
[image: Cover: Signs and Wonders, by Delia Falconer]


Delia Falconer

‘Scintillating’ Rebecca Giggs

Signs and Wonders

‘Brave, beautiful, and breathtaking’ James Bradley

Dispatches from a time of beauty and loss






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Signs and Wonders, by Delia Falconer, S&S Australia]







I want to photograph the considerable ceremonies of our present… I want to gather them, like somebody’s grandmother putting up preserves, because they will have been so beautiful.

—Diana Arbus, grant application to the Guggenheim Foundation, 1963

Here, at the edge of extinction, is the place to begin, when the worlds that one loves… are being trashed.

—Deborah Bird-Rose








Introduction

A few years ago, I found a bird’s nest on the footpath, a beautiful thing of loosely woven she-oak needles lined with pale grey fur. I held it cupped in my hand as I continued onto the train from our inner-city suburb and walked through the long pedestrian tunnel to the edge of Sydney’s central business district. The joyful attention it attracted surprised me. ‘That’s a little noisy miner’s nest you’ve got there,’ a woman told me as she passed. ‘Lovely,’ another called out. But when I reached the university and showed it to my student, a man my own age, his face fell. This meant a bird had lost its home, he said. Did I know, he asked, that when the Harbour Bridge was first built crows made their nests on its high trusses? But when they went out to search for food, the architecture was so repetitive that even these clever birds couldn’t find their way back to their chicks.

I smiled a little to myself at my student’s tragic cast of mind. Recent high winds had blown down this nest – a small drama innocent, as far as I knew, of any human interference. Yet I was all too familiar myself with a sense of wonder that flipped over quickly into apprehension about our impact on the natural world. Were the still evenings of a gloriously prolonged summer reason to rejoice or evidence of disrupted climate patterns? Was it great good fortune, while driving in a remote part of the country, to have seen a koala bundling along by the roadside with her joey on her back, or an indicator of distress? Over the last few years, these trains of thought have multiplied. Is what I am witnessing normal or abnormal? A good or a bad sign? And above all is it due, somehow, to us?

These days, the most beautiful things, whose perennial loveliness once sustained us, carry the weight of an apprehension that has come upon us with terrifying speed. Could it have only been 2014 that I first heard the word ‘Anthropocene,’ which denotes the astonishing concept that we’ve entered a new human-made geological epoch: that our signature will persist, stamped into the earth’s strata, for longer than it’s possible to imagine? Though the term is contentious, there’s a broad scientific consensus that our activities have acquired the geological force to push the atmosphere, geology, hydrology and other processes of this twelve-thousand-year epoch out of their predictable patterns and variability. Around the same time I watched, with dismay, in a fuggy Canberra lecture room, as Australian environmental historian Tom Griffiths projected twenty-four graphs of the ‘Great Acceleration,’ which tracked the trajectory of human activities and their tolls on the planet’s systems, such as carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and ocean acidification. They had been rising steadily since the industrial revolution. But around 1950, every single graph began to surge toward the vertical and head off-scale.

The International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme had only plotted these trends until 2010. I dread to think how they will look, once they are updated to include the last decade. And yet, as devastating as they are likely to be, these graphs may already be losing their power to predict the future, at least a future in which change is consistent. Our fossil fuel addiction may already have moved us beyond even the small comfort of the linear or gradual and into a chaotic territory of unpredictable feedback loops and tipping points. Some scientists have suggested the hundred years to follow 2100 will be the ‘century of hell,’ perhaps even if we manage to keep global heating below 2 degrees Celsius.

Such knowledge brings its own vertigo as we try to reconcile such dire warnings with our ongoing daily life. We find ourselves authors of a story we may not be able to escape, and which is increasingly difficult to look at objectively. In the words of French philosopher Bruno Latour, there is now ‘no distant place anymore.’



And yet the world seems more beautiful than ever to me these days, more intensely lovely, as if these qualities were also undergoing an exponential feedback effect. It is often sublimely beautiful, in the classical sense of exciting emotions and thoughts beyond the ordinary. On any given day, a fleeting cabinet of wonders passes through my phone: ancient tardigrades (or ‘water bears’) under intense 3D magnification, like pouchy little taxidermist’s armatures come to life, which can survive freezing, radiation or the blast of a supernova; the warped green beams of the Aurora Australis; the flight of a hummingbird caught in slow motion; a dinosaur tail the size of a sparrow’s, with chestnut feathers, preserved in amber. More recently, there has been the disconcerting vision of some of the world’s most polluted cities – Delhi, Bangkok, Bogota, São Paolo – their skies transformed in the midst of the human suffering of pandemic lockdowns from smog to a lambent blue. It’s as if our feeds have become our prosthetic heightened senses, allowing us to see – even if only casually – the uncanny beauty in everything.

As we grapple with the awe-inspiring concept that we are now making the world’s systems pitch and wobble even the most humble things seem radiant with this knowledge. How can we comprehend that the fate of species that preceded us by millions of years is now tied to ours – or, in the case of creatures like the nautilus and horseshoe crab, even preceded the coal we burn – which now seem more precariously precious? How can our daily lives be changing the movement of the Gulf Stream, causing heated subterranean gasses in Russia’s Arctic to blow ‘like a bottle of champagne,’ or melting the permafrost so that it has started to spit out the more than ten million mammoths thought to lie within it, causing a ‘gold rush’ of ice ivory? How can we even imagine these shifts we are causing will last for many thousands of years into the future, like the light of stars? It is one thing to experience what the Japanese call mono no aware, melancholy at the passing of things, like the brief blooming of the cherry blossom, but it is of another order entirely to think of the grand overturning of the stability of time and place as we know them.

To confront the epic scale of these events can feel, paradoxically, as if we have been plunged back in time, out of a scientific era and into an age of myth and wonder. For as they come under more threat, we are also learning more almost daily about the fantastic complexity of our ecosystems and the miraculous self-balancing of our Earth’s fragile atmosphere, which, as writer Lyall Watson notes, serves the same function for the planet as the fur on a fox or the shell of a snail but is ‘a strange and beautiful anomaly’ maintained by living beings. Sometimes it seems, as if in a fairy tale, that as science discovers more about the world’s intricate agency, we are seeing everything we intuited as children now coming true: that a solitary tree in a paddock feels lonely, that the winds are alive, that animals talk, that fish feel pain.

‘All things counter, original, spare, strange,’ wrote Victorian poet Gerard Manley Hopkins in his celebration of pied beauty. ‘Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)’ As my student intuited, in the face of such enormity, even a humble bird’s nest can become an almost unbearably poignant and vivid object.



‘I have a similar feeling now as around 9/11,’ my publisher said to me, as we began to talk about my writing this book. ‘Like a whale breaching, there’s something almost wonderful, while also awful, about seeing everything up in the air before it comes crashing down.’ I’ve been living with this sensation of eerie suspension for almost a decade. As we teeter on the edge of ordinariness that threatens to drop away into the unimaginable, every day brings these apprehensions of beauty and terror, of deep past and rushing future. I know from the conversations I’ve had with friends and strangers that I’m not alone.

But do we even have the emotional repertoire to take in such enormity, to hold all these dimensions in our minds at once? Can the stories we are used to telling still sustain themselves, or us? Can feelings forged in a more stable age help us to try to look after our world or carry us into an unthinkable future? These are the questions that have occupied me as I have walked my children to school, prepared lectures, or taken my evening walk to the point below our apartment and back, going through all the motions of an ordinary life that now feel provisional and increasingly unreal.

Over the last few years my conviction has grown that we’re experiencing a ‘Great Acceleration’ of feeling that is tracking parallel to the speeding up of our world’s systems. Thinking back over twenty years of work as an essayist and reviewer, I’ve realised that the books and films I was reading and watching were also changing, too rapidly for me to see at the time, to anticipate looming catastrophe indirectly, like the shadow of an eclipse thrown onto a piece of paper. Because I’ve spent much of my life reading and writing, I’m most sensitive to shifts in the atmosphere of my own small literary ecotone, which I write about in these pages. At the same time, it’s been shocking to realise that my own life spans most of the period in which our impact on the world has been most catastrophic, and so I’ve tried to use it, in this book, as a measure.

Here in Australia, deep time and survival both seem closer than in many other parts of our planet. In its complicated history, which has in turn shaped me, Indigenous Australians’ cultural memories encompass the postglacial coastal inundation at the end of the last ice age twenty thousand years ago, sea rise of 120 metres dividing the mainland from Tasmania and inundating most of the coastal shelf, and survival through the continuing violence of colonisation. You can’t grow up here without an understanding that humans and Country have already been long entwined; nor without knowing that drastic environmental changes are often uneven, and unfair, in who they affect. While I’m lucky enough to work mostly from home in a beautiful part of my city, where these effects are for the most part unobtrusive, elsewhere – in part because of my generational cohort’s taste for global travel – they’re already taking lives. And yet, for all this inherited knowledge, my old and fragile country is likely to bear the brunt of global changes first. These essays are dispatches from the present but also the near future.

It has surprised me writing these essays, how often my thoughts have kept circling back, like my publisher’s, to the attacks in 2001 on New York’s Twin Towers. While I don’t want to exaggerate their place in world history, they do seem to have marked that year, in the West at least, as a turning point, when things began to wrench from their usual dimensions, to quicken and go off-scale. Over these last two decades – at the same time as the stricken earth has been putting on some of its most epic displays – I can’t help thinking our culture has also been becoming brighter and more baroque, like a firework show unleashing its biggest rockets and most glittering cascades in its final moments.

I’ve also written this book with complicated feelings. In 2011 my partner and I had twins, a boy and a girl, who have filled our hearts and who have already lived, as my son points out, through two of the biggest events of their parents’ five-plus-decade lives: Australia’s first megafires in the summer of 2019–2020 and a global pandemic. Their lifetimes are now the queasy yardstick for everything I feel and read. In 2018, some scientists were saying that we had a critical window of just twelve years to save the planet. (Our twins would be nineteen.) In 2019, others revised the critical window down to eighteen months. (They would be just ten.) By the time you read this, that window will have closed. Looking at my children, I’m reminded of the American writer George Saunders’s story of being on a plane that had just struck a flock of geese. As black smoke began to enter the cabin, the young boy beside him, travelling alone, asked, ‘Sir, is this supposed to be happening?’ It’s hard to know what to say.

There are other books that will lay out the actions we need to take to stave off, or at least slow, the destruction unfolding; although we mostly know already what these are. Instead, from my own small piece of turf on Australia’s east coast, I have tried to take the temperature of this moment, to reduce it to my own human scale and at the same time to catch the terrific grandeur of its unfolding, which is becoming harder and harder to ignore. I have tried to let these essays follow the moods and surges of our new era of ‘signs and wonders.’ I write this book in the small hope that putting them precisely into words might also be useful. Whether it will be a record or a requiem remains to be seen.






Signs and Wonders

I have lived near the harbour for twenty years. In autumn I watch for fish fry in the water and the swifts that wheel like tiny warplanes above the naval dockyards. In summer, migratory koels call out from the trees in my local park with a grinding yearning. There have been surprises over the years: a fairy penguin off the end of the point and, once, a large stingray gliding up the middle of the canal on a high tide. But mostly I am looking for familiar creatures: the microbats that flit at dusk over the water or the flying foxes that land heavily in the Moreton Bay figs, though their numbers have declined and their squabbling in the tree outside our apartment no longer keeps us awake at night.

Walking to Mrs Macquarie’s Chair in the Domain, I like to scan the small bay in Woolloomooloo for fish. But one day, in 2018, there was nothing to see in the flat green water, not even the usual mullet that nose around the marina’s floating pontoons or the ubiquitous smooth toadfish with fins like tiny propellers. A few years earlier, I would have put this down to the seasonal variation of schools in the Harbour – but this time it felt different. I found myself wondering if there were no longer any fish to see.

What if they were disappearing, I wondered, like the small frogs that were such a common sight after rain when I was a child, or the greengrocer cicadas we used to catch in the school playground? In 2014, the World Wildlife Fund had released a widely circulated report, which concluded that we had killed off more than half of the world’s wildlife over the last half-century – not only exotic animals but common creatures like giraffes, bats and even insects. That afternoon in Woolloomooloo I realised I had been ticking off checklists of animals on my walks to counter a growing sense of loss.

These days everything seems to carry a terrible symbolic weight, of potential catastrophic absence. Swimming at Nielsen Park, in Sydney Harbour, an ancient river valley filled by melting Ice Age waters that stabilised seven thousand years ago, I’ve found myself wondering how high the water will rise again when the ice caps melt. ‘Every bird I see these days, every bee,’ my children’s godmother R says, ‘I wonder if it’s the last.’ ‘Are wombats endangered? Are echidnas?’ my son asks, as we drive through the city’s urban fringes.

And yet, within the span of one’s own experience, it’s hard to measure causes and effects, let alone grasp quite how quickly things are turning. As the world becomes more unstable in the grip of vast and all-pervasive change, it’s difficult to discern exact chronologies, relationships, and meaning. In this unfolding context, even small things take on terrifying and uncertain connotations.

It is as if, I found myself thinking as I scoured the water for fish that day, we’re entering a new era of signs and wonders.



In ancient Rome, priests and officials called augurs would look for omens of the future in the weather, the flight of birds, and the entrails or movements of animals, especially those encountered out of place. Back in the 1980s, when I learned about them in Latin classes, it was easy to feel a smug sense of distance. But now we are scrutinising the same things, not to divine the gods’ will but as signs of our own actions.

Surely some of the most iconic images of the last decades must be Chris Jordan’s 2009 photographs of dead albatross chicks on a remote beach in Midway Atoll National Wildlife Refuge in the Hawaiian Archipelago. The atoll lies in the north Pacific Ocean, more than 2000 kilometres from the nearest continent. And yet in these pictures, which went viral, the birds’ rib cages have collapsed to reveal, within the organic shapes of decomposing feather and bone, stomach cavities filled with an astonishing array of bright pen lids, buttons, and discarded bottle tops. In 2019, writer Cameron Muir described watching scientists pump the stomachs of shearwater chicks emerging from their burrows for the first time on Australia’s tiny, world-heritage-listed Lord Howe Island, in the Tasman Sea between our east coast and New Zealand. The objects they discovered – as many as 276 per bird – confirmed the catastrophic spread of ocean plastics. Some studies suggest ninety per cent of seabirds have now ingested some of the material, which they mistake for food, while even a few pieces can cause significant health problems. Muir recorded the audible crunching of the belly of one young chick that had to be euthanised. Yet, he wrote, as seabirds decline faster than any other group of birds, in the world’s shadow places, plastic production is likely to triple over the next thirty years.

Recently, whale stomachs have also been going viral. Forensic videos online show scientists pulling garbage, piece by piece, from the creatures’ vast interiors, like the Roman haruspices, who would inspect the entrails of sheep for divine omens. In one necroscopy, filmed at night, of a 4.7-metre-long curvier beaked whale, found dead of starvation in the Philippines, a man reaches into the young animal’s insides to unfurl large pieces of plastic, which look like obscene intestinal tissue in the artificial light. In her book Fathoms, Australian writer Rebecca Giggs records the story of a sperm whale that washed up in 2012 in Andalusia, Spain, having swallowed a flattened greenhouse that had once housed tomatoes for export to Britain, including its ropes, hosepipes, burlap, tarps, a spray canister, and flowerpots.

Then there are the deaths of animals on a scale that possesses the quality of epic portent of ancient plagues. Wikipedia’s rudimentary page on mass mortality events (sudden die-offs of living creatures, truncated to a business-like ‘MME’) begins in 1904 with the death of 1.5 million migrating birds in Minnesota. Yet after this single attribution to a natural cause (a snowstorm), the remaining deaths – among them, ‘George River Caribou (1984)’, ‘Harbour Seals (1988)’, ‘Birds (2010)’, ‘Birds (2011)’, and ‘Fish (2011)’ – are either unexplained or attributable to human activities, which include hydro projects, unlicensed fireworks discharge, chemical poisoning, and oil spills.

Since at least 2015 scientists have been attributing some of these mass mortality events to global heating. In 2016, on a work trip in Buenos Aires, I opened my laptop to news that a mass bleaching event caused by unusually warm water temperatures had killed around thirty per cent of the Great Barrier Reef: a 2000-kilometre-long system built by billions of coral polyps. That I was on the other side of the world in a city that was itself experiencing unseasonal autumn humidity that locals were blaming on the loss of forests in the country’s north, where day-biting mosquitoes carried the epidemic zika virus, made the sense of end times more urgent. In November 2018, an extreme heatwave killed an estimated 23,000 spectacled flying foxes in Far North Queensland – almost a third of this species of native pollinators, which first appeared on the continent’s fossil records fifty million years ago – which essentially ‘boiled’ because they are unable to regulate their body temperature once the external temperature exceeds 40 degrees Celsius. That same summer, up to a million native fish, including bream, silver perch and decades-old Murray cod, perished in the lower Darling River in far west New South Wales in three separate mass death events. Footage of former state MP Jeremy Buckingham gagging and then vomiting on camera as he held the rotting corpse of a huge cod taken from the mass floating in the Menindee Weir pool seemed like a moment of visceral augury.

For the ancients, alterations in the flights of birds, their songs, or feeding habits, or any other unusual activity such as a wolf, horse, or dog in an unexpected location, all required interpretation. Today, we are witnessing such change on a global scale. In 2017, a tally of 4000 species from around the world showed that roughly half were on the move in response to changing climate conditions. Others are simply – and confoundingly – disappearing. In 2018, newspapers began reporting an apparent ‘insect apocalypse,’ after German entomologists described a drop in biomass in their nets, over 27 years of collecting, of 75 per cent. This confirmed an anecdotal sense of decline. In his 2016 book, The Moth Snowstorm, author Michael McCarthy had described how many of the insects whose presence we had taken for granted, even if this was as simple as moths flickering in a car’s headlights ‘like snowflakes in a blizzard’ on childhood drives, were no longer a familiar part of our daily lives.

While it makes intuitive sense that these disappearances and deaths must also be signs of drastic changes caused by human activity, direct links can be elusive. In the northern hemisphere spring of 2018 – calving season – an estimated 200,000 critically endangered saiga antelope were found dead in Kazakhstan. Many had stood grazing normally a moment before they collapsed, in one scientist’s words, as if ‘a switch had been turned on.’ This single event wiped out 60 per cent of the total global population. It was only after performing post mortems on 32 animals that scientists were able to determine that the cause of death was the bacterium Pasteurella multocida, which an unusual heatwave and 80 per cent humidity had caused to pass from the antelopes’ tonsils, where it resided harmlessly, into their bloodstream, to cause haemorrhagic septicaemia. A panel from the Australian Academy of Science would subsequently attribute the Darling River fish kills to a combination of drought and over-extraction of water for irrigation by those managing the Murray-Darling river system, though WaterNSW and the Department of Primary Industries – who blamed the deaths on drought and algal blooms – have taken no real action since to prevent further die-offs. Anomalously warm sea temperatures are now also mooted as the cause of the 2013 die-off of hundreds of millions of sea stars along the west coast of North America from Alaska to Mexico, by making them vulnerable to a bacterial infection in which, as if in a horror film, infected starfish lose their limbs, collapse in upon themselves, and liquefy. It’s hard not to wonder as Covid-19 now appears to be showing us, if we are not more gullible than the ancients, in ignoring these dire omens and imagining we might remain untouched by the effects of profound systemic disturbance.

Scientists are trained to approach data with caution and to avoid colourful or emotional language. Yet when these cautious people express their own shock, it feels as if the earth has suddenly fallen away beneath your feet. Over the last few years, some have begun to speak openly about their ‘ecological grief.’ ‘Something inside me feels like it has snapped,’ Australian climate scientist Dr Joëlle Gergis wrote recently, ‘as if some essential thread of hope has failed.’ In Australia, researchers who observed a drop in the night-flying bogong moth population were moved to describe it frankly as ‘astonishing.’ For thousands of years, an estimated two billion bogong moths have made their thousand-kilometre migration from grasslands in Queensland and northern New South Wales to estivate in caves in cracks and boulders in the Alpine region. It was only as recently as 2018 that scientists worked out that they were using the earth’s magnetic field to navigate, the only insects in the world to do so. Yet in summer that same year, when they searched in the moths’ usual hiding places, researchers counted only several individuals, or none. ‘They haven’t declined. They’ve gone,’ ecologist Dr Ken Green told The Guardian. ‘We have done mountains from down to the Victorian border all the way to Canberra. We have checked every cave we know.’

The cognitive dissonance such a disappearance produces is profound, even for those of us who have lived for decades in cities where we only registered the edge of these mighty migrations as lost moths blundered through open windows or swarmed around sports oval floodlights on hot nights. The last great influx of bogongs into Sydney I can remember was in October 2007. As I walked home from lunch with my cousin in the city, dark clusters of the insects crowded around the cool granite entryways of the buildings near Circular Quay, while those ousted from their resting places fluttered helplessly on the hot footpaths. When I moved back to Sydney from Melbourne in 2001, the bogongs had been so ubiquitous that, as I prepared to bite into a toasted focaccia at a hole-in-the-wall café near my apartment, I noticed just in time the antennae of an insect that had self-immolated in the melted cheese. These moments feel like a mere eyeblink ago and at the same time irretrievable.

And yet, as these portents unfold, there is still a queasy uncertainty about cascades and tipping points. Some scientists have criticised the 2018 UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, which gave us a scant twelve years to limit climate change catastrophe by phasing out fossil fuels, for underestimating key dangers. So I find myself wondering as I open my freezer: is the bucket of fist-sized, cauliflower-shaped hail, which I collected with my children a couple of years ago as a ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ hailstorm battered Sydney and its north coast just before Christmas, another sign of disorder, or a souvenir of a joyful chance event?



And then there are the wonders. At the same time as global disarrangement is giving birth to signs of distress, it is throwing up phenomena of spectacular and haunting strangeness. Beautiful and uncanny marvels pass daily through our virtual atmosphere – through Facebook and Twitter and Instagram – trailing the weird incandescence that must once have attached itself to Halley’s Comet or the northern lights. I became so fascinated by their eerie charisma, appearing one after the other in my feed, that I began to record them. Although they are less urgent than obvious signals of disaster, these wonders are perhaps more pernicious as they turn a dying world into a modern cabinet of curiosities.

Most miraculous, surely, are the images of long-extinct animals that are emerging after tens of thousands of years from thawing permafrost in the Arctic, which is warming faster than any region on earth. In 2018, gold miners in Canada’s Yukon unearthed a prehistoric wolf cub, its fur, skin, and muscles perfectly preserved. Seven weeks old when it died 50,000 years ago, when today’s forest was treeless tundra, the cub is the only one of its kind so far to appear; and yet, laid out on surgical gauze, with its thick honey-coloured fur, creased muzzle, and long, closed eyelids, it could be the Instagram photo of someone’s sleeping puppy. That same year, from the Batagaika crater in Yakutia, Siberia, a Pleistocene era Lenskaya, or Lena horse, two months old when it perished, emerged after 30–40,000 years in the permafrost, along with a month-old cave lion cub, eyes not yet open, its head resting on its paw. Posted and re-posted, these images are forensic and yet, at the same time, shot in perfectly lit close-up – ‘Little hooves,’ ‘Amazing detail,’ enthuses one site of the foal’s tiny feet and muzzle – they’re also eerily beguiling.

In 2018, then the world’s fourth-hottest year on record, other ancient things made themselves known over the northern hemisphere summer. Severe drought in Europe, in which rainfall in some places was three per cent of the usual quota, caused rivers in Germany to disgorge unexploded bombs from the Second World War. Archaeologists in Norway recovered thousands of objects including a wool tunic and broken tools going back as far as 2000 years from the scree-covered edges of Oppland’s melting glaciers, while an eight-year-old girl found a 1500-year-old sword in one of Sweden’s droughty lakes. In 2019, the revelations from the lost ‘Viking Highway’ continued, some announced on Twitter by ‘Secrets of the Ice,’ an account run by a scientist based in Norway, whose finds that August included a medieval packhorse, which died wearing custom snowshoes.

Over the 2018 summer, in the United Kingdom, the footprints of vanished Roman mansions, airfields, Victorian grand homes, and prehistoric settlements manifested in grassed fields and parks. Straw-yellow, or lush emerald green on lighter green, these weird patterns were ‘parch marks’: ghostly scars of human activity that revealed themselves as the land dried and grasses died off. In one haunting image, taken above farmland in Eynsham, Oxfordshire, a ‘harvest’ of darkly outlined Neolithic barrow graves, paths and walls sprawls across two vast fields, the inscrutable ceremonial structures of a lost society dwarfing a modern farmhouse tucked into its tiny patch of garden. The green circles, lines, and smooth-edged squares made the yellowing fields look like the entries in the pages of Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks, as if a giant hand had made busy calculations across the earth itself.

There was actual writing, too in the form of the dozen ‘hunger stones’ that emerged from the drought-stricken Elbe River, near Děčín, in the Czech Republic, which recorded low water levels caused by ‘megadroughts’ dating as far back as 1417. The inscriptions, in German, are also warnings to future generations. ‘Wenn du mich siehst, dann wiene,’ one from 1616 read: ‘If you see me, weep.’



‘If you see me, weep’ seems like pertinent advice for living in the Anthropocene, in which, among other portents, ‘once-in-a-hundred-year’ events are becoming increasingly frequent. It is hard, in the middle of this growing instability, to shake the feeling, which the Eynsham parch marks produce so unnervingly, that parts of the earth are trying to communicate with us in some way.

In the Batagaika crater, a ‘megaslump’ in the Siberian wilderness a kilometre long and almost 800 metres wide, the sound of running water and chunks of frozen ice thumping down the cliffs from the unstable rim announce the rapid melting of ground that has been frozen for thousands of years. ‘As you stand inside the slump on soft piles of soil,’ one ecologist told the Siberian Times, ‘you hear it “talking to you”, with the cracking sound of ice and a non-stop monotonous gurgling of little springs and rivers of water.’ Recently, scientists have observed that icebergs are melting more loudly and emitting ‘excruciating’ sounds, which reminded a UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) representative of ‘animals in pain.’ Instead of depending on satellite imagery to monitor melting icebergs, scientists are currently experimenting with recording the noises the ice makes where it meets ocean water. As the pockets of air between ancient snowflakes, trapped and compressed as layers of snow, meet seawater, they make continuous explosions. ‘These tiny air bubbles are singing songs,’ a lead author in the study said, ‘and these songs are the songs of the changing climate.’

These awe-inspiring events remind me of Edgar Allan Poe’s story ‘A Descent into the Maelstrom,’ in which a sailor who has survived the mighty power of a whirlpool speaks of being surrounded by a ‘general burst of terrific grandeur.’ Yet the fishermen who rescue the seaman, whose hair has turned white and nerves have become ‘unstrung’ in the course of a single day, don’t believe his story. Not so long ago, it would also have been all too easy for us to dismiss such observations of the earth’s ‘singing’ and ‘writing’ as instances of the uncanny, defined famously by Sigmund Freud in 1919 as a dread and creeping horror that occurs when the hidden or secret seems to become visible and something once very familiar acquires an eerie quality of animation. Such instances, Freud wrote, ‘force upon one the idea of something fateful and inescapable, when otherwise we should have spoken only of “chance”.’ Yet for Freud, the uncanny wasn’t ‘real’ but rather a result of not having fully banished animism from our modern souls. A belief in the return of the dead or the animation of the inanimate was related to infantile impulses toward wish fulfilment that adults should normally overcome.

But what if the earth – as Bruno Latour suggests – really is calling out to us? We’ve altered it so much, entangled it so much with our own existence, that rather than being the distant, objective foundation of our lives, the philosopher writes, it is now unstable and ‘trembling.’ Once we begin to recognise that our human activity is implicated everywhere, the world reveals itself to be, in his memorably ringing phrase, ‘an active local, limited, sensitive fragile, quaking and easily tickled envelope.’

Latour argues that the sheer speed of this change makes it harder to claim an objective point of view, or to even speak any more about the ‘laws’ of nature; habits he believes (like the apparent level-headedness of the fishermen in Poe’s story) have sucked the very ‘eventfulness’ out of the immense turbulence underway around us.

If the earth is trying to tell us something, then the apparent ‘wonders’ in our feeds are signals of deep distress. Take Russian deep-sea fisherman Roman Fedortsov’s popular Twitter account featuring photographs of spectacularly bizarre bycatch, including living ‘relics’ such as the eel-like frilled shark or gelatinous black seadevil, which have been trawled up from the Mesopelagic or ‘twilight’ zone of the Norwegian and Barents Seas. We have explored less than 0.05 per cent of this zone, whose creatures scientists believe may ‘pump’ carbon from the surface to the sea bed, but fishing nations are nevertheless exploiting its immense masses of pelagic shrimp as feed for farm-raised fish. As we penetrate further into a dying ocean, and strip away the conditions of their existence, these survivors of life that preceded human existence (for 80 million years, in the case of the frilled shark and around 130 million years for the anglerfish family) appear now at their most vivid and strange.

One reason these fish are so ‘ugly’ – disturbingly shapeless, with faces contorted into almost human grimaces – is because they are designed to live in high-pressure environments. Their fat cells ‘melt’ as they are hauled to the surface turning them into ghastly distorting mirrors of our own human activities. Similarly, global heating is the terrifying expression of our dependence on fossil fuels as the ghosts of 650-million-year-old forests return to life to split the permafrost and churn methane into the atmosphere, heating it further in turn. Yet none of the numerous aggregator sites and online newspapers, which re-post Fedortsov’s images in sections dedicated to the weird or curious, link these pictures to the expanding bottom trawl fishing industry, which presents a major threat to global deep-sea biodiversity. Instead, the fish appear exclusively as objects of idle entertainment, even amusement. ‘Something about this reminds me of The Shape of Water,’ jokes an anonymous writer in response to a CBS photo gallery of ‘crazy-looking fish’ from the Russian’s feed. ‘This looks like my sister,’ an Instagram user says of another.

These days the infantile impulse toward wish fulfilment Freud described seems to lie not in entertaining the uncanny but our determination to treat these ‘wonders,’ isolated in their own strangeness and stripped of their complexity, as amusements. In The New Yorker’s 2018 piece on the English parch marks, after a paragraph paying lip service to the weird awfulness of the unusual hot weather, the writer quickly shifted his attention to the bonanza these marks represented for aerial archaeologists. ‘It’s a bit like kids in a candy shop,’ one told the author, who went on to speak to other excited beneficiaries of these ‘freak conditions.’ Meanwhile, some sites like the Australian edition of the UK’s Daily Mail, mocked Jeremy Buckingham’s vomiting, triggered by the stench of a dying river system, as a ‘bizarre moment.’ Having already amassed 2000 views, the story was consigned to the newspaper’s bank of comic stories, joining accounts of a father who threw up eight times a day and the regurgitating vultures that overran a couple’s Florida holiday home.

Even when these wonders appear in a more critical context, they retain their powers of bewitchment. The Twitter account ‘Secrets of the Ice’ often retweets tweets about global heating but it is its excited ‘finds’, such as a mammoth’s surprisingly dainty hind leg stood on tippy-toe from the museums of Yakutsk, which are constantly retweeted. Another Twitter account, ‘Lego Lost at Sea,’ has since 2014 been tracking the 5 million pieces of Lego that fell into the ocean when a giant wave washed 62 shipping containers off the Tokio Express in 1997, as they turn up on the beaches of Cornwall, as well as recording other plastic and linking to reports on plastic pollution. Nevertheless, the images of these little figurines, flattened into two-dimensional collages by the camera, are so beautiful and addictive that I often retweet them myself. It’s easy to forget that they represent our literal haunting by petroleum-based plastic pollution, which is predicted to outnumber fish in the oceans by 2050. Ironically, some of the ‘Lego Lost at Sea’ finds (which often take the form of miniature sea creatures) have become collectors’ items, photographed against natural backgrounds like beaches, to be tweeted and retweeted again.

Our huge appetite for such images makes me suspicious of the hope of some environmental writers, like George Monbiot and Caspar Henderson, that an increased sense of ‘wonder’ will help save the world by countering the sanitising numbness of scientific language. It seems to me that the web is constantly inviting us to marvel – and yet our wonder rarely translates into action. Could wonder itself be a kind of self-administered anaesthetic; a means of telling ourselves that what we’re witnessing is rare, rather than the inevitable result of an ongoing disaster whose full dimensions we can’t quite make out? At the same time, we’ve become so quickly habituated to such sights, separated from their terrifying contexts, that it’s hard to know if we’re even in the territory of the ‘uncanny’ anymore. As Zadie Smith has written about our changing seasons, the unfamiliar has become so pervasive that, barring obvious disasters, it is now our ‘new normal.’

These objects may mesmerise us. But where is our urgency, our terror, our justified outrage?



According to Latour, the truly weird achievement of so-called modernity is its belief in a purely inanimate world, which can be acted on as dumb matter by science or economics. And yet even if we are prepared to hear the world ‘talking’ to us, it is also hard to know how to feel in the face of these overwhelming ‘signs and wonders.’ We are not equipped, Latour admits, ‘with the mental and emotional repertoire to deal with such a vast scale of events’ or the new ‘emotions,’ which the earth, pushed past its limits by us, is expressing.

Even with so many signs in plain view, to acknowledge the scale of this planetary distress can seem unhinged, as if one is embracing the mutterings of Nostradamus or the paranoia of a doomsday cult. ‘I have absolutely no belief that we’re going to be threatened by rising water or warming anytime soon,’ a father at my children’s school tells me. ‘I think things are going to be pretty much the same, 40 or 50 years in the future, when we’ll be sweating over the same small worries.’ And yet… ‘Have you started to feel guilty about having children?’ a colleague at work asks me. Yes, I answer. But she and I keep our voices hushed whispers beneath the fluorescent lights.

In spite of my great fondness for Freud, I have to admit that he has a lot to answer for, in making us keep our voices low. Freud ascribed the feeling of ‘uncanniness’ (when ‘something we have hitherto regarded as imaginary appears before us in reality’) to a hangover from our ‘primitive forefathers’ – a reaction we need to overcome in order to be modern. This enduringly narrow conception of the rational as excluding beliefs relegated to the ‘past’ or ‘nature’, means, as Latour argues, that while we may be prepared to address individual symptoms of a stressed ecosystem – to save a bird colony or our local stand of old-growth forest – listening with urgency to the multiple signs of a world in distress, or ascribing it some kind of agency, can easily be dismissed as irrational or flaky.

Yet I had forgotten until returning to it, that Freud makes a distinction in his essay between experiences of the uncanny in real life, which in his experience were rare, and their appearance in fiction, which he generally found more affecting. These days, the ratio seems to be reversed. Amitav Ghosh opens The Great Derangement by recalling the moment on 17 March, 1978, when he was caught in the middle of the first tornado to hit Delhi in its recorded meteorological history, going on to argue that we are more likely to confront the weird signs of damaged nature in our everyday reality than in fiction, which often avoids such events as sensational and contrived. At the same time, scientists such as Robert Larter of the British Antarctic Survey are beginning to borrow terms which derive from fairy tale and folklore, like ‘sleeping giants,’ to describe increasingly fragile polar ice sheets, with their capacity, once melting becomes irreversible, for global devastation.

Yet I have to confess that seeing a world possessing agency has never seemed that strange to me. That’s partly due to my own nature and partly because I came of age with some small sense of how Indigenous cosmologies already offer a powerful rebuff to our deafness to the earth. Reading both Freud and Latour, I’m struck by the thought that the knowledge of a world whose many elements have their own interconnected stories to tell has never been lost by the Indigenous cultures that Western modernity hasn’t entirely colonised.

Instead of importing Latour’s notions, we can learn as much, if not more, from Indigenous Australians’ rich and ongoing understanding of ‘Country,’ which encompasses not just geographical landscape but all living things, seasons, stories, and ancestral law, in which people and animals and phenomena like the sun and moon are conscious moral agents, dispersing knowledge across a sentient cosmos. Indigenous writers like Bunurong author Bruce Pascoe, Tagalaka filmmaker Victor Steffenson, and D’harawal weather knowledge holder Fran Bodkin have written about the long histories of Indigenous land care, meteorology and astronomy, which involve reading relationships and signs within cycles accrued over thousands of years. Aboriginal people look after Country and it looks after them: Northern Territory Yarralin man Daly Pulkara explained to late American-Australian ethnographer Deborah Bird-Rose that in his culture ‘quiet country’ shows the care of generations to those who know how to see it, while uncared for ‘wild’ country is disturbing.

In her last work, on flying foxes living on the edge of extinction, Bird-Rose wrote about building a bridge between extinction studies – with its emphasis on the complexity of relationships in the ecosphere – and the Northern Territory Yolgnu concept of bir’yun, or ‘shimmering,’ in which the world is composed of complex, multi-species ‘relations and pulses’. This concept is embodied in the fine crosshatching of Yolgnu painting, giving it a brilliance and motion, and in their dance and song. ‘These waves of ancestral power that shimmer and grab,’ she writes, ‘are also exactly the relationships that bring us forth and sustain us.’ This is an entirely different sense of wonder to the way we often understand it in the West, as something we view or each add to our own personal imaginative storehouse. Instead, ‘shimmer’ is a kind of knot, or connection, existing in and outside the human world. Compared to this way of hearing and talking to the world, which has survived the last ice melt, even Latour’s analysis begins to look shallow.

Meanwhile, as Western science advances – but also, in some ways, catches up with Indigenous knowledge – so much of what it once viewed as fanciful about the earth’s intelligence continues to become real. At this moment, when they are most under assault, we are beginning to understand the extraordinary interconnections of nature’s systems. Scientists have discovered, for example, that trees communicate and share food via mycorrhizal networks, which they’ve jokingly dubbed the ‘Wood Wide Web’. Even our own bodies, it turns out, are only roughly half human, the other half made up of about 160 different bacterial genomes. Developmental biologists like Scott F. Gilbert are even suggesting that we consider ourselves as ‘holobionts’: combinations of host and microbial community. Next to this, economic models of ‘management’ and sustainability seem more and more like magical thinking: what use will our seed banks be without companion species of plants or pollinators, whose relationships have developed over millions of years?

The challenge ahead is not only to recognise that it is rational to hear the uncanny messages from our present but also to allow ourselves to feel fear, awe, and rage equivalent to its ‘terrific grandeur.’ In the staggeringly tiny window left to us to act urgently, I’d like to think that it’s possible to see the world not, as anthropologist and writer Michael Taussig puts it, as ‘the dead, soulless object of European modernity but as something roused into life through the wounds and war conducted against it.’ But some days I just can’t get past the grief.



So where do these thoughts leave me, on a bright afternoon when the flocks of corellas call out from the park below my study window? How should I have answered my daughter when she asked me on the way home from school, ‘Is it true the world’s going to die soon?’ Everything dies, eventually, I told her, but hopefully not soon. For the moment this was enough, and she and her brother ran on ahead, past the corner shop, and through the lane between high terrace houses.

As I sit at my desk, an email comes through from my neighbour about the renovation works around the apartment block next to ours. Just by the way, she signs off, have I noticed the dearth of insects? At this time of year we would usually expect an invasion of spiders and moths through our unscreened windows. Is it because they’ve dug up the whole garden, or is this a sign of the insect apocalypse? ‘I actually miss the huntsmen and even the thrilling and terrifying spider wasp,’ she writes. ‘Our little biosphere, gone.’
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