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text by W. G. Sebald from The Rings of Saturn

Baritone

2 Violins

The extraordinary sequence in W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn recounting the narrator’s
journey to the island of Orford Ness off the coast of Suffolk may not technically form the book’s
climax (that would be the devastating hurricane that follows), but it remains among the most
memorable passages in the author’s oeuvre.

I consider Sebald to be the greatest author of our time, and he has long been my favorite
writer, whose melancholy sense of the world is perfectly expressive of my own. I intend
eventually to set a variety of excerpts from his books, and Orfordness was my first attempt to do
justice to my experience of his work.

The Rings of Saturn being nominally about walking, and therefore digressive in its form, I
felt my Cellular Song Cycle approach would well suit the subject, only this time following a
narrative rather than strictly structural arc. I chose two violins to accompany the voice, creating a
braid of silver threads closely following and mirroring the vocal monologue, as well as to provide
for a variety of interpretive possibilities commenting on the narrative.

For the first (but not last) time I utilized quarter tones, intending to suggest the liminal
quality of Orford Ness, an abandoned center for military research which resembles to the narrator
an isle of the dead with its strange and mysterious “temples or pagodas.” Surrounded by
metrically uneven barcarolles uneasily suggesting the rolling North Sea, the music moves through
a wide range of moods as it follows the narrator around the desolate installation, ending with a
coruscation of harmonies as he sees “amidst the darkening colours, the sails of the long-vanished

windmills turning heavily in the wind.”
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ORFORDNESS
from The Rings of Saturn by W. G. Sebald, translated by Michael Hulse

I had been studying the curious coastal land formations at Orford on the map, and was interested
in the promontory of Orfordness, which seemed to have an extra-territorial quality about it.
Stone by stone, over a period of millennia, it had shifted down from the north across the mouth
of the River Alde, in such a way that the tidal lower reaches, known as the Ore, run for some
twelve miles just inside the present coastline before flowing into the sea. When I was first in
Orford, it was forbidden to approach “the island,” but now there was no longer any obstacle to
going there, since, some years before, the Ministry of Defense had abandoned secret research at
that site. One of the men sitting idly on the harbour wall offered to take me over for a few
pounds and fetch me later after I had had a look around. As we crossed the river in his blue-
painted boat, he told me that people still mostly avoided Orfordness. Even the beach fishermen,
who were no strangers to solitude, had given up night-fishing there after a few attempts, allegedly
because it wasn’t worth their while, but in reality because they couldn’t stand the god-forsaken
loneliness of that outpost in the middle of nowhere, and in some cases even became emotionally
disturbed for some time. Once we were on the other side, I took leave of my ferryman and, after
climbing over the embankment, walked along a partially overgrown tarmac track running
straight through a vast, yellowing field. The day was dull and oppressive, and there was so little
breeze that not even the ears of the delicate quaking grass were nodding. It was as if I were
passing through an undiscovered country, and I still remember that I felt, at the same time, both
utterly liberated and deeply despondent. I had not a single thought in my head. With each step
that I took, the emptiness within and the emptiness without grew ever greater and the silence
more profound. Perhaps that was why I was frightened almost to death when a hare that had been
hiding in the tufts of grass by the wayside started up, right at my feet, and shot off down the
rough track before darting sideways, this way, then that, into the field. It must have been
cowering there as I approached, heart pounding as it waited, until it was almost too late to get
away with its life. In that very fraction of a second when its paralysed state turned into panic and
tlight, its fear cut right through me. I still see what occurred in that one tremulous instant with an
undiminished clarity. I see the edge of the grey tarmac and every individual blade of grass, I see
the hare leaping out of its hiding-place, with its ears laid back and a curiously human expression
on its face that was rigid with terror and strangely divided; and in its eyes, turning to look back as
it fled and almost popping out of its head with fright, I see myself, become one with it. Not till
half-an-hour later, when I reached the broad dyke that separates the grass expanse from the pebble



bank that slopes to the shoreline, did the blood cease its clamour in my veins. For a long while I
stood on the bridge that leads to the former research establishment. Far behind me to the west,
scarcely to be discerned, were the gentle slopes of the inhabited land to the north and south, in
flashes of silver, gleamed the muddy bed of a dead arm of the river, through which now, at low
tide, only a meagre trickle ran; and ahead lay nothing but destruction. From a distance, the
concrete shells, shored up with stones, in which for most of my lifetime hundreds of boffins had
been at work devising new weapons systems, looked (probably because of their odd conical shape)
like the tumuli in which the mighty and powerful were buried in prehistoric times with all their
tools and utensils, silver and gold. My sense of being on ground intended for purposes
transcending the profane was heightened by a number of buildings that resembled temples or
pagodas, which seemed quite out of place in these military installations. But the closer I came to
these ruins, the more any notion of a mysterious isle of the dead receded, and the more I
imagined myself amidst the remains of our own civilization after its extinction in some future
catastrophe. To me too, as for some latter-day stranger ignorant of the nature of our society
wandering about among heaps of scrap metal and defunct machinery, the beings who had once
lived and worked here were an enigma, as was the purpose of the primitive contraptions and
fittings inside the bunkers, the iron rails under the ceilings, the hooks on the still partially tiled
walls, the showerheads the size of plates, the ramps and the soakaways. Where and in what time I
truly was that day at Orfordness I cannot say, even now as I write these words. All I do know is
that I finally walked along the raised embankment from the Chinese Wall Bridge past the old
pumphouse towards the landing stage, to my left in the fading fields a collection of black Nissen
huts, and to my right, across the river, the mainland. As I was sitting on the breakwater waiting
for the ferryman, the evening sun emerged from behind the clouds, bathing in its light the far-
reaching arc of the seashore. The tide was advancing up the river, the water was shining like
tinplate, and from the radio masts high above the marshes came an even, scarcely audible hum.
The roofs and towers of Orford showed among the tree tops, seeming so close that I could touch
them. There, I thought, I was once at home. And then, through the growing dazzle of light in my
eyes, I suddenly saw, amidst the darkening colours, the sails of the long-vanished windmills

turning heavily in the wind.
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