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Page 7 →Foreword


Change. We generally don’t…unless we have no other option. Change is the unknown—the shapeshifter.

Holding vigil for years, Earth’s Indigenous relatives warned us of ominous changes, of her increasingly frail and weakened state. Since 1997 world leaders have been talking about climate change. They talked in Kyoto, in Paris, in Edinburgh. They talked but were paralyzed. In 2020, questions about the Earth’s long-term condition were pushed aside; her human inhabitants needed immediate, acute care. For two years we collectively held our breath behind masks and hand sanitizers as our world transformed into a theater of the virtually absurd. Or was it absurdly virtual? We stage-whispered in a new vocabulary: Zoom, hydroxychloroquine, contactless delivery, monoclonal antibodies. If all the world’s a stage, we, the human divas, commanded the spotlight, while the Earth’s comorbidities—surging seas, melting ice caps, violent storms—were relegated to a bit part.

In February 2022 I took a class of graduate journalism students to the Indigenous Pacific Northwest, where climate change is happening at warp speed. I had lived there 40 years ago when traffic moved freely and there were still unobscured views of the Pacific Ocean. In this visit, traffic along I-5 moved glacially, Page 8 →and actual glaciers I knew then were completely gone. It is sobering to think that an ice sheet that lasted 30,000 years has disappeared in my lifetime.

The Quinault Nation on the Olympic Peninsula, which lost its Anderson Glacier in 2015, is facing tremendous change. Storms of increasing frequency and intensity are causing major flooding in lower Taholah, the tribe’s population center. Worse, according to oral history, the Quinault can expect a major earthquake and a horrific tsunami every 300 years or so. The last one—the Cascadia Earthquake with a magnitude of an estimated 9.2—was in 1700. Tribal leaders tell my students it’s not if the big one happens; it’s when. The Quinault senior center, daycare, and other tribal buildings lie in the tsunami zone, so they hope to rebuild on higher ground, assuming they can find the estimated $150 million it will take to finance the move.

The other pressing issue for the Quinault and all the nations of the Pacific Northwest is the loss of their salmon. These are salmon people. Their creation stories begin with their salmon relatives. Children are taught early on to “take care of the salmon and they will take care of you.” Because of climate change, some salmon rivers now run too quickly—the salmon eggs that once represented the next generation are washed out to sea before they can hatch. For future generations, the thought of life without salmon is unthinkable.

But Native people did not survive because of generational trauma. They survived because of generational joy and innovation and ingenuity. Clever people that they are, the Quinault are engineering log jams—huge piles of trees, roots, and Page 9 →branches—and placing them at various points in the river to slow it down. In this way, they are creating side channels where the salmon can spawn. So far, the mitigation appears to be working. The salmon are coming back.

In a shed a few feet from the river, Guy Capoeman, the President of the Quinault Nation and a master wood carver, sculpts a massive cedar pole. On it a benevolent thunderbird holds a man and a woman under its wings, who in turn cradle a salmon. It remembers a time when the Quinault faced deprivation, a story Capoeman shares with journalists, who ask if his art will record his community’s current crisis. Yes, he tells them. It compels him. It’s what Quinault carvers have always done. Their art is an archive.

Since 2005 I have worked with tribal youth in various reservation communities to create video documentaries about how climate change is affecting their natural and cultural landscapes. Their work too has become an archive. They’ve explored fisheries management, wildlife ecology, and macroinvertebrates to understand the health of inland waterways. They have visualized science through art. On the Bad River reservation, tribal youth documented Red Cliff elder and master builder Marvin Defoe constructing a traditional Ojibwe birch bark canoe. “It’s getting harder and harder to gather the materials,” Defoe told them. “Birch trees are dying.” At Lac Courte Oreilles, an 11-year-old girl interviewed a scientist with the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission about climate change and its effects on wild rice. He told her that the rice would eventually migrate farther north and the Page 10 →animals that depend upon it would follow. “But some of those are Clan animals,” she told him, disbelief on her face. “How will we be Ojibwe if we don’t have our Clan animals?”

That is a profound question.

How can we be Indigenous if the land we are Indigenous to shapeshifts into something we don’t recognize? What if our relatives—our plants, animals, and elements—leave us amidst the overwhelming changes we see in our environment? What will happen to our ceremonies, our languages, our identities if the cultural gravity that has rooted us to our ancestral lands loses its energy?

The media in Deep Horizons: A Multisensory Archive of Ecological Affects and Prospects explore the dynamics of change. Robert Bailey and Todd Stewart are drawn to the “sustained unsustainability” of the Salton Sea, a ruined body of water that testifies to disastrous changes both natural and manmade. Julianne Warren explores Aialik Bay, “where coastline surfs inhale and exhale” and where change is clean and organic. For poet Craig Santos Perez, the ever-changing, earthquake-prone Pacific “Ring of Fire” is a place where fire and water collide, where rubber gloves and single-use masks now litter his beloved beaches—changes brought on by a global pandemic. Artist Edgar Heap of Birds admonishes us to “offer our thirst,” for “water is your only medicine.”

Change for filmmaker Erin Espelie in A Free Inquiry Into Air is represented by a strand of beads that wobble, expand, and transform into something visibly Page 11 →different and beautiful. Kim TallBear contemplates ultimate change—the passing of her grandmother, which leads her to examine “settler state Covid-19 responses” that “protect wealth more than they protect the vulnerable.” Contrast that with the Indigenous “kinship relationships” Kyle Whyte describes—how “we can measure time through changes in the degrees of kinship relationships.” The history of trauma to the landscape and the Indigenous people who inhabited it, he tells us, represent “breakdowns in kinship bonds.”

Each contributor has experienced elemental change and offers the reader insights into how the dynamics of change might be understood. In closing, Nina Elder offers reassurances, telling us, “acknowledging that the world is always changing, [and] then to be in an authentic relationship with the world is an invitation to not always be stable.”

It’s okay to be insecure, she writes. Keep changing. Allow for transformation. “It might be beautiful.”




Page 12 →Brianne Cohen, Erin Espelie, and Bonnie Etherington


Introduction



[W]e need books that affect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like the death of someone we loved more than ourselves, like being banished into forests far from everyone, like a suicide. A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us.

—Franz Kafka



The specifics of ecological destruction often take a cruel turn, affecting those people who can least resist its impacts, and those who are least responsible for it. Communities absorb the shock of catastrophe—from mudslides, hurricanes, and wildfires to deforestation, species extinction, and endocrine disruption—in unequal ways. Therefore, to generalize about losses, precedents, and paths forward becomes detrimental to understanding the uneven particulars of what scientists now refer to as the epoch of the Anthropocene. Additionally, our contemporary moment resembles that of the birth of European rationalism, when science, industry, and technology appeared to offer the only practical solutions to the most pressing problems facing communities and the planet. Yet, as then, the arts and humanities can contribute crucially to the framing and understanding of existential threats. This collection gathers contributions from multiple disciplines to investigate intersectional questions of how the changing planet affects specific peoples, communities, wildlife species, and ecosystems in varying and inequitable ways. It acts as a multisensory, artistic-archival supplement to the University of Colorado Boulder’s 2020–2022 Mellon Page 13 →Sawyer Environmental Futures Project, which yielded exhibits, lectures, workshops, murals, classes, performances, plenaries, and more. The experience of coordinating investigators across the arts and sciences left us looking to better articulate how and why we so acutely need art amid the aggregating changes afflicting us.

We take our title in part from the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010 in the Gulf of Mexico, an event that epitomizes the deleterious ways in which an environmental disaster can unfold. Although such a disaster may receive press coverage and global attention for a short period of time, the long-lasting effects often go unexplored and hence remain largely unnoticed, especially by those outside of the impact zone. The plume of oil from Deepwater Horizon, for example, once dispersed and deposited on the ocean floor or in the cells of marine organisms, has been all but forgotten by those who have the privilege of geographical, social, or economic distance to ignore such violence. Much of today’s ongoing environmental destruction operates on a nearly invisible level, taking greatest effect only over long periods of time, generating what environmental justice scholar Rob Nixon has famously termed slow violence.1 The massive loss of phytoplankton from an offshore oil spill, for instance, may be much more devastating long-term and much harder to represent than the immediate decimation of the local fish and wildlife population. Likewise, the ways that people are, or are not, able to prepare for and resist the consequences of such events is shaped by strong historical and economic forces, and the way a community falters in its recovery may play out over generations.

Page 14 →What has become clear is that disasters exacerbate inequalities rather than equalize them. They subsume those beings who are the most vulnerable and “disposable”—whether these be children, religious minorities, tusked elephants, or medicinal forests stewarded by Native Americans—within a statistical conglomerate. Finding the means to conduct ethnographic observation over a long period of time, or to study how communities and their habitats are upended, displaced, disadvantaged, exploited, or enact a recovery has become increasingly challenging in an age where tomorrow’s disaster supersedes the one last week. Geographer Gilbert White, architect of the U.S. National Flood Insurance Program and founder of the Natural Hazards Center at the University of Colorado Boulder, likened such disasters and their rippling aftershocks to war. Their deeper and longer-term ramifications will continue to unfold in the realms of mental health, disease, diaspora, ecology, and poverty, and we must attend to these more durational and invisible effects with care and diligence.

Looking towards deep horizons, many artists are attempting to manifest these more invisible and durational environmental changes, serving as seers, soothsayers, communicators, and elucidators. The expressions of poets, playwrights, filmmakers, musicians, sculptors, painters, theatrical directors, choreographers, still photographers, sound designers, and others articulate radically creative approaches to documenting ruptures in the fabric of the natural world. Against the hubristic, quick “clean-up” mentality, for instance, of socio-environmental catastrophes like the Deepwater Horizon oil spill or the still unfolding ramifications of Hurricane Katrina, such Page 15 →practices can offer a perspective of what we term deep horizons.2 This way of seeing means taking a firm stance on terra, of not only recognizing the historical sedimentation under one’s feet but also looking out toward distances and futures that push the limits of one’s vision. Deep horizons calls for a sensing of both the boundedness and abundance of our planet, and a perceiving, through creative means, of a less visible spectrum of casualties and prospects.3

A horizon aptly evokes both the perceptual form of the enveloping landscape and a metaphorical notion of temporal immersion. Accordingly, an artistic-conceptual lens of looking towards deep horizons suggests a more expansive investigation of space and time in order to learn from past and present experiences, and to imagine more ethically durable, inhabitable futures.4 In other words, it stands in contrast to a plethora of post-apocalyptic optics offered recently in scholarly debates and the popular realm, which perpetuate the reductive and violent outlook of an erased, tabula rasa landscape. End-of-world narratives and eschatological viewpoints that dominated in environmental discourses of the 1960s and 1970s have resurged with full force in recent academic conferences, books, and journals.5 At our critical juncture, tabula rasa scenarios offer an attractive way of thinking in the confusion and muddle of the present.6 Yet we need more complex, creative, and emotionally invested visions of deep intertwinement, complicity, suturing, affiliation, and Earth-boundedness. Reconnections, for instance, must be forged with older, Native worldviews, ones which have often been expressed through practice rather than written language. Page 16 →Indigenous, oral-based cultures have often conveyed wisdom and imagined worlds through the arduous, everyday labor of making and doing. Thus their perspectives have often been dismissed or neglected within a Euro-American tradition of critical thought. In our archiving of ecological affects and prospects, our collection acknowledges the importance of such oral knowledges and Indigenous cosmovisions to present-day “scientific” understandings of ecological relations.7

As authors Wahinkpe Topa (Four Arrows) and Darcia Narvaez eloquently articulate, we need an alternative worldview for planetary sustainability. Such a worldview cannot draw from notions of Weltanschauung conceived in German philosophy from Immanuel Kant to Martin Heidegger—imagining reality in segmented, materialist terms—but should rather look to Indigenous knowledges, or a “world-sense,” based on experiencing and doing, not only perception or conception.8 This necessarily involves a more holistic understanding of human and nonhuman—or more-than-human—kinships that acknowledge subjectivities and agency throughout the natural world. Such a “world-sense” also grounds itself in everyday behaviors and affects—a far cry, for example, from the distancing photographs of the Blue Planet taken from outer space (the most iconic “blue marble” version taken during the Apollo 17 mission in 1972) or Christo’s and Jeanne-Claude’s 1989 cover image for Time magazine depicting a plastic-wrapped, rope-bound globe sitting atop a barren wasteland and set against a fiery, apocalyptic sunset (dubbed “The Planet of the Year” in lieu of its annual “Person of the Year”). As scholars such as Ursula K. Heise and Page 17 →Yates McKee highlight, the totalizing gaze of such global portraits spurred on a Euro-American colonial-environmentalist movement still undergirded by anthropocentric binaries of human/nature and philosophies of capitalist-technoscientific “development.”9 Instead, our critical moment calls for more creative visioning of kincentric relationships with the Earth.

In offering the idea of deep horizons, we suggest it more as an archipelagic metaphor rather than an authoritative, all-encompassing, or easily packaged concept. Following postcolonial theorist Ann Laura Stoler’s understanding of the limitations of “concept-work,” it is not a fixed analytic framework, but rather a poetic searching for more ethically entwined, exterior and interior landscapes—for values, affects, and behaviors that seed a livable world based upon kincentric relations of reciprocity, responsibility, trust, and respect.10 It necessitates staying with the trouble, not allowing one to brush over the hard work of addressing inequities and calamities that recursively affect communities and ecosystems, and of dealing with their continued presence in the long present, rather than in some post-apocalyptic future where the slate has somehow been wiped clean.11 Even if unintentional, the latter view echoes both a colonizing idea of Earth as terra nullius, and the human hubris of “quick cleanup” responses to disaster scenarios. In contrast, a view of deep horizons advocates the more challenging task of standing in our historically mired present in order to help us sense the gravity and rootedness of more equitably durable futures across the horizon. This labor involves recuperating, refunctioning, and repatterning diverse knowledges, Page 18 →ones which have often been violently harmed and now need renewed attention and rehabilitation for such an endeavor. Ultimately, deep horizons prioritizes a rich sedimentation of generative and creative work, inquiring feelings, and grounded worldviews that may help maintain the socio-biome of the planet and lay the groundwork for a more inhabitable future.


Affect and Indigenous Thought in a More-Than-Human Web

Recently, the arts and humanities have witnessed a “nonhuman turn” that avers the urgent need for recognizing and thinking through human and nonhuman entanglements. Put another way, representations of slow violence need to account for the perspectives and voices, so-to-speak, of not only humans, but also animals, plants, and inanimate matter. Much of this writing has fallen under the category of new materialisms, yet many critics observe that such thinking is not so new. Scholars in Native and Indigenous studies, critical race theory, and postcolonial and decolonial studies, for instance, point to old-growth worldviews that have long advocated a more ethically engaged relationship and reciprocity with the living land.12 However, such reciprocity with the natural world cannot simply be transferred: it must be sustained by community-internal understandings of sociality. Like old-growth forests, these views are under intense threat, not least of all through brutal language extinction. Such perspectives have been historically silenced in critical thought and popular imagination, hand-in-hand, by the same forces that choked and poisoned the land in Page 19 →the first place. It is imperative that artists and humanists recover and reimagine a foundational grammar of animacy, as Native activist and botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potawatomi) advocates.13 We must reanimate time-tested modes of speaking and visualizing interconnection and boundedness with a teeming planet—modes long developed through Indigenous thought and spiritual belief.

An additional avenue to conceive of relationality—even if that can no longer be founded upon spiritual connection—would be via another “turn” in the humanities: the affective turn. Affect may be a way to move publics through sensory experiences and emotional intensity, through the vehicle of art-making. Ongoing attention paid to affect in the humanities and arts promises to ignite further creative forms of affiliation and relationality between humans and nonhumans. Art may enable us, for example, to intuit the energy-producing, photosynthetic vibrancy of cyanobacteria or the despair and resilience of thousands of asylum seekers in Europe, many dispossessed by the rapidly compounding effects of global warming in the Middle East and Africa.14 With this in mind, we are building a collection of uniquely affective works: sonic, visual, visceral, verbal, cerebral, oral storytelling, or a combination—multi-sensorial. Twenty-five years ago, eco-philosopher David Abram charted humanity’s increasing deafness and overall sensorial deadening to the multi-voiced, wider natural world, advocating for the importance of perceiving and feeling through multisensory modalities to resist our inflated sense of human exceptionalism.15 Nowadays new sensations are arising, new multilayered emotions, such as solastalgia, which can be Page 20 →defined as existential angst brought about by climate change, to apocalypse fatigue and digital distraction manias. There are even more radical swings in affect, from uncoupled boredom to emotionally bound trust in technologically or biologically inspired solutions. What sets affect apart from historical approaches to environmental art and critical theory is that it contends with the shifting emotions of people—and accounts for the diversity of peoples and their perspectives—in experiencing the enormity of Earth’s changes.

Large swaths of the public, however, have become insensate to the slower deformities as well as the pressing calamities of environmental destruction. In part, this arises from a flood of images and information that often saturate our ability to perceive and respond. Visual culture theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff describes it as a type of anti-aesthetic, or numbing anaesthetic, while affect/queer theorist Ann Cvetkovich would view it, in another light, as a kind of public depression, informed by longer histories of violence tied to colonization and power.16 Environmental and disability activist Tim Min Jie, in turn, describes her experience in failing to grieve or feel anger as burnout—as a “heavy sense of emptiness” or “immobility”—facilitated by a society that does not value care work, or that in our contributor Kyle Powys Whyte and philosopher Chris Cuomo’s terms, does not “enable and encourage responsible and healthy caring and caregiving.”17

Environmental loss might seem to elicit mostly negative emotions that lead to inertia and impasse, rather than social change or impetus. In their illuminating Page 21 →volume, Affective Ecocriticism: Emotion, Embodiment, Environment (2018), editors Kyle Bladow and Jennifer Ladino explore how “bad feelings” might usefully be redirected to serve social justice movements and pedagogy in the Anthropocene.18 They offer a collection of essays that extend “beyond hope and despair toward a more inclusive, sophisticated ‘suite of emotions’ related to environmental loss and change of all kinds,” with many of these feelings being “noncathartic,” a term they borrow from affect theorist Sianne Ngai.19 Such minor emotions, according to Ngai, are less powerful and less intentional than a philosophical canon of “classical political passions” such as fear, jealousy, or anger. Unlike fear, which can bind people in political alliance, or anger, which can spur on social justice, these are feelings less obviously associated with political action—like envy, irritation, and anxiety.20 More often than not, they lead to ambivalent states of suspended or obstructed agency. However, it is precisely because of their ambiguity and complexity that the relationship between negative affect and “negative thinking” (i.e. ideology critique, in Herbert Marcuse’s terms) might find illuminating ground.21 Crucially, Affective Ecocriticism highlights the critical potential of this wider spectrum of multiplex, “ugly feelings” surrounding climate breakdown.

As this recent scholarship demonstrates, there is important, emergent work bridging the environmental humanities with affect theory in attending to the manifold devastation of our more-than-human world, yet our collection aims to further enrich this discourse with longer insights from Native and Indigenous philosophies.22 For Page 22 →example, Ngai’s analysis of “non-canonical,” negative feelings adds a nuanced understanding to the affective multivalence of disconcerting situations, yet her suggestion that “ugly feelings” are less clearly legible and more interpretatively difficult also seems to imply a flipside—that more intentional emotions (strategically aimed at political action) are, in fact, directly legible and interpretatively simple, such as an “expressivist aesthetics of sympathy and sentimentality.”23 This implication runs counter to a strong body of Native and Indigenous thought on emotions, one bound intimately to quite complicated, lived experiences and felt knowledge. As historian Dian Million (Tanana Athabascan) wrote in 2009, in relation to a 1980s movement of bearing witness to residential school traumas, “we feel our histories as well as think them.”24

Take for example feelings of gratitude, which in Indigenous thought can serve simultaneously as a mentality, attitude, and practice. One could conceive of gratitude as a forthright, strong emotion, as Ngai might claim, although these editors have not seen any in-depth scholarship within affect studies on gratitude. Yet, within many Indigenous beliefs, gratitude conveys not only simple, thankful acknowledgment but also complex, critical ties of obligation, indebtedness, and responsiveness with a more-than-human world, both material and emotional. Writing about this fundamental precept for restoring a kinship worldview, Four Arrows explains that gratitude “express[es] deep interconnectedness as a responsibility of authentic caring and reciprocity,” which necessarily involves both an appreciation of gifts and a giving Page 23 →back with mindful respect.25 In the field of positive psychology today, studies indicate that regularly feeling and expressing gratitude (e.g. keeping a gratitude journal) may make one happier and lead to better individual health, but only through a reciprocal type of gratitude, as moral-development expert Darcia Narvaez highlights, can humans more collectively calibrate a sense of the price of life and “the responsibility of ‘all our relations.’”26 A more nuanced understanding of entangled gratitude weaves throughout our collection—from the opening poems of Craig Santos Perez to the final storytelling of Kim TallBear and Nina Elder. As Robin Wall Kimmerer has eloquently articulated elsewhere, offering thanks for the beauty and abundance of Earth’s natural gifts also necessitates recognizing their limits, challenging us to act more responsively and responsibly.27

Ultimately, this multisensorial archive of ecological responses invites readers/viewers through a plethora of emotions that grapple with the less visible loss and prospects of environmental transformation. It draws inspiration from a foundational notion of “heart wisdom” in Indigenous thought, which does not denote mere feelings, or only positive or compassionate ones, as author Ilarion “Larry” Merculieff (Unangan) explains: “‘Heart’ refers to a deeper portal of profound interconnectedness and awareness that exists between humans and all living things.”28 It is an expansive sense of being and reverberation with every nonhuman being around us. Writing about the widespread devastation of tar sands mining in Alberta, Canada, for example, conflict-resolution scholar Jobb Arnold suggests the evocative Page 24 →term “land affect” to call on publics to feel with the land in a more grounded, sustained way.29 And as Dian Million observes, many Indigenous communities understand affect as preceding and accompanying any thought or meaning making, that wisdom “coming from the heart” means felt, intuitive, and collective knowledge arising through embodied experiences.30 Such heart wisdom relies on a profound weaving of critical and emotional energies that may renew more-than-human webs of reciprocity, respect, and kinship.



Structure and Scope of Deep Horizons

With this multisensory archive, we wish to contemplate the broadening parameters of “art” and “media.” In John Durham Peters’ thinking, this requires an understanding of media as “both natural and cultural.”31 Natural environments are themselves “message-bearing institutions,” and therefore recognizing the messages held in the world around us may demand new forms of expression or translation as well. On such difficult terrain, some, such as artist and curator Rasheed Araeen, have argued that no new artwork should be made, as it would only add to the inundation while consuming valuable resources.32 Yet a number of scholars, including Manuel De Landa, Jussi Parikka, and Shannon Mattern, have charted various ways the humanities can begin to perceive the “importance of biological and geological contributions as part of the social collective.”33 Here we see a growing necessity to consider the ethical Page 25 →entanglements of making any kind of artwork today and of finding tactics to be more attuned to how that work has the power to move people emotionally.34

Accordingly, we organize this collection as a more experimental archive of feelings, to borrow a term and concept from Ann Cvetkovich. Cvetkovich focuses on the more structural, chronic, and insidious forms of trauma that ripple across sociopolitical coordinates in less visible ways.35 Recalling her analysis of the everyday experiences of sexual trauma as apparently less catastrophic than other traumas (such as genocide or war), the daily textures of ecocide do not immediately register as singularly disastrous either. Archives of such disasters are often more ephemeral and difficult to narrate, composed of emotionally charged, quotidian materials rather than a traditionally preserved repository of “significant” cultural texts. Since Cvetkovich coined this term in 2003, a larger body of archival affect theory has emerged to think through the disavowal, lack of care, or outright decimation of, in particular, queer archives of feeling, such as those arising from the AIDS epidemic. Visual culture theorist Robb Hernández, for instance, draws on this work to tell a story of queer Chicano art-making and the value of non-normative, more expansive kinships.36 Devastated by a new global pandemic that exacerbates the inequities caused by socio-environmental violence, such kincentric, affect-driven archival work resonates with the focus of our collection. It is precisely an emphasis on materially bound feelings of subjectivity—displaced, marginalized, or intentionally disposed of—that we wish to highlight here. The contributions in our collection all prominently Page 26 →articulate a set of mixed perspectives, complicated emotions, and entangled cognitions that attend such a multisensory project of deep horizons to make known an unseen spectrum of ecological casualties and prospects.

The collected works in this issue are not cynical: they maintain hope amidst great uncertainty. They exhibit multidimensional feelings and responses, and they speak to each other as they embody the fact that art, as a mode of knowledge production, can respond to the complexities of climate crises. We begin with the poetry of Craig Santos Perez, as he sketches out perspectives on environmental justice from Oceania: “hope is our most buoyant / oceanic muscle” he writes in “Echolocation,” while offering gratitude for the salmon he feeds his family. Simultaneously addressing the twin traumas of Covid-19 and ecological devastation, his poems also foreground future perspectives, such as through the eyes of Perez’s daughter as they celebrate her birthday.

The collection then moves to Kyle Powys Whyte’s disciplinary intervention into philosophies of time and timing when thinking about climate justice. A linear concept of time is too limited in addressing climate change, he argues; such thinking leads to the erasure of Indigenous peoples and kinships. Likewise, engaging with the more-than-human possibilities that Whyte gestures towards, Maya Livio’s article, accompanied by image and AI compositions, navigates what it means, and what is left out, when birdsong and sound itself are reduced to datasets. What might these datasets tell us about colonial collections that exclude, and methods of “conquest and control” Page 27 →when thinking about our kinships with birds? Livio refuses a traditional, colonial framing for her engagement with the more-than-human. Next, Robert Bailey traces settler-colonial effects of agribusiness in the Imperial Valley in southern California, where natural ecological cycles are warped, toxified, and manufactured to sustain unsustainable, fixed loops of occupancy for humans. His chapter, accompanied by Todd Stewart’s vivid photographs, details the violence of an anthropocentric view of the lake and ecological time as it relates to the lived reality of the valley, putting into high relief Whyte’s critique of linear time. From the poems of Perez to the AI compositions of Livio, each of these contributors imagines a kincentric worldview with more-than-human perspectives.

We have deliberately interspersed pieces that are more artistic or representational, such as poems, images, sound, and video, with more conventionally recognizable articles in this collection. As an interlude after the first pieces, Erin Espelie’s A Free Inquiry Into Air video represents change in more abstract, meditative, and affective forms. It offers a breathing space for people interacting with the collection, while calling attention to the nonhuman world of cyanobacteria, with utterly different metrics for marking time and space. Julianne Lutz Warren extends this reflective breathing space more into the realm of sound as she mingles the voices of water, whales, and huia birds, considering individual ways of listening to the beings around us. Hock E Aye Vi Edgar Heap of Birds, through his “ghost prints,” then reminds viewers that the United States continues to ignore Indigenous Page 28 →knowledges and to disrespect Indigenous rights, with impacts that extend far beyond environmental contexts. One environmental oversight, in particular, is the woefully inadequate fire management practices in the United States, a topic that Erika Osborne depicts, in words and image, as she resists settler-colonial modes of portraying the more-than-human life forms facilitated by fire. She takes us to the Sierra de la Laguna in Mexico and into a world where paint can capture the depth of a tree turned to ash. The creative contributions of Espelie, Warren, Heap of Birds, and Osborne all ask us to attentively consider the necessity of nurturing elementals such as air, water, and fire—or in other words, what makes for renewable life.

Thinking about life, sustenance, and our mismanaged environments also compels reflection on a variety of endings, culminations. We conclude the collection with two pieces that speak directly to concepts of death. Kim TallBear navigates ecological trauma, “energetic remains,” and justice as she thinks about how some deaths bring closure to lives well-lived, while other deaths come from lives inhibited from achieving their fullest expression. She does so in a voice that spans generations of oral historians, namely the maternal lineages of storytelling. Finally, Nina Elder’s performative lecture and photographs address a glacier in its death throes. Elder provides different approaches to the concept of “insecurity,” including how embracing change can affect us in unexpectedly positive ways. Her spoken evocation of mixed, ambiguous feelings—gratitude, heartbreak, anxiety, hope—acts as a kind of emotional peroration for our collection.

Page 29 →The way we intertwine different forms of expression together aims to create a syncopated rhythm of response and articulations, making the collection more than a sum of its parts. The poems, nonfiction texts, sounds, photographs, and other artworks archived here take stock of our interconnected histories with the Earth, and find firm, ethically durable ground upon which to stand, sedimented by both historical loss and feelings of gratitude. They call for empathy, attunement, and deep horizons, or an outlook that encompasses a diversity of individuals, communities, and collaborative entities committed to climate justice and a rich weave of future possibilities.
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Page 37 →Craig Santos Perez


Poems for Environmental Futures



Rings of Fire Sonnet

September 2020


we celebrate our daughter’s third birthday

during the hottest september in history

my parents facetime from california

where fire is harvesting four million acres of ash

“i visited grandma today” my mom says

“the orange sky scared her”

flames flood brazil’s wetlands

as europe’s largest refugee camp smolders

granting the charred asylum

“we might have to evacuate tomorrow”

but tonight we open gifts sing

& blow out the candles together smoke

trembles as if we all exhaled

Page 38 →the same combustible wish





Echolocation

September 2020

for J35 and J57


dear tahlequah today you birthed another calf

how do you translate “congratulations”

in your dialect of sonar calls & whistles

what is joy but our shared echolocation

our daughter was born three years ago

premature but now chubby & strong

i imagine you both swimming a thousand nautical miles

until every wave becomes an ode

until the sea is a wet nursery

i cook salmon for dinner

pray that your pod has enough to eat

Page 39 →we haven’t been to the beach in months but you remind us

hope is our most buoyant

oceanic muscle





Ocean Haiku During the Pandemic


latex gloves litter

our beaches

single use masks

float

like jellyfish





The Vyrus

(a mutation of William Blake)


Vyrus! Vyrus! burning blight

Epicenter of our plight,

What infected blood or bite

Inflamed our frail immunity?

In what species farmed or wild

Jumpt the genes of thine cells?

Page 40 →Thru what veins dare you respire?

What the crown, dare spike the fever?

And what protein, & what tongue,

Could tear the tissue of our lungs?

And when our hearts failed to beat,

What dread co-morbidity?

What the model? what the curve?

In what vaccine is thy cure?

What the treatment? what death toll

Dare your victims die alone?

When the doctors all collapsed,

And plead’d heaven for more masks:

Did he weep his war to see?

Did he who made Disease make me?

Vyrus! Vyrus! burning blight,

Epicenter of our plight,

What infected blood or bite

Inflamed our frail immunity?







Page 41 →Kyle Powys Whyte


The Timing of Climate Justice: The Perfect and its Enemies


The recent report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Working Group 1 gives a severe prognostication. Human-caused changes in the climate system are creating conditions of great risk for humans and non-humans alike. This report, its contemporaries, and those reports before it, have generated the narrative many of us understand as the “climate crisis” narrative. Averting the climate crisis demands urgent, swift action to stop what we understand to be the causes of human-caused climate change: industrial, military, and consumer activities with high carbon footprints.

This climate crisis narrative is currently one of the largest threats to the well-being of Indigenous peoples today and in the future. The crux of the threat is rooted in problems of justice. While some climate change solutions promise to drastically lower carbon footprints, they fail in holding fossil fuel and other extractive industries accountable for the damages of their current operations on Indigenous lands and waters.

Some of the solutions to climate change involve the resurgence of nuclear energy and hydropower. Both are energy sources with horrific histories of harm and violence to Indigenous peoples, and whose contemporary manifestations are not necessarily better. Other solutions involve carbon capture and storage, and direct air Page 42 →capture to lessen the impact of industries like the coal energy industry. Carbon capture and storage keep fossil fuel extraction industries afloat and rely on vast networks of pipelines that will pose risks to Indigenous lands and waters. Renewable energy solutions, while highly favorable, involve supply chains made up of dirty energy, mining, and intrusive infrastructure projects. Carbon trading markets allow a number of dirty industries to continue their operations and claim, whether or not their calculations are accurate, that they are reducing their carbon footprints. The most likely cases of sweeping climate legislation in large emitting countries, such as the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act in the United States, require for the sake of passage the continued sacrifice of the health, economic well-being, and environmental quality of diverse communities, including many Indigenous peoples. Politically viable bills like the Inflation Reduction Act involve the fossil fuel sector receiving benefits that outweigh benefits to Indigenous peoples, and the making of promises for speedy permitting processes that would make it harder for many communities to protect their health from new oil and gas infrastructure.

To raise any of these issues within the narrative of the climate change crisis is typically met by someone responding that the perfect cannot be the enemy of the good when urgent actions are needed. Yet, the aforementioned information is not really about the interplay between the perfect and the good. For any community that has been saddled with pollution and land degradation caused by, for example, the coal industry or the construction of new oil pipelines, any climate change “solutions” that Page 43 →perpetuate coal or pipeline operations are certainly not good. They are bad. They don’t lead to positive change for such communities, even if some measure of lower carbon footprint is truly or allegedly associated with them.

The problem today is not that the perfect is presented as the enemy of the good. It’s that not even the good gets a chance to be considered because many people have no empathy or sense of justice for the communities who endure the bad, and who will continue to endure the bad even under real or supposed conditions of a lower carbon footprint.

The climate change crisis narrative is based on assumptions about time that are being made. There are a lot of different ways to narrate dangerous climate change. Currently, the most dominant narrative situates climate change risk as a linear phenomenon. There is the climate system. Starting in the nineteenth century, scientific discoveries in Europe and the United States made it possible to understand how changes in global average temperature related to chemicals in the atmosphere, and how a hotter world will have a destabilizing effect on the climate system, making the environment increasingly inhospitable for human societies. The window is closing for humans to lower their carbon footprints before the destabilization creates deeply problematic economic and health harms and social and political conflicts.

The imaginary of the closing window for averting dangerous climate change epitomizes a linear narrative of climate change. It invokes someone rushing toward a closing window to keep it open. The diving person knocks over everything resting in their path, risking injury to themself and others sharing the space. Anything just to Page 44 →keep the window open, even if just a crack. The hurdling person’s lack of control seriously threatens the chances they can even reach the window in the first place. For those sharing the space, whether persons or nonhumans or objects, the person diving to keep the window open isn’t willing to be halted. Even though many get knocked around and harmed, the hurdling person believes these consequences must happen because it’s the only way to keep the window open.

For a number of Indigenous peoples, someone’s hurdling toward a window is not an appropriate image of what it means to address climate change. The problem of climate change is not just about carbon footprint. Indigenous peoples have their own, far older, knowledge of climate change in the first place, including human-caused climate change. Indigenous stories about migration, flooding, severe weather, and other environmental effects demonstrate that humans must be responsible for societal influence on weather and climate. For a number of Indigenous peoples, there have already been periods of human-caused climate change. The lessons from these stories center the importance of restoring kinship bonds, that is, bonds of responsibility layered with trust, consent, reciprocity, and accountability.

Indigenous peoples experienced the environmental degradation, including many climatic changes, associated with the colonialism that paved the way for fossil fuel industries to take root in places like North America. Colonialization that led to industrialization presented a profound disrespect for kinship. Indigenous peoples had to move to new regions entirely or live in sacrifice zones near dirty operations of oil, Page 45 →coal, uranium, and gas industries. Indigenous peoples had to endure negative impacts of fossil fuel transportation, such as pipelines, and they suffer the worst effects of large-landscape terraforming, including massive changes to the land required to make way for dam, agricultural, and petrochemical operations and their broader infrastructure.

The compound effects of colonialism included heightened vulnerability to climate change impacts due to land dispossession and environmental degradation and disinvestment in Indigenous communities’ own financial, economic, and energy institutions and infrastructure. Indigenous peoples continue to call for stronger standards of a government-to-government relationship, consultation, and free, prior, and informed consent.

For a number of Indigenous peoples, there have been historic climate change crises. At the same time, crises of harmful environmental change are part of colonialism. At least in the United States, these crises have not yet been addressed. There has been an urgent need to address them for some time. Had they been addressed historically, there would likely have been a significant reduction in the carbon footprint of extractive industries, given these industries would have not been able to operate as freely in their exploitation of Indigenous sacrifice zones. All of these crises represent breakdowns in kinship bonds or the complete absence of kinship bonds to begin with.

Page 46 →It is entirely possible to think through time and history using a kinship lens, instead of a linear lens. We can measure time through changes in the degrees of kinship relationships. We can remember or tell stories of times of high degrees of kinship bonds, including kinship with the non-human world. At the same time, for many Indigenous peoples today, we have been living through generations of abnegation of kinship bonds, especially with nations like the United States, private industry, and non-profit. The experience and recounting of the duration of time—how it feels—is influenced by whether events occur in times of escalated kinship or de-escalating kinship.

The experience of urgency can be associated with a crisis in kinship. Kinship crises can have many impacts that are crises in their own right, whether to health, political self-determination, food and the environment, economic security, and cultural integrity. Regarding climate change, while the problematic lack of kinship bonds that has created the climate crisis started in the past, the problems continue. Vulnerability to climate change is significantly a function of whether communities have kinship bonds internally and with those entities who they should coordinate with to be responsive to disasters and changes. Kinship bonds are also critical to community development, such as that which is needed for Indigenous peoples to self-determine their emergence as leaders in the just energy transition. The urgency of climate change, on this understanding, is far from the image of a closing window that represents the chance for carbon reductions.

Page 47 →Instead of the window referring to some measure of lowering carbon footprint along a ticking clock, the window here refers to kinship. Kinship bonds are required to support just and equitable climate change adaptation and mitigation that does not further perpetrate damage and injustice on Indigenous peoples. But the kinship window, in many parts of the world, has already been closed, and the window is stuck on the windowsill. It is going to take coordination to get the window open again, and given the window is stuck, it is going to take a lot of time too to change lacking kinship bonds that have persevered for generations. Yet the destabilization of the climate system will continue. If people want a just transition, they are going to have to grapple with the true pace of repairing and establishing kinship—a pace that may require generations.

The closing of the kinship window means a future where climate solutions continue to perpetrate injustice, and even generate new or more vicious injustices. It is a scenario where the resources for climate change action are vested in industries and governments with long track records of violations of peoples’ human rights, including Indigenous peoples’ right to make decisions about what happens on their own homelands. The entire world would be dependent on these industries and governments to diverge from how they have done business and conducted their affairs for generations.

Yet repairing and establishing kinship is perhaps not only about changes that will take generations to achieve. The speed needed to stop dangerous climate change Page 48 →immediately is most feasible if there is immediate action to stop some of the conditions that undermine kinship. For example, the ending of racism would contribute to ending the systems of inequality and injustice that privilege the authority and power of the fossil fuel sector. The ending of racism, coupled with the upholding of the kinship quality of consent, would foster a world in which Indigenous peoples and others could veto any actions on their homelands that will perpetrate dangerous climate change or slow progress toward a zero-carbon economy.

The time of kinship, then, is complex, admitting of simultaneous senses of pace and duration. Kinship offers sobering practical guidance for what cannot possibly promote justice and genuine guidance on how long it can take to nurture relationships. Yet kinship informs us of what can be done now, in the spirit of pragmatism, to achieve climate justice.




Page 49 →Maya Livio et al.

Including commissions by Cassie McQuater and JP Merz Page 50 →


[image: A digital bird is pointed directly downwards. The motion of the bird’s brushstrokes and the reddish brown splotches on and near them suggest a kind of violence.]


Page 51 →Salvaging Birds: Expanded Nonfiction about Brown Birds, Queer Ecologies, and Data


I had my first physical encounter with a dataset of dead bodies about fourteen years ago. It kind of looked like a library, except what lined the shelves and drawers weren’t books and periodicals but the dead and their ephemera. I was in what was then called the Smithsonian Naturalist Center, a hands-on research collection in Leesburg, Virginia, which has since been absorbed into the National Museum of Natural History. The large room contained a menagerie of taxidermied animals, many stuffed and mounted and crammed next to one another. With no panes of glass or stanchions separating us, there was the explicit expectation of touching, of embodied learning. Though it may not have looked like a typical dataset, with its rows and columns made of fragile, difficult-to-contain bodies, the collection made visible the logics of environmental datafication—the stakes for those both excluded from and included in data in a time of escalating climate crisis.

Everywhere I looked there was a once-living record: an unfamiliar sea creature in a jar, a towering polar bear, a ground squirrel made to look permanently curious. Like many, I was particularly drawn to the drawers, rows and rows filled with shimmering insects, multicolored eggs in plexiglass boxes, delicate nests, and so Page 52 →many unmounted birds lying flat with small tags at their feet. A drawer of dead sandpipers, the narrow-billed shorebirds seen flitting along the surf at beaches. A drawer strewn with terns and one huge herring gull. The bodies were mostly organized according to species but occasionally a larger bird seemed to be there just to take up remaining drawer space, a data classification scheme more related to efficiency than taxonomy. Naturally, my eyes veered towards the colorful ones—showy birds are showy for a reason. Here almost-fluorescent yellow-breasted chats, there ten indigo buntings, many covered in iridescent blue feathers. Whoever collected the birds must have been mesmerized by their colors too because nine of the indigo buntings were breeding males, startlingly cerulean, and only one was in shades of taupe and brown, possibly a female. Brown birds evade notice and in the process they evaded inclusion in this dataset of suspended death. Page 53 →


[image: Generative digital image created in Unity. An atmospheric background is mostly electric violet on the right and a pale orange on the left. The left area is punctuated by traces of abstracted brown birds.]

In 2019, a study of over two million records from five major natural history museums found that their collections contained male biases across bird and mammal specimens. Those biases were particularly pronounced in species with showy males, including mammals with ornamentations such as “horns, antlers, tusks, well-defined manes, […] enlarged nasal appendages, […] or large cheek extensions,” as well as passerine bird species whose males are more colorful.1 The exclusions likely originated in the field, sometimes precisely because males can be more conspicuous to human eyes but also due to the deliberate selection of bodies perceived to be more Page 54 →impressive. Like so many datasets, natural history collections were founded on colonial values of conquest and control, initiated by individuals who tried to best each other to “discover” and often kill exoticized beings.



Audio 1. Sample of imaginary female birdsong as generated by AI. The AI was trained on the limited number of birds tagged “female” for 32 species in the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s Macaulay Library.
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Audio 1: Sample of imaginary female birdsong as generated by AI. The AI was trained on the limited number of birds tagged “female” for 32 species in the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s Macaulay Library.

Beyond missing females, bias in bird specimen collections can also be found in terms of who counts as female or male in the first place. Biological sex is not binary but a spectrum and some birds, like humans, are intersex.2 The gaps in bird datasets, then, are made more complicated by the near non-existence of intersex birds, as well as by their improper classification when present.3 Just as is the case in human datasets, bias in bird data occurs both at the level of who is included and excluded and in the classification schemes used for data standardization. Page 55 →


[image: Generative digital image created in Unity. An atmospheric background is mostly burgundy on the right and pale orange on the left. There are abstracted fragments throughout evoking mountains and grass.]

In addition to their absence from specimen collections, female and intersex birds are also missing from biological sound datasets in the form of birdsong.4 Here, bias is likely a result of multiple, concurrent factors. First, birdsong has historically been primarily attributed to male songbirds, although song has since been acknowledged as common in female birds across species, evolutionary histories, and biogeographic regions. Despite this growing recognition, however, female and intersex birdsong data remains lacking in the literature and in sound collections. Evidently “many researchers are still largely unaware that female birdsong is Page 56 →widespread,” and are inattentive to female song or even mislabel it as male.5 Geographic biases play a part too, given that the majority of birdsong research has been conducted in North America and Europe, where fewer female birds are notable singers than in regions like the tropics. Perhaps most unexpectedly, there is also bias around song identification with regard to what counts as music. Many female birds produce a rich array of vocal sounds but these have largely evaded scientific attention because they have not been characterized as songs.6

Knowing this, one could call into question the extensive canon of Western classical music based on birdsong, itself dominated by a privileged few. Might this body of music exclusively, or nearly-exclusively, reference male birds? After all, the cuckoo and the nightingale, two of the most common inspirations to mainstream Western classical composers, from Vivaldi and Handel to Beethoven and Mendelssohn, are known by their male, rather than female songs.7 As usual, once one starts looking, dominant value systems percolate even in seemingly unrelated places.
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Page 57 →Scientists argue that the sex gaps in bird datasets have dire consequences. For example, the absence of female and intersex birds from birdsong datasets can impact multiple fields of study, including behavioral ecology, evolutionary biology, and most pressingly, conservation research.8 When bird populations are surveyed for conservation, “song is a principal way in which [they] are located, identified, and counted”.9 Therefore, if singing females are recorded as males, “population size estimates and other monitoring outcomes are likely to be inaccurate”.10 Furthermore, improving the inclusion of female and intersex birdsong in sound collections could lead to a better understanding of bird reproduction, again with potential significance for conservation. For example, female birdsong data could contribute to the study of noise pollution in urban environments and how it disrupts vocal behaviors and mating.

The story is a similar one in natural history collections, where missing female and intersex bird bodies represent another absence from a wide swath of biological research. Bird sexes differ in diet, parasitic loads, and DNA, as well as in behaviors such as rearing young and of course egg production.11 Sex disparities in specimen data could therefore leave areas of research, from toxicology to parasitology to genomics, affected. And again, scientists argue that the most urgent call for fixing this gap centers on the need to study the anthropogenic causes of climate change and biodiversity loss, research which increasingly relies on embodied specimens.12 Today, natural history collections function as longitudinal datasets of environmental change, archives stored within the feathers and tissues of previously living bodies.

Page 58 →

[image: Generative digital image created in Unity. An atmospheric background is made up of burgundy, pale orange, and turquoise. Traces of abstracted brown birds swirl across the space.]

As the climate crisis unfolds, avian species have become more vulnerable to untimely death. Just one recent example occurred in September of 2020, when a historic bird mass die-off—one of the largest on record to occur during migration—was documented across the southwestern United States.13 Among the thousands of dead birds who were found severely emaciated, no signs of disease or poisoning were detected.14 Rather, scientists concluded that factors linked to the climate crisis caused the tragic event. The birds were likely forced to alter their migration patterns in Page 59 →response to historic wildfire activity and unseasonable storms, draining them of energy and precious resources.15

Evidence of the die-off was aggregated on iNaturalist, a popular community science platform for collecting observations of nonhuman species. The dataset, called the Southwest Avian Mortality Project, contains geotagged photographs of dead birds seen across the southwestern United States and Mexico during the event period.16 Many of the over 1,200 observations on the platform—only a fraction of the recorded deaths—show birds which appear to have crashed, exhausted, into the ground. Scrolling through their images is a gesture akin to rolling open the Smithsonian Naturalist Center’s drawers, a choreography that reveals lifeless birds laying against flat planes.

It is estimated that in the continental United States and Canada alone, bird populations have declined by 29% since 1970.17 The prevailing scientific logic, then, is that bird datasets must be as complete as possible in order to address these losses—that missing data leads to more missing birds.



Audio 3. A sample of imaginary birdsong of all species who died in the September 2020 U.S. mass-die off as generated by AI. The AI was trained on birdsong in the Macaulay Library for all species affected by the die-off as logged in the iNaturalist Southwest Avian Mortality Project.
Audio 3. A sample of imaginary birdsong of all species who died in the September 2020 U.S. mass-die off as generated by AI. The AI was trained on birdsong in the Macaulay Library for all species affected by the die-off as logged in the iNaturalist Southwest Avian Mortality Project.


Audio 3: A sample of imaginary birdsong of all species who died in the Sept. 2020 U.S. mass-die off as generated by AI. The AI was trained on birdsong in the Page 60 →Macaulay Library for all species affected by the die-off as logged in the iNaturalist Southwest Avian Mortality Project.

The absence of female and intersex birds from biological collections takes on a different resonance, however, when one considers how a bird becomes data in the first place. For birds and other species, circumventing inclusion in natural history specimen datasets has often meant quite literally evading premature death. Historically, the majority of birds in these collections were amassed through the use of firearms, usually shotguns with small ammunition, or shot, in an effort to minimize damage to soon-to-be specimen bodies (the shot is colloquially called “birdshot,” as opposed to say, the much larger “buckshot”; weapons named after those who they were designed to kill).18 And while collecting data on birdsong has typically been less harmful, accomplished by recording observations in the field or publishing species descriptions, some birdsong research has also inflicted suffering. Multiple studies, for example, have subjected birds like canaries and zebra finches to surgical implantation of testosterone-containing pellets in order to test how their songs were affected.19

Shooting birds for biological collections continues today, but museums now primarily receive what are called salvage specimens. Salvage birds are found dead, often from window strikes, estimated to kill 600 million birds per year, or from other collisions such as with vehicles, communication towers, and other infrastructures.20 Though not deliberate, salvage bird deaths are still largely human-caused, pointing to another flaw in the logics of environmental data.


[image: Generative digital image created in Unity. An atmospheric background is mostly pale orange. Traces of abstracted brown birds move towards a central billowing cloud. An abstracted flash is seen to the left of the cloud.]

Much like with salvage birds, the primary drivers of bird biodiversity loss are linked to human practices. This raises questions, then, when biases of collection and classification in bird datasets are rebutted with calls for filling in the gaps. Much like with human data, the story often goes that: If only datasets were more complete, large-scale problems could be sufficiently addressed. But when the problem to be solved is human-driven bird death, how useful are more birds killed by humans? How much can data do without addressing the systemic causes of these deaths, such as destructive land use or reliance on fossil fuels, to name only a few? Might Page 61 →conservation datasets inadvertently serve as a distraction, facilitating business-as-usual?


[image: Generative digital image created in Unity. A chaotic atmosphere of burgundy, black, turquoise, and pale orange is covered by erratic traces of abstracted brown birds.]

To be clear, the collection of bird data may certainly lead to significant findings, some even crucial for the survival of birds. Data on the harms of insecticides to birds, for example, led to the banning of DDT, which contributed to the recovery of species such as the bald eagle.21 But it is necessary to keep data’s limitations in mind, and to make explicit how the mere act of collecting more is far from a sufficient strategy against the cascading effects of climate breakdown.22

Page 62 →Bird datasets expose the multiple tensions of environmental datafication. Like all datasets, they are partial, perspectival, and biased, containing gaps and miscategorizations. The methods by which they are amassed, such as in the collection of specimen bodies, can be linked to harm. And although their increased usage is often positioned as a solution to crises such as biodiversity loss, they can also divert attention from more systemically oriented approaches.



Audio 4. A sample of imaginary intersex birdsong as generated by AI. The AI was trained on all of the birdsong not tagged by sex in the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s Macaulay Library for 32 species.
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Audio 4: Sample of imaginary intersex birdsong as generated by AI. The AI was trained on all of the birdsong not tagged by sex in the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s Macaulay Library for 32 species.

When Google’s Image Search is queried with “indigo bunting,” the ratio of brown to blue results is about the same as at the Smithsonian Naturalist Center; only 10 of the first 100 bird photos feature brown plumage. A search on the iNaturalist platform, which includes over 13,000 indigo bunting observations, yields only 4 tagged as “female.” Meanwhile, in the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s Macaulay Library—perhaps the largest online repository of birdsong—female tags grace only 44 of the over 3,000 indigo bunting audio recordings. iNaturalist enables only binary tagging of sex, while the Macaulay Library includes one additional, “unknown” tag.

Page 63 →

[image: Generative digital image created in Unity. An atmospheric background of mostly electric violet on the right and billowing clouds on the left is scattered with colorful fragments of abstracted mountains, trees, grasses, and traces of brown birds.]

At the Naturalist Center, the indigo buntings’ foot tags recorded their binomial name—Passerina cyanea. Both commonly (indigo) and formally (cyan), blueness has long played a role in how humans have identified these birds. Named after a color only present in breeding males, brown indigo buntings have been rendered invisible from even the most fundamental recognition. A single tawny bird was laying among its bluer kin. Absent of glass, the birds’ eyes were gaping holes, revealing their white cotton stuffing.

Page 64 →For the composition above, an audio-generation neural network (AI) was trained on each of four datasets, samples of which are present throughout the text. Three of these datasets were drawn from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s Macaulay Library, including: (1) all of the birdsong data of species affected by the September 2020 U.S. mass die-off; (2) from that dataset, all birdsong labeled “female”; (3) also from that dataset, all birdsong unlabeled by sex, as a gesture towards missing intersex birds. The fourth AI training was conducted on a selection of all of the mainstream Western classical music inspired by (primarily male) birdsong. The generated samples included throughout the text and in the composition above feature some of the glitches produced by the AI. These samples have been selected deliberately to foreground the flaws and biases within the technology itself. In doing so, the work both performs and troubles the act of “writing birds back in” to data and to the canon.


Notes




	1 Cooper, Natalie, Alexander L. Bond, Joshua L. Davis, Roberto Portela Miguez, Louise Tomsett, and Kristofer M. Helgen. “Sex Biases in Bird and Mammal Natural History Collections.” Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 286, no. 1913 (October 23, 2019), 2. https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2019.2025.


	2 Montañez, Amanda. “Beyond XX and XY.” Scientific American 317, no. 3 (August 15, 2017): 50–51. https://doi.org/10.1038/scientificamerican0917-50.


	Page 65 →3 Cooper, Natalie, Alexander L. Bond, Joshua L. Davis, Roberto Portela Miguez, Louise Tomsett, and Kristofer M. Helgen. “Sex Biases in Bird and Mammal Natural History Collections.” Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 286, no. 1913 (October 23, 2019). https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2019.2025.


	4 Odom, Karan J., Michelle L. Hall, Katharina Riebel, Kevin E. Omland, and Naomi E. Langmore. “Female Song is Widespread and Ancestral in Songbirds.” Nature Communications 5, no. 1 (May 2014): 3379. https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms4379.


	5 Odom, Karan J., and Lauryn Benedict. “A Call to Document Female Bird Songs: Applications for Diverse Fields.” The Auk 135, no. 2 (April 2018): 316. https://doi.org/10.1642/AUK-17-183.1.


	6 Valentine, Katie. “Female Birdsong Is Finally Getting the Attention It Deserves.” Audubon, August 15, 2017. www.audubon.org/news/female-birdsong-finally-getting-attention-it-deserves.


	7 Mansfield, Orlando A. “The Cuckoo and the Nightingale in Music.” The Musical Quarterly 7, no. 2 (1921): 261–277. https://doi.org/10.1093/mq/VII.2.261.


	8 Riebel, Katharina, Karan J. Odom, Naomi E. Langmore, and Michelle L. Hall. “New Insights from Female Bird Song: Towards an Integrated Approach to Studying Page 66 →Male and Female Communication Roles.” Biology Letters 15, no. 4 (April 2019). https://doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2019.0059.


	9 Odom, Karan J., and Lauryn Benedict. “A Call to Document Female Bird Songs: Applications for Diverse Fields.” The Auk 135, no. 2 (April 2018), 319. https://doi.org/10.1642/AUK-17-183.1.


	10 Waters, Hannah. “The World’s Top Natural History Museums Have a Male Bird Bias.” Audubon, October 23, 2019. https://www.audubon.org/news/the-worlds-top-natural-history-museums-have-male-bird-bias.


	11 Cooper, Natalie. “How Can Natural History Museums Tackle the Male Bias in Their Collections?” Interview by Geraldine Kendall Adams, Museums Association, July 11, 2019. https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/q-a/07112019-q-and-a-natalie-cooper.


	12 Meineke, Emily K., T. Jonathan Davies, Barnabas H. Daru, and Charles C. Davis. “Biological Collections for Understanding Biodiversity in the Anthropocene.” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 374, no. 1763 (January 7, 2019). https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2017.0386.


	13 Weston, Phoebe. “Birds ‘Falling Out of the Sky’ in Mass Die-Off in South-Western US.” The Guardian, September 16, 2020, sec. Environment. https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/sep/16/birds-falling-out-of-the-sky-in-mass-die-off-in-south-western-us-aoe. Paul, Kari. “Dying Birds and Page 67 →the Fires: Scientists Work to Unravel a Great Mystery.” The Guardian, October 18, 2020, sec. Environment. http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/oct/18/dying-birds-and-the-fires-scientists-work-to-unravel-a-great-mystery.


	14 New Mexico Department of Game & Fish. “Starvation, Unexpected Weather to Blame in Mass Migratory Songbird Mortality.” Accessed April 9, 2021. https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/NMDGF/bulletins/2afbc3e.


	15 Yang, Di, Anni Yang, Jue Yang, Rongting Xu, and Han Qiu. “Unprecedented Migratory Bird Die-Off: A Citizen-Based Analysis on the Spatiotemporal Patterns of Mass Mortality Events in the Western United States.” GeoHealth 5, no. 4 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1029/2021GH000395.


	16 iNaturalist. “Southwest Avian Mortality Project.” Accessed November 24, 2020. https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/southwest-avian-mortality-project.


	17 Rosenberg, Kenneth V., Adriaan M. Dokter, Peter J. Blancher, John R. Sauer, Adam C. Smith, Paul A. Smith, Jessica C. Stanton, et al. “Decline of the North American Avifauna.” Science 366, no. 6461 (October 4, 2019): 120–124. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aaw1313.


	18 Winker, Kevin. “Obtaining, Preserving, and Preparing Bird Specimens.” Journal of Field Ornithology 71, no. 2 (June 2000): 250–297. https://doi.org/10.1648/0273-8570-71.2.250.


	Page 68 →19 Gurney, M. E., and M. Konishi. “Hormone-Induced Sexual Differentiation of Brain and Behavior in Zebra Finches.” Science 208, no. 4450 (June 20, 1980): 1380–1383. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.208.4450.1380. Rouse, Melvin L., and Gregory F. Ball. “Lesions Targeted to the Anterior Forebrain Disrupt Vocal Variability Associated with Testosterone-Induced Sensorimotor Song Development in Adult Female Canaries, Serinus Canaria.” Developmental Neurobiology 76, no. 1 (January 2016): 3–18. https://doi.org/10.1002/dneu.22295.


	20 Loss, Scott R., Tom Will, Sara S. Loss, and Peter P. Marra. “Bird–Building Collisions in the United States: Estimates of Annual Mortality and Species Vulnerability.” The Condor 116, no. 1 (February 1, 2014): 8–23. https://doi.org/10.1650/CONDOR-13-090.1.


	21 “USFWS: History of Bald Eagle Decline, Protection and Recovery.” Accessed May 2, 2021. https://www.fws.gov/midwest/eagle/history/index.html.


	22 It may be obvious but bears repeating that the problems with data are not exclusive to birds or nonhuman beings. Bias, misclassification, harmful collection processes, and illusions of control over structural violence are pervasive across human datasets, often resulting in the exploitation and deaths of BIPOC and other marginalized peoples. Drawing direct parallels across these harms risks flattening important distinctions, but it is worth noting how the logics of data Page 69 →operate across a multiplicity of lives. For just a fraction of the meaningful writing and creative work on these topics, see the following.






	Benjamin, Ruha. Race After Technology. Cambridge: Polity, 2019.


	Browne, Simone. Dark Matters: On the Surveillance of Blackness. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015.


	Noble, Safiya Umoja. Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism. New York: New York University Press, 2018.


	Onuoha, Mimi. The Library of Missing Datasets, v 2.0. 2018. https://mimionuoha.com/the-library-of-missing-datasets-v-20.






	Research & Writing: Maya Livio


	Concept & Art Direction: Maya Livio


	AI-Generated Birdsong: Maya Livio, JP Merz, Raymond Finzel


	Images: Cassie McQuater


	Composition: JP Merz


	Flute: Yoshi Weinberg


	Design: Maya Livio








Page 72 →Robert Bailey


The Fertilized Crescent: Artistry in the Imperial Valley1



[image: Figure 1: Rusty and salt-encrusted abandoned structure near the Salton Sea.]
Figure 1. Abandoned Structure, Salton Sea.

Civilizations may vary, but civilization might not. Everywhere, its sedentary, agricultural, domesticated, urban, centralized, expansionist, stratified, hierarchical, statist, and symbolic structures organize matter by collecting and routing energy to enable its own persistent growth through the exploitation of planet and people alike. Page 73 →Perhaps we have a hard time envisioning practicable alternative ways to order human affairs because we struggle to perceive and thus to render transformable the artistry that maintains civilization. The Imperial Valley in southern California, a region that experienced an exponential yet comprehendible growth of civilization over the last two centuries, can figure as a microcosm that affords a view of civilization in miniature, helpful for perceiving its macrocosmic totality as an artful production. Three specific arts come to the fore when looking at this region: infrastructure, development, and agribusiness. Furthermore, art-historical attentiveness to their form, especially to shape, identifies the loop, which perpetually escapes its origin only to return inevitably to it, as essential to how the theory and practice of these arts play out to maintain civilization in an especially hostile climate.

The land in and around what is now called the Imperial Valley is the traditional homeland of Cahuilla, Cocopah, Cupeño, Kumeyaay, and Quechan people whose descendants still live in the area today. They accommodated themselves to living in a part of the Sonoran Desert through which Spanish people passed beginning in 1540 but which remained largely unsettled by colonists of European descent until the late nineteenth century when the possibility of its arability became clear. The event that most shaped the region’s subsequent history is the creation of the Salton Sea, which began forming in 1905 after a cut in a dike artificially induced water from the Colorado River to flow into the Salton Basin. Naturally occurring lakes previously formed many times in the region, which was once part of the Gulf of California Page 74 →(marine deposits contributed to the land’s potential fertility), but the Salton Sea is the first lake brought about there by artful means. Moreover, where prior lakes (often referred to as Lake Cahuilla) inevitably evaporated after the Colorado River returned to its usual course and left behind a body of water to dry up in the arid desert air, the Salton Sea is unique for being artificially maintained through the willful diversion of water into the Imperial Valley.


[image: ]
Figure 2. Irrigation Canal, All-American, Algodones Dunes.

Page 75 →One reason for this: fertilizers, enzymes of growth, deposited in the Salton Sea as agricultural runoff would become hazardous airborne dust in an area already subject to excessive lung ailments. Another reason: urban sprawl along the Pacific Coast led migratory birds to reroute to the Salton Sea, so letting the lake evaporate would leave them without a wetland necessary to their migration. The ground must be kept wet for society and for nature, so the lake must remain and, moreover, so long as the lake remains, there is no reason not to continue filling it with fertilizers running off from farms and to continue fishing the tilapia that, successfully stocked in the 1950s, led to a boom in commercial fishing on the lake and to the development of planned communities along its shorelines. (The birds also need something to eat.) A California Riviera of sorts persisted for a little more than a decade in the Imperial Valley, as several small towns flourished until the lake flooded multiple times in the 1970s. The marina and yacht club were destroyed by these events, and people began to leave the area fearing further calamities. Large swaths of these towns, which had been laid out with street grids and other infrastructure, never materialized beyond preparatory stages. However, ruined beachfront homes in a toxic environment make for inexpensive real estate and a low cost of living, so poorer people, especially agricultural workers, continue to occupy the area, which also attracts disaster tourists who want to see the dilapidated remains of an artificial utopia. Even failure to grow precipitates growth here. Page 76 →


[image: Figure 3: Wall of hay bales near Brawley, Imperial Valley.]
Figure 3. Near Brawley, Imperial Valley.

Much of the farmland in the Imperial Valley is owned by absentee corporate landlords and relies on water from elsewhere and a continuous supply of labor, often arriving from nearby Mexico. Even when conditions are sometimes less optimal for capitalists, they are always good enough to derive a profit, as the people who live in the region are trapped by cycles of employment and unemployment, or cycles of border crossing and deportation. Cycles of more and less water in the Colorado River Page 77 →tend to favor the Imperial Valley because its low-lying elevation means that bought-and-paid-for infrastructure can transport it via gravity at little cost. Were the cost of either labor or water to rise in the Imperial Valley to such a level that it threatened the viability of farming, it would be in the public interest to subsidize it to keep the dust down, so even an unsustainable arrangement can sustain itself here. Indeed, as the lake has receded bit-by-bit in recent decades in accordance with plans to shrink it somewhat, more construction atop exposed land has been and will be needed to mitigate dust pollution, so civilization will continue to grow, and more agribusiness will be required to feed it. There is a loop—or even a plurality of loops arranged in elaborately composed figure eights passing through and around the Imperial Valley—that ensure a persistent, even automatic, sustaining of what is unsustainable there, and this loop or these loops depend on artistry inherent in infrastructure, development, and agribusiness.

An expanding colonial empire in a place literally called the Imperial Valley seemingly must yield at some point to what Marxist ecologists call “metabolic rift,” a rupture in the relationship between urban life and its reliance on the soil of the countryside that necessitates a reconfiguration of their relationship. Yet the Imperial Valley shows time and again that civilization and its artful ways of guiding nature thrive under precisely those conditions in which they ought not to thrive (billionaires are, after all, beginning to colonize space, which is very hostile to life), so while the particulars of the arrangement may change, its larger framework persists intact no Page 78 →matter how unlivable the situation becomes.2 Though art historians ought not to prescribe to artists how to practice their arts, let alone tell all the artisans who practice the arts in a broader sense how to do theirs, perhaps an art historian may be permitted to suggest something not to do. We might avoid fervor for making things be a certain way, which is to say that we might learn how to identify practicable ex-civilizational forms of life by keeping an eye out for occasions to prevent loops from returning to their origins. Doing so involves reconsidering artistry, in ways that are inclusive of its waywardness, from positions caught up in civilization’s contradictorily sustained unsustainability, for—equally contradictorily—because it was as artists or artisans that we took up civilizational arts, it remains as artists or artisans that we now have whatever agency we possess to reconfigure that artistry.
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Page 80 →Erin Espelie


A Free Inquiry Into Air




Film 1. A Single Strand by Erin Espelie (2021), produced in a collaboration between Espelie and Dr. Jeffrey Cameron’s laboratory at the University of Colorado Boulder.
Film 1. A Single Strand by Erin Espelie (2021), produced in a collaboration between Espelie and Dr. Jeffrey Cameron’s laboratory at the University of Colorado Boulder.


Film 1: Video of a single strand of cyanobacteria cells.

In a time long ago, in a galaxy far, far away, a group of organisms grew and grew—in population size, range, and density—proliferating around their globe. They loved oceans; they sought sunlight; they thrived in temperate climates; and, in riotously unchecked growth, churned out metabolic waste at an astonishing rate. In their vast consumption of resources, the creatures irrevocably altered their planet’s atmosphere, far into deep-time futures.

I’m thinking, not of our peopled-time with carbon-dioxide and methane emissions, but of an epoch when cyanobacteria reigned and spewed out oxygen on the planet Earth in the Milky Way. Cyanobacteria, which operate in an inverse gas exchange compared to mammals—taking in carbon-dioxide and emitting O2—triggered the so-called Great Oxygenation Event approximately 2.4 billion years ago. Subsequently Earth went from an anaerobic environment to an aerobic one, opening up evolutionary arenas for oxygen-inhaling creatures to grow.1

Today cyanobacteria continue to flourish, even if their dominance has arguably been overshadowed by other ravenous consumers. Cyanobacteria produce Page 81 →about one-quarter of Earth’s oxygen, influence our ocean habitats, and drive major aspects of the nitrogen and carbon cycles. Although cyanobacteria sometimes announce themselves in overproduction, creating lethal “red tides” or algal blooms in lakes and seas, most of the time people are oblivious to their grand existence.

Cyanos, as some scientists call them, do make intriguingly varied research subjects. Spirulina of the genus Arthrospira is grown and studied for its human nutritional value. Cyanos also have the capacity to create biofuels in their cells, alongside antibacterial, anticancer, antifungal, and antiviral compounds of dizzying diversity.2 NASA funds the study of cyanos because of the likelihood that they might one day be capable of terraforming less hospitable planets on our behalf.

When I began collaborating with members of Dr. Jeffrey Cameron’s biochemistry laboratory at the University of Colorado Boulder in 2018, what intrigued me most was the creatures’ diverse visual displays. Spirals, dots, chains, globs, clover leafs, highway thoroughfares, singular deaths. I saw continents and unfolding mountain ranges from an aerial, nonhuman point of view. I saw the telescopic jumps as in Powers of Ten, the 1977 Eames’ film made for IBM.

I peered into the microbial universes through custom-built equipment that allowed for the precise control of light, temperature, and CO2 concentration while monitoring fluorescence at the level of single, growing cells. So often microscopy only allows dead cells to be seen at high resolution! In the case of Cameron’s set-up, I Page 82 →could orchestrate framing and in-camera movement with a joystick, finding focus within the plane of a single cell, throbbing and reproducing.

As I consider our deep-time futures and the extent of our enmeshment with and because of other species, of all scales, I find myself turning over the words of Jorie Graham in her poem “Embodies” from her 2008 book Sea Change:3


breathe, breathe, my cells reach out, I multiply on the face of the earth, on the […] strange swelling of the so-called Milky Way, and the sound of the wings of the bird as it lifts off [… ] & the chlorophyll is coursing, & the sun is sucked in, & the chief priest walks away now where what remains of the body is left as is customary for the local birds



Within these worlds of the cyanos, I see a multitude of space-time scales enmeshed. Some of the bright-field images resemble Japanese sumi-e paintings. Sometimes the false color, set to visualize changing genetic expression or to detect the changes wrought in overpopulated colonies, put me in mind of a Yayoi Kusama installation. What I highlighted in A Free Inquiry Into Air: 110721 (Espelie, 2021, 3 minutes) were the moments of dissolution, when the oxygen built up to such a destabilizing degree that it killed the surrounding cells, sweeping them off the Page 83 →microscope stage like a tsunami. Subsuming the bodies with self-made, shared, sepulchral air.



Film 2. A Free Inquiry Into Air: 110721 by Erin Espelie (2021), produced in a collaboration between Espelie and Dr. Jeffrey Cameron’s laboratory at the University of Colorado Boulder.
Film 2. A Free Inquiry Into Air: 110721 by Erin Espelie (2021), produced in a collaboration between Espelie and Dr. Jeffrey Cameron’s laboratory at the University of Colorado Boulder.


Video of cyanobacteria in various magnifications.
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Disclaimer: In order to preserve the potent meaning of the poet’s lineation, we have kept this chapter in its original, non-reflowable format as a downloadable PDF.


An Aialik Bay echoEscape: Becoming More Like Water, in Seven Days1



…so far, but so close… in wairua….-Toby Salmon





Audio 1. Aialik Bay, outgoing tide with Humpback Whale blow, 15 June 2021, Julianne Warren, recordist.
Audio 1. Aialik Bay, outgoing tide with Humpback Whale blow, 15 June 2021, Julianne Warren, recordist.


Audio 1: Ten minute audio of surf on pebbled shore of Aialik Bay at outgoing tide, June 15, 2021. At minute two, a burst of Humpback Whale blow; blowing continues intermittently.


Day i. Becoming More Like Water


A friend gracefully chides me for not being more like water

i can’t be as water all the time i am thinking

this world also is fire and rock wind thorn and word

as am i

feeling a wash of anger at the same time

i get what he means

The supreme good is like water

Whatever happens to water happens to everything.

Nothing can live without water

Page 85 →(Not-water like not-life is water-is-life)

Where might be thresholds between torments of misunderstanding

needing to be understood in multiple senses and obfuscation—

needing to keep distance

(i fall inbetween caving in humming the skim

i am learning first to listen bound for i hope

some methodology of becoming more like water still not only like water)




Page 86 →
[image: Figure 1: Aialik Bay Beach with humpback blow.]
Figure 1. Aialik Bay, Beach with Humpback Whale blow, June 15, 2021, photo by Julianne Warren.








	Crossing surfaces of ground to water to ground—a traveler

	i come to be standing in Aialik Bay—




	[i am coming from Lower Tanana Dene Land where i live, a grateful visitor, in Fairbanks, to here, the customary geography of Sugpiaq, in Port Graham. They lease some for a tourist lodge. i am staying with my partner who is working his summer job.]
Page 87 →






For seven days i answer to this beach

i walk in the inbetween ground and water hour

after

hour

balancing

rock

to

rock





Day ii. A Methodology: Calls In and Out, Refusals, and Rejoinders (In No Particular Order)


This walking and balancing between water and

not water calls in attention Attention is domestic

(In one version of my home making

one told by mission co-directors aka my parents

i am a space-rocket’s payload recovery extracted in a ballston lake hospital

Page 88 →In another version from behind the grave of an uncle grandson of Eden

and Rachel—she is happy mistress of a nearbyforest log-house—a mossy spring

flushes me out of iron-red dirt i

kneel

nose-down

in a thyme-scented bed

this is my house)




[image: Figure 2: Aialik Bay Channel.]
Figure 2. Aialik Bay, Channel, June 2021. Photo by Julianne Warren.


Page 89 →
i am watching

i am listening

on the bank of a channel—

between glacier-saturated lagoon and marine cocktail—while a full-moon tide turns

water flows both ways—with more and less salt silt—boundaries

liquid

(Flowing water makes a poor mirror This is important to remember)

One morning it happens to be low tide

i move stone-stepping within moments

| halt | by wonder of a blueberry-tinted

someone pimpled with pearls

like tiny stars constellating

the surface of this is a

star of the sea

at my feet

The star’s rays look something like five

thick thumbs of a circular palm

in the center of which is a round butter-colored

sieve plate

Their wet form exposed to air

glistens like freshly skinned meat

Page 90 →
To my ginger touch this body feels like a baked-sugar crust

With the toe of my boot I nudge them who seems

at rest on some pebbles

This star holds fast refusestobudge

The no of refusal is a mode of survival….

It is a refusal

to be killed or to succumb:

the Indigenous refusal of colonial recognition

(In yet another version of my home making white supremacy calls out

the colonial refusal

of Indigenous sovereignty

since my Ancestors

fled from or to

something hungry ground-water-ground we

pooling

into ever-already

Native Spaces— barely

detecting someone who are

Esopus Munsee—

in “ancient” shards

Page 91 →
dropped

relics

so we told tell ourselves

as we said say “mine”

It is a refusal

not-to-kill or to stop talking over)

the Black refusal of white erasure and enclosure

(My ancestors deliver me—as if—we “yanks” also were

not swaddled in

the white refusal of

Ghanaian and Haitian hands-

indigo-stained

dignity the blanket i inherited

The no of refusal is a hold of brutality)

in common Latinrefusal also meant

to give back

to restore to return

Derived from re- “back” and fundere-

Page 92 →
“to pour”

to pour back

land

languages

fabrics

calcareous leavings ::

unravelments

sears

erosions

rejoinders to oblivion

::

rejoinders to dominion

as i stand there—returning to myself violent defiance of the star’s “no”—

the re-surging sea water gently re-covers the sea star

Response:

ability summons i reposition i move

beyond the waves there is a smooth boulder dry inviting

i sit still paying attention

Page 93 →The incoming tide seems to be spreading wider and wider

Heavier-salted water—middling—through outgoing lagoon-river currents

as the sea takes over

then undertakes the reverse

(Flowing water makes a poor mirror)





Day iii. When Sound Carries Over a River or Echo and Water


In an old Greek story a nymph Echo becomes a glassy reflector

– repeating words of a river-god’s son–Narcissus only the ends though

of anyone’s sayings

Page 94 →(paying attention

sea takes over

undertakes the reverse

makes a poor mirror)

Already punished once by a god by Juno (for talking too much)

Echo no longer can speak her own mind

Hot for Narcissus desiring his own star-eyed image—

shining in the pool

where he drank

Now her flesh wastes over his rejection —himself choosing himself—

Her bones turn to stones

She becomes only a voice (though stirring)

He flattens into one dimension

His remains (why does he get to)

blossom into a flower

i face the waves Water talks

i am learning first to listen ||Using mirrors as shields Page 95 →

Under the mirrors there is fog

Where there is breath water makes that is not waves

then a whale at least two surface





Audio 2. Hermit Thrushes, Aialik Bay, June 15, 2021, Julianne Warren, recordist.
Audio 2. Hermit Thrushes, Aialik Bay, June 15, 2021, Julianne Warren, recordist.


Audio 2: Half a minute of reedy-tinkling Hermit Thrushes answering to one another in near-shore coastal forest of Aialik Bay, low tide on June 14, 2021.


i face the waves Water talks

i am learning first to listen :: sponging up clouds

“i want to go home” they say — a lonely voice

beside those of Hermit Thrushes in woods behind me

(i press one salty fingertip to my lips flick out my tongue lick) Page 96 →

(Hermit Thrushes speak also around my birth spring and thyme atlantic east from

this pacific bay so far open wide

this song— your throat — is a house

of unearned favor and joy)




[image: Figure 3: Blue mussels.]
Figure 3. Blue Mussels, Aialik Bay, June 2021. Photo by Julianne Warren.



Day iv. A Chorus


Page 97 →Maybe

whales did not surface there while they always were present speaking and silent

the Ochre Sea Star—mapping my approach and withdrawal with their ray-tip eyes—

always were bared

and re-covered The tide going out

also coming in carbon accumulating

with enslavements and genocides

fog and freedom colonizers burning buried carbon

it’s easy to get

buried by our own mirrors

our own mirrors

Echo says

across gleaming bay water cold and bay water warming

with a smack of Moon Jellies bubbling besides

justice and caring for

the intolerably stinging voids

whatever happens to water

happens

to everything

to everything

Page 98 →bubbling besides

Many sea stars (i learn later)oxygen-deprived

—Blue Mussel-feasters—suffered lesions

shape-shift fragment melt away

(some call it “wasting”)

while the mussels proliferate

under each painstaking stepcrowdedwithbysall-threaded shells

beach-floors crunch anger twists with

still bright descants of

thank you

Sea Star

Whale Breath

House of Birdsong

Stone

Toothed Jaw

Cama’i

Blue Mussel

Grief

Sargassum

Page 99 →Barnacle and Black

Oyster Catcher—

eyes aflame

And tenderness rings with what seems more snarled

than sewn ear in hand




[image: Figure 4: Island of Tiritiri Matangi in Aotearoa New Zealand.]
Figure 4. Tiritiri Matangi, Island, Aotearoa, February 22, 2020. Photo by Julianne Warren.



Page 100 →Audio 3. Aialik Bay, unseen whales vocalizing near shore, Julianne Warren, recordist, June 14, 2021.
Audio 3. Aialik Bay, unseen whales vocalizing near shore, Julianne Warren, recordist, June 14, 2021.


Audio 3: Unseen whales blowing and vocalizing in growling and taut sounds with surf and gulls as heard from shore of Aialik Bay, 1.14 minutes, June 14, 2021.



Audio 4. Kauai ‘Ō’ō, excerpt, Macaulay Library, ML56465, Thane Pratt, recordist, Kauai, August 1976, current IUCN Red List category-Extinct.
Audio 4. Kauai ‘Ō’ō, excerpt, Macaulay Library, ML56465, Thane Pratt, recordist, Kauai, August 1976, current IUCN Red List category-Extinct.


Audio 4: A minute of fluty tones and punctuated phrases of Kauai ‘Ō’ō with other forest birds in the background. Excerpted from Macaulay Library 56465 August 17, 1976, recorded by Thane Pratt.



Day v. It is Like the Disappearance of the Moa


Whales speak and swim

north south north and again—into bays like this one— singing

hugging islands’ coastal forests now

i imagine some Humpbacks might have

—life spans encompassing— not only Hermit Thrushes

—within hearing—also

Page 101 →the times of whales

not long past listening to

Kaua’i ʻŌʻō||memorializing their

embodied language breaking

and (re)calling under water

those birds’ language in another world

o here am i are we

In Aotearoa a woman sings

Do you hear the Tūīcall the Hu~i~a

[who~are~you]

in the trees

In te reo Māori a customary phrase

Ko te huna i te moa

(i wonder: What other worlds are not merely possible?)





Audio 5. Henare Hamana Huia Calls, current IUCN Red List category-Extinct, excerpt, Macaulay Library ML 16209 (Robert A.L. Batley, archivist), 1948, Julianne Warren, editor, Joe Shepard, audio restoration.
Audio 5. Henare Hamana Huia Calls, current IUCN Red List category-Extinct, excerpt, Macaulay Library ML 16209 (Robert A.L. Batley, archivist), 1948, Julianne Warren, editor, Joe Shepard, audio restoration.
Page 102 →

Audio 5: In the original 1948 recording RAL Batley narrates as Henare Hamana whistles male and female Huia phrases, Macaulay Library 16209. This edited and restored excerpt is whistling only.



Day vi. No More Loneliness


The man whistling phrases of

Huia on the recording is

Henare Hamana—is Toby Salmon’s uncle

stemming from Ngāti Awa

Kuia Neteira alias Mamae who is pain

entangled bone-to-bone with wishes

to be buried with her son The

Blue Gum Tree in Moawhango

implants in her bearing leaves

(May absences become familiars

respond in becoming

no more loneliness)

Their tipuna ancestor echoes in gone-Huia one bird calls to another

in whistles electric refusals

to-be-dead escape audio-as-artefact

Page 103 →
as shared as taonga to care for

calls in others’

ears lungs

some tongues unbrokento seed

languages believed extinct

rain unshaded tones

like teeth call out

stream songs not merely reflections

ripen into sound houses of rhythmic coherence Page 104 →




[image: Figure 5: Aialik Glacier ice pictured on a beach.]
Figure 5. Aialik Glacier ice on beach, June 14, 2021. Photo by Julianne Warren.



Audio 6. Aialik Glacier ice, melting and distant calving, June 14, 2021, Julianne Warren, recordist.
Audio 6. Aialik Glacier ice, melting and distant calving, June 14, 2021, Julianne Warren, recordist.


Audio 6: A piece of glacier ice, washed onto a strip of black beach in Aialik Bay, stops dripping as the nearby glacier booms while calving. Quiet waves. 1.3 minutes, June 14, 2021.



Day vii. Listening with Dripping Ice


Two rupturing glaciers in sight of this bay pour back sunlight into seawater

Page 105 →
Waves cede a gleaming crackling bulk of ice shaped like a bird a whale a

woman around

the bend

a grainy stretch of boulder-less beach D

rip

drip

drip drip (brief

tear like) spit squelch (drop-

lets shine)

sculpt squeak

pit

sand black

vol can ic

full stop .

a sharp quiet

startles another chunk

to plunge (so far but so close)

repercussing

my cheeks flush

water always ever laps

Page 106 →the in-between

(enter longing)





Notes




	1 With thanks to Jane and Toby Salmon, personal communication, June 25, 2020, August 2, 2021; shared with consent. Henare Hamana was buried with his wife Hari in her whanau urupa. Special thanks always also to other whanau members, particularly Karen and Dave Salmon and Uncle Monty Thompson. Throughout, I have also benefitted from thinking with Laklak Burarrwanga, Bawaka Country, Banbapuy Ganambarr, Ritjilili Ganambarr, Merrkiyawuy Ganambarr-Stubbs, KJ Hernández, Kate Lloyd, Djawundil Maymuru, Audra Mitchell, June M. Rubis, Sandie Suchet-Pearson, Kim TallBear, Noah Theriault, Zoe Todd, Kyle Powys Whyte, and Sarah Wright.








Page 107 →Hock E Aye Vi Edgar Heap of Birds


Our Red Nations Were Always Green


North America is home to over one thousand Native Nations. Each of these formidable and precious communities is incredibly humble and respectful regarding our host, the natural world. The citizens of these Native Nations express great care towards the planet and defer to Earth as the most important entity. As in the sacred pipe ceremony, the Earth should always smoke first.

In addition to offering visual messages through studio-created monoprint installations, my method to honor the spirit, history and continuum of sovereign Indigenous life is to be an ongoing practitioner and carrier of our own tribal traditions.

My 48-piece monoprint installations exist in two combined forms: a set of 24 primary prints accompanied by a set of 24 ghost prints for a total size of 7 by 30 feet. The primary monoprints are the first pull from the printmaking plate, and the ghost prints are executed from the second plate pull, which also enlists the use of varied colors of paper. To make a print, oil is painted upon a clear glass plate with a brush. Six words are painted in reversed letters to communicate artful messages in each print.

These primary monoprints are strong, bright, and bold, thus articulating the way Native life develops, grows, and survives in spite of the American empire. In my ghost prints, the faint color, blurred text, and, sometimes, obscured image treatment of Page 108 →the monoprints represents the United States of America’s refusal to accept Native Indigenous Nations, their history, and the brutal holocaust perpetrated on these Nations by the ruling and insensitive Republic. From the beginning of deadly conflict, the United States did not and still does not see or acknowledge Indigeneity clearly.

Four recent monoprint installations were authored in 2020. The open and expressive artworks seek to challenge and educate the U.S. Republic and its so-called “settlers.” As a body of work, the texts prove our Aboriginal survival, which can be felt in the four titles: Columbus Day, Why is Immigration Dictated by Foreigners, Our Red Nations Were Always Green, and Water is Your Only Medicine.

Columbus Day was created in response to research conducted from a trip to the Dominican Republic and responds to many years of sorrow and empathy about the immense destruction brought by Columbus to this Indigenous hemisphere. Page 109 →


[image: Figure 1: Prints in three rows of eight in different shades of red with white and pink lettering.]
Figure 1. Columbus Day, 2019.


[image: Figure 2: Prints in three rows of eight in different shades of red with white and pink lettering. Faded, as they are from the second print run.]
Figure 2. Columbus Day, ghost print 2019.

Why is Immigration Dictated by Foreigners comments upon the tragic actions of the U.S. Republic’s policies that harm so many people and children of color. The agenda to restrict and penalize those involved in immigrating is such a paradox when one considers that all U.S. lawmakers (including the former president, Donald Trump) are themselves foreign to Turtle Island. Page 110 →


[image: Figure 3: Prints in three rows of eight, printed in different shades of brown and black with brown lettering.]
Figure 3. Why is Immigration Dictated by Foreigners, 2021.


[image: Figure 4: Prints in three rows of eight, printed in different shades of brown and black with brown lettering. Faded as they are from the second print run.]
Page 111 →Figure 4. Why is Immigration Dictated by Foreigners, ghost print 2021.

Our Red Nations Were Always Green speaks to the historic awareness and continuing community priority that ecology has in Native existence. The word “ecology” need not be in Native languages. To act in kind care to the natural world is the foundation of tribal behavior and values.


[image: Figure 5: Both images of Our Red Nations Have Always Been Green next to each other.]
Figure 5. Our Red Nations Have Always Been Green, Combo 2020.


[image: Figure 6: Prints in three rows of eight in different shades of green with white lettering.]
Page 112 →Figure 6. Our Red Nations Have Always Been Green, 2020.


[image: Figure 7: Prints in three rows of eight, in different shades of green with white lettering. Faded, as they are from the second print run.]
Page 113 →Figure 7. Our Red Nations Have Always Been Green, ghost print 2020.

Water is Your Only Medicine comes from the Standing Rock (2017) siege in South Dakota to protect the wonderful rivers and our individual renewal via water. The brave and defiant Water Protectors, both Native and non-Native, defended this sacred privilege.


[image: Figure 8: Prints in three rows of eight in different shades of blue with yellow lettering.]
Page 114 →Figure 8. Water is Your Only Medicine, 2020.


[image: Figure 9: Prints in three rows of eight in different shades of blue with yellow lettering. Faded, as they are from the second print run.]
Figure 9. Water is Your Only Medicine, ghost print 2020.


[image: Figure 10: Images of Water is Your Only Medicine, pictured next to the artist who is standing with his hands on his hips.]
Page 115 →Figure 10. Water is Your Only Medicine, Combo 2020.

We all began life with our mother’s amniotic fluid, as gestating beings in the womb. We then continued to drink Mahpe (Cheyenne word for “water”), being nourished from this irreplaceable water gift given by ancient comets crossing long ago skies. Our loving growth of renewable life must remain our primary contribution for all. Informative and healing art is an act to foster this contribution. To respect Indigenous rights and ways should be honorably observed like the purity of water.




Page 116 →Erika Osborne


Fire Remedy


A legacy of fire suppression and poor forest management, coupled with human-induced climate change, has turned the forests of the western United States into a tinderbox. Wildfire, once a benevolent force—nurturing the forest with minerals, opening the cones of lodgepole pine trees and clearing the understory of dense or invasive species—has become catastrophic, leaving our sick forests smoldering, denuded, and barren.

Yet, the capacity of these woodlands to heal after such profound devastation is truly astounding. Even after the hottest of wildfires, the forest sends in its healers. First, the plant medicines—arnica and yarrow as first responders come in to mend the wounds of the forest floor. Then, aspen and fireweed rhizomes find their way through the scorched soil, popping up where nothing else will grow and securing the ground. Lupine and northern bedstraw come in next to start the tedious job of fixing nitrogen for the benefit of the whole. Even sick, the system is not broken. The cycle of life continues.

Just like good medicine, wildfire can function as a restorative mechanism in forest ecosystems. What is diseased is the dominant Western narrative that categorizes fire as something to treat, regardless of where it is burning or why. For millennia, the raw nature of fire shaped the ecology of western North America and the First Nations Page 117 →that inhabited it. Paradoxically, as fire shaped and then settled culture in this region, people began to push it away. Today, we rarely cook over open fire or use it as a way to improve hunting grounds. Instead, fire has been banished—not only from homes and fields but from the very forests that need it to survive.

Walking into the Sierra de la Laguna in Mexico, where I spent time as a Fulbright Scholar in 2019–2020, is like hitting a rewind button. Although this mountain range consists of high, pine-oak forests like its peninsular sisters in the Baja and southern California, the pine-oak forest of the Sierra de La Laguna is unique. The forest, rich in biodiversity, has been spared largescale human interventions such as timber extraction, widespread farming, and extensive cattle operations. Only since the area became a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 1994 have formal management strategies been put into place. For this reason, and because of the small human population of the area, the Sierra de la Laguna holds some of the most pristine forests in all of Mexico. Most interestingly, and most strikingly in opposition to forest management in the United States, forest fires have largely been left to burn.

Fire treatment in the Sierra is complicated. Politics, economics, and geography all play a part. The small ranching population of the Sierra de la Laguna carry a healthy fear of largescale fires, yet at the same time, they have not lost their connection to it. The matriarchs of families who have lived in the region since it was settled by the Jesuits in the seventeenth century continue to cook over open flames in outdoor kitchens. In addition, fire is cultivated in fields to replenish the soil with vital Page 118 →nutrients. When in the backcountry of the Sierra de la Laguna, you will not see a single propane stove. Instead, small fires are kindled to cook both coffee and carnitas. Still, there are times when larger-scale wildfires are unintentionally ignited. When this happens, there are no helicopters or international fire crews. Instead, wildfires are left to burn within the confines of brechas—fire breaks created and maintained in advance by the volunteer fire brigade. These fires in turn clear out brush and make space for the largest trees. In the Sierra, fire functions because the human population there continues to see fire as nurturing, for the forest itself and also for the humans that occupy it, who have not lost sight of their role as keystone members of a complex ecosystem—as keepers of the flames.

In the United States, the dominant culture has lost its capacity to understand wildfire, let alone cultivate it. Most of us want wildfires suppressed…and fast. This is understandable considering how many homes are scattered throughout forests that have historically burned with low to moderate severity every 20–100 years. Even where there are no homes, it is hard to watch favorite recreational areas turn from green to black. Like opposition to vaccines for human health, even prescribed burns are unpopular. This is not only because of the smoke they create (which is dramatically less than that caused by an out of control, high-severity wildfire) but also because it requires us to shift our aesthetic values so that we can see beauty in change. Sentiments about fire are changing in Mexico as well, where remote forests like the Sierra de la Laguna are starting to see forest management policies halt much needed Page 119 →human interventions with fire. The communities surrounding forests like the Sierra de la Laguna see the crown-burning, catastrophic wildfires happening in similar forests to the north and start to fear the same. No one wants to see beloved forests burn.

Nearly a century of fire suppression in the western United States has blinded us. We are unable to look beyond the treatment—which, though not always pretty, is effective—to the result. When Western culture can turn towards fire as good medicine, we can help to reestablish balance in our forest ecosystems. My job as an artist is to see beauty in what has been perceived as destructive. To help bridge the emotive gap between the wildfires we fear and the wildfires we know can heal. To evoke empathy for fire and the duality of its forces. Because, with empathy comes understanding. With understanding comes humility. With humility, perhaps we can take up the role of apprentice once again to the great teacher that is Nature and learn to embrace fire as an alternative remedy for forests in need of healing. Page 120 →


[image: Figure 1: Painting of an outdoor camp stove.]

[image: Figure 1: Painting of an outdoor camp stove.]

Page 121 →Figure 1. Camp Fire (left) and Forest Pyre (right). Paintings by Erika Osborne, 2022.


Page 122 →[image: Figure 2: Painting of a burning tree stump amid an ashen landscape.]

Page 123 →[image: ]

Page 124 →[image: ]

Page 125 →Figure 2. La Fogata (durante el incendio), on the left; El Susurro (tres años después), middle; and Reclamación (catorce años después), on the right. Paintings by Erika Osborne, 2020.


[image: Figure 3: Painting of burned bark and pine needles.]
Figure 3. After the Midwife Comes. Painting by Erika Osborne, 2021.


[image: Figure 4: Painting of a forest floor with new growth.]
Page 126 →Figure 4. Arnica to Heal its Wounds. Painting by Erika Osborne, 2021.


[image: Figure 5: Painting of a cook stove seen from the side.]
Page 127 →Figure 5. En La Casa. Painting by Erika Osborne, 2021.


[image: Figure 6: Painting of a small fire with a metal can and rack.]
Page 128 →Figure 6. La Fogata. Painting by Erika Osborne, 2020.


[image: Figure 7: Painting of gnarled tree roots and new growth.]
Page 129 →Figure 7. Subterranean Stitchery. Painting by Erika Osborne, 2021.




Page 130 →Kim TallBear


Life is Death is Life


I will not again tweet the hashtag #DeathCult in my heckling of the U.S. white supremacist state. Despite its punch and political salience, it contradicts the rich and varied ideas that I have about death in its multiple valences—ideas demonstrated rather than preached to me especially during the first half of my life as a Dakota person.

Let me tell you a story.

In the spring of 1995, my great-grandmother took several days to die. Leaves on lush trees danced in breeze and sunlight outside her orderly room in our small-town hospital. Having lived with terminal cancer for several years, her strong body was finally shutting down. She was 89. She outlived my great-grandfather by 26 years. He died Valentine’s Day 1969 when I was four months old. I was the first and only great-grandchild he ever saw. I was told that Great-Grandpa asked my mom to bring me over every day to see him. Granny spoke of him with total love and devotion. She laughed at his jokes every time she recalled stories about him. When he died, Granny poured so much love into me. But her heartbreak went deep. She also outlived three of her four children, and had wanted to go for a decade. She was, by the time of her death, our oldest tribal member. In her last days in hospital, she groaned Page 131 →when she woke, “Oh God, I’m still here?” Or she spoke memories from her long life before she slipped again into unconsciousness with increasing doses of morphine.

Granny was the matriarch of our five-generation family. Her memories were also about us and our lives and the lives of other ancestors and relations, and even white families in that South Dakota prairie town. Granny was never alone in the hospital room. The tribal casino catered food as they do for such monumental events. They delivered trays of sandwiches and pots of coffee directly to the hospital room and laid it out on a table. In those three days she was passing, there were at all times anywhere from 2 to more than a dozen family members in Granny’s small room. That is, unless nurses were changing her sheets with her in the bed, and they asked for privacy. During those days, not unlike our traditional three-day Dakota wakes, there were tears, many stories, and much laughter.

All of the nurses in the hospital were white. Our town was organized on a red/white divide in those days. It is a bit more diverse now. One nurse commented that it was always like this when Natives were dying. The family would be packed into the hospital room; no one died alone. Down the hall an old white man died alone the day before Granny did. That had prompted the nurse’s comment. Of course, it is not true of all white people who die in our town, but it is also not uncommon.

Granny had grown up in a Catholic school before she married my Presbyterian great-grandfather at 17. But I only found that out when I was 12 years old when she one day cursed the Catholic Church and forbid me to enter it as a guest with my Page 132 →friend. I was shocked. It was clearly a source of pain for her; Granny never cursed. My great-grandfather, like our extended family to varying degrees, also participated in Dakota traditional practices. Granny professed to be a Christian, but I never saw her enter the Presbyterian Church except for funerals. She was also silent about our participation in Dakota ceremonies. But in her last hours, as she rose up into and sunk again below consciousness, she saw the little man in a corner, near the ceiling. He was the same “spirit” my great-grandfather saw when he was dying. A holy person in our family who had been there for both of their deaths told the rest of the family that the little man was there to meet Granny and help her over.

After my University of Alberta Native Studies colleague, Jessica Kolopenuk, I prefer to call so-called spirits “energetic remains.”1 I like Jessica’s term better than “spirit” for all of the reasons my friend David Shorter at UCLA gives in his simply titled article, “Spirituality.” Shorter explains:


Across time and place, we have reason to doubt that “spiritual” gets to the material, collective, and nondichotomous ways of living in the world often obscured by nonindigenous concepts of spirituality…Anyone wanting to accurately describe or interpret indigenous cultures should heed the uselessness or consequences of talking about “spirituality.” In the very long history of this continent’s habitation, native people were relating socially, across species and life forms, in material ways, and for practical reasons.2



Page 133 →My great-grandmother was there from the first day that my newborn flesh exited my mother’s body, and I dropped into this world. It was a gift to witness the very moment Granny exited this world. We are born into the hands of ancestors. It is good to hand ancestors over to the next world. Three aunts and I could feel it coming. We sat quietly at her bedside the last few hours watching. My chin rest on my laced-together fingers, my elbows on my knees. Leaning forward, my eyes fixed on Granny’s breathing. I would not take them off her. Then one second, she breathed in. She never again breathed out.

What about my great-grandmother’s energetic remains? One of the aunts was home in Granny’s house the evening after her death. Granny’s perfume began wafting through the rooms. In the months after her death, Granny visited me in dreams. She didn’t know she was dead at first. Eventually, she did know, and she was, as they say, at peace. It is a very special treat only once every few years now, that she visits me. Or I visit her. We meet in my dream in her little house on the prairie, and she is always serene.

There are several unfortunate clichés about death: “He gave up the struggle,” “They succumbed.” Maura O’Connell sings a tune that I love, but I disagree with its lyrics: “There’s no good day for tears…there’s no good day for dying.” It was indeed a good day for my great-grandmother to die. Our tears were good. They were Page 134 →produced in part by her profound and fitting departure from a life lived with us. Her life and her death were a gift. Another elder in my kin network passed away recently at home with my daughter and his eldest son, her father, holding his hands. He refused to go to the hospital with its pandemic regulations where he would die alone. Grampy looked smilingly into Carmen’s and David’s eyes while he breathed his last breaths. His too was a good death. His descendants shared with him that profound moment of transition. His son and granddaughter handed him over. Death comes to all of us, as it should. Life is death is life.

I understand and share an aversion to suffering. Aversion to the possibility of a good death for all of us dismays me. Settler-colonial society—consistent with its speciesist, racist, sexist, and other hierarchies of life—fights then laments specific deaths, and excuses others. Instead, let us consider the differences between “good” and “bad” deaths of diverse beings by speaking precisely of specific deaths. We might then avoid flattening the difference between lives whose flourishing is facilitated and lives disallowed flourishing. I am not referring to number of years lived, but to a broader idea that could include that. I am concerned with the fact that some lives are choked, ended in suffering by the actions of individuals and structures who in a bad way feed on the energetic matter of relations—human and other-than-human, animal and plant relatives, and energy too that should be left in the earth. Which deaths happen well? Which deaths happen terribly? As Donna Haraway says “serious Page 135 →accountability” does not require never killing, never death, but it does require that we “shalt not make killable” a category or class of being without consideration.

In this moment, many conversations about death center around Covid-19. But the pandemic both highlights and obscures a system of uneven and bad dying that helped facilitate this virus in the first place, and that facilitates other ongoing epidemics. Tuberculosis, malaria, and other epidemics that affect primarily the poor and non-white attract less attention and generate far less outrage than Covid-19, a disease which the privileged (whites) can readily imagine taking their own lives. Still, Covid deaths, like those of other epidemics, do tend to be extracted disproportionately from vast numbers of humans who were already made killable by the vicious structures and actions of the gluttonous wealthy. This virus may seem unusual, but it slots nicely into the pre-existing violent system, including the settler-colonial imagination that downplays the mutually sustaining relationship of life and death, that regards death as failure, the domain of the weak, or an aberration—that fights death like hell for some and excuses it for others. Of course, settler state Covid-19 responses protect wealth more than they protect the vulnerable. But more than that, they reflect too-much-life-seeking by the relative few, those who extract more energetic matter from the planet than is their due. Those privileged few stretch their own mortality by foreclosing good living and good dying for the many. They despise the idea of death for themselves, but assure death, bad death, for others. They are #LifeEaters.
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	1 https://sciencepolicy.ca/posts/indigenous-peoples-are-not-canadas-charity-case/


	2 David Shorter, “Spirituality,” in The Oxford Handbook of American Indian History, ed. F.E. Hoxie (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 1–24.
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Insecurity


Excerpts from an edited transcript of a performative lecture

Delivered from the Root Glacier, in the Wrangell Mountains, Alaska

September 2020

I have not experienced a more important time to consider stability, vulnerability, strength, and insecurity. I am speaking to you from a glacier in the Wrangell Mountains in Alaska. This is the traditional land of the Ahtna Athabaskan people.

Being asked to talk about insecurity merited a quick and easy yes from me. Most people do not like thinking about insecurity—it brings an air of discomfort, unpredictability, and vulnerability. It makes people feel shaky, wobbly, and tottering. But I am a unique cheerleader for insecurity. It is a principle of ecology that everything is always in a state of change. Stability and permanence are fantasies. The future is constantly slipping into the past. We are spinning and hurtling through space on a ball of stardust. Seas slosh in their tides, the moonlight fluctuates, water evaporates, this glacier grumbles. Evolution is happening as orchids respond to smoke in the Amazon, as polar bears lose their glacial ice, as lichen reckon with massive increases of carbon in the air. Inside of you, whole ecosystems of bacteria and microbes are  Page 138 →living out millions of lifetimes. The basis of life is change, and with change comes insecurity.


[image: Figure 1: An aerial photograph of two glaciers coming together. Ridges and wrinkles show the river-like movement of the bodies of ice flowing through the mountainous landscape.]
Figure 1. The confluence of the Kennicott and Root Glaciers, Alaska.

Let’s take a closer look at the word INSECURE.

The etymology of INSECURE is very strange and contains a double negative.

At the root is curae, Latin for CARE.

Page 139 →SE is WITHOUT.

In is NOT. Taken by the roots, instability means NOT WITHOUT CARE.

With that double negative, I interpret INSECURITY to mean WITH CARE. Insecurity is a condition of caring. Imagine you place your cup of coffee too close to the edge of the table and it begins to tip, or you are walking and you trip—you reach your hands out into the insecurity. You instinctively connect. Care implies a relationship. In acknowledging that the world is always changing, then to be in an authentic relationship with the world is an invitation to not always be stable.

Change provokes many emotions: nostalgia, grief, melancholy, homesickness, fear. But change also allows for hope, imagination, innovation, improvement, growth, and transcendence.

I want to understand how to relate to things even as they change. Especially because they change. Because glaciers have become a measuring stick of climate change, it is especially an honor to be on a glacier, speaking with you all. Page 140 →


[image: Figure 2: An aerial photograph depicting a glacier descends out of large mountains and a large debris field dotted with bright teal lakes.]
Figure 2. Glacial ponds, Wrangell-Saint Elias Wilderness, Alaska.

Glaciers are often described as fragile. They are, and they are not. Glaciers carve and shape the landscape around them. They gouge and rip and rumble like bulldozers. Glaciers are at once vulnerable and immensely strong.

I desire to not be rigid and inflexible, but to allow myself to feel vulnerable to the complexity of change. I want to be responsive to what surrounds me, even if it forces me to take on new forms. I want to move and be moved. The surface of a Page 141 →glacier is covered with cracks and ripples, stretch marks and slumps, because it has changed to fit its surroundings. If there is any one reason that I am an artist, it is because I care deeply for this tumbling spinning ball of stardust, and how life upon it unfolds.


[image: Figure 3: Ice crinkles and wrinkles as it descends down the face of a mountain.]
Figure 3. Ice Fall, Wrangell-Saint Elias Wilderness, Alaska.

I have a relationship with this glacier. I have watched it morph, and primarily shrink, over the years. As it transforms, I observe how change looks, sounds, and feels. This glacier surprises me and sobers me and sometimes fills me with glee. This Page 142 →caring has allowed me to explore what it means to care for something very, very different from myself. This thing is thousands of years old, and half of a mile thick. It roars and burps. Parts of it are dangerous and always distant. Parts of it are familiar and fun.

I feel empathy for this much larger than human entity. Caring for glaciers has taught me about loving something, even as it disappears. It has given me a practical understanding of deep time and distance.

For many years, I have made work about geologic displacements. Page 143 →


[image: Figure 4: A detailed drawing depicting a very large pit mine.]
Figure 4. Kennecott Corporation: Haerwusu China, drawing, 48 inches by 48 inches, graphite and pulverized mining slag on paper, 2019.

Piles of rocks.

Strip mines.

Bomb craters.

Page 144 →Pit mines.

My work exposes the impacts that consumerism has made in the landscape. I want to entice people to look at the evidence of industry that is so easy to camouflage and forget.

The way that most humans exist is only made possible through mines—massive, rumbling, highly engineered scenes of extraction. The computer on which I wrote this text, the internet that is streaming this to you, the device on which you experience this, even the chair you are sitting on, the clothes you are wearing, the contact lenses on your eyeballs, the medicines you might have taken this morning, the mug which held your coffee—none of this would be possible without extractive industry.

We have created systems that stabilize dominant society, and in the process, have destabilized the earth. Vast portions of the planet have been sacrificed. I uphold these sites as monuments to what has been destroyed and obfuscated in that process—ecological systems, Indigenous cultures, workers’ rights, and the interconnectedness of life. These holes in the ground will not go away. But the power that created them can, and will, be challenged. Recently, I have become increasingly interested in the fraying of power. This moment in time, this very insecure moment, seems to be a time of fissures and ruptures and breaks. But as we are facing social, ecological, and political upheavals, I am determined to focus on what emerges.

I have a habit of making lists Page 145 →


[image: Figure 5: A detail of a large mural that depicts thousands of handwritten words on a grey background.]
Figure 5. An Incomplete List of Things That Need to be Protected, Detail of Mural, SITE Santa Fe.

—long bizarre arrangements of words that attempt to answer existential, quantum questions. It is an exercise for me to push the limits of personal and factual association, to understand what complexity I can bring to the often unfathomable. I arrange the words without hierarchy or pattern, creating a random assortment of Page 146 →related data, an ocean of ideas. Like the layers of history that we live in, like each mineral that is compressed into a rock, I am making new accumulations.

The first time I made list-making into a public practice, I asked nearly 500 school children what they thought needed to be protected. I compiled thousands of words, and in rewriting them, I created a mural. The answers are poignant, funny, and profound. The repetition of certain words showed what the kids were most deeply concerned about. Immigrant children. My mom. Rivers. Clean air. Me from getting shot. Polar bears. Trees. As I talked to the kids during this process, it was clear that they see their own futures as bound with everything on this list. The instability of the environment and the social injustices of our time makes them insecure, and force them to be aware of a larger interconnectedness. In this density and scale, this mural also asks the audience “What are you protecting for these kids? What do we need to do now to express our care for their future?”

When I get off this glacier, and leave Alaska, I am heading to Boulder, Colorado, to make some murals. Currently, with the NEST (Nature, Environment, Science, & Technology) Studio for the Arts at CU Boulder, we are crowdsourcing answers to the questions “What is transitory?” and “What is permanent?” Page 147 →


[image: Figure 6: A detail of a large mural that depicts thousands of handwritten words on a grey background.]
Figure 6. An Incomplete List Of Things That Are Permanent, detail of mural, Studio for Nature, Environment, Science and Technology at CU Boulder.


[image: Figure 7: A detail of a large mural that depicts thousands of handwritten words on a grey background.]
Page 148 →Figure 7. An Incomplete List Of Things That Are Transitory, detail of mural, Dairy Center for the Performing Arts, Boulder.

Working with the public motivates me to keep finding ways to demystify and dignify change. I had terrible growing pains growing up, but now I have nothing but gratitude for my able adult legs. Climate devastation is terrifying but is beginning to create much needed behavioral changes in what we consume and how we understand our impacts. Black, Indigenous, and People of Color have been fighting racial injustice, and the whole world is starting to join in that struggle. To be in denial of change is not only unnatural but also does not allow for a more holistic future to emerge. When we start to implicate ourselves in the change, we go through the growing pains, and then we also learn to be nimble. How do we engage with change, Page 149 →and take an active role in change, even if that is very uncomfortable and causes moments of instability?

How do we act in a way that asserts that even though the future will not be the same, it might be beautiful?

I come to Alaska every summer to explore relationships.


[image: Figure 8: A woman stands on a bright white glacier with mountains in the background. She is carrying a very large backpack and wearing crampons as she looks down into a glacial stream.]
Page 150 →Figure 8. Nina Elder route finding on Root Glacier, Alaska.

The relationship between a glacier and a mountain. The relationship between myself and a glacier. The relationship between myself and other people. It is an extraordinary privilege to spend this time exploring, contemplating, and seeking meaningful metaphors for our times.

Glaciers carry huge amounts of gravel and rock within them.


[image: Figure 9: A field of rocks and debris on an icefield surrounded by large mountains.]
Page 151 →Figure 9. Erratics on an ice field, Alaska.

At their edges they dump this material in terrific messy piles. Some of this might have been traveling along inside the ice for thousands of years. Other rocks might have been picked up just a few years ago. The mountains hold the glacier, and the glacier pushes and carves against the mountain. Each gives form to the other, while each is formed by the other. They carry the marks from one another. They carry the material of one another.

In Latin, errare means to wander, to roam, to ramble. Page 152 →


[image: Figure 10: A large boulder sits on top of a column of ice. Behind the boulder is the edge of a glacier and blue sky.]
Page 153 →Figure 10. Erratic emerging from a glacier.

Errare also means to be wrong, to be mistaken.

Erratic means to move with inconsistency, to wander.

Erratic also means something foreign, something new or different or unexpected.

Erratic is the term for the geologic material that is transported by a glacier.

I wonder what I carry in myself? Page 154 →


[image: Figure 11: A hand with white skin holds a fractured, striped rock.]
Figure 11. Puzzlestone, a rock fractured by rapid temperature shifts.

What responsibility do I have towards what I carry? Might I choose to put down that weight? Can I carry the weight for another? How do we know what one another is carrying?

So, from this glacier, what I want to communicate is this:

Page 155 →Keep changing.

Allow transformation.

Push against what you cling to as permanent and see how that might be part of a larger process.

Care deeply, even if it is scary and heartbreaking and tumultuous.

Allow yourself to be insecure.

It might be beautiful.
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