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Note from the Editors  

We read the news about torrential rain in some distant place, separated from it by our screens. We 
ĉīīțĉțŇƙĉƦŐŮŇțŷņțņƙıƟōțŮƫƦŭıŇțƦŷțŷƫƙțņŷŷīǸțŐŮțŐŇŮŷƙĉŮĥıțŷņțƦōıțƟƖŐĥıșƟțĥƫŦƦƫƙĉŦ history. We walk 
along a riverbank and see water, little water, only to find that there used to be more. The new issue 
of Springs: The Rachel Carson Center Review ponders on emplacement and visibility, takes us 
through the centuries, and echoes an urgent call to attend to nonhuman sentience.   

dŮțȖRain, Carson, Art, Salt: A Venetian Matrix ǸȗțŮŷǀıŦŐƟƦț:ĉƦōıƙŐŮıț9ƫƟōțǁĉŦţƟțƦōıțƟƦƙııƦƟțŷņțõıŮŐĥıǸț
seeking art that engages with Rachel Carson at the Biennale Arte 2024. Haunted by an 
ĉƖƖƙŷĉĥōŐŮŇțƟƦŷƙŭǸțƟōıțĉƟţƟǸțȖaŷǁțĥĉŮțdțŦŷŷţǸțıĥŷŦŷŇŐĥĉŦŦǇǸțƦōƙŷƫŇōțĉƙƦǸțĤĉĥţțĉƦțƦōıțǁŷƙŦīǾǸȗțĉŮīț
performs the arti ƟƦșƟțȖıĥŷŦŷŇŐĥĉŦțŦĉĤŷƫƙțŷņțƙıŦĉƦŐŷŮƟōŐƖ-ŭĉţŐŮŇǽȗ 

While Catherine Bush is caught up in a storm, human geographer Mike Hulme looks at 
sociotechnical developments that have changed the climate and, at the same time, the way we 
experience the weather. This experience, he contends, becomes increasingly detached from our local 
place-ŭĉƙţıƙƟǸțƙıƟƫŦƦŐŮŇțŐŮțĉŮțȖUnbearable Weight ȗțƦōĉƦțĥōĉŦŦıŮŇıƟțŷƫƙțƟıŮƟıțŷņțƖŦĉĥıǸțŷƙīıƙǸțĉŮīț
well-being. 

öƙŐƦıƙțĉŮīțĉŮƦōƙŷƖŷŦŷŇŐƟƦț ŭŐƦĉǀț[ōŷƟōțƦĉţıƟțƫƟțƦŷțƦōıț9ĉŮīĉțdƟŦĉŮīƟțƦŷțƫŮƙĉǀıŦțȖÚōıț¡ƫƦŭıŇșƟț
Curseǽȗț¡ĉƙƙĉƦŐŮŇțƦōıțǀŐŷŦıŮƦțōŐƟƦŷƙǇțŷņțƦōıțƟƖŐĥıțƦƙĉīıțŐŮțƦōıțĉƙıĉțĉŮīțƦōıțŮƫƦŭıŇșƟțƖŷǁıƙțƦŷț
ȖīıĥŐīıțƦōıțņĉƦıțŷņțōƫŭĉŮțĤıŐŮŇƟǸȗț[ōŷƟōțĉīǀŷĥĉƦıƟțņŷƙțƦōıțĉĥţŮŷǁŦıīŇıŭıŮƦțŷņțȖōƫŭĉŮŐƦǇșƟțıǀıƙ-
ŐŮĥƙıĉƟŐŮŇțƟıƙǀŐƦƫīıțƦŷțƦōıțıĉƙƦōǽȗ 

ȖWalking a Sicilian River ȗțĤǇțĉŮƦōƙŷƖŷŦŷŇŐƟƦțÉĉŷŦŷț[ƙƫƖƖƫƟŷțĉŮd geographer Erika Garozzo 
ƙƫŭŐŮĉƦıƟțŷŮțƦōıțŦŐņıțŷņțÒŐĥŐŦǇșƟțŦĉƙŇıƟƦțĤƫƦțŮŷǁțīŐƟĉƖƖıĉƙŐŮŇțƙŐǀıƙȍthe Simeto. On a walk in a 
nature reserve established to protect the river mouth, the two scholars observe the marks of 
twentieth -century infrastructure project ƟǸțƙıĥıŮƦțȖŇƙııŮȗțıŮıƙŇǇțņĉĥŐŦŐƦŐıƟǸțĉŮīțŐŮƦıŮƟŐǀıțĉŇƙŐĥƫŦƦƫƙıǽț
üıƦțƦōıǇțŦıĉǀıțƫƟțǁŐƦōțĉțƦƙĉĥıțŷņțōŷƖıțǁōıŮțƦōıǇțıǀıŮƦƫĉŦŦǇțıŮĥŷƫŮƦıƙțȖƦōıțƙŐǀıƙțƟƖıĉţŐŮŇțƦōƙŷƫŇōț
ĤŐƙīƟțĉŮīțƦōıțƟŷƫŮīțŷņțņŦŷǁŐŮŇțǁĉƦıƙǽȗ 

ÉƙŷĥıƟƟŐŮŇțƦōıțōŷƙƙŐīțZıĤƙƫĉƙǇțǢǠǢǥțȖKilling [of] a Baboon ȗ by a group of schoolchildren in Delmas, 
South Africa, Sandra Swart looks back at history and examines the role of superstition and the 
occult in the ongoing violence against these primates. She  ıŭƖōĉƟŐǐıƟțȖƦōıțƖŷǁıƙțŷņțƖƫĤŦŐĥțŷƫƦƙĉŇıț
ŐŮțƦƙŐŇŇıƙŐŮŇțƟŷĥŐĉŦțĥōĉŮŇıȗțĉŮīțƦōıțǁıŐƙīŦǇțƫŮıǆƖıĥƦıīțƖŷƦıŮƦŐĉŦțŷņțƦōıțƖŷƖƫŦĉƙțƖƙıƟƟțĉŮīțƟŷĥŐĉŦț
media in putting an end to intentional cruelty to animals.  

In the final contribution, anthropologist and STS scholar  Mascha Gugganig and cultural 
ŇıŷŇƙĉƖōıƙțsƫīŐƦōț9ŷƖƖțīŐƟĥƫƟƟțȖOrganic Farming in Thailand ȗțĉŮīțƖƙıǀĉŐŦŐŮŇțŮĉƙƙĉƦŐǀıƟțĉĤŷƫƦț
agriculture. In their conversation, Bopp finds that many Thai fa ƙŭıƙƟțȖīıƟĥƙŐĤıțƦōıŐƙțņĉƙŭŐŮŇț
ƖƙĉĥƦŐĥıƟțŷƙțƦōıŐƙțƙıŦĉƦŐŷŮƟōŐƖțƦŷțŮĉƦƫƙıțŐŮțĉțǀıƙǇțƟıŮƟŐƦŐǀıțǁĉǇȗȍa way of seeing the world that 
could inspire farmers in the West to attend more to the intricate relationships between health, 
nutrition, and ecology.  

Beyond these exciting additions, Springs continues its efforts to assemble writing from other open -
access RCC publications. Our Springs archive curates  articles from the online and print journal 
RCC Perspectives (2010Ȏ2020), the peer -reviewed online journal Arcadia: Explorations in 
Environmental History , and publications f ƙŷŭțÌ::șƟțŭƫŦƦŐŇıŮƙıțıĥŷƖıīŐĉǸțSeeing the Woods.    

 

 

Munich,  
27 May 2025 
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Catherine Bush  
 

Early September 2024: When, on the morning of my third day in Venice, I wake and grab my phone 
to check the weather app, I am met by the same orange band of trouble as the night before. There 
are severe thunderstorm and rainfall warnings for the entire Ven eto region. Up to 86 millimetres of 
potential rainfall. I lie in bed in the small ground -ņŦŷŷƙțĉƖĉƙƦŭıŮƦțƦōĉƦțdșǀıțƙıŮƦıīțŮŷƦțņĉƙțņƙŷŭțƦōıț
ƙƟıŮĉŦıțĉŮīțƦōıț[ŐĉƙīŐŮŐǸțƟŐƦıƟțŷņțƦōıțõıŮŐĥıț9ŐıŮŮĉŦıǽțdșŭțōıƙıțƦŷțƟııțĉƙƦțĤƫƦțĉŭțīŐƟƦƙĉĥƦıīțĤǇțƦōıț

weather. The air conditioner grinds away, the air thick with heat and humidity, the smell of the room 
ƦŷƫĥōıīțǁŐƦōțƟƫŦƖōƫƙǽțÚōıțǁŐŮīŷǁƟǸțƟōƙŷƫīıīțĤǇțĥƫƙƦĉŐŮƟǸțīŷŮșƦțŷƖıŮǽțdțƦōŐŮţțŷņțƦōıțņŦĉƟōțņŦŷŷīƟțƦōĉƦț
recently hit my home city of Toronto, submerging highways; the flas h floods in Montréal that 
ŐŮƫŮīĉƦıīțŮıŐŇōĤŷƫƙōŷŷīƟǸțŐŮĥŦƫīŐŮŇțĉțņƙŐıŮīșƟțĤĉƟıŭıŮƦȂțƦōıțņŦĉƟōțņŦŷŷīƟțŐŮțöŷŦņǀŐŦŦıǸț¡ŷǀĉțÒĥŷƦŐĉǸț
ǁōıƙıțŭǇțƟŐƟƦıƙțŦŐǀıƟǸțǁōŐĥōțƟǁıƖƦțĉǁĉǇțŭǇțŮŐıĥıșƟțƦııŮĉŇıīțŮıŐŇōĤŷƫƙǸțīƙŷǁŮŐŮŇțōŐŭǽțÚōıƙıțǁıƙıț
spring floods in Bavaria, where I  have lived for six months, rising river waters overtaking 
Regensburg. In July, torrential rainfall in Kerala brought on massive landslides.  

 

An aerial view of the Venice Lagoon.  © Luka Dakskobler. All rights reserved.  

 

I wonder: How do I calibrate the we ather warnings to calculate emergency at this moment? Do I 
shrug them off and continue undeterred with my cultural itinerary? Or do I consider my potential 
vulnerability? Venice is particularly flood -prone. If the apartment were to flood overnight, I could  
be trapped inside, with no exit other than the single street -ŦıǀıŦțīŷŷƙǽțÒƫƙıŦǇǸțdșŭțĥĉƦĉƟƦƙŷƖōŐǐŐŮŇǽț
ÚōŐƟțĉƖĉƙƦŭıŮƦțōĉƟțƟƦŷŷīțņŷƙțĥıŮƦƫƙŐıƟǽțüıƦțdșŭțĉțǀŐƟŐƦŷƙțōıƙıǸțŭĉţŐŮŇțŭǇțņŐƙƟƦțƙıƦƫƙŮțƦŷțƦōıțĥŐƦǇțŐŮț
ǣǠțǇıĉƙƟǽțÚōıț9ŐıŮŮĉŦıșƟțƦŐƦŦıǸțStranieri Ovunque , ĤıĥŷŭıƟțȖZŷƙıŐŇŮıƙƟțFǀıƙǇǁōıƙıȗțǁōıŮțƦƙĉŮƟŦĉƦıīț
ŐŮƦŷțFŮŇŦŐƟōǽț ƟțĉțņŷƙıŐŇŮıƙǸțdțīŷŮșƦțţŮŷǁțōŷǁțƦŷțƙıĉīțƦōıțŦŷĥĉŦțǁıĉƦōıƙǽțdŮțFire Weather , his book 
about the colossal 2016 forest fire that incinerated the town of Fort McMurray, Alberta, Canadian 
writer John Vaillant describes the Lucretius Problem: We judge current dangers based on those 

https://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-15128
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ǁıșǀıțıǆƖıƙŐıŮĥıīțŐŮțƦōıțƖĉƟƦǽțüıƦțŷƫƙțƖĉƟƦțıǆƖıƙŐıŮĥıțŭĉǇțŮŷțŦŷŮŇıƙțĤıțĉțƫƟıņƫŦțŇƫŐīıțƦŷțǁōĉƦțŦŐıƟț
ahead.1 

 

Rachel Carson urges us to pay ecological attention to the world Ȑtuning ourselves to 
networks of relationship and consequence. 

 

dșǀıțĥŷŭıțƦŷțƦōıț9ŐıŮŮĉŦıțŦŷŷţŐŮŇțņŷƙțÌĉĥōıŦț:ĉƙƟŷŮǽț ŦƦōŷƫŇōț:ĉƙƟŷŮǸțƦōıțƙıŮŷǁŮıīțƦǁıŮƦŐıƦō-
century US environmentalist, has been dead for 60 years, her work provides a living reference point, 
not just for environmentalists and social -justice warriors, buƦțĥƫŦƦƫƙĉŦŦǇǽțdșŭțǁŷƙţŐŮŇțŷŮțĉțŮŷǀıŦțƦōĉƦț
ņŐĥƦŐŷŮĉŦŐǐıƟț:ĉƙƟŷŮșƟțŦŐņıǸțŦĉƙŇıŦǇțņŷĥƫƟıīțŷŮțōıƙțƟōŐņƦŐŮŇțƙıŦĉƦŐŷŮƟōŐƖțƦŷțƦōıțƟıĉǽțöōıŮțĉțņƙŐıŮīțƦŷŦīț
ŭıțƦōĉƦțsŷōŮț ţŷŭņƙĉōșƟțŐŮƟƦĉŦŦĉƦŐŷŮǸțŷĥĥƫƖǇŐŮŇțƦōıț9ŐıŮŮĉŦıșƟț9ƙŐƦŐƟōțƖĉǀŐŦŐŷŮǸțıǆƖŦŐĥŐƦŦǇțƙıņıƙıŮĥıƟț
Carson, I determined to see it, curious to discover how a contemporary visual artist engages with 
:ĉƙƟŷŮșƟțŦıŇĉĥǇǽțdŮțThe Guardian , I stumbled upon an interview with theatre artist Sophie Hunter 
describing her new piece, Salt of the Earth , which evokes the imperilled salt marshes of the Venetian 
Lagoon and elsewhere. To be mounted in an old salt factory on the Venetian island of Giudecca 
īƫƙŐŮŇțŭǇțƟƦĉǇǸțaƫŮƦıƙșƟțƖŐıĥıțǁĉƟțŐŮƟƖŐƙıīțĤǇț:ĉƙƟŷŮșƟțǁƙŐƦŐŮŇǸțŐŮțƖĉƙƦŐĥƫŦĉƙțōıƙțŐŮƟŐƟƦıŮĥıțŷŮțƦōıț
place of wonder in our eng agement with the natural world. I manage to snare a ticket to the show.  

In Silent Spring, her 1962 manifesto attacking the ruinous use of pesticides in the post ȎSecond 
World War United States, Carson wrote out of a sense of emergency, calling attention to the 
ıĥŷŦŷŇŐĥĉŦțǁıĤƟțŷņțƙıŦĉƦŐŷŮƟōŐƖțƦōĉƦțĤŐŮīțōƫŭĉŮţŐŮīțƦŷțƦōıțƙıƟƦțŷņțƦōıțŦŐǀŐŮŇțǁŷƙŦīǽțdƦșƟț:ĉƙƟŷŮșƟț
ability to give lucid, penetrating voice to these connective webs that draws me most powerfully to 
her work. She urges us, in turn, to pay ecological att ention to the world ȍtuning ourselves to networks 
of relationship and consequence. ÒƖƫƙƙıīțĤǇț:ĉƙƟŷŮǸțdșǀıțĤƙŷƫŇōƦțƘƫıƟƦŐŷŮƟțǁŐƦōțŭıțƦŷțõıŮŐĥıǷțöōĉƦț
does it mean to pay ecological attention not only to the world but to art? How can I look, 
ecologically, thrŷƫŇōțĉƙƦǸțĤĉĥţțĉƦțƦōıțǁŷƙŦīǾțªŮŦǇțŮŷǁțdșŭțĉŦƟŷțƦƙǇŐŮŇțƦŷțņŐŇƫƙıțŷƫƦțōŷǁțƦŷțƖĉǇț
attention to the weather.  

 

.   .   . 
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John Akomfrah, Listening All Night to the Rain , commissioned by the British Council for the 60th International Art 
Exhibition Ȏ La Biennale di Venezia, 2024. © Jack Hems. All rights reserved. 

 

Two days before, in hot sunlight, I approach the neoclassical British pavilion in the Giardini, where 
ŭĉŮǇțŷņțƦōıț9ŐıŮŮĉŦıșƟțŮĉƦŐŷŮĉŦțƖĉǀŐŦŐŷŮƟțĉƙıțƟŐƦƫĉƦıīǸțƦŷțņŐŮīțƦōıțņƙŷŮƦțƟƦıƖƟțŦıĉīŐŮŇțƫƖțƦŷțƦōıț
portico roped off. Large panels hang in the spaces betwe en the columns, each a screen split into 
two panels, filmed images in continual motion upon them. White or black cards bearing phrases 
ƟƫĥōțĉƟțȖFƫƙŷƖıĉŮțwĉīŐıƟȗțŷƙțȖZŷƙț:ŷŦŷƫƙıīƟțªŮŦǇȗțņŦŷĉƦțĤıŮıĉƦōțƟōŐņƦŐŮŇțǁĉƦıƙȂțĉțƙƫƟōțŷņțƟŭĉŦŦț
rubber ducks, no doubt ma de of PVC plastic, tumbles down a creek, past the submerged dial of a 
clock whose one visible hand points almost to midnight. Watery babbles and melancholic ringing 
notes lace the exterior air. This is my opening encounter with Black British artist John Ak ŷŭņƙĉōșƟț
remarkable multichannel visual and sonic installation Listening All Night to the Rain . 

https://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-15128
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John Akomfrah, Listening All Night to the Rain , commissioned by the British Council for the 60th International Art 
Exhibition Ȏ La Biennale di Venezia, 202 4. (Left) © Jack Hems. All rights reserved. (Right) © Taran Wilkhu. All rights 
reserved. 

 

Listening  takes its title from a poem by the eleventh -century Chinese poet Su Dongpo, meditating 
ņƙŷŭțƖŷŦŐƦŐĥĉŦțıǆŐŦıțŷŮțƦōıțƦƙĉŮƟŐƦŷƙǇțŮĉƦƫƙıțŷņțŦŐņıǷțȖdșŭțŦŐţıțĉțŦittle boat / sensing an expanse of 
ıŮīŦıƟƟțǁĉƦıƙțǽțǽțǽțŦŐƟƦıŮŐŮŇțĉŦŦțŮŐŇōƦțƦŷțƦōıțƙĉŐŮǽȗ2 Each room of the pavilion, painted a different, 
īĉƙţŦǇțƟĉƦƫƙĉƦıīțĥŷŦŷƫƙǸțōŷƫƟıƟțŷŮıțŷņțƦōıțŐŮƟƦĉŦŦĉƦŐŷŮșƟțıŐŇōƦțcĉŮƦŷƟǸțĉțǁŷƙīțƦōĉƦțƙıĥĉŦŦƟț@ĉŮƦıșƟț
visionary journey through the underworld and the work of US Modernist poet and Fascist -
sympathizer Ezra Pound, once a Venice inhabitant. 
Together the cantos accumulate to create a tissue 
of racial, colonial, and ecological history from the 
twentieth through the twenty -first  centuries, 
symphonic and oceanic in scope, asking us not only 
to look but to listen. Entering on the lower level, I 
find myself in a darkened room panelled with 
screens. On several, a river of water rushes over 
photographs of Black men and women in 
nineteenth-century clothing. Images and sounds of 
ǁĉƦıƙț Ɩıƙǀĉīıț ţŷŭņƙĉōșƟț ŐŮƟƦĉŦŦĉƦŐŷŮǽț aƫŭĉŮț
presences, Black, Brown, white, male, female, 
characters, and guides, appear across a range of 
landscapes, often outdoors in anoraks, some turned 
towards the viewer, others away, our sense of the 
world simultaneously expanding beyond the human.  

I locate Carson on the upper level  in a small, umber-
red room, past Canto III, an agglomeration of old 
pieces of sound equipment that hang from the 
ceiling and issue voices, including that of Malcolm 
X. On one of six screens mounted on one wall, an 
older Black man lies outstretched on a swath of 
satiny fabric, blue as the sea, wearing a yellow 
anorak, hood surrounding his face. His closed eyes 
and clasped hands give him a funerary air, as if his 
body has been laid to rest surro unded by talismanic 
memorial objects: photographs, antique computer 

Canto V. John Akomfrah, Listening All Night to the 
Rain, commissioned by the British Council for the 60th 
International Art Exhibition Ȏ La Biennale di Venezia, 
2024. © Taran Wilkhu. All rights reserved.  
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consoles, a small, boxy TV. More rubber ducks surround him, along with an image of the chemical 
ŭĉţıƫƖțŷņț@@ÚǸțĉțƖōŷƦŷŇƙĉƖōțŷņțÌĉĥōıŦț:ĉƙƟŷŮșƟțņĉĥıǸțōıƙțĤŷŷţƟȍUnder the Sea Wind , The Sea 
Around Us, The Edge of the Sea. I spot Silent Spring. The air swells with a texture of sound out of 
which single tones ring like bells. Water bubbles. The images shift, the prone man multiplying onto 
other screens, accompanied by different objects, Carson t itles, the extended legs of another prone 
figure. The rubber ducks reappear atop a shining depth of water, the same blue as the fabric 
beneath the humans, as ducks like this were famously released into the Pacific in a 1992 container 
spill, borne by ocean currents across the world.  

I spend perhaps an hour in this room, more in the pavilion. People wander past, often with the same 
ƟƖııīțĉƟțŷŮıțŭŐŇōƦțƟĥƙŷŦŦțƦōƙŷƫŇōțŐŭĉŇıƟțŷŮțĉțƖōŷŮıǽț ţŷŭņƙĉōșƟțǁŷƙţțĉƟţƟțņŷƙțƦŐŭıțņƙŷŭțƫƟǸțƦŐŭıț
and the ecological labour of re lationship -making: that we undertake the work of creating our own 
version of his epic from its vast storehouse of connections.  

 

 
Canto VI. John Akomfrah, Listening All Night to the Rain , commissioned by the British Council for the 60th 
International Art Exhibition Ȏ La Biennale di Venezia, 2024. © Taran Wilkhu. All rights reserved . 

 

As I enter the largest room, Canto VI, archival footage of anticolonial rebellion on the African 
continent a nd India in the mid -twentieth century surges across the screens: Patrice Lumumba, 
Congolese independence leader, orating to crowds; Lumumba, forced onto the back of a truck by 
soldiers, weeks before his execution. All this occurred, I realize, during the years in which, across the 
Atlantic Ocean, Carson was writing Silent Spring, condemning the human hubris that sought 
mastery over the natural world, deploring the technological shifts that meant even the vast ocean 
was no longer safe from destruction wrough ƦțĤǇțōƫŭĉŮƟǽțöŷǀıŮțŐŮƦŷț ţŷŭņƙĉōșƟțǁıĤǸț:ĉƙƟŷŮț
becomes part of this broader, planetary fabric of encounter, peril, domination of both human and 
nonhuman, and resistance. In retrospect, I find myself applying the words of the Palestinian writer 
Isabella Ham mad from her brief, powerful polemic Recognizing the Stranger  to what I witnessed 
ĉŭŐīƟƦț ţŷŭņƙĉōșƟțŭĉƦƙŐǆǷțȖdŮțƦŷīĉǇșƟțĥƙŐƟŐƟțŷņțĥŦŐŭĉƦıțīıƟƦƙƫĥƦŐŷŮǸțƦōıƙıțǁŐŦŦțĤıțŭŷŭıŮƦƟȍmaybe 
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they are happening already ȍthat will later be narrated as turning points, whe n the devastating 
ţŮŷǁŦıīŇıțōŐƦƟțōŷŭıțƦŷțĉțŇƙıĉƦıƙțĉŮīțŇƙıĉƦıƙțŮƫŭĤıƙțƦōĉƦțǁıțĉƙıțƦƙıĉƦŐŮŇțƦōıțıĉƙƦōțĉƟțĉțƟŦĉǀıǽȗ3 

 

.   .   . 

 

ªŮțƦōıțīĉǇțŷņțƦōıțƟƦŷƙŭǸțdșŭțĉƦțƦōıțÉĉŦĉǐǐŷț[ƙĉƟƟŐțŷŮțƦōıț[ƙĉŮīț:ĉŮĉŦǸțǀŐıǁŐŮŇțƦōıțıǆƦƙĉŷƙīŐŮĉƙǇǸț
large-scale paintings of US, Ethiopian -born artist Julie Mehretu, when I pull out my phone. The 
palm-like shape of the Veneto region has gone from orange to r ıīțŷŮțƦōıțǁıĉƦōıƙțĉƖƖǷțȖÌıīțÌĉŐŮț
Warning . . . extreme weather events expected . . . expect significant disruption to daily routines. 
ªŮŦǇțƦƙĉǀıŦțŐņțǇŷƫƙțŠŷƫƙŮıǇțŐƟțıƟƟıŮƦŐĉŦǽȗțöōĉƦțŐƟțıƟƟıŮƦŐĉŦțŐŮțƦōŐƟțĥŷŮƦıǆƦǾ 

 ıōƙıƦƫșƟțǁŷƙţțŇƙĉƖƖŦıƟțǁŐƦōțĥŷŮƦıŭƖŷƙĉƙǇțƟƦates of emergency. In this show, entitled Ensemble, 
the paintings are shown alongside work by artists with whom Mehretu has ongoing relationships. 
ÚōıțƟĥƫŦƖƦƫƙĉŦțƖƙıƟıŮĥıƟțŷņțaƫŭĉț9ōĉĤōĉǸțÉĉƫŦțÉņıŐņņıƙșƟțīŐƟıŭĤŷīŐıīțǁŷŷīıŮțŦŐŭĤƟțĉŮīțƦŷƙƟŷțŷņț
Justin Bieber (tattooed and smoother than skin), and the body prints of David Hammons foreground 
the necessity of bringing the body ȍBlack, white, otherwise racialized, corporealȍinto relationship, a 
īĉŮĥıǸțǁŐƦōț ıōƙıƦƫșƟțŭŷƙıțĉĤƟƦƙĉĥƦțĉƙƦǽț 

 

 
(Foreground ) Huma Bhabha, New Human , 2023. Courtesy of the artist and David Zwirner ; (Background)  Julie Mehretu, 
Invisible Line (collective), 2010Ȏ2011, Pinault Collection. dŮƟƦĉŦŦĉƦŐŷŮțǀŐıǁǸțȖsƫŦŐıț ıōƙıƦƫǽțFŮƟıŭĤŦıȗǸțǢǠǢǤǸțÉĉŦĉǐǐŷț
Grassi, Venice. Photo by Marco Cappelletti © Pala zzo Grassi, Pinault Collection. All rights reserved. 

 

Whether black and white or brash with colour, her canvases are dense with palimpsests of lines, 
architectural diagrams, gestures that demand we look closely and engage in an intensity of 
connection-ŭĉţŐŮŇǽț ƦțŭŷŭıŮƦƟǸț ıōƙıƦƫșƟțƖĉŐŮƦŐŮŇƟșțıǆƖŦŷīŐŮŇțŭŷǀıŭıŮt provokes an intense 
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vitality or a stir of disturbance in my encounter with them; their kinetic density opens up a 
corresponding depth of response, also awe at the time -consuming deliberation and labour involved 
ŐŮțƦōıțƖĉŐŮƦŐŮŇƟșțŦĉǇıƙıīțĥƙıĉƦŐŷŮǽ 

Some of the paintings bear traces of their origin in political or societal disasters. In Maahes (Mihos) 
torch (2018Ȏ2019), mounted alone in the first room, a smear of orange radiates from the bottom 
left -hand corner, counterposed with a flare of green in the uppe r right while black markings flicker 
or smudge the entire canvas. The artist began with a photograph of the massive 2018 fire that 
destroyed the National Museum of Brazil and its vast cultural heritage, an origin obscured unless 
you read the notes on the p ainting. I want to know this narrative trace ȍjust as when, weeks earlier, 
ŐŮț9ıƙŦŐŮșƟț¡ıƫıț¡ĉƦŐŷŮĉŦŇĉŦıƙŐıǸțdțƟƦŷŷīțŐŮțņƙŷŮƦțŷņț[ıƙōĉƙīƦțÌŐĥōƦıƙșƟțņŷƫƙțŭĉƟƟŐǀıțĉĤƟƦƙĉĥƦț
paintings Birkenau (2014), which originated as responses to four black -and-white photog raphs of 
the concentration camp Auschwitz -Birkenau, the only surviving images taken by inmates themselves, 
knowing this origin allowed me to enter into charged lines of otherwise inaccessible meaning.   

 

 
Julie Mehretu, TRANSpaintings, 2023Ȏ2024, Upright B rackets, di Nairy Baghramian. Courtesy of the artist and White 
:ƫĤıǽțdŮƟƦĉŦŦĉƦŐŷŮțǀŐıǁǸțȖsƫŦŐıț ıōƙıƦƫǽțFŮƟıŭĤŦıȗǸțǢǠǢǤǸțÉĉŦĉǐǐŷț[ƙĉƟƟŐǸțõıŮŐĥıǽțÉōŷƦŷțĤǇț ĉƙĥŷț:ĉƖƖıŦŦıƦƦŐțɓțÉĉŦĉǐǐŷț
Grassi, Pinault Collection. All rights reserved. 

 

dșǀıțŠƫƟƦțƖĉƟƟıīțƦōıțıŭıƙŇıŮĥǇ-orange, flame -ŦŐţıțĤŐŦŦŷǁƟțŷņț ıōƙıƦƫșƟțHineni (E. 3:4) (2018), which 
draws on an image of the 2017 California wildfires, when I see the red stain of the heightened 
ǁıĉƦōıƙțǁĉƙŮŐŮŇțŷŮțŭǇțƖōŷŮıǸțŐƦƟțıǆƦƙıŭıțĉŦıƙƦǽțdțĥĉŮșƦțĤƙŐŮg my broken concentration back to the 
art. Two well-dressed women wander through the rooms ahead of me. The grey sky is not yet 
foreboding. The worst of the rain is supposed to arrive with evening. Before leaving my small rental 
apartment that morning, I h ave, though I can barely afford it, made another booking ȍfor a room 
at a small hotel. There I would be above ground level, have access to more than one exit, be in the 
company of others. If nothing terrible happens, I tell myself, I will have done this as insurance. So 
that nothing terrible happens. Again, I wonder if I should simply shrug off the warnings. Only now 
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every painting I look at is permeated by my anxiety about the weather, by a sense of emergency. 
So I flee the palazzo, hop onto a vaporetto, gr ab my bag from the small and sulphurous apartment 
ĉŮīțǁōııŦțŐƦțƦōƙŷƫŇōțĤƫŭƖǇțĉŦŦıǇƟțƦŷțƦōıțōŷƦıŦǸțǁōıƙıǸțŐŮțƦōıțǁĉţıțŷņțƦōıțŭŷƙŮŐŮŇșƟțĤƙŐıņțƦŷƙƙıŮƦŐĉŦț
thunderstorm, the stone entranceway has already seen some flooding, and I must make my way 
across the damp remains of flattened cardboard boxes on my way to the lobby.  

 

.   .   . 

 

A locus for arrivals from the world over, Venice is known as a city of water, situated in the Venetian 
wĉŇŷŷŮǸțŐƟŦĉŮīƟțƦōƙıĉīıīțƦōƙŷƫŇōțǁŐƦōțĥĉŮĉŦƟǸțƟŦŷǁŦǇțƟƫĤƟŐīŐŮŇǽțdƦșƟțŦıƟƟțŷņƦın thought of as a city 
ƦōĉƦțıǆŐƟƦƟțŐŮțƙıŦĉƦŐŷŮƟōŐƖțǁŐƦōțƦōıțŦĉŇŷŷŮșƟțƟĉŦƦțŭĉƙƟōıƟǸțıƟƟıŮƦŐĉŦțĥĉƙĤŷŮțƟŐŮţƟțĉŮīțņŦŷŷī-protection 
buffers, which are disappearing at an alarming rate ȍfrom 180 square kilometres two centuries ago 
to 43 today 4ȍlosing sediment and drowning in the extremely and increasingly high tides. You can 
easily travel to Venice and not see its salt marshes or think about the vital role they play in 
preserving the life of the city. These days, ongoing reclamation projects are fortified by cultu ral 
ƖƙŷŠıĥƦƟțƦōĉƦțĤƙŐŮŇțĉƦƦıŮƦŐŷŮțƦŷțƦōıțŭĉƙƟōıƟǽțÒŷƖōŐıțaƫŮƦıƙșƟțSalt of the Earth  sprang from her 
ıǆƖıīŐƦŐŷŮƟțŐŮƦŷțƦōıțõıŮıƦŐĉŮțŭĉƙƟōıƟțǁŐƦōțıŮǀŐƙŷŮŭıŮƦĉŦțıŮŇŐŮııƙț Ůīƙıĉț@ș ŦƖĉŷƟǽț@ƫƙŐŮŇțŐƦƟț
creation, she and her creative team collaborated with, among o ther groups, The Tidal Garden, which 
cultivates glasswort and other halophytes that grow naturally in salinated marshland soil. 5 

Wanting at least to see the salt marshes, I reach out to salt -water activist Pietro Consolandi, part 
of the collective Barena B ianca ( barena means salt marsh in Italian), which seeks to highlight ocean -
ĤĉƟıīțıĥŷŦŷŇŐĥĉŦțŐƟƟƫıƟțƦōƙŷƫŇōțōǇĤƙŐīțƖƙŷŠıĥƦƟǽțȖaıĉīțŷƫƦțĤǇțǀĉƖŷƙıƦƦŷțŐŮƦŷțƦōıțŮŷƙƦōıƙŮțŦĉŇŷŷŮǸȗț
:ŷŮƟŷŦĉŮīŐțƫƙŇıƟțŭıǽțȖ[ŷțƦŷțƦōıțŐƟŦĉŮīțŷņțÚŷƙĥıŦŦŷǽț:ŦŐŭĤțƦōıțıŦıǀıŮƦō-century, Romanesque bell 
ƦŷǁıƙǽȗțÚōıțƦŐīıțŐƟțōĉŦņǁĉǇțĤıƦǁııŮțōŐŇōțĉŮīțŦŷǁțǁōıŮțdțīŷțƟŷǸțƦōıțīĉǇțĉņƦıƙțƦōıțƟƦŷƙŭǽț¡ıǀıƙƦōıŦıƟƟǸț
the flat expanses of mud and maroon -brown grasses winding through the water are enough of an 
encounter for the reality of the marshes to pre ss themselves upon me.  
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View from bell tower on the island of Torcello, Venice. Photo by Catherine Bush. CC-BY NC 4.0.  

 

.   .   . 

 

Along with storm flooding, aqua alta , the tides that sometimes flood low -lying parts of the island 
city, are a regular phenomenon of Venetian life, most common in winter or spring, particularly in 
the Piazza San Marco, a place even more frequently flooded by tourists. On the day of the storm  
warnings, I set out from the small hotel, attempting to make my way on foot across town to the 
Palazzo Franchetti, where the off -site Portuguese pavilion, Greenhouse, is located. I have a few 
hours, it seems, before the rain begins. Yet my GPS insists on guiding me through the flooded Piazza 
San Marco where the water is at least ankle -deep, the aqua alta  of 5 September unusual enough 
that photos of it make the international news, which I discover when friends and relatives message 
ŭıțƦŷțƟĉǇțƦōıǇșǀıțƟııŮțƦōem. 

Along the waterfront of vaporetto stops and moored gondolas, tidal water slops and spreads over 
the stone lip of land. The Bangladeshi shopkeepers put away the small electric fans and sundresses 
of yesterday, replacing them with disposable plastic rain  ponchos, raincoats, plastic boots to be 
pulled on over your footwear. They adapt, as we, the visitors, adapt, our temporary adaptations 
drowning us in a sea of plastic. People such as these stallkeepers will not identify as climate 
migrants, according to writer Amitav Ghosh, 6 even though flooding or other disruptions to the land, 
leading to economic upheavals, may be what has uprooted them and propelled them here, across 
the Mediterranean Sea.  
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Photo by Catherine Bush. CC-BY NC 4.0.  

 

The tourists around me, swaddled in bright pink, blue, and yellow plastic, echo the colours of the 
ĉŮŷƙĉţƟțĉŮīțņŦŷĉƦŐŮŇțƙƫĤĤıƙțīƫĥţƟțŐŮț ţŷŭņƙĉōșƟțņŐŦŭıīțŐŭĉŇıƟǽț ƦțƦōŐƟțŭŷŭıŮƦǸțĉĥƙŷƟƟțŮŷƙƦōıƙŮț
Italy, torrential  rains are flooding Milan, although I do not know this yet. When I arrive at last at 
ƦōıțÉĉŦĉǐǐŷțZƙĉŮĥōıƦƦŐǸțƦōıțƟţǇțŷǀıƙțƦōıțÉŷŮƦıțīıŦŦș ĥĥĉīıŭŐĉțŐƟțƟƖŦŐƦțŐŮțƦǁŷǷțōĉŦņțĤŦƫıǸțƟǁŐƙŦıīțǁŐƦōț
white tufts of cloud, half incoming, ominous rolls of grey.  

 

.   .   . 

 

Greenhouse, a collaboration between a researcher, a visual artist, and a choreographer (Mónica de 
Miranda, Sónia Vaz Borges, Vânia Gala), brings a profusion of greenery into an interior usually 
reserved for human activities. Tropical plants, growing in  small islands of planters, soil binding 
together disparate species, occupy the wood -panelled rooms. While they upend our sense of how 
these rooms should be occupied, I long to feel more disoriented, more unhumaned in their presence, 
for there to be more w ildness in the intervention than perhaps is possible when importing plants 
and small trees into the rooms of a palazzo.  
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Mónica de Miranda, Sónia Vaz Borges, and Vânia Gala, Greenhouse, Portugal Pavilion, Biennale Arte 2024. © Matteo 
Losurdo. All rights reserved.  

 

ÚōıțŐŮƟƦĉŦŦĉƦŐŷŮțĥŷŭĤŐŮıƟțƦōıțƟĥƫŦƖƦƫƙĉŦțǁŐƦōțĉțƟŐƦıțņŷƙțƖıƙņŷƙŭĉŮĥıțĉŮīțıīƫĥĉƦŐŷŮĉŦțıǀıŮƦƟǽțÚōıƙıșƟț
a session in progress when I arrive, a conversation with noted Indian scholar, activist, and seed 
preservationist Vandana Shiva, w ho advocates that seed and soil care are essential for our 
planetary survival. A young man raises a hand to ask a question, his English laced with a French 
accent: How can his generation find hope amidst the ongoing extinctions, the destructions? In 
responƟıțÒōŐǀĉțƟƖıĉţƟțŷņțȖĥŦŐŭĉƦıțōĉǀŷĥǸȗțĤƫƦțƦıŦŦƟțōıƙțǇŷƫƦōņƫŦțŐŮƦıƙŦŷĥƫƦŷƙțƦōĉƦțƦōıțıĉƙƦōțĥĉŮțĤıț
regenerated, and we can be regenerated, too. We can grow hope, she says. I senseȍnot impatience 
ņƙŷŭțōıƙǸțĤƫƦțƦōıțƙıĥŷŇŮŐƦŐŷŮțƦōĉƦțōŷƖıțĥĉŮșƦțƟŐŭƖŦǇțĤıțŇŐǀıŮțĉƟțŷne might pass a plate across a 
table. She can offer the young man a generative metaphor and mode of action, but he and others 
must grow their own hope, which will take care and labour. It is a practice that requires attention: 
their  attention,  their  labour .  

When I step outside again, fat drops of rain are falling.  

 

.   .   . 

 

dșŭțǁĉŐƦŐŮŇțǁŐƦōțŷƦōıƙƟțŷƫƦƟŐīıțƦōıțŷŦīțƟĉŦƦțņĉĥƦŷƙǇțŷŮțƦōıțŐƟŦĉŮīțŷņț[ŐƫīıĥĥĉǸțŷŮțƦōıțƟŷƫƦōıƙŮț
outskirts of Venice, to enter the second of three performances of Salt of the Earth .   

What can art do in response to the threatened world in which we find ourselves?, I wonder. Maybe 
the better question is: What can art be? What I seek is aliveness ȍƟıŮƟıīțŐŮțƦōıțĉƙƦŐƟƦșƟțĉĥƦțŷņț
ĥƙıĉƦŐŷŮǸțĉƙŷƫƟıīțƙıĥŐƖƙŷĥĉŦŦǇțŐŮțŭıǸțƟŷțƦōĉƦțdșŭțĤƙŷƫŇōƦǸțĤŷīy and mind, into a suggestive, 
sustaining exchange of connection-ŭĉţŐŮŇǽțdșŭțǁıĉƙǇțŷņțƦōıțīǇƟƦŷƖŐĥǽț ŮīțdțīŷŮșƦțǁĉŮƦțƦŷțĤıțƦŷŦīț
ōŷǁțƦŷțƙıƟƖŷŮīǽț ƫĥōțŷņțƦōıțĉƙƦțdșǀıțƟııŮțŐŮțõıŮŐĥıțōĉƟțĤııŮțƙıƟƖŷŮƟŐǀıțƦŷțŷƫƙțĥŷŮƦıŭƖŷƙĉƙǇț
existential crises: climate and biospheric breakdown, the punishing legacies of colonialism. Much 
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touts its collaborative, even ecological bona fides, seeking participatory engagement from 
audiences and drawing on relationships that extend beyond the art world.  

 

Salt of the Earth , trailer, performance and installation created by Sophie Hunter, premiering in Venice in September 
2024, https://saltoftheearth.earth/trailer . © Salt of the Earth  team. All rights reserved. 

 

At the salt  factory, we are ushered into a black -curtained anteroom in which three plinths hold 
bronzed bowls, each containing earth, salt, or water. Once gathered, we proceed through a 
curtained corridor into a much larger chamber filled with an undulating terrain o f saltȍtons of it. 
Small hills of salt press against the towering brick walls. Female figures in white roll across the 
mounds or move among us as we assemble, still standing. The oldest of them, white-haired, begins 
to speak. Novelist Megan Hunter, who has  ƟĥƙŐƖƦıīțƦōıțǁŷƙţșƟțŭŷŮŷŦŷŇƫıǸțŇŐǀıƟțǀŷŐĥıțƦŷțwŷƦșƟțǁŐņıǸț
the nameless Biblical figure who, when she defies Lot and God by looking back at her homeland, 
the burning cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, is turned into a pillar of salt. Here, slipping through 
time ĉŮīțƟƖĉĥıǸțwŷƦșƟțǁŐņıțĤıĥŷŭıƟțĉțŭĉƦıƙŮĉŦțīıǀŷƦııțĉŮīțīıŮŐǐıŮțŷņțƦōıțƟĉŦƦțŭĉƙƟōȂțŐƦșƟțņƙŷŭțōıƙț
beloved marsh that she cannot bear to look away.  

As Salt of the Earth  ends, the walls of the old salt factory light up with filmed images of a salt 
marsh, as if we are spirited outdoors. A chorus of singing voices rises from amidst the audience, an 
embedded choir. The moment is both intimate and sacral, the hall full of bea uty. Nevertheless, I 
yearn for the language of the piece to offer more gritty, sensory details of squelching mud, grass 
flecked with wind, the biting smell of salt, and most of all a sense of the ongoing tidal shifts, in and 
out, in and out, that shape and  transform the vanishing marshes. I want to be transported 
ŐŭĉŇŐŮĉƦŐǀıŦǇțƟŷțƦōĉƦțdșŭțŮŷƦțŠƫƟƦțƦŷŦīțƦŷțƖĉǇțĉƦƦıŮƦŐŷŮțƦŷțǁōĉƦțŐƟțĤıŐŮŇțŦŷƟƦțĤƫƦțƦƙĉŮƟņŷƙŭıīǸț
inhabiting, and inhabited by marshland.  

 

.   .   . 

 

Late in the afternoon, on the day of catastrophi c warnings, the rain sweeps across the lagoon in a 
great sheet, obliterating the horizon. As the downpour begins, I make it back to the hotel where the 
ǇŷƫŮŇțǁŷŭĉŮțĉƦțƦōıțņƙŷŮƦțīıƟţțţııƖƟțƙıƖıĉƦŐŮŇțƦŷțŇƫıƟƦƟǸțȖ@ŷŮșƦțŇŷțŷƫƦƟŐīıǽȗțªŮıțǁŷŭĉŮǸțŐŮƟŐƟƦŐŮŇț
that she has to meet a friend for dinner, sets off through the flood. Others return soaked to the 
skin. A young woman, who arrives with her rolling suitcase, tells of the horrors of travelling from 
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flooded Milan. From the high -ceilinged salon of a lobby, I obser ve all this, as rain, lashed by wind, 
drowns the small piazza outside.  

 

ßņĉƍɺ]ɺĩňƇģţƦīƁɺňƇɺƍņňƇȫɺ]ɺģĉŞȞƍɺƧƁňƍīɺĉĢţƑƍɺƍņīɺĉƁƍɺƧňƍņţƑƍɺƧƁňƍňŞŀɺĉĢţƑƍɺƍņīɺƧīĉƍņīƁȩɺ
Everything around me must be woven together into a matrix that makes up the 
world we breathe in . 

 

dƟțŐƦțĉŮțĉŮƦŐĥŦŐŭĉǆțƦŷțŮŷƦıțƦōĉƦțƦōıțƙĉŐŮțǁĉƟŮșƦțĉƟțĥĉƦĉƟƦƙŷƖōŐĥțĉƟțƖƙıīŐĥƦıīǾțÚōıƙıțǁŐŦŦțĤıțŇƙıĉƦıƙț
storms, greater, perhaps, than we can yet imagine. Storm Boris, which will bring an unprecedented 
deluge, inundating parts of central Europe with a mont ōșƟțǁŷƙƦōțŷņțƙĉŐŮțŐŮțǢǤțōŷƫƙƟǸțŐƟțŷŮŦǇțĉțǁııţț
away.7  

öōĉƦțdțīŐƟĥŷǀıƙțŐƟțƦōŐƟǷțdțĥĉŮșƦțǁƙŐƦıțĉĤŷƫƦțƦōıțĉƙƦțǁŐƦōŷƫƦțǁƙŐƦŐŮŇțĉĤŷƫƦțƦōıțǁıĉƦōıƙǽțFǀıƙǇƦōŐŮŇț
around me must be woven together into a matrix that makes up the world we breathe in. This is my 
ecological lesson from Venice, from Carson. How do we collectively convince ourselves to be alive 
at every instant to these cascades of connection and consequence? How do we turn the reciprocal 
acts of making and recognizing relationship into the heart of our art of attention? How do we 
narrate these connections? Embody them? In the hotel lobby, I listen. Is it raining where you are? 
What, or who, asks you to listen to them right now? Somewhere rain is falling. All this is happening 
everywhere.
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201Ȏ2. 
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marshes/. 
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November 2019, https://orionmagazine.org/article/ghosh/ . 
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Mike Hulme  

 

ȖÚĉţŐŮŇțƦōıțöıĉƦōıƙțǁŐƦōțYouȗ 

In 1992, the Australian-New Zealand rock band Crowded House released their successful single 
ȖöıĉƦōıƙțǁŐƦōțüŷƫǽȗțÚōıțƟŷŮŇțƙıĉĥōıīțƦōıțÚŷƖțǥǠțĥōĉƙƦƟțŐŮțǡǠțĥŷƫŮƦƙŐıƟǸțŐŮĥŦƫīŐŮŇțŐŮțƦōıțßŮŐƦıīț
Kingdom where it got to number seven.  The refrain goes, 

 

Everywhere you go, you always take the weather  

Everywhere you go, you always take the weather 1 

 

Fig. 1. A train is parked at the central station after heavy snowfall in Munich, Germany, Saturday, 2 December 2023. © 
picture alliance /  ASSOCIATED PRESS / Matthias Schrader. All rights reserved.  

 

These words, written by lead singer Neil Finn, are an apt description of the ways in which many 
people of the twenty -first century now experience the weather. Through apps, webcams, and other 
forŭƟțŷņțīŐŇŐƦĉŦțŭıīŐĉƦŐŷŮǸțƦōıțǁıĉƦōıƙțŐƟțĉŦǁĉǇƟțǁŐƦōțƫƟǽțüıƦǸțŭŷƙıțƟŐŇŮŐņŐĥĉŮƦŦǇǸțŐƦțŐƟțŮŷƦțŠƫƟƦțȖŷƫƙȗț
ǁıĉƦōıƙțƦōĉƦțǁıțĥĉƙƙǇțǁŐƦōțƫƟȂțǁıțŮŷǁțōĉǀıțĥŷŮƦŐŮƫĉŦțĉĥĥıƟƟțƦŷțŷƦōıƙțƖıŷƖŦıșƟțǁıĉƦōıƙțƦŷŷǽțÚōıț
experience of weather, especially extreme weather, is becoming increasingly cosmopolitan. The 
weather we encounter in our daily lives is losing the immediacy of its place -based character. As we 
ŷĤƟıƙǀıțǁıĉƦōıƙțĤıǇŷŮīțĤŷƙīıƙƟǸțǁıțĤıĥŷŭıțǀŷǇıƫƙƟțŷņțŷƦōıƙțƖıŷƖŦıșƟțǁıĉƦōıƙțŭŐƟņŷƙƦƫŮıƟǸțĉŮīțdț
believe the psychological effects of this phenomenon are profound.   
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An Abundance of Weather  

Decades of scientific research have made clear that human presence on the planet is changing the 
ǁŷƙŦīșƟțĥŦŐŭĉƦıƟǽț ĉţŐŮŇțƦōıŭțǁĉƙŭıƙțŷŮțĉǀıƙĉŇıǸțǇıƟǽț9ƫƦțĥŦŐŭĉƦıțĉŮīțǁıĉƦōıƙțĉƙıțŮŷƦțƦōıțƟĉme 
thing, so as climates warm, the thermodynamics of regional weather and ocean systems are also 
changing. This means that some of the characteristics of local weather ȍheat, storm, rain, iceȍare 
changing in frequency or severity. Yet it is not only the  physical weather of the atmosphere that is 
in flux. The way that many people now experience the weather is also changing.  

This change is for several reasons.2 One is because of increased physical mobility. The world has 
become smaller as air travel has become more widely accessible. Many of us now experience 
multiple climates within a single year. We are no longer bound to the weather of one locality or 
several adjacent localities. For example, the English public may encounter Mediterranean climates 
on summer holiday, the climates of the Gulf States whilst supporting the England football team, or 
the climates of eastern Europe during a weekend stag party. This i s not a wholly new phenomenon, 
of course, although now much less the preserve of the affluent or the migrant.  

 

 
Fig. 2. (Left) Tornado in southwest Texas. © Wirestock on iStock. All rights reserved. (Centre) Summer thunderstorm near 
Rastatt Plittersdorf, Germany. © Markus Semmler on iStock. All rights reserved. (Right) Thomas Fire, December 2017, 
seen from a beach in Santa Barbara. © Carsten Schertzer on iStock. All rights reserved.  

 

And our experience of weather has recently become more cosmopolitan throu gh other ubiquitous 
technologies. It is now possible to experience the many varieties and extremes of weather on offer 
around the world vicariously and instantly through webcams, phones, and other digital media. We 
are increasingly obsessed with weather records, as evidenced for example in The Financial Timesșț
:ŦŐŭĉƦıțÚƙĉĥţıƙǸțĉŮțŷŮŦŐŮıțƖŦĉƦņŷƙŭțƦōĉƦțȖţııƖƟțǁĉƦĥōțŷŮțıǆƦƙıŭıțıǀıŮƦƟțĉƙŷƫŮīțƦōıțǁŷƙŦīǸȗțƦƙĉĥţŐŮŇț
temperature rises and other extreme and record -breaking weather events.3 Through our screens we 
encounter violent weather, we follow storm chasers and imagine for ourselves what it may be like 
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to be buffeted by hurricane -force winds. And through webcams, we can track the changing weather 
conditions at the extremities of the world ȍat the poles, on mountai n tops, in tropical islandsȍor in 
those distant familiar places ȍwhere our relatives live, where we holidayed last year, where our 
neighbour has emigrated to. The threatening weather hazards of the world are all available for us 
to view: drought in Somalia,  torrential rain in Spain, extreme heat in India, violent storms in the 
Philippines. This is a new experience for us. As we see all types of weather extremes through digital 
ŭıīŐĉǸțƟŷțƦŷŷțīŷțǁıțȖņııŦȗȍwe bear the weight of ȍĉŦŦțŷņțƦōıțǁŷƙŦīșƟțǁŐŦīțǁıĉƦōıƙțŐn synchronised 
time.  

Timothy Morton deduces from such evidence that phenomena such as global warming should be 
ƦōŷƫŇōƦțŷņțĉƟțȖōǇƖıƙŷĤŠıĥƦƟȗȍŷĤŠıĥƦƟțƦōĉƦțĉƙıțȖŭĉƟƟŐǀıŦǇțīŐƟƦƙŐĤƫƦıīțŐŮțƦŐŭıțĉŮīțƟƖĉĥıțƙıŦĉƦŐǀıțƦŷț
ōƫŭĉŮƟǽȗț[ŦŷĤĉŦțǁĉƙŭŐŮŇțıǆŐƟƦƟțŐŮțŮŷțƟƖıĥŐņŐĥ location, and it transcends our familiar temporal 
horizons. Morton asserts optimistically that, as we glimpse such hyperobjects through an abundance 
ŷņțīŐŇŐƦĉŦțĉŮīțǀŐƟƫĉŦțīĉƦĉǸțƦōıǇțȖĥŷŭƖıŦțƫƟțƦŷțƦōŐŮţțıĥŷŦŷŇŐĥĉŦŦǇǽȗ4 Of course it is possible, conversely, 
ƦōĉƦțȖƦōŐŮţŐŮŇțıĥŷŦŷŇŐĥĉŦŦǇȗțŐƟțǁōĉƦțĉƦƦƫŮıƟțƫƟțƦŷțƙıĥŷŇŮŐƟıțōǇƖıƙŷĤŠıĥƦƟțƙĉƦōıƙțƦōĉŮțƦōıŭțŐŭƖŷƟŐŮŇț
themselves on us; in other words, believing is seeing rather than seeing is believing. Yet however we 
might explain our changing sense of a climate in flux ǸțǁōĉƦțŐƟțŮŷƦțŐŮțīŷƫĤƦțŐƟțƦōĉƦțƦōıțǁŷƙŦīșƟțǁıĉƦōıƙț
in all its most extreme manifestations is now accessible to (nearly) all of us, all the time. As Crowded 
aŷƫƟıțƟĉŮŇțŐŮțǡǩǩǢǸțǁıțīŷțŐŮīııīțȖƦĉţıțƦōıțǁıĉƦōıƙțǁŐƦōțƫƟǽȗ 

The Displacement of Weather  

What does t his weather overload do to us? In some of my earlier work I observed this excess of 
ǁıĉƦōıƙțĉŮīțĉƟƟŷĥŐĉƦıīțŐƦțǁŐƦōțßŦƙŐĥōț9ıĥţșƟțŐīıĉțŷņțȖĤĉŮĉŦțĥŷƟŭŷƖŷŦŐƦĉŮŐƟŭǽȗ5 For Beck, this term 
captures the mundane discourses that enact globalisation in the everyday,  the flattening of diversity 
ĉŮīțƦōıțıƙĉīŐĥĉƦŐŷŮțŷņțīŐņņıƙıŮĥıțŐŮțĉțĤŷƙīıƙŦıƟƟțǁŷƙŦīǽț ƟțōıțīıƟĥƙŐĤıƟțŐŮțƙıŦĉƦŐŷŮțƦŷțĥƫŐƟŐŮıǸțȖÚōıț
ƙıƟƫŦƦțǽțǽțǽțŐƟțĉțĤĉŮĉŦțĥŷƟŭŷƖŷŦŐƦĉŮțĥƫŦŐŮĉƙǇțıĥŦıĥƦŐĥŐƟŭǽȗțZŷƙț9ıĥţǸțȖǁŷƙŦīțƟŷĥŐıƦǇțōĉƟțƦĉţıŮțƖŷƟƟıƟƟŐŷŮț
of our kitchens and  ȉƦōıțǁŷƙŦīșƟțņŷŷīȊțŐƟțĤŷŐŦŐŮŇțĉŮīțƟŐǐǐŦŐŮŇțŐŮțŷƫƙțƖĉŮƟǽȗ6 I had concluded back 
ƦōıŮǸțŭŷƙıțƦōĉŮțĉțīıĥĉīıțĉŇŷǸțĉŮīțŐŮțŦŐŮıțǁŐƦōț ŷƙƦŷŮșƟțŷƖƦŐŭŐƟƦŐĥțƖƙŷŇŮŷƟŐƟǸțƦōĉƦțƦōıțŭŷǀıțƦŷǁĉƙīƟț
borderless weather might enhance social and ecological solidarity. That it m ight develop into a 
more conscious and responsible sense of the global.7 9ƫƦțŮŷǁțdșŭțŮŷƦțƟŷțƟƫƙıǽ 
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Fig. 3. Damaged road and buildings in Bahrain, Pakistan, October 2022, in the aftermath of severe flooding. © Anita 
Schneider on iStock. All rights reserved. 

 

Rather than enhancing solidarity or transferring our sense of place attachment from the local to 
the global, I fear this surfeit of weather may be doing something quite different. In her 2004 
bestseller bookWatching the English , anthropologist K ate Fox observes the function of weather talk 
in English culture.8 For Fox, such talk is a form of social grooming, a way of recognising, greeting, 
ĉŮīțŐīıŮƦŐņǇŐŮŇțǁŐƦōțȖƦōıțŷƦōıƙȗȍthe near neighbour or cohabitant ȍthrough a shared quotidian 
experience of t he weather in place. This primacy of the shared immediacy and intimacy of our own 
emplaced weather is lost as we experience the weather of ever more distant and numerous places. 
Our weather talk is of the drought in Somalia or the violent storm in the Phil ippines and less of the 
īĉŐŦǇțƟōĉƙıīțǁıĉƦōıƙțǁıțıŮĥŷƫŮƦıƙțŐŮțŷƫƙțŷǁŮțƖŦĉĥıǽțöıțƦƙĉŮƟƖŷƟıțƟŷŭıŷŮıțıŦƟıșƟțıǆƦƙıŭıțǁıĉƦōıƙț
into our own. This virtual displacing of weather undermines what Fox sees as the ritualistic function 
of weather talk and dilutes the on e circumstance of daily life we share with nearby others. Our 
ǀŐƙƦƫĉŦțǁŷƙŦīƟțŷǀıƙǁōıŦŭțƫƟțǁŐƦōțŷƦōıƙțƖıŷƖŦıșƟțǁıĉƦōıƙǸțĉŮīțƟŷțǁıțņŐŮīțŐƦțōĉƙīıƙțƦŷțĥƫŦƦŐǀĉƦıțĉŮț
ŐŮƦƫŐƦŐǀıțƟōĉƙıīțƟıŮƟıțŷņțǁōĉƦțƦōıțǁıĉƦōıƙțŐŮțȖŷƫƙțŦŷĥĉŦŐƦǇȗțƟōŷƫŦīțĤıǽ 

The Unbearable Weight of  ƦōıțöŷƙŦīșƟțöıĉƦōıƙ9 

:ƙŷǁīıīțaŷƫƟıțŭıŭĤıƙț¡ıŐŦțZŐŮŮțǁƙŷƦıțĉŮŷƦōıƙțƟŷŮŇțĉĤŷƫƦțƦōıțǁıĉƦōıƙǸțƦŐƦŦıīțȖZŷƫƙțÒıĉƟŷŮƟțŐŮț
ªŮıț@ĉǇǸȗțĉŦƟŷțƙıŦıĉƟıīțŐŮțǡǩǩǢǽțÚōıțƟŷŮŇțǁĉƟțǁƙŐƦƦıŮțŐŮțōŐƟțņŦĉƦțŐŮțÒƦǽțuŐŦīĉțFĉƟƦǸțĉțƟƫĤƫƙĤțŷņț
Melbourne, and he explained in a later inter view: 

 

ȖZŷƫƙțÒıĉƟŷŮƟțŐŮțªŮıț@ĉǇȗțǁĉƟțĉțĥŷŭŭŷŮț ıŦĤŷƫƙŮıțƖōƙĉƟıǸțĥŷǐțǇŷƫțŇŷțņƙŷŭțĉțĤŦĉǐŐŮŇțōŷƦǸțƟƫŮŮǇțīĉǇțƦŷț
ƙĉŐŮŐŮŇțĉŮīțƦōıŮțŐƦșīțĤıțōĉŐŦŐŮŇțƦōĉƦțŮŐŇōƦǽțȉ ǇțĤƙŷƦōıƙțÚŐŭȊțĉŮīțdțǁıƙıțƙŐīŐŮŇțŐŮțıŭŷƦŐŷŮĉŦțƙŷŦŦıƙțĥŷĉƟƦıƙƟț
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a lot of the time and there was a lot o f angst around that period. So it was a good description of the 
many moods of us, collectively and individually. 10 

 

The Finn brothers sought to express their moods by describing the changeable weather of 
Melbourne. For many of us today, rather than the weather reflecting our moods, the increasing 
weight of weather we bear becomes their cause. We find ourselves psycholog ically burdened by 
bearing the weight, moment by moment, of all  ƦōıțǁŷƙŦīșƟțƟıĉƟŷŮƟǸțŮŷƦțŠƫƟƦț ıŦĤŷƫƙŮıșƟǽ 

 

Fig. 4. © Met Office. All rights reserved.  

 

With weather displaced, what we now experience 
ǀŐĥĉƙŐŷƫƟŦǇțōĉƟțĤıĥŷŭıțŐŭĉŇŐŮĉƦŐǀıŦǇțȖōıĉǀǇȗțƦŷțƫƟǽțdƦț
becomes unbearable, it makes us anxious. Let me explain 
why. The processes I describe above mean that we 
increasingly experience weather as virtual, vicar ious, and 
sensational, rather than as real, embodied, and sensual. 
We become disoriented through this surfeit of 
ƫŮņĉŭŐŦŐĉƙț ǁıĉƦōıƙǽț ªƦōıƙț ƖıŷƖŦıșƟț ǁıĉƦōıƙț ĉƖƖıĉƙƟț
threatening to us since it is detached from the well -
founded rhythms and anchors of our ever yday routines. 
öıțŐŮĥƙıĉƟŐŮŇŦǇțƟıŮƟıțƦōĉƦțǁıĉƦōıƙțŐƟțȖŷƫƦțŷņțƖŦĉĥıǸȗțĉŮīț
in a virtual sense it is. We begin to question whether the 
ŐīıĉțŷņțȖƙıŇƫŦĉƙȗțŷƙțȖŮŷƙŭĉŦȗțǁıĉƦōıƙȍwhich is the very 
essence of the idea of a natural climate ȍany longer has 
meaning. As historian of science Lorraine Daston 
explains in her essay exploring the boundaries of nature, 
ȖǁŐƦōŷƫƦțǁıŦŦ-founded expectations, the world of causes 
ĉŮīțƖƙŷŭŐƟıƟțņĉŦŦƟțĉƖĉƙƦǽȗ11 The experience of a world 
without the ordering and stabilising power of the i dea 
ŷņțȖĉțĥŦŐŭĉƦıȗȍan atmosphere without reliable causes 
and promisesȍbecomes unbearable. 

This virtual displacement of weather amplifies our sense 
ŷņțōŷǁțŭƫĥōțĉŮīțōŷǁțƙĉƖŐīŦǇțƦōıțǁŷƙŦīșƟțĥŦŐŭĉƦıƟțŭĉǇț
ĤıțĥōĉŮŇŐŮŇǽțdƦțƖƙŷǀŷţıƟțŮıŷŦŷŇŐƟŭƟțƟƫĥōțĉƟțȖweather 
ǁıŐƙīŐŮŇȗț ĉŮīț ȖǁıĉƦōıƙț ƟĥƙĉŭĤŦŐŮŇǽȗț Úōıț ƟƦĉĤŐŦŐƟŐŮŇț
ƖƟǇĥōŷŦŷŇŐĥĉŦțƖŷǁıƙțŷņțŷƫƙțŐīıĉțŷņțȖĉțĥŦŐŭĉƦıȗȍthat the 
weather is contained within certain familiar boundaries, 
ƦōıțŐīıĉțƦōĉƦțƖƫƦƟțǁıĉƦōıƙțȖŐŮțŐƦƟțƖŦĉĥıȗțƟŷțƦŷțƟƖıĉţȍis 
weakened. We all feel less secure and more anxious.12  

This displacing of weather is also unsettling because it 
challenges another instinct of our humanity, intensified by modernity, which is to seek control (see 
figure 5). We desire to control, or at least to manage, the inconvenient discomforts of our immediate 

Fig. 5. Poster from a public EU climate -change 
campaign from 2006 to encourage people to 
adapt their behaviours  ŐŮțŷƙīıƙțƦŷțȖĥŷŮƦƙŷŦțĥŦŐŭĉƦıț
ĥōĉŮŇıǽȗț Ȗüŷƫț :ŷŮƦƙŷŦț :ŦŐŭĉƦıț:ōĉŮŇıǸȗț
European Commission, 2006, 
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication -detail/ -
/publication/2012ad2a -0fa7 -11e8-966a-
01aa75ed71a1. © 2007 European Union. All rights 
reserved. 
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experiences of weather by implementing technologies of climate control in our cars, homes, offices, 
cafes, patios. But our vicarious encounters with the weight of  ƦōıțǁŷƙŦīșƟțǁıĉƦōıƙțƫŮīıƙŭŐŮıțƦōŐƟț
ŭŷīıƙŮŐƟƦțƖƙŷŠıĥƦțŷņțĥŷŮƦƙŷŦǽțdņțdțŦŐǀıțŐŮț ƫŮŐĥōǸțdțĥĉŮțīŷțŮŷƦōŐŮŇțƦŷțĉĥĥŷŭŭŷīĉƦıțŭǇƟıŦņțƦŷțdŮīŐĉșƟț
ōıĉƦȂțŐņțdțŦŐǀıțŐŮț¡ĉŐƙŷĤŐǸțdțĥĉŮțīŷțŮŷƦōŐŮŇțƦŷțıƟĥĉƖıțÒƖĉŐŮșƟțņŦŷŷīƟǽțÚōŐƟțĤıŇŐŮƟțƦŷțıǆƖŦĉŐŮțƦōıțŇƙŷǁŐŮŇț
attraction of  inventing new, last-resort technologies of climate control, whether marine cloud 
brightening or solar geoengineering. It seems to us that only megalomaniac schemes such as these 
could possibly operate at the scale commensurate with the unbearable weight o f our weather 
anxieties. 
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Red mace surrounds the nutmeg seed. © 2016 Bob Sacha on Getty Images . All rights reserved.  

 

The story of ÄņīɺtƑƍŝīŀȞƇɺ8ƑƁƇīɺ(2021) begins almost exactly 400 years ago, in a very faraway 
placeȍso far away that very few of you are likely to have heard of it. That  place is the Banda 
Archipelago, a tiny cluster of islands in the far  southeastern 
quadrant of the Indian Ocean. The largest of these islands 
is only two-and-a-half miles in length and half a mile in 
widthȍso minuscule are the Banda Islands that on most 
maps they are marked only as a sprinkling of dots.  

The Banda Islands are the offspring of the Ring of Fire, 
which runs all the way  around the rim of the Pacific Ocean. 
A still-active volcano, Gunung Api  ȋȖņŐƙı ŭŷƫŮƦĉŐŮȗȌǸțƦŷǁıƙƟț
above the Bandas, its peak perpetually wreathed in plumes 
of swirling cloud and upwelling steam.  

Gunung Api is one of a great number of volcanoes in this 
stretch of ocean; the surrounding waters are dotted with 
beautifully formed, conical mountains that surge 
majestically out of the waves, some of them rising to heights 
of over a thousand meters or more. The very name of the 
region, Maluku  (which gave birth  to the English toponym 
Moluccas) is said to derive from Molòko, a word that means 
ȖŭŷƫŮƦĉŐŮȗțŷƙțȖŭŷƫŮƦĉŐŮțŐƟŦĉŮīǽȗ1 

Location of the Banda Islands in the center of 
the Maluku  Islands. Wikimedia Commons. CC 
BY-SA 3.0. 
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The mountainȎislands of Maluku often erupt with devastating force, yet there is also something 
magical about these convul sions, something akin to the pain of childbirth. For the eruptions of 
 ĉŦƫţƫșƟțǀŷŦĥĉŮŷıƟțĤƙŐŮŇțƦŷțƦōıțƟƫƙņĉĥıțĉŦĥōıŭŐĥĉŦțŭŐǆƦƫƙıƟ of materials, which interact  with the 
winds and weather of the region in such a way as to create forests that teem with wonders and 
rarities. 

 

View of Gunung Api. 1870Ȏ1900, unknown photographer. Courtesy of Tropenmuseum archives. Public domain.  

 

In the case of the Banda Islands, the gift of Gunung Api was a botanical species that has flourished 
on this tiny archipelago like nowhere else: the tree that produces both nutmeg and mace. Before 
the eighteenth century, every nutmeg and every shred of mace came from the Banda Islands. From 
textual sources and archaeological materials it can be established that nutmegs and mace have 
been in circulation around Asia, Africa, and Europe since an tiquityȍso despite their remoteness, the 
Banda Islands have been connected to the world through trade for thousands of years.  

Over the centuries these spices became extremely valuable; in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries  
a handful  of nutmegs could buy a house or a ship in Amsterdam or Lisbon. On what was their value 
founded? The idea that they were used to preserve food is a myth: The commonest of household 
ingredients, salt, is actually a far better preservative. Why then  did these culinary condiments come 
to be so greatly  valued? The answer is simple: Because spices connoted luxury; because only the 
affluent could afford them.  

https://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-14636
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In the late Middle  Ages nutmegs reached Europe by changing hands many times, at many points 
of transit. The latter stages of their journey took them through Egypt, or the Levant, to Venice, 
which ran a tightly controlled monopoly on the European spice trade in the centuries before the 
voyages of Christopher Columbus and Vasco de Gama. 2 Columbus himself was from Genoa, where 
VeniĥıșƟțŭŷŮŷƖŷŦǇțŷŮțƦōıțıĉƟƦıƙŮțƦƙĉīıțōĉīțŦŷŮŇțĤııŮțĤŐƦƦıƙŦǇțƙıƟıŮƦıīȂțŐƦțǁĉƟțŐŮțŷƙīıƙțƦŷțĤƙıĉţț
ƦōıțÒıƙıŮıțÌıƖƫĤŦŐĥșƟțōŷŦī on that  trade  the navigators  set off  on the journeys that  led to the 
Americas and the Indian Ocean. Among their goals, one of the most i mportant was to find the 
islands that were home to the nutmeg. The stakes were immense, for the navigators and for the 
monarchs who financed them: the spice race, it  has been said, was the space race of its time.  

 

 
Anonymous artist, Coracora van de Banda -eilanden, 1599 [Coracora from the Banda Islands, 1599] , 1600Ȏ1601, print, 14.5 
x 21.5 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, object no. RP-P-OB-75.392, https://id.rijksmuseum.nl/200488769. A coracora  
(traditional canoe from the Maluku Islands) from the Banda Islands, 1599. Moluccan warship with rowers and inhabitants 

of Banda in the foreground. Public domain . 

 

The Portuguese were the first Europeans to reach the Banda Islands, in 1511, but others followed hot 
on their heels, first the Spanish then the Dutch and the English. What  the Europeans had in common 
was that  they all  wanted to impose a monopoly on the tra de in nutmegs and mace. The Dutch were 
the most relentless of all, sending fleets to the islands again and again, with the intention of forcing 
treaties on their inhabitants.  The islanders were few in numberȍthere were only about  fifteen  
thousand of them altogether ȍbut they resisted so stubbornly that in 1621 the governor general of 
the Dutch East Indies, Jan Pieterszoon Coenȍwho is remembered today for coining the aphorism, 
Ȗ¡ŷțǁĉƙțǁŐƦōŷƫƦțƦƙĉīıǸțŮŷțƦƙĉīıțǁŐƦōŷƫƦțǁĉƙȗȍdecided that the Ban da problem needed a final 
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solution: The islands needed to be emptied of their inhabitants. Once the Bandanese were gone, 
settlers and slaves would be brought in to create a new plantation economy in the archipelago. So 
in February 1621 Coen led a Dutch fleet to the Banda Islands and issued orders to the inhabitants 
to abandon their villages and leave  their  homes. Naturally  they did not comply, so in April  1621 Coen 
implemented his final solution: On his orders, in a period of a few weeks, the Dutch effectiv ely 
eliminated the entire population of the islands ȍseveral thousand were killed, several thousand died 
of starvation or disease, and the rest were enslaved and deported.  

 

Unknown artist, Massacre of Banda , Rumah Budaya museum, Banda Neira. Japanese mercenaries hired by Dutch traders 
in the seventeenth century killed the most influential Bandanese leaders. Public domain. 

 

In short, within a few month s the Bandanese, once a proud and enterprising trading  community, 
had ceased to exist as a people. Their world had been brought  to an end in a span of less than ten 
weeks. The Bandanese were thus among the earliest victims of a scourge that now threatens t o 
engulf the entire planet ȍƦōıțȖƙıƟŷƫƙĥı ĥƫƙƟıǽȗ 

How should the story of the nutmeg be told and does it even matter? After all, what happened  on 
the Banda Islands was merely one instance of a history of colonization that was then unfolding on 
a vastly larger scale on the other side of the earth, in the Americas. It might be said that the page 
has been turned on that chapter of history; that the twenty -first century bears no resemblance to 
that long -ago time when plant s and botanical matter could decide the fate of human beings; that 
humanity has freed itself from the earth and the soil and is now in an era when human -made goods 
take precedence over the products of the earth. What possible bearing could this centuries -old story 
have on our times?  
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The trouble is that none of the above is true.  

Humanity is today even more dependent on 
botanical matter than it was three hundred,  
or five hundred, or even five millennia ago, 
and not just for  food. Most people in the 
world today are completely dependent, in 
every aspect of their lives, on energy that  
comes from long-buried carbonȍand what 
are coal, oil, and natural  gas except 
fossilized forms of botanical matter?  

The sales of this fossilized botanical matter 
amount to over t en trillion dollars annually, 
and the trading and transporting of fossil 
fuels generates another three trillion dollars.  
No human-made commodity comes even 
close to commanding so large a share of 
global trade and shipping. If anything, it 
was in the premod ern era that 
manufactured goods, like textiles and 
porcelain, accounted for a greater share of 
global trade.  

The truth  is that  human beings have never 
been more dependent on the ıĉƙƦōșƟț
provisionsȍbotanical matter, most of all ȍ
than they are today. The idea that modern 
Man has freed himself from the planet is not 
just absurd; it is a dangerous delusion.  

ªŮĥıț Ʀōıț ƙıĉŦŐƦǇț ŷņț ōƫŭĉŮŐƦǇșƟț ıǀıƙ-
increasing servitude to the earth is 
acknowledged, the story of the Bandanese 
no longer seems so distant  from our present 
predicament. To the contrary, the continuities between the two are so pressing and powerful  that  it  
could even be said that  the fate  of the Banda Islands might  be read as a template for the present, 
if only we knew how to tell that story.  

Notes 

1 Frans S. Watuseke, ȖÚōı Name Moluccas,  ĉŦƫţƫǸȗ Asian Profile  5, no. 3 (June 1977). 

2 Michael  Krondl , The Taste of Conquest: The Rise and Fall of the Three Great Cities of Spice (Ballantine 
Books, 2008), 907. 
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On the sandy shoreline of eastern Sicily, the Simeto  River meets the Ionian Sea against the dramatic 
backdrop of the volcano Etna. Groves of reeds surround small seawater coves nestled among the 
dunes. Seagulls fish and ducks hide in reedbeds along the riverbank . Walking on the beach 
accompanied by the sound of the waves makes us feel part of that windy and solitary landscape. 
We are here as researchers on the EU-ņƫŮīıīțƖƙŷŠıĥƦțȖ9dªÚƙĉ:ıƟǷț9ŐŷīŐǀıƙƟŐƦǇțĉŮīțÚƙĉŮƟņŷƙŭĉƦŐǀıț
Change for Plural and Nature -ÉŷƟŐƦŐǀıțÒŷĥŐıƦŐıƟǽȗțªƫƙțĤƙĉŮĥōțŷņțƦōıțƖƙŷŠıĥƦǸțĤĉƟıīțĉƦțƦōe University 
of Catania, aims to work with local communities to facilitate social change that may enhance 
socioecological relationships with the Simeto River.1  

 

Not a trace of the river in sight. It flows to the left of the path, between deep artificial banks. Nature reserve Oasi del 
Simeto. Photo by Paolo Gruppuso. CC-BY NC 4.0. 

 

Our perspectives on this landscape differ markedly. Erika, a geographer, was born and bred in 
Catania, some 15 kiŦŷŭıƦıƙƟțŮŷƙƦōțŷņțƦōıțƙŐǀıƙșƟțŭŷƫƦōǽț ƟțƟōıțǁĉŦţƟǸțƟōıțņııŦƟțĤŷƦōțŐŮțĉŮīțŷƫƦțŷņț
ƖŦĉĥıǸțǁŐƦōțĉțƖıƙƟŐƟƦıŮƦțƘƫıƟƦŐŷŮțŷŮțōıƙțŭŐŮīǷțÒōŷƫŦīŮșƦțƦōŐƟțŦĉŮīƟĥĉƖıțĤıțņĉŭŐŦŐĉƙǾțÒōıțŇƙĉīƫĉŦŦǇț
realizes that, until she started working on this research project, she had on ly seen this place through 
car windows while crossing the highway bridge. Paolo, a social anthropologist, has only lived in 
Catania for a few months and before that, had never been to Sicily. This is the first physical 
encounter with the Simeto River for b oth of us. 

We are walking within the Oasi del Simeto, a nature reserve established in 1984 to preserve the 
river mouth as a stopover site for migrating birds and a nesting area. The reserve is the lowest part 
ŷņțƦōıțÒŐŭıƦŷșƟțōǇīƙŷŇƙĉƖōŐĥțĤĉƟŐŮǸțƦōıțŦĉƙŇıƟƦ in Sicily, which flows from the Nebrodi Mountains 
to the Ionian Sea, south of Catania. Before the process of embankment construction and 
channelization began in the twentieth century, the Simeto River found its way through the 
mountains, brushing the west side of Mount Etna and entering the Plain of Catania. 2 There, it 
meandered between low banks, flooding the surrounding land and providing rich hunting and 
fishing grounds for local people. 3 
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Mount Etna, as seen from the mouth of the Simeto  River. Nature reserve Oasi del Simeto. Photo by Paolo Gruppuso. CC-
BY NC 4.0. 

 

As we approach the calm water of the river on the beach, the sight of fishing lines tied to sticks in 
the sand makes us realize that we are not as alone as we thought. Fishing is now prohibited in the 
reserve, and yet someone has cast lines in these waters. This scene makes us recall the conversations 
we had while conducting fieldwork in Paternò, a town some 30 kilo meters upriver, where elders still 
remember the muddy taste of carp from the Simeto. Archival material tells us that the Simeto River 
played a crucial role in the local economy until the 1950s, especially in relation to fishing ȍand that 
it was also central  to social life, shaping community relationships along its course. Fishers would 
ƟƦƙĉƦıŇŐĥĉŦŦǇțƟŦŷǁțīŷǁŮțƦōıțǁĉƦıƙțņŦŷǁțŮıĉƙțƦōıțƙŐǀıƙșƟțŭŷƫƦōǸțƫƟŐŮŇțņŐǆıīțņŐƟōŐŮŇțƟƦƙƫĥƦƫƙıƟțƦōĉƦț
obstructed water movement to ensure a more fruitful catch. In the early twen tieth century, these 
practices generated tensions with upstream fishing communities, which regularly demanded the 
removal of these structures to allow fish ȍparticularly eels ( Anguilla anguilla ) and river herring 
(Alosa fallax )ȍto swim upstream, lay eggs, and sustain local fishing economies.4 The Simeto thus 
was not only a source of sustenance but also of rivalry between communities ȍa fitting manifestation 
ŷņțƦōıțıƦǇŭŷŦŷŇŐĥĉŦțƙŷŷƦțŷņțƦōıțǁŷƙīțȖƙŐǀĉŦǸȗțīıƙŐǀıīțņƙŷŭțƦōıțwĉƦŐŮțrivalis ŭıĉŮŐŮŇțȖŷŮıțǁōŷțƫƟıƟț
the ƟĉŭıțƟƦƙıĉŭǽȗțÚōıƟıțīŷĥƫŭıŮƦƟǸțƦŷŇıƦōıƙțǁŐƦōțŷƫƙțĥŷŮǀıƙƟĉƦŐŷŮƟțŐŮțƦōıțņŐıŦīǸțƖŷƙƦƙĉǇțƦōıțÒŐŭıƦŷț
River as a dynamic ecosystem and a living presence in the landscape, one that could both sustain 
and divide the people who depended on its waters.  
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