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I. Today it is hard to form an even partly adequate idea of the extent of the devastation suffered 

by the cities of Germany in the last years of the Second World War… (W. G. Sebald) 

II. There is a picture by Klee called Angelus Novus. (Walter Benjamin) 

III. Speer describes Hitler at a dinner… (W. G. Sebald) 

 

Baritone 

2 Violas 

 

On the Natural History of Destruction has its origins in an emotional night following a 

devastating fight with someone I was very close to. Desolate, in the early hours of the morning I 

pulled from a shelf W.G. Sebald’s essays on air war and literature, whose disquieting bleakness 

and quotidian brutality seemed to match my own feelings at the time, and somehow began to set 

them to music. The entire piece was written in the hours between midnight and sunrise by hand 

on manuscript paper, though I barely remember doing it. 

 In this work an emotionless male voice declaims upon a limited range of pitches made 

unstable by quarter-tones while two violas numbly repeat phrases broken by the rhythms of the 

voice. The first movement sets the opening passage by Sebald ruminating on the ways in which 

people choose to forget pain and destruction, the second dramatizes the famous essay by Walter 

Benjamin on the angel of history, Angelus Novus (as quoted by Sebald), and the last movement 

sees Speer recalling Hitler’s terrible vision of the obliteration of London by his bombers. 

 This work should be performed in darkness, performers spotlit, violists either flanking the 

singer at the beginning and at the start of each movement gradually moving away, abandoning 

him, or starting at the edges of the stage and gradually crowding him until they form a 

claustrophobic group at the center of the stage. 
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ON THE NATURAL HISTORY OF DESTRUCTION 
W. G. Sebald (I, III) & Walter Benjamin (II) 

 
  

I 

Today it is hard to form an even partly adequate idea of the extent of the devastation suffered by the 
cities of Germany in the last years of the Second World War, still harder to think about the horrors 
involved in that devastation. It is true that the strategic bombing surveys published by the Allies, 
together with the records of the Federal German Statistics Office and other official sources, show that 
the Royal Air Force alone dropped a million tons of bombs on enemy territory; it is true that of the 
131 towns and cities attacked, some only once and some repeatedly, many were almost entirely 
flattened, that about 600,000 German civilians fell victim to the air raids, and that three and a half 
million homes were destroyed, while at the end of the war seven and a half million people were left 
homeless, and there were 31.1 cubic meters of rubble for every person in Cologne and 42.8 meters for 
every inhabitant of Dresden—but we do not grasp what it actually all meant. The destruction, on a 
scale without historical precedent, entered the annals of the nation, as it set about rebuilding itself, 
only in the form of vague generalizations. It seems to have left scarcely a trace of pain behind in the 
collective consciousness, it has been largely obliterated from the retrospective understanding of those 
affected, and it never played any appreciable part in the discussion of the internal constitution of our 
country.  

 

II 

There is a picture by Klee called Angelus Novus. It shows an angel who seems about to move away 
from something he stares at. His eyes are wide, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how 
the angel of history must look. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of 
events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in 
front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, make whole what has been smashed. 
But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel 
can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is 
turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.  

III 

Speer describes Hitler at a dinner in the Reich Chancellery in 1940 imagining the total destruction of 
the capital of the British Empire: “Have you ever seen a map of London? It is so densely built that one 
fire alone would be enough to destroy the whole city, just as it did over two hundred years ago. 
Göring will start fires all over London, fires everywhere, with countless incendiary bombs of an 
entirely new type. Thousands of fires. They will unite in one huge blaze over the whole area. Göring 
has the right idea: high explosives don’t work, but we can do it with incendiaries; we can destroy 
London completely. What will their firemen be able to do once it’s really burning?” This intoxicating 
vision of destruction coincides with the fact that the real pioneering achievements in bomb warfare—
Guernica, Warsaw, Belgrade, Rotterdam—were the work of the Germans. And when we think of the 
nights when the fires raged in Cologne and Hamburg and Dresden, we ought also to remember that 
as early as August 1942, when the vanguard of the Sixth Army had reached the Volga and not a few 
were dreaming of settling down after the war on an estate in the cherry orchards beside the quiet 
Don, the city of Stalingrad, then swollen (like Dresden later) by an influx of refugees, was under 
assault from twelve hundred bombers, and that during this raid alone, which caused elation among 
the German troops stationed on the opposite bank, forty thousand people lost their lives. 
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