenz. B od en stichp rob en  aus dem  U rwald A m azo n as” in Die  

Hoffnung d er Pandora. U ntersuchungen z u r W irklichkeit d e r W issenschaft, tran s G. Rossler, 

(Frankfurt am  M ain Suhrkam p V erlag, 2000).

25 Latour, "Zirkulierende Referenz. B od en stichp rob en  aus dem  U rwald A m azo n as”, 41.
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victim s, v ictim s o f political and racial oppression  -  search for nature as 
a fram ing o f their p ost-traum atic neurosis. A ccording to a paradox, they 
are often accom panied by im ages o f nature in its sublim e representations, 
so eagerly em ployed in totalitarian iconography: m ountain peaks, a storm 
at sea, A lpine m eadow s, or -  in  absolute contradiction -  a post-industrial 
wasteland.

Are Sebald's protagonists interested in  rem oving cultural and historical 
m ediations and, subsequently, arriving at “nature in  itself”, even if  it were to be 
another intellectual construct? It seem s to be a very unlikely interpretation, 
especially when we realize that one o f m ost notorious practices of Sebald was 
to expose all naturalized m ediations. Photographs, so characteristic for his 
prose, are used precisely w ith that purpose in  m ind. They are used in photo- 
textual narrations in  a function o f a double, w hich destroys faith in the ex- 
istence o f a source o f representations, as w ell as debunks claim s o f realism  
to a m im etic rule over reality.

I do not believe that these men sit by the sea all day and all night so as not 
to miss the time when the whiting pass, the flounder rise or the cod come 
in to the shallower waters, as they claim. They just want to be in a place 
where they have the world behind them, and before them  nothing but 
emptiness. The fact is that today it is almost impossible to catch anything 
by fishing at the beach. The boats in  which the fisherm en once put out 
from the shore have vanished, now that fishing no longer affords a living, 
and the fishermen themselves are dying out. No one is interested in their 
legacy. Here and there one comes across abandoned boats that are falling 
apart, and the cables with which they were once hauled ashore are rusting 
in the salt air. Out on the high seas the fishing continues, at least for the 
present, though even there the catches are growing smaller, quite apart 
from the fact that the fish that are landed are often useless for anything 
but fish-m eal. Every year the rivers bear thousands of tons of mercury, 
cadmium and lead, and heaps of fertilizer and pesticides, out into the 
North Sea. A  substantial proportion of the heavy metals and other toxic 
substances sink into the waters of the Dogger Bank, where a third of the 
fish are now born with strange deformities and excrescences. Time and 
again, off the coast, rafts of poisonous algae are sighted covering many 
square miles and reaching thirty feet into the deep, in which the creatures 
of the sea die in shoals26.

26 W infried G. Sebald , The Rings o f  Saturn, tran s. M ichael H ulse (London: Harvill Press, 1998), 

iBooks edition, 77-78.
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W hat is sym ptom atic, however -  despite the grand “praise o f b io-diver- 
s ity” -  is that a careful reading o f The Rings o f Saturn suggests a conclusion, 
in  w hich sim ultaneously passing landscapes o f Suffolk dunes, or o f Alpine 
meadows in  Sebalds prose are, in truth, m odalities o f one and the sam e land- 
scape. It is a coherent landscape w ith thick, undifferentiated texture, as i f  it 
played a function o f  essence abstracted from  that w hich is clear, phenom - 
enal. Nature in Seb a ld s prose is alw ays in  a state o f m axim um  focus, and 
strongly saturated w ith  m ateriality. A t the sam e tim e, it is always identical 
w ith itself, does not undergo alienation, does not “unglue” from  its ontologi- 
cal background and never gets lost in  com plex representations m arked by 
contradictions. Only m an breaks up continuity, and introduces dissonances 
w ith a stigm a of conflict o f fracture.

In general, Sebald, even though gently, refers to the tradition o f the English 
pastoral novel -  w ith  its vision of antagonism -free relationships in  the un i­
verse -  and builds a dystopian vision o f a “w orld after nature”, where a m an is 
im m ersed in nihilism  and cosm ic loneliness. W hat is characteristic, nature in 
Sebalds works, in  a very gentle, subdued way, reveals its state o f exhaustion, 
w hich indirectly corresponds w ith  his literary topos -  em ptiness le ft after 
Jew ish inhabitants in Germ an and Czech towns. It is a nature reaching its lim ­
its, struck by the sheer scale o f the crime, results o f w hich have transgressed 
boundaries of man's world.

Translation: Jan Pytalski


