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Abstract


This thesis asks how experimental storytelling can make tangible the environmental crisis of the oceans. Against the theoretical background of material ecocriticism, I develop the experimental writing process itself into a mode of research. In doing so, I put theoretical insights as situated phenomenology into practice. Adopting a multimodal approach and crossing traditional boundaries between creative and academic writing styles and genres, I decentre human subjectivity throughout the sections, developing a non-anthropocentric writing style. 
In this process, I explore divergent topics such as nature-based water management projects, ocean acidification, overfishing, coastal ecologies, the jellyfish life cycle and various marine animals’ experience of the environmental crisis. Although the thesis travels from coastal seas to abyssal zones of darkness and to everything in between, many sections engage specifically with the North Sea and the coast of South Holland. This thesis is thus in part site-specific. It is practice-based and hybrid in nature, swerving in and out of existing genres, always at the intersection of the creative and the critical. Through this experimental writing process, I explore how human language can write the fluidity of ocean. How can I represent the nonhuman experience of the oceanic environmental crisis? How can I, as human author, venture beyond anthropocentrism in my efforts to swim into the sea, let my words sink, and welcome salt-loving creatures in their efforts to transform them? 
Throughout the thesis, the narration constantly shifts between various modes and voices, sometimes inhabiting a multiple oceanic consciousness, a human mind, a crab leg, a gelatinous tentacle or a shapeshifting octopus. In these divergent stories, I gradually unsettle human frames of thought that are complicit in the current crisis, such as anthropocentrism and a Western sense of nature-culture binary. I employ the experimental writing process itself toward this aim, adopting the life cycle of jellyfish as a literary structuring device for the thesis. With its strange and fluid nature, thinking with jellyfish fundamentally contradicts anthropocentric thought. This is the reason developing a medusa poetics has potential to contribute to a paradigm shift and to provide the groundwork for new and more sustainable worlds to develop.
In this context, the concept of tangibility refers to literary representation, entailing an embodied, emotional, local and concrete sense of a global problem. For the environmental crisis is hard to imagine in its entirety, comprising innumerable processes happening everywhere at once. My focus on materiality thus develops from the premise that scientific knowledge and facts on the environmental crisis alone are not enough to instigate a shift away from divisive ideologies that are in part responsible for the depleted Anthropocenic seas of today. While scientific knowledge is essential, there is an additional need for something that appeals to the imagination, that questions the most fundamental assumptions we hold about the world in which we live and what it means to be human. To create this, we need strange and unexpected stories that reframe our sense of human self into the intimately human-nonhuman creature we have always been at heart. This is the challenge that is addressed in this thesis through creative experiment.
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	and here they halt. Regroup, rephrase, form coherent sentences. Here come the waves again, overflowing. Here foams the ocean of the jellyfish, crabs, moss animals. The sea of the gobies, sharks, sea slugs, starfish, skeleton shrimp and so many others. They pull these words into the sea, swim questions into a human mind. What are these creatures to this text as they crawl and swim onto the page? How do they breathe, feed and dwell in this stream of words? How do they continue to survive in ever more polluted oceans? How much longer? Where are their voices? How might they speak through human systems of thought and expression? Flowing from a sunken mind, human hands type them into a digital space. Tentatively, fingers hover above the keyboard in the face of so many possibilities, wary of appropriation and disavowal, of long and powerful Western traditions. Fish do not feel pain. Marine animals are resources, measured in tonnes. Sharks are killer machines. Dolphins are cute. Deep-sea fish are alien. Why would jellyfish be worthy of consideration? What could we possibly learn from them? The old ideas take a million saltwater waves to become fluid, to begin to flow and dissipate. And so these words drip in saline liquid, sometimes slipping off the page, always prioritising the ocean rather than the human and terrestrial. The sea-other of jelly, shark, kelp, annelid. The perspectives unrepresented, simultaneously negated and filled in by a long history of exploitation, repression and not knowing. Throughout this thesis, the words drift ever further on tempestuous seas, risking their meaning, their notion of a human self. Finally, they sink, drown and transform the writing consciousness into something not exclusively human. Reversing the logic, a newly born and tentacled creature asks a different question: why not jellyfish? 
This thesis explores the question if and how storytelling can make tangible the environmental crisis of the oceans, with a particular focus on nonhuman experience. My approach is experimental, beginning with the question of what happens when I descend into the ocean and attempt to write the blue. This experiment is uncertain and risky, informed by the fundamental contradiction of my own complicity in the environmental crisis and my efforts to resist it. I explore this critically through intertextual engagement with other authors who swim in and out of my words, while also carrying this out myself, employing an experiment in form and style. This thesis is therefore a practice-based project, in which the creative and critical elements are interwoven, making for a high degree of hybridity on the level of genre. It is also site-specific, incorporating particular reflection on the coast of the Netherlands, where a nature-based approach to water and flood management invites a political and cultural consideration of the coastal landscape and the North Sea in their own right. I ask how stories can emerge as tentative opportunities for change, whether formulated by a human narrator, suggested by the story of an octopus or shark, or by a plural and fluid consciousness. The narratives that arise are possibilities, not final answers – they are always evolving, ever in movement.
The human here emerges as one of many animals. I cannot reverse widespread illusions of human exceptionalism, nor can I write from any perspective other than my human mind. I cannot pretend not to see species difference and simply decide that we are all equal, because that would obscure past and ongoing injustices. Yet I can initiate an open-ended experiment. I can start a project that might plummet into the ocean, destroyed by its own self-destructive ambitions. I can see what happens when I decentre human interests in my writing, exploring the potential of a literary experiment to transpose nonhuman experience into human language. I can try to employ language to illuminate the intricate entanglements that constitute all life on earth. What happens when I throw myself into the sea and imaginatively put on the gills, the fins, the tentacles? When I drift in a sea of words where translucent jelly-limbs coil around my body, dragging me into the depths? Throughout the thesis, I explore a human-nonhuman intimacy. I attempt to write from this intersection, exploring if I can reformulate our sense of human self and approximate a sense of nonhuman experience. For the complex effects of the environmental crisis flow across species boundaries and ecosystems, demonstrating the fundamental permeability of all bodies. And so these words swim and ripple across seas in an attempt to write a felt and embodied sense of this reality. Unsettling their own foundations, their link to ideologies that contradict this project, the words spiral, foam and bubble. They shimmer into something of a new opportunity, nudging a thought of change, of a sea-based and embodied intimacy. Of a shift like a current, overflowing and articulating these words simultaneously.


[bookmark: _Toc128045331]2.	The Environmental Crisis of the Oceans: The Literary Imagination and Writing the Nonhuman

[bookmark: _Toc128045332]2.1	Depleted Oceans

On the current trajectory of decline, ﬁsheries for all of the ﬁsh and shellﬁsh species we exploit today will have collapsed by 2048. […] Together they <trawling fleets> hit around 1,500 square kilometers (580 square miles) of seabed every day. This is equivalent to the area of two and a half soccer pitches or nearly four American football pitches destroyed every second, faster than the rate of loss of the world’s tropical rain forests. For every breath we take, an area covering ten soccer pitches has been stripped of its ﬁsh and invertebrates. Every year, the ﬂeet clears an area the size of France.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Callum Roberts, The Unnatural History of the Sea (Washington: Island Press, 2007), p. 330.] 


Jennings and his colleagues estimate that in combination, today’s populations of large-bodied ﬁsh species in the North Sea are only one-ﬁftieth the size they would be in the absence of ﬁshing. Species like the common skate have declined more, probably as much as a thousandfold, others less.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Roberts, pp. 195-197.] 



In his ground-breaking book The Unnatural History of the Sea, marine biologist Callum Roberts provides a first and much-awaited overview of human impact on the oceans throughout modern history. By a detailed analysis of historical sources, such as accounts of fishers and early explorers, Roberts demonstrates that widespread oceanic devastation began much earlier than commonly assumed, with human practices altering oceanic ecosystems long before the development of industrial fishing.[footnoteRef:3] The sheer scale of the destruction quoted above makes it a challenge to imagine how full of life the oceans may have been without the human impact of fishing, global warming and pollution. Many people do not have regular access to the ocean, but even if we are familiar with the North Sea of today, how can we possibly imagine this with some species increased by a factor of fifty? Likewise, it is hard to conceive of the enormous expanse of seabed being trawled globally each day. From our human perspective, it is difficult to visualise so many square kilometres. The scale of the ocean is too vast to apprehend, which makes it even harder to believe that we are at danger of destroying some marine ecosystems in their entirety. Additionally, the perceived endlessness of the ocean risks viewing it as an inexhaustible resource – an assumption that is in part responsible for the global oceanic crisis today.[footnoteRef:4] As opposed to terrestrial environments, understanding ocean thus requires us to leave behind our land-based paradigms, asking us to think in terms of fluidity and depth instead. In this context, thus far, the ocean can be seen as a failure of the human imagination. This notion is central to my project given it highlights the otherness and unknowability of the ocean while simultaneously encouraging an ethical consideration of rapidly deteriorating oceanic ecosystems. This sense of the ocean as a failure of the human imagination, both conceptually and materially, thus forms the beginning of my creative project. Against this background, I ask: what if I try to imagine the ocean again, in full knowledge of this problem and the possibility of continued failure? As I will elaborate in this chapter, I consider if imaginative transportation can help us to conceive of the reality of the oceanic environmental crisis. [3:  Roberts, p. 15.]  [4:  Roberts, p. 144.] 

The above raises two important points on our collective (lack of) response to contemporary overfished, widely polluted and warming oceans. Firstly, when thinking about the oceans, we face a problem of distance and lack of connection. To some extent, this applies to all ecosystems in which nonhuman life is threatened by human practices. However, being land-based animals ourselves, terrestrial destruction is much more visible to us. It is also more likely to appeal to our empathy – the plight of other land mammals such as tigers and pandas regularly mobilises people in favour of the protection of their habitat by appealing to a sense of kinship. But what about the importance of Sabellaria worms? How do we introduce their slimy bodies and stony tubes into collective cultural imaginations? How can we stimulate ourselves to empathise with oyster reefs, eelgrass and seaweeds? These plants and animals are necessary for the survival of certain coastal ecosystems, for example in the Wadden Sea, where complex bottom habitats have been destroyed on a large scale due to fishing and pollution.[footnoteRef:5] This does not merely concern these ecosystems themselves – the oceans have an enormous and measurable impact on the health of all ecosystems on earth, for example through carbon absorption, oxygen production and regulation of global climates by currents. Under the influence of widespread ocean exploitation and global heating, these processes are likely to change and become less reliable.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Roberts, p. 197.]  [6:  Andrea Bryndum‐Buchholz, Derek P. Tittensor, Julia L. Blanchard, William W. L. Cheung, Marta Coll, Eric D. Galbraith, Simon Jennings, Olivier Maury, Heike K. Lotze, ‘Twenty‐first‐century climate change impacts on marine animal biomass and ecosystem structure across ocean basins,’ Global Change Biology, 25 (2019), 459-472 (p. 460).] 

Secondly, our lack of knowledge and understanding of the extent of oceanic devastation means we simply do not know which standards to adopt when assessing the health of marine ecosystems. Because scientific research into the oceans only commenced after human practices had altered them significantly, we have tended to see already depleted ecosystems as normal. Moreover, as the oceans change over time, more information is lost with each generation. As Roberts describes of several generations of fishers in Mexico: ‘Older men began ﬁshing when the sea abounded with large predators such as bull and hammerhead sharks, enormous groupers and snappers, green turtles, and large edible invertebrates such as rock oysters and conch. They testiﬁed how these animals had been depleted during their working lives. Middle-aged ﬁshers showed less appreciation of this past abundance, and most young ﬁshers seemed unaware that these species had ever been common.’[footnoteRef:7] This is an example of ‘shifting baselines,’ a phenomenon of gradual and collective amnesia regarding the extent of environmental loss, leading to the unwitting adoption of depleted conditions as the ‘normal’ standard. In my oceanic explorations throughout this thesis, I therefore aim to show an awareness of this long history of destruction and the partial unknowability of its full extent. As argued above, when considering the environmental crisis at sea, there is a need to explore the limits of human knowledge and experience, as well as an urgency to find ways of expanding our capacity for empathy and kinship oceanically. As I will elaborate in the following section, literature, and particularly experimental and hybrid creative work, has an important contribution to make in this context. [7:  Roberts, p. 255.] 



[bookmark: _Toc128045333]2.2	The Role of Storytelling

[bookmark: _Toc128045334]2.2.1	The Literary Imagination

In his seminal work The Environmental Imagination (1995), Lawrence Buell was one of the first scholars to investigate the influence of the literary imagination on broader societal approaches to the environment. In the introduction, Buell states that the ‘environmental crisis involves a crisis of the imagination the amelioration of which depends on ﬁnding better ways of imaging nature and humanity’s relation to it.’[footnoteRef:8] He argues that the creative and critical arts, although they seem distant from science and politics as the main fields that grapple with environmental crisis, influence the emerging culture of environmental concern in the late twentieth century. Questioning the common metaphor of ‘progress’ as equated with technological advancement and human expansion, he draws attention to the power of language and metaphor. As Buell elaborates, public attitudes to Walden Woods have changed dramatically in response to Thoreau’s work on the area, mobilising the public for their conservation in their ‘natural’ state.[footnoteRef:9] This is one example of the many ways in which literature can influence collective environmental imaginaries beyond the exclusively literary realm. [8:  Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing and the Formation of American Culture (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1995), p. 2.]  [9:  Buell, p. 3.] 

Buell laid some of the important groundwork for contemporary ecocriticism, an interdisciplinary field of inquiry that has developed rapidly over the past few decades. Providing an early overview of the field in The Ecocriticism Reader, Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm define ecocriticism as ‘the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment.[footnoteRef:10] The field has become more interdisciplinary over the years, comprising studies of many cultural mediums other than literature, such as film and multimedia art. Moreover, the field has embraced a diversity of approaches, such as historical and practice-based perspectives, while also increasingly including applied ecocritical analysis of place, society and nonhuman animals. Ecocriticism is also rooted in feminist and postcolonial critiques, examining the intersections between how misogyny, racism and speciesism manifest in politics, culture and society. For example, ecofeminism investigates both the repression of women and environmental decline as products of patriarchy, while postcolonial ecocriticism studies the connections between racism and environmental degradation, also analysing the ecological effects of colonial expansion. These various approaches are often brought together under the broader term of environmental humanities. Amid this disciplinary diversity, ecocritics operate under the shared conviction that the stories we tell of the world – through all facets of our culture and societies – have an important impact on our practical and political approach to nature. From this point of view, there is an urge to explore alternative ways of storytelling that can counter belief systems that have created the conditions for the current environmental crisis to develop. As ecocritics Serpil Oppermann and Serenella Iovino point out: [10:  Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm, The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology (Athens and London: University of Georgia Press, 1996), p. xviii.] 


Many subfields in the Environmental Humanities [...] hold the conviction that the wounds of the natural world are also social wounds and that the planetary ecological crisis is the material and historical consequence of an anthropocentric and dualistic worldview. Fraught with nature/culture, human/nonhuman, man/woman, East/West, North/South, and ecology/economy binary oppositions, this ‘inflated anthropocentric credo’ (Crist and Rinker 2010, 13) acts as the driving force behind economic growth, political strategies, and technological development—all to the detriment of the Earth’s life support systems. At the root of all ecological crises, in other words, lie the divisive epistemologies that create an illusory sense of an ontological dissociation between the human and the nonhuman realms.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann, eds, ‘Introduction: the Environmental Humanities and the Challenges of the Anthropocene,’ in Environmental Humanities: Voices of the Anthropocene (London and New York: Rowman and Littlefield International, 2017), pp. 1-21 (p. 4).] 


Crucially, while scientific knowledge on the environmental crisis is essential for tackling any part of it, the need to develop alternative epistemologies to anthropocentric and dualistic worldviews is not met by simply producing more facts and statistics on the crisis or by developing technological solutions to it. This has so far fallen short of stimulating a societal shift in approach and behaviour, suggesting the need for more systemic change. As Marx argued, with its emphasis on the individual, the capitalist system estranges the individual from the species. This has reduced our capacity to think of ourselves as a species, entrenching an individualist ideology in our societies and political systems.[footnoteRef:12] This inability to think as a ‘species being’[footnoteRef:13] has created a very limited sense of ethical responsibility for the wellbeing of our own species and the health of global ecosystems. As stated by Oppermann and Iovino, echoing Buell’s statements, there is thus something fundamental about our approach to the world that underlies the current crisis and which continues to delay an adequate collective and political response to it. For if we are enthralled by expansionist and capitalist paradigms of progress and human superiority, how could we begin to combat environmental issues without critically examining our most fundamental and implicit belief systems? We might make a few changes, but it would not tackle the problem at the root. This sums up the political response to environmental emergency so far – while it is now broadly recognised as a problem, concrete solutions that are being implemented are mostly unambitious or at risk of not being met within the set timeframe. For example, a recent United Nations report predicts a global temperature rise of around 2.5 degrees Celsius by the end of the century based on current regulations, despite the 1.5 increase set out in the Paris Agreement.[footnoteRef:14] Moreover, less than 2 percent of the ocean is currently officially protected, while only 0.6% is fully protected from all forms of fishing.[footnoteRef:15] To maintain oceanic biodiversity and healthy ecosystems at sea and by extension on land, at least fifty times more is needed in terms of marine reserves.[footnoteRef:16] Politically speaking, this is nowhere near to happening. In order to tackle the more fundamental and philosophical part of the problem, the literary and cultural imagination thus presents itself as a realm where experimentation with ideas and worldviews can take place. This has the potential to uproot stubborn epistemologies and anthropocentric practices, as well as to cultivate, through imaginative transportation, an emotional connection to a crisis that is hard to imagine as a whole. [12:  Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 and the Communist Manifesto (New York: Prometheus Books, 1988), p. 76.]  [13:  Marx and Engels, p. 75.]  [14:  Framework Convention on Climate Change, Nationally determined contributions under the Paris Agreement: Synthesis report by the secretariat (Sharm-el-Sheikh: United Nations, 2022), p. 30.]  [15:  Russell Moffitt, ‘How much of our ocean is protected?,’ Ocean Conservation Institute, 22 May 2014 <https://marine-conservation.org/on-the-tide/how-much-of-our-ocean-is-protected/> [accessed 12 February 2023].]  [16:  Roberts, p. 370.] 

Yet it is a challenge to employ stories for direct political and societal change, particularly when it concerns a problem as complex as the environmental crisis. In this context, ecocritic Timothy Morton argues that the environmental crisis is difficult to capture and understand due to its scale and complexity. It is a ‘hyperobject,’ something that is ‘massively distributed in time and space relative to humans,’ involving ‘profoundly different temporalities than the human-scale ones we are used to.’[footnoteRef:17] According to Morton, faced with a crisis comprising divergent issues such as sea level rise, pollution, destruction of natural habitats, ocean acidification, and much more, we lose sight of the extent of environmental issues. These problems are always there in some form for us to perceive, but simultaneously remain impossible to for us to view in their entirety, as they range too far, both temporally and spatially. For example, the problem of plastic pollution is always with us in some way – even the laptop I am typing on right now is part of the problem, as is my mouse, my phone, the chair I sit on. I can imagine how these things could one day, when I dispose of them, become a part of the global problem of plastic pollution. However, to imagine this global problem in its entirety – comprising everything from my laptop to plastic bags in a local ditch, to microplastics floating in the sea and heaps of plastic at landfill sites all over the world – is impossible. I could never hold every piece of plastic and all the places where they occur in my mind, and even if I could, I would still not perceive the entire problem as this extends centuries in time, well beyond my own life, because the decay of plastic takes place infinitely more slowly than a human lifecycle. This is what makes global plastic pollution a hyperobject: it is always here in some way, and I might be aware of it, but I can never grasp it completely. The problem as a whole eludes me, although it paradoxically also never leaves me. As argued above, however, it is important to note that the problem of the individual imagination and the personal dilemmas created by the environmental crisis are part of a bigger problem that requires a systemic political shift away from capitalism and anthropocentrism.  [17:  Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), p. 1.] 

For the literary imagination, the hyperobjectivity of the crisis creates a problem of tangibility: how can something so complex be communicated affectively so that it activates an emotional response in readers? This concept of tangibility is central to my project as it encapsulates the need to connect the abstract with the concrete and the factual with the emotional. Amid all the information on the crisis, how can I make the human and nonhuman experience of environmental decline tactile on the page? Are there affective opportunities within data? Can I translate facts and statistics into something emotionally tangible? This overarching question of tangibility also raises other questions about representation, anthropomorphism, the urgency of the crisis and the limits of human language. These questions highlight that my project is fundamentally contradictory and uncertain. Without formulating a definitive answer, my thesis thus emerges in response to the above questions, highlighting the power of the open-ended experiment. 


[bookmark: _Toc128045335]2.2.2.	The Material Turn

The material turn in ecocriticism is incredibly useful for beginning to move beyond the imaginative inertia that accompanies the above-described issue of tangibility. For no matter how vast and complex they seem, all environmental issues are material, which means they can be traced locally. Moreover, as humans, we are always physically implicated in these processes, given our material and permeable bodies. We can therefore employ the connections between our own physicality and our surroundings as a starting point for becoming aware of environmental processes. In their foundational book Material Ecocriticism (2014), Iovino and Oppermann pave the way for the material turn in ecocriticism, establishing a much-needed connection between discourse and matter, emphasizing the materiality of all earthly processes.[footnoteRef:18] For whether this concerns microplastics floating at sea or the writing of this text, both take place across various material processes. My brain is material, as are the thoughts within them, the signals sent to my limbs, the movements of my hands and their effect on my surroundings. These processes are just as physical as the waves of oceans and the microbes holding on to a bobbing plastic particle.  [18:  Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann, eds, ‘Introduction: Stories Come to Matter,’ in Material Ecocriticism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), pp. 1-17 (p. 2).] 

In the context of global environmental emergency, a failure to recognise this intrusively material nature of the crisis risks overlooking how its effects cascade across ecosystems and bodies. By being entirely unheeding of human-instated ontological boundaries, environmental decline thus confronts us with the material connections between humans, animals, plants and other matter, establishing the need to attend to this shared materiality. Employing insights from new materialist thought, Iovino and Oppermann therefore bring text and matter into dialogue, emphasizing the material nature of both. Moreover, by viewing all material things, whether human or nonhuman, as imbued with semiotic meaning, they introduce the idea of a shared narrative potential of all earthly processes. Through the lens of material ecocriticism, ‘the world’s material phenomena are knots in a vast network of agencies, which can be “read” and interpreted as forming narratives, stories. Developing in bodily forms and in discursive formulations, and arising in coevolutionary landscapes of natures and signs, the stories of matter are everywhere: in the air we breathe, the food we eat, in the things and beings of this world, within and beyond the human realm. All matter, in other words, is a “storied matter.”[footnoteRef:19] With a material ecocritical approach, any kind of matter – whether human or nonhuman, living or non-living – contains narrative potential and can thus be interpreted through a process of storytelling. In a similar vein, Oppermann argues that marine animals display their own narrative potential in their complex interactions with their environment, projecting ‘a storied existence conveyed in signs, colors, sounds, signaling and codes we may or we may not yet fully understand.’[footnoteRef:20] Questioning the idea that storytelling is an exclusively human practice, she asks: ‘What if there are narrative pathways for marine organisms to express themselves in contingent patterns of creativity?’[footnoteRef:21] It is the object of this thesis to experiment with putting some of these insights into practice creatively, and to ask the question of what these ideas might look like as a poetics. [19:  Iovino and Oppermann, ‘Introduction: Stories Come to Matter,’ pp. 1-17 (p. 1).]  [20:  Serpil Oppermann, ‘Storied Seas and Living Metaphors in the Blue Humanities,’ Configurations, 27 (2019), 443-461 (p. 453).]  [21:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 452).] 

The idea that narrative agency is not necessarily human bridges the gap between the human and nonhuman, challenging traditional Western assumptions of human exceptionalism. With such a material ecocritical focus, traditional binaries that ideologically lie at the root of the environmental crisis – such as nature/culture and human/nonhuman – become obsolete.[footnoteRef:22] Thinking in terms of material connection instead, Stacy Alaimo argues that a more trans-corporeal definition of the human – as inextricably interconnected with nonhumans and other matter – is needed to forge collective ways out of the current crisis.[footnoteRef:23] In her contribution to Material Ecocriticism, she defines trans-corporeality as ‘a new materialist and posthumanist sense of the human as perpetually interconnected with the flows of substances and the agencies of environments.’[footnoteRef:24] A trans-corporeal sense of human self thus attends to the reality of being a permeable body in a world in which all life is constituted by intricate entanglements and exchanges across bodies and flows of matter. As Donna Haraway describes, ‘Critters interpenetrate one another, loop around and through one another, eat each other, get indigestion, and partially digest and partially assimilate one another, and thereby establish sympoietic arrangements that are otherwise known as cells, organisms, and ecological assemblages. Sym-poiesis is a simple word; it means “making-with.” Nothing makes itself; nothing is really auto-poietic or self-organizing.’[footnoteRef:25]  [22:  Iovino and Oppermann, ‘Introduction: the Environmental Humanities and the Challenges of the Anthropocene,’ pp. 1-21 (p. 4).]  [23:  Stacy Alaimo, Exposed: Environmental Politics and Pleasures in Posthuman Times (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2016), p.155.]  [24:  Stacy Alaimo, ‘Oceanic Origins, Plastic Activism, and New Materialism at Sea,’ in Material Ecocriticism, ed. by Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), pp. 186-203 (p. 187).]  [25:  Donna Haraway, ‘Symbiogenesis, Sympoiesis and Art Science Activisms for Staying with the Trouble,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene, ed. by Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan and Nils Bubandt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp. M25-M50 (p. M25).] 

Acknowledging this messy, compromised, ever-at-risk and ever-in-flow nature of being human is crucial for developing an imaginative and realistic sense of human-nonhuman intimacy. For if we are unaware of our entanglements with others, we widen the gap between the human and nonhuman. As opposed to lingering in abstract narratives of hope or despair, Haraway advocates we should ‘stay with the trouble’ and make creative use of our collective physical entanglements. Instead of becoming indifferent in the face of the environmental crisis or resorting to abstract futurisms, we should focus on developing new and productive collaborations in the present across species boundaries. This requires us to make ‘oddkin’ – to approach the other rather than distancing ourselves.[footnoteRef:26] We should therefore not endeavour to return to a pristine, uncontaminated world, for this places humans outside of nature. This pursuit reinforces the human-nonhuman binary, romanticising a presumed untouched nonhuman nature. Moreover, it is unrealistic and inaccurate, disregarding the already widespread environmental effects of human practices. As Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing explains, echoing Haraway, we are all constantly contaminated by the nature of our entangled and embodied existence.[footnoteRef:27] Staying alive thus requires liveable collaborations that work across difference, which always involve a necessary degree of contamination.[footnoteRef:28] Emphasising a shared earthly precarity, in which survival is never individual, Tsing argues that we all operate from a position of ‘contaminated diversity.’[footnoteRef:29] This recognition of the messy, trans-corporeal and contaminated nature of the human condition and a focus on forging creative and unexpected collaborations from this position has potential to break through the above-mentioned imaginative inertia. In my project, this inspires the beginning of my creative experiment, launching a myriad of open-ended questions.  [26:  Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (London: Duke University Press, 2016), p. 4.]  [27:  Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), p. 27.]  [28:  Tsing, p. 28.]  [29:  Tsing, pp. 29-30.] 

Throughout this thesis, I take up the ideas of scholars such as Alaimo, Oppermann, Tsing and Haraway, and ask: how could their insights be transposed creatively and experimentally? What happens when I imagine the concept of trans-corporeality as a poetics? How can a story stay with the trouble? These questions are explored throughout the thesis, but not definitively answered, as the effects of the crisis are uncertain and unpredictable. At the moment of writing I do not know how they will evolve, nor what impact storytelling may have. Both the scale of the ocean and the scale of human intervention into the ocean are hyperobjective, and I am always complicit. This presents an insuperable problem, with my experiment in the literary and cultural sphere taking place under self-destructive premises. This is the fundamental risk of this project: it might not work and it might be too late. But I ask, what if it is not? What if an experiment such as this makes a difference? 
Throughout the thesis, I develop a creatively adapted material ecocritical approach by exploring this framework through the lens of an experimental and practice-based methodology, which I will set out further over the course of this chapter. I also engage with ecocritical scholarship, and in particular with Anna Tsing’s work, on the level of form and structure. The above-mentioned exploration of human-nonhuman intimacy and recognition of human trans-corporeality inform every facet of my writing – not only the subject, but also the form and
(dis-)order of it. For the complexity of the crisis questions not only existing frameworks of Western thought, but also the forms and genres with which they are inevitably interwoven. I therefore experiment with the form of the thesis, asking how I can reflect the precarious position of the oceans, as well as their fluidity and incredible resilience. Tsing’s book The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins forms an important inspiration to the structure of my thesis. In this book, the matsutake mushroom is not merely subject matter, given the chapters reflect their structure and the general patchiness of a world in crisis. Tsing even invites the body of the matsutake into the fabric of her chapters: ‘I wanted them to be like the flushes of mushrooms that come up after a rain: an over-the-top bounty; a temptation to explore; an always too many.’[footnoteRef:30] In this thesis, I take up a similar project with jellyfish. [30:  Tsing, p. viii.] 

[bookmark: _Toc128045336]2.3	The Urgency of Blue

In environmental scholarship, whether ecocritical or scientific, the oceans have traditionally received much less attention than terrestrial ecosystems. In his recent book Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic Imperative, the first extensive work on the role of ocean in ecocriticism, Sidney Dobrin illustrates this point by calling attention to the lack of blue topics represented in one of the main ecocritical journals, Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment (ISLE). Since 2010, ISLE has published around 388 articles, only 2 to 4 percent of which could be considered as having an oceanic focus. This demonstrates a ‘pervasive ocean deficit’ in ecocriticism, a structural lack of attending to literary representations of ocean.[footnoteRef:31] As Dobrin points out, ecocriticism’s traditional focus on green over blue has become untenable considering the vital role of ocean in the global environmental crisis. Therefore, the blue ecocriticism that Dobrin develops ‘is intended to call attention to this neglect and emphasize the need to expand the ecocritical lens to more attentive inclusions of matters oceanic, given both the tremendous corpus of literary and textual representations of ocean that contribute to cultural imaginaries and the vital role of ocean in global ecologies and environmental crises.’[footnoteRef:32] Throughout his book, Dobrin considers many specific challenges we face when aiming to represent and attend to the oceans – from questions of scale, depth and fluidity to questions of fish personhood, ocularcentrism and the destructive impact of acoustic pollution on marine life. In this context, Dobrin demonstrates that existing land-based metaphors and concepts fail to convey the fluid nature of ocean. With his book, Dobrin thus aims to instigate an unmooring of ecocriticism from land-based paradigms.  [31:  Sidney Dobrin, Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic Imperative (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), p. 38.]  [32:  Dobrin, p. 8.] 

	As previously discussed, when considering the oceans, we encounter a problem of distance and lack of connection, which makes it hard to mobilise people for more widespread ocean conservation. Because humans cannot survive in the ocean, it is not as accessible as environments on land, requiring extensive technological mediation for us to experience it. Moreover, with the exception of cetaceans, many marine animals are not as easily anthropomorphised as land animals to whom we are more closely related. This applies in particular to the deep ocean, which makes up the vast majority of oceanic habitat on the planet. Not only do these abyssal zones remain largely unknown to us today, scientists have traditionally assumed them to be almost devoid of life.[footnoteRef:33] In The Sea Around Us (1951), Rachel Carson describes descending into the ocean as going back in time, with the deep sea as a mysterious zone where living fossils are ‘lurking undiscovered.’[footnoteRef:34] She imagines conditions in the deep ocean to be ‘far too uncompromising to support life unless that life is plastic, molding itself constantly to the harsh conditions.’[footnoteRef:35] Although Carson’s book is a seminal work for ocean studies, her claims are telling of the approach to the deep ocean prior to more extensive research on this area. Given the deep sea is entirely devoid of sunlight, a necessity for all life on land, it is no surprise that it is hard to imagine much life there. Even though we have more knowledge of the ocean now, Alaimo notes that even today the ‘deep seas epitomize how most ocean waters exist beyond state borders, legal protection, and cultural imaginaries.’[footnoteRef:36] This is a particularly important realisation given the fact that by volume, the deep sea comprises 78.5% of all habitat on earth, compared to 21% for the rest of the ocean and only 0.5% for land habitat.[footnoteRef:37] I draw attention to this to illustrate how little we know about the oceans, and particularly about oceanic ecosystems beyond coastal and surface waters. This lack of knowledge forms a contrast with the many representations of ocean in human culture. From ancient myths, long traditions of nautical literature to contemporary blue planet documentaries, we are collectively fascinated by the oceans as an unknown space. Now that the oceans face an unprecedented environmental challenge, it is pivotal that we pay attention to how this affects all oceanic ecosystems including the lesser-known deep zones. For while we may be fascinated by these dark and mysterious spaces, it is a challenge to protect ecosystems that we do not know or understand. Many creatures living in the deep are unknown to us, and their potential extinctions risk going unseen and unlamented. [33:  Stacy Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ in Prismatic Ecology: Ecotheory beyond Green, ed. by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), pp. 233-251 (p. 233).]  [34:  Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 54.]  [35:  Carson, p. 56.]  [36:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 233).]  [37:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 234).] 

The above highlights the particularly important contribution that imaginative transportation has to make in becoming more aware of ocean. In this context, my thesis examines the potential of the creative writing process to become the first step in forming a relationship with marine animals and ecosystems that we rarely encounter. I ask if writing can become a relationally transformative practice, and if this might influence human-nonhuman relationships beyond the exclusively cultural realm. I investigate these questions through the experimental writing process as a mode of research in itself. In this experiment, scientific knowledge on the ocean provides the starting point for imaginative storytelling, exploring how data can become emotionally engrossing. This is to emphasise that my outlook is not against scientific approaches, although I am sceptical about traditional instrumentalist views of nature that are intertwined with scientific practice to this day. While scientific knowledge alone is not enough, without it we would be powerless in tackling the environmental crisis. I would like to refer again to the foundations of ecocriticism and Buell’s analysis of the important role of literature in societal approaches to the natural world. I ask: what if a fluid writing process based on jellyfish poetics can affect perceptions of the ocean and model new forms of scientific literacy?
When writing the nonhuman, and specifically when it concerns marine animals we know little about, we encounter the problem of the human perspective, and in particular the problem of anthropomorphism. This is the tendency to ascribe human behaviours and emotions to other animals – a clear example are many Disney and fable animals, who are often stand-ins for human characters. Anthropomorphic representations of nonhuman animals can therefore be the outcome of an anthropocentric lack of reflection on the position of the human author and the limitations of human thinking and language. When writing about other animals, it is thus important to acknowledge the fundamental unknowability of their experience. My experiment therefore explores a diversity of experiences, with the act of writing itself becoming an embodied process that immerses the author in a multitude of human and nonhuman experiences. Some degree of anthropomorphism cannot be avoided – no matter how trans-corporeal, I remain human. Yet through a focus on shared materiality and a process of textual sinking further elaborated below, my own corporeality as writer dissolves into a multitude of others, whether human, octopus, fish or other. As the experiment brings together various species of experience, I explore a sense of human-nonhuman intimacy. I ask: how might the experience of other animals emerge on the page through a recognition of this watery corporeal intimacy? With this intimate trans-corporeality being central to the experiment, I consider if I can begin to transcend traditional binaries in Western culture by imagining nonhuman experience. While one part of bringing nonhuman experience into view is scientific, the other part is thus creative, experimental, imaginative and cultural. Both are open-ended experiments, for which we can only formulate a direction in which we hope they might take us. As poet and critic Joan Retallack argues, anthropomorphism can foster feelings of connectedness to other species. This is something to be nurtured while simultaneously respecting the alterity of other animals – for a conflation of human and nonhuman experience could be seen as the more negative potential of anthropomorphism.[footnoteRef:38] In my thesis, then, I ask what happens when I write from this position of interspecies empathy and corporeal intimacy. The narratives that emerge are tentative, ever-changing, chaotic and contradictory, always deflected by a myriad of new questions that arise in their telling. [38:  Joan Retallack, ‘Hard Days Nights in the Anthropocene,’ in Ecopoetics: Essays in the Field, ed. by Angela Hume and Gillian Osborne (Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 2018), pp. 228-247 (p. 239).] 

I would like to include a brief reflection on my use of the term Anthropocene throughout the thesis. Ecocritical use of this term has been criticised for being too anthropocentric and unaware of the unequal distribution of human responsibility for the environmental crisis, lacking consideration of factors such as gender, race and colonialism. Some alternative terms that have been suggested are Manthropocene, Capitalocene and Cthulucene. However, such alternatives mostly shift the focus to another of many factors, nor are they employed on a scale as large as the term Anthropocene, which is commonly used in popular culture and various media. This concept is therefore intelligible to a broad audience beyond academic scholarship. I therefore employ the term Anthropocene while recognising the social inequalities involved in the crisis and without viewing humans as a homogenous entity. In this usage, I join Anna Tsing, Nils Bubandt, Elaine Gan and Heather Swanson in their approach: ‘We write in dialogue with those who remind readers of unequal relations among humans, industrial ecologies, and human insignificance in the web of life by writing instead of Capitalocene, Plantationocene, or Chthulucene (see Haraway, this volume). Our use of “Anthropocene” intends to join the conversation— but not to accept the worst uses of the term, from green capitalism to techno positivist hubris.’[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan and Nils Bubandt, eds, ‘Introduction: Haunted Landscapes of the Anthropocene,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp. G1-G14 (p. G3).] 


[bookmark: _Toc128045337]3.	Hybridity and Structure 

[bookmark: _Toc128045338]3.1	Medusa Poetics

As outlined above, my thesis asks what happens when I imagine insights from material ecocriticism through an experimental writing process. Employing various writing forms, modes and styles, experiment is integral to this methodology. My creative responses to the question of tangibility therefore emerge through the writing process itself rather than through more traditional modes of academic research. They are always open-ended and tentative rather than definitive answers. My engagement with other texts, whether creative or academic, is therefore largely intertextual instead of through direct analysis. This methodological choice arises from the previously discussed shared conviction among ecocritics that we need an epistemological shift to develop alternative, more sustainable relationships to the nonhuman. More specifically, it stems from the idea that this shift can happen, among other ways, through reformulating our literary responses to the natural world on the level of form, style and genre. Employing the creative writing process as a mode of research, my thesis is thus a practice-based and applied ecocritical project. 
This synthesis between creative practice and academic research makes my thesis a creative-critical project, emerging from the question if I can develop a hybrid form of writing that resists categorisation. This hybridity comes to the fore on many different levels – by exploring various modes, voices and writing styles as well as by experimenting with the material form of the text and asking how this may amplify its meaning. This sense of hybridity is also useful for the aforementioned aim of writing from a position of watery corporeal intimacy. For this trans-corporeal position of human-nonhuman intimacy accentuates the fundamental hybridity of all life, and the fact that we are never just human, but always part of a larger network of material processes. The hybrid nature of my thesis also allows me to explore the possibility of bridging the gap between various fields of research. Breaking down existing hierarchies and categories, I aim to stimulate conversations between disciplines. Most importantly, I ask if I can bring science – the facts and statistics on the oceanic environmental crisis – into dialogue with the humanities, comprising the literature, culture and criticism on blue topics. For, as argued throughout this chapter, we need both science and storytelling, and most of all a fluid exchange between these disciplines, to come up with productive ways of thinking and living together beyond the current crisis. 
As outlined in section 2.2.2, the overall structure of my thesis is in part inspired by Anna Tsing’s book on the matsutake mushroom. This book is not only about the mushroom, but its structure also takes its shape, mushrooming out in various directions at once, reflecting the patchiness, precarity and multiplicity of the contemporary contaminated world. In my thesis, I follow a similar project based on the nature of ocean, and specifically the life stages of jellyfish, which inform the structure of the thesis. There are important reasons why I have opted for jellyfish. First of all, with their gelatinous, boneless, brainless nature and strange life cycle, jellyfish are the epitome of the ‘other’ at sea that I seek to prioritise in my thesis and form an intimacy with through the writing process. Jellyfish are radically different from humans. They are a clear example of a marine animal that is not easily anthropomorphised and that has a hard time appealing to our sense of interspecies empathy. Moreover, they are often represented as monsters thriving in warming oceans with excessive blooms, obscuring their vital role in marine ecosystems as prey and predator and their potential to be victimised by human practices. While it is true that many types of jellyfish benefit from warmer conditions, this is not the only way in which human practices affect them. For example, exposure to oil drilling and other forms of acoustic pollution numb jellyfish sensory tissue, and many jellyfish are wounded or killed by boat engines.[footnoteRef:40] Recent research on arctic jellyfish suggests that the Chrysaora melanaster jellyfish is specifically adapted to cold conditions under the sea ice, which means that warming oceans might threaten their survival.[footnoteRef:41] This is to illustrate that jellyfish are far more than their usual representation as oceanic menace. With their profound otherness, jellyfish form the ultimate challenge to human literary imaginations. This is one of the main reasons for choosing jellyfish as a specific focus for my project. For when exploring the question of what happens when a liquid writing style responds to the nonhuman experience of the oceanic environmental crisis, jellyfish poetics are about as fluid as it gets.  [40:  Marta Solé, Marc Lenoir, José Manuel Fortuño, Mercè Durfort, Mike van der Schaar and Michel André, ‘Evidence of Cnidarians sensitivity to sound after exposure to low frequency underwater sources,’ Scientific Reports, 6 (2016), 1-18 (p. 8).]  [41:  Kevin Krajick, ‘Under the Sea Ice: Behold the Ancient Arctic Jellyfish,’ News from the Columbia Climate School, 23 October 2017 <https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2017/10/23/under-the-sea-ice-behold-the-ancient-arctic-jellyfish/> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 

	In addition, the nature of the jellyfish life cycle is an important reason why jellyfish inform some of the content and much of the structure of the thesis. For the life cycle of jellyfish is incredibly non-linear, fluid and trans-corporeal, questioning exactly the traditional binaries that my project seeks to dissolve. Jellyfish are born through sexual reproduction. This can happen externally or internally, with the larva sometimes floating out of the mouth of the female and into the ocean. This small planula larva cannot feed; it can only propel itself forward beating its small ciliated hairs. The larva gradually swims down, dropping through the water column and settling on a solid surface. There, it grows into a polyp, which looks akin to a sea anemone. At this stage, the jellyfish can feed using tentacles. They can also reproduce asexually by cloning themselves, developing colonies of polyps. After some time – this can be months or even decades – the polyp forms a stacked structure of layers, also called a strobila. The polyp begins to contract and in each layer releases a separate ephyra larva into the sea. These are bigger, star-shaped larvae that can swim and feed, slowly growing into medusae, adult jellyfish.[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Jellyfish,’ Britannica, [n.d.] <https://www.britannica.com/animal/jellyfish> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 

As is evident from this short description, this life cycle is incredibly non-linear, breaking down the usual points of birth, life and death of an individual being as they exist in the human imagination. Given not all polyps of the same colony need hatch at once, the same jellyfish can live on in the polyp stage while some part of itself has already died as medusa. Moreover, the life cycle breaks down the concept of individuality, given many adult jellyfish can develop from just a single larva, not even all living in the same form simultaneously. The jellyfish life cycle is thus characterised by a constant process of watery metamorphosis, putting into practice the concept of trans-corporeality in its utmost form. This is particularly meaningful given jellyfish are hardly separate from their surroundings to begin with, as they are more than 90% water while also living in water. This fluid and trans-corporeal process therefore inspires the structure of the thesis. I ask: what are the poetics of the jellyfish life cycle? How can words represent this watery process? What happens when I use language to fuse subjective experiences with the material world, employing the writing process as a first point of contact with nonhuman others? Can language as contact be tactile on the page, tentacle reaching finger? And what does this mean for the idea of tangibility, given its literal meaning? The jellyfish structure is thus an imaginative and creative choice that emerges through the experimental writing process, rooted in the desire to explore the literary challenge presented by such a radically strange and nonhuman life cycle. For what if I can develop a medusa poetics? As contrary as this is to human experience, I consider if this might challenge and reframe existing epistemologies that are intertwined with environmentally damaging practices. 
	Throughout the thesis, I translate some of the characteristics of each stage of the jellyfish life cycle into a concept by which to order the various texts in the thesis. Each life stage then informs a specific thematic section that includes up to six subsections that can differ greatly in form, style and topic. Prior to each thematic section, there is a short text on the specific jellyfish life stage that establishes the creative link between the life stage and the writing process. The engagement with jellyfish is thus conceptual rather than mimetic, with the life cycle acting as inspiration for the thesis structure and the subsections. For example, the planula larva stage translates into drifting, ‘adrift’ being the title of the first section comprising six texts. At this stage, the explorative drifting of the small larva is reflected in the tentative nature of the subsections that ripple out in many different directions, all exploring different topics representative of the range of themes emerging throughout the thesis. In this first section, the engagement with the nonhuman still emerges mostly through human experience. While the aim of writing from a perspective of human-nonhuman intimacy is developed in this section, this is not fully carried out. The first section thus establishes important groundwork for the rest of the thesis in terms of its themes and aims. In the second section, the polyp life stage translates into the concept of adhering, given the polyp attaches itself to a solid surface. In this section, the various texts explore the more solid, terrestrially linked themes of the project. Many of the subsections here consider the South Holland coast, an important focus for the thesis, which I elaborate on below. Throughout the ‘adhere’ section, I explore the fluid, constantly shifting sandy coast, the new political strategy of ‘building with nature’ in flood protection, as well as the strange, liminal landscapes that emerge in the littoral zone, governed by humans and nonhumans alike. Towards the end of the section, there is a shift towards more fluidity, and an exploration of a posthuman sense of human-nonhuman intimacy.[footnoteRef:43]  [43:  My posthuman approach in this thesis is not to eliminate the category of the human, but to highlight the material connections between the human and nonhuman. As argued, the human is always partly nonhuman. The term posthuman is therefore ‘post’ traditional notions of the human as cut off from its surroundings. In this I join scholar Rosi Braidotti, with whose work I engage further on in the thesis, in her conception of the contemporary posthuman convergence as a time for developing new collaborations between the human and nonhuman.] 

This opens the door to the next section, ‘release,’ inspired by the ephyra life stage, when the larval jellyfish are released from the polyp and swim off into the ocean. In this section, the nonhuman is explored more fully, reflecting the release and the more focussed oceanic explorations of the ephyra larva, as well as its steady growth into its adult form. In this section, adopting various different strategies and approaches, the nonhuman perspective is explored more directly. Incorporating various topics, the nonhuman voice comes to the fore in the subsections, often with the language inhabiting nonhuman characters, which are then juxtaposed by human voices. Overall, this section explores the possibility of writing the nonhuman through literary experimentation. The final section, medusa, reflects the full growth of the jellyfish by bringing together the previously explored themes, as well as by returning to the question of the human. With its intricate examination of the potential of writing an oceanic and fluid human-nonhuman intimacy, this section reflects on my own position as author. This involves a discussion of language as a watery and fluid process, a sense of my words sinking into the depths, as well as a return to my own embodied experience as one of many watery animals. While this concludes the loop-formed literary experiment of the jellyfish life cycle, it immediately heralds another cycle, and another, and another. The experiment is thus never finished, with any outcome remaining tentative, raising new questions. This is to acknowledge the breadth of work still to be done in this subject area, and to recognise the multitude of marine creatures and ecosystems that still deserve a more prominent place in human imaginations.


[bookmark: _Toc128045339]3.2	Textual Sinking

Throughout the thesis, I ask if my writing practice can become liquid through a process of textual sinking. This is made explicit in the final section, in which I directly investigate the parallel between water and language as immersive environments. The idea of textual sinking emerges through a sense of metamorphosis in the writing process. This is the sense that, by writing from a position of human-nonhuman intimacy, the human author gradually transforms into a creature that is still human, but also oceanic, trans-corporeal, tentacled and jelly-like. After so much watery exploration, I write my body of water into other bodies of water, into a sea of words and saltwater. After being the dominant voice and having disguised my humanity for others to speak, I emerge again, still human. My troubled body resurfaces, necessitating a contemplation of its burdened femininity, its inherent wateriness. And so the words swell, embracing the paradox, the internal contradictions. At the end of the experiment, this mind is still human, ephyra larvae metamorphose into medusae, and the octopus is still unknowable. Yet a human body has sunk into the ocean in the process, emerging with an embodied, immersed sense of intimacy with marine others. 
In her work Bodies of Water: Posthuman Feminist Phenomenology, Astrida Neimanis outlines a useful framework for thinking about the human body as a body of water, particularly in the context of the environmental crisis. Her insights on the wateriness of all life, and the necessary relationship between theory and phenomenology, inspire my concept of textual sinking. Asserting that bodies can only be known as lived experience, Neimanis establishes the need for an attention to phenomenology – for bodily experience is the only means through which we can gain knowledge of any kind. Emphasising the impossibility of escaping our own lived experience, she argues that even concepts and theory are embodied, in the sense that we could not interpret them if not through embodied experience.[footnoteRef:44] Moreover, concepts such as the notion of a body of water do not emerge in a vacuum: ‘we need to consider that concepts do not invent the world ex nihilo, nor do they merely describe it. They too are co-emergent with the materialities they grapple with.’[footnoteRef:45] Given the trans-corporeal and permeable nature of bodies, knowing a body, conceptually and phenomenologically, is never an exercise in certainty. Wateriness, moreover, is so widespread and inattentive of perceived physical boundaries, that a posthuman framework asks us to give up any sense of mastery, even within our own bodies.[footnoteRef:46]  [44:  Astrida Neimanis, Bodies of Water: Posthuman Feminist Phenomenology (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), p. 41.]  [45:  Neimanis, p. 183.]  [46:  Neimanis, p. 38.] 

[bookmark: b-9781474275415-00317][bookmark: b-9781474275415-01058]This rejection of the idea of mastery signals a departure from anthropocentric approaches. Developing concepts when considering bodies of water – whether at the scale of oceans or my own internal watery reserves – is thus a way for language to stretch itself to accommodate experience. Theory and concepts, then, are an aid to conceive of experience, functioning as a kind of phenomenological attunement or amplification.[footnoteRef:47] Neimanis stresses, therefore, that posthumanism is not an alternative to phenomenology. Instead, these pursuits need to be combined to expand our understanding of what it means to live as a watery body in the wider planetary context. The synthesis of these approaches, a posthuman phenomenology, can help to make the many different and hardly graspable scales of living in which our watery bodies participate less abstracted – from melting ice sheets to a single microbe in our gut. This can also make us more aware of our own role in environmental issues: ‘a posthuman phenomenology can put us in better contact with our bodies as implicated in those hard-to-fathom phenomena – climate change, ocean acidification, aquifer depletion, and toxic transits half-way round the world – which we are co-worlding all the same.’[footnoteRef:48] [47:  Neimanis, p. 42.]  [48:  Neimanis, p. 42.] 

In the context of Neimanis’ insights on bodies of water, I situate my own watery body within a sea of others. The boundaries of my body form an illusion, as I always leak beyond it while other watery flows and bodies permeate mine. This project asks if I can explore and enrich these connections through formulating tangible storied relationships across flows of water. As writer, my watery body is immersed in an always permeable and liquid context, in intimate kinship with others – whether human, fish, octopus, whale or jellyfish. Textual sinking, then, signifies an imaginative sinking of the writer into the subject matter of the work. It means an ethical immersing and embedding of my body and narrative voice into oceanic ecosystems, with motives contrary to the anthropocentric. It requires not only theorising and describing a human-nonhuman intimacy, but also a creative, open-ended and experimental enactment of this endeavour. Throughout this thesis, nonhuman tentacles coil into the text, interrupting human-centred discourse. An oceanic dead zone encroaches on the words, stalling their forward movement. The microbes on a floating plastic particle merge their narrative voice across scales, resounding in oceanic gyres and a single saltwater droplet. A myriad of North Sea creatures overtakes the human-told story, overflowing it with the strange details of their uncanny lives. A wave of ocean acidification slowly erases the words, destabilising them the way they disorient the senses of a small amber fish. Each time these interruptions occur, my human body as writer sinks further into the ocean, and again I ask if the words can become more liquid. Can a fluidity of form and style complement the content, creating a sense of textual materiality? How can my own body as writer become part of this process, slowly sinking with the animals and processes I write about? Can I form a bridge between the abstract and the concrete, and between scientific fact and emotionally situated embodied experience? And what does this connection mean for experiencing tangibility?
With this focus on my own embodied experience comes a need to address the feminist discourse associated with this project more explicitly. For although my most important aims are environmental and ecocritical, this thesis would not be possible without a feminist approach. As discussed, ecocriticism as a field is rooted in feminist critique and advocates the need to transcend any epistemologies that are hierarchical and oppressive, whether they concern the human or nonhuman.[footnoteRef:49] To address my position as a woman and author in the thesis, I engage creatively and intertextually with some feminist writing and scholarship, such as Cixous’ conception of ‘écriture féminine.’ While her thinking is not situated within the ecocritical tradition, Cixous’ insights on writing as a watery and embodied process are relevant to my own exploration of the writing process as described above. In her famous text ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ (1976), Cixous calls all women to reclaim their voices. She conceptualises the resulting feminine form of writing as inherently watery due to the watery nature of the (female) body. As she expands, ‘I, too, overflow; my desires have invented new desires, my body knows unheard-of songs. Time and again I, too, have felt so full of luminous torrents that I could burst […] I said to myself: You are mad! What's the meaning of these waves, these floods, these outbursts?’[footnoteRef:50]  [49:  Although there is no scope to address this more fully here, I would like to emphasise that this approach stands against all divisive ideologies. While my project focusses on the nonhuman, this also implies an anti-colonial, anti-racist and anti-ableist agenda. In this context, I recognise my own privileged position due to my white and Western background, as well as the resulting limitations of my perspective.]  [50:  Hélène Cixous, Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa,’ Signs, 1 (1976), 875-893 (p. 876).] 

There is something visceral about Cixous’ notion of the repressed female voice, making the eventual release akin to a flood or current. This inspires my own exploration of the connection between language and water, and of embodied experience as a means to cultivate this link. As scholar Mary Phillips argues in a rare article on the intersections of ecocriticism, ecofeminism and Cixous’ work, ‘a fruitful dialogue between ecofeminism and the work of Hélène Cixous can suggest ways to re-imagine looming ecological crises as being intertwined with our corporeal existence and thus feel moved to respond.’[footnoteRef:51] Cixous’ acknowledgement of trans-corporeality and her creative application of this concept is useful for the material, embodied and applied elements of my own method. I thus advocate an exchange between écriture féminine and ecocriticism, and I believe this parallel has potential to be developed further in the context of the environmental crisis and creative responses to it. I am aware that Cixous’ focus on gender mostly as a writing style has been criticised for lacking engagement with political activism and daily experiences of oppression. This has been identified as problematic given the many ongoing societal injustices and institutionalised discriminatory practices when it comes to sex and gender.[footnoteRef:52] However, Cixous’ approach to writing is necessarily political in itself, engaging with gender-based discrimination and injustice on the page. This aligns with my own ecocritical approach that employs the writing process itself as transformative politics. My engagement in this context with authors such as Cixous is once again intertextual rather than analytical. Towards the end of the thesis, I encounter other authors as oceanic creatures, connecting with their writing and watery bodies through my own metamorphosing embodiment as writer. [51:  Mary Phillips, ‘Re-writing Corporate Environmentalism: Ecofeminism, Corporeality and the Language of Feeling,’ Gender, Work and Organization, 21 (2014), 443-458 (p. 449).]  [52:  Deborah L. Madsen, Feminist Theory and Literary Practice (London: Pluto Press, 2000), p. 19.] 

Throughout the thesis, a wateriness overflows all chapters, connecting them through a sinking process of saturation – a sinking of text, content, and my own body. In this, I follow Alaimo’s call for encounters with sea creatures to be ‘mediated, aesthetic, and speculative.’[footnoteRef:53] Given no technologically unmediated knowledge of many oceanic environments and animals exists, Alaimo advocates ‘an eco-materialist sense of immersed onto-epistemologies or implicated aesthetics,’ constituting a departure from ‘the predominant Western dualism of reality and representation.’[footnoteRef:54] Alaimo argues that such an immersed approach infuses images with a sense of intimacy and immediacy despite mediation – an insight which is also relevant to written text.[footnoteRef:55] This immersed onto-epistemology, an embedded, embodied, sunken and fundamentally watery position, forms the starting point of my experimental writing process. As the thesis progresses, the sense that knowing water is never separate from being water reverberates ever more strongly through this text. My knowing is watery, as is my being, my body, my thinking. Watery are the bodies of the jellyfish and octopus who encroach on these words, furthering their sinking. Watery is the seal, the saturated sand, the political working with nature approach, the oceanic gyre and the process of acidification. Watery are the words that speak of these watery things, as are their ripples beyond these pages.  [53:  Stacy Alaimo, ‘Wanting All the Species to Be: Extinction, Environmental Visions, and Intimate Aesthetics,’ Australian Feminist Studies, 34 (2019), 398-412 (p. 406).]  [54:  Alaimo, ‘Wanting All the Species to Be,’ 398-412 (p. 406).]  [55:  Alaimo, ‘Wanting All the Species to Be,’ 398-412 (p. 406).] 


[bookmark: _Toc128045340]4.	Living with Water in the Netherlands

Throughout the thesis, the narratives travel from coastal seas and shifting sands to abyssal zones of darkness. I consider a variety of places and ecosystems in an attempt to capture the environmental crisis of the oceans as concretely as possible. However, in many of the sections, I have a particular local focus on the coast of the Netherlands and the North Sea. Even more specifically, many subsections engage with the coast of South Holland. There are several reasons for this choice. First of all, referring again to the issue of tangibility, connecting local and global concerns is important in communicating a felt sense of the environmental crisis. My local focus on the Dutch coast thus functions as a connection on this level. Secondly, the South Holland coast is where much of my own embodied experience is situated, aiding the material presence of the author in the work. Most importantly, however, this area warrants consideration due to its innovative and nature-based solutions against flooding and coastal erosion. The fact that the Netherlands is prone to flooding has historically created a specific relationship with water. A quarter of the Netherlands lies below sea level, sometimes as much as 6.5 meters, and 65% of the country would be flooded without its elaborate system of dikes.[footnoteRef:56] In the current context of rising sea levels, there is a public and political recognition of the need to work with rather than against water. This approach reframes human society as being part of nature rather than opposed to it, transcending the traditional Western nature-culture binary. [56:  G.P. van de Ven (ed.), Man-made Lowlands: History of Water Management and Land Reclamation in the Netherlands (The Hague: Uitgeverij Matrijs, 1993), p. 8.] 

Throughout history, building seawalls was the most prominent strategy to manage flood risk in the North Sea area.[footnoteRef:57] Throughout the middle ages, seawalls in the Netherlands developed into ever more centralised projects. Contrary to modern versions, pre-modern dikes started as community projects, and always remained a work in progress, being constantly reworked and adjusted.[footnoteRef:58] As argued in a historical article on medieval seawalls in the journal Technology and Culture, dikes and dams developed in interaction with environmental factors as well as with the changing organisation of labour.[footnoteRef:59] Modernisation and industrialisation gradually created a more centralised working force and a more standardised flood protection policy.[footnoteRef:60] With modern technologies, flood protection has become a constantly ongoing national project. Recently, after centuries of working against water, building dikes and dams, draining lakes and seas, and making swamps into polders, towards the beginning of the 21st century a new attitude emerged in Dutch water management. Rather than merely strengthening dikes to keep water out, the focus shifted towards giving water more space and working with it to create a more integrated form of water management.[footnoteRef:61] An example of this is the government project ‘Room for the River,’ which ran from 2006 until 2019. This project was a response to the high water levels of 1993 and 1995, when the Rhine and Meuse nearly burst their banks.[footnoteRef:62] Rather than damming the rivers in further, the project created more space for them by for example creating side channels. In case of high water levels, the rivers could then drain the excess water without bursting. This new approach to water management is also called ‘building with nature’ or ‘greening flood protection,’ an approach in which nature conservation and flood protection are joined, combining social and environmental objectives.[footnoteRef:63] Instead of building a dike, this could for example result in the creation of extended river banks or coastal wetlands. [57:  Tim Soens, Greet De Block, Iason Jongepier, ‘Seawalls at Work: Envirotech and Labor on the North Sea Coast before 1800,’ Technology and Culture, 60 (2019), 688-725 (p. 688).]  [58:  Tim Soens et al., 688-725 (p. 692).]  [59:  Tim Soens et al., 688-725 (p. 692).]  [60:  Tim Soens et al., 688-725 (p. 716).]  [61:  Arjen Zegwaard, Arthur C. Petersen and Philippus Wester, ‘Climate change and ontological politics in the Dutch Delta,’ Climatic Change, 132 (2015), 433-444 (p. 436).]  [62:  Rijkswaterstaat, ‘Ruimte voor de rivieren,’ Rijkswaterstaat, [n.d.] <https://www.rijkswaterstaat.nl/water/waterbeheer/bescherming-tegen-het-water/maatregelen-om-overstromingen-te-voorkomen/ruimte-voor-de-rivieren/index.aspx#239201> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [63:  Stephanie K.H. Janssen, Jan P.M. van Tatenhove, Henriëtte S. Otter and Arthur P.J. Mol, ‘Greening Flood Protection – An Interactive Knowledge Arrangement Perspective,’ Journal of Environmental Policy & Planning, 17 (2015), 309-331 (p. 310).] 

	This shift towards thinking and working with water has created many new projects in the Netherlands that consider water and coastal ecosystems in their own right even if the main objectives are for human gain. I will not expand on these projects here given they feature further on in the thesis, but they all have in common a recognition of previously discussed ideas such as contaminated diversity and trans-corporeality. Given the high amount of infrastructure situated in a densely populated coastal area, these new projects renegotiate the interests of humans and nonhumans. This produces new and unexpected combinations and collaborations in which all factors involved are identified in relationship with rather than opposition to each other. In the context of the environmental crisis, these projects are thus not only concrete solutions. They also represent an important shift in the approach to coastal areas, challenging existing binaries, for example of nature-culture, human-nonhuman and sea-society. Through creative, experimental and site-specific writing, I explore the various layered meanings of these coastal areas. I ask if and how they formulate new and productive ways of living beyond the current crisis. This local focus is most central in the first half of the thesis, but continues to return throughout. The Dutch coast thus functions not only as a place in my writing, but also as a recurring theme in its innovative approach to coastal and marine habitats.
	 In the context of this site-specific and practice-based element of my writing, I also incorporate fieldwork into the thesis. Although the pandemic has made this more limiting in terms of location, I have been able to carry out fieldwork on the Dutch coast and in Norfolk in the UK. This consisted of walking with my camera, exploring the coastal landscapes that would later feature in my writing. Fictionalised versions of these experiences are integrated into the thesis. Throughout, the fieldwork adds place to the embodied writing process. The photographs that are the result of this fieldwork are scattered throughout the thesis, sometimes offering additional information to a specific story, but also telling a different story of their own.[footnoteRef:64] They capture a photographic sense of my narrative rather than functioning as direct illustration. They do not mimic the text, nor do the words necessarily describe them. The text and images are currents running through the same sea, connected, trans-corporeal, but nevertheless distinct.  [64:  Unless stated otherwise, the photographs included in the thesis have been taken by myself.] 

[bookmark: _Toc128045341]Prologue – Planula Larva


await these words until conditions are just right perhaps at dawn or dusk when the beginnings of a new being are released into the water column when this minute body of water flows into water-body becoming small bead of life in salty sea of words when the distinction between two thoughts dissipates into this sea coalescing into silky watery threads interweaving more often than not egg and sperm find each other external to parental bodies adrift in saltwater they clash instantly fusing into something new a churning cell violently pulsing beginning of a new creature sometimes sperm floats into the mouth of the mother embryos forming in her stomach attaching themselves to an oral arm and always this small oval body flows sometimes out of mother nudged by a gentle current this minute larva is birthed into the sea beyond mother-sea lifting her white transparent curtains a thin protection soft boundary it is barely there yet this being will not experience even a permeable sense of shelter again










this scattered self whose foundations lie in a thousand hair-like cilia on larva-body surface rhythmically beating swimming into a watery realm where self is ungrounded not held centrally in brain or rigid skeleton instead rippling out tentacularly in all directions all kinds of motions slowly curling out of the body of a larva for whom there is no centre edge no end the thoughts that emerge from her small pulsations are uncertain existing materially very briefly easily effaced on a current of contrasting thought sweeping in the opposite direction this is a stage of drifting of exploring before finding a solid surface to ground self temporarily forging a foundation of what we will become yet in all life stages this being is characterised by a lack of determined direction by a watery mind and unimaginable fluidity by a strange succession and illogical life cycle drifting adhering tearing away and swimming yet again 
















suspended planula larva

 exposed

drifts into this sea of salty thoughts 
the sea of oil and chemicals
 never to be inside again 
always to float in darkness beyond and within
 









some part of this being dies before completing this life while others live on when some of my fully grown selves have perished are left behind on rocky seabeds this being lives most of its life in various stages of larva in a constant process of metamorphosis the final medusa-form constituting just a fraction of existence








for now this body only swims into an open sea it cannot feed or reproduce it merely explores the words emerging as a wave of unstructured thoughts their connections as yet uncertain beating like its ciliated body never venturing too far out of itself on its way to a story it swims out into dark blue so risky a transparent speck floating up to the surface of the water drifting down again as does this larva of words in search of the right surface a remnant of terrestriality just solid enough a foundational idea to adhere to itself like the jellyfish this larva will become these words start small as insignificant as a drifting blob of jelly the size of a droplet like this larva they set off and drift in a certain direction pulsing and contracting into the danger considering a flood of parallel stories embodied in a minute creature 

and grain of sand 
in coastal seas 
and abyssal zones of darkness














out of shapeshifting body 
a multitude of gelatinous stories swell
in jelly-tissue trembling 
symmetrical water bodies afloat in oceans 
an overarching narrative emerges 
unusually orbicular
coming back to its beginnings















slowly these words unfold


to collapse into a strange synthesis
medusa-like
 initiating a new cycle before extinguishing
gently expelling another from mother-sea
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[bookmark: _Toc128045343]Seal


too small yet to swim away into the sea she is a baby mermaid slowly being born the pores on her skin growing into scales patches of rigid grey at first then a shiny grey-blue colours herself from inside at every angle of light a different creature she is all colours of the rainbow unlike the white fur of the baby seals but there is her beautiful mermaid’s tail agile and fishlike so strangely smooth and tough at the same time nothing like the wriggling toes she used to have she is growing fins and nobody knows because that breaks the spell stay quiet until it happens swirling like a mermaid she drifts on a small layer of water arms and legs getting used to the strange feeling of floating and sinking at once I am not whole yet these limbs are too fragile and skeletal too solidly balancing on water was this how the seals felt all the time as they swam and surfaced to breathe how could they stand it mermaids could breathe water and air that was easier then when her drifting was over her fear would drift off too but for now she immerses herself in a baby sea which seems real but isn’t yet as I drift and float absorbing the sea around me I make the dumped toxins into a glistening armoured skin slowly my mermaid body completes itself but it is a long and difficult process it will take many years for this body to emerge atop a sandbank in its fully grown form where seals will dwell and rest and not be threatened because my body has cleansed the sea and even then I might become something else yet again when something sticky metabolises me in its metamorphosis

aspiring baby mermaid is drifting on this salty wave and her eyes round and wide-open scan the horizons in her mind for a glimpse of a sandbank with grey to brown specks resting on it those would be the seals the seals she once met when she was on a boat in the Wadden Sea it was a boring day in many ways they were at sea for hours on end on a sailboat that kept swaying and swaying she felt really ill for a long time and she lay down on deck with her eyes closed trying to forget she was at sea surrounded by so much water there seemed to be no end to it she missed the land so much how could she ever be a mermaid she was afraid of the sea because she was not a mermaid yet the waves of nausea in her stomach were the beginning of her transformation as the oil trickled into the sea her body contracting in mirrored revulsion a few more hours and she could feel fins growing out of her toes her shoes came off and then her legs were covered in shimmering green scales she finally swam away with a flip of her tail waving her family goodbye which was sad but she had to join her sea family who had already been waiting for her for so many years and her land family will visit her every year on a sandbank surrounded by seals which will be her friends by then and she will know each of them by name but already someone is hunched over the edge of the boat throwing up and another keeps getting hit when the boom goes across and somebody’s little finger got caught between two very heavy things the rest of them are splayed out on deck around her exasperated and unable to get up until the sun comes out and the seals appear on the distant sandbanks straining through somebody’s binoculars she sees one two three as many as about twelve big and small

when they leapt into the sea a beautiful splash and away into the depths they went a few waves flowing into little ripples into almost no movement at all and then the quiet dark surface of the sea which she had seen in her dream when strange dolphins had emerged and beached themselves in front of her opening their mouths in a high-pitched and eerie squeak into the darkness the seal swam and it was not scared because it could see better underwater than above and it used catlike whiskers growing from its snout to sense where the fish were this time it took her a while but the seal did not give up and there a few metres beyond she picked up on the swimming motions of a fish exactly the right size oh poor little fish not a chance it had as the seal came up to it so stealthily and quietly until it suddenly struck and did not at all seem like a friendly seal she would pet but then hopefully there were still many other fish left which would never be eaten can a fish die of old age and had it ever happened aside from in a fishbowl a fish was just food a completely replaceable thing and always part of a large group of other identical fish but that was not true for she had seen many a lonesome fish swim in the blue when there were no others to be seen they often looked so gloomy or so specifically something else she did not understand but she knew no one not human or mermaid or seal who thought of that poor fish ripped to shreds by the seal’s teeth which were so very sharp just like a dog’s as an individual and yet it was she could not deny it the seal might but not the fish it just did not have the luxury of dying of old age of even asking the question if it could the fish did not struggle it did not talk it did not ask these silly questions which now echoed into the baby sea distorting her words as they all made fun of them the seal had to eat the fish to live to be able to feed the fluffy baby seal on the sandbank who was never hunted here but still was in Canada where they clubbed them to death with the excuse that seals ate too much cod even though it was people who had overfished cod which were also seen as a big endless shoal of replaceable things and never as animals who want to live undisturbed

and inside that little fish crushed by the seal’s teeth there were fish-bones a little skeleton a brain entrails and blood and goo just like inside of her own body even though the very thought of that made her stomach churn yet there was more inside the fish than these things she could dissect the entire fish if she had to isolating every little bone every layer of tissue but she didn’t because she refused and instead they made her write an essay on the reasons a fish should not be ripped apart in a biology class by children who laughed at its strange insides with even the smallest parts of the fish set apart torn away from its bones not all that was this fish emerged it did not show who the fish was because the fish had been killed to participate in the experiment but it also did not reveal the invisible toxin-particles in the fish’s skin in its small veins behind its bulging eyes inside the lining of its stomach within every nook of its being this happened because people polluted the sea with disgusting things like fishnets oil rubbish and toxic things seals did not usually eat directly but it got inside their bodies through the food chain which is the system of small creatures being eaten by slightly bigger animals being eaten by bigger animals etcetera plankton are very small creatures so small you can barely see them and their bodies are so fragile that toxins easily get inside of them the very small fish who eat the plankton are eaten again and so on so the seal ingests the most toxins when it eats the bigger fish as it has built up through so many different animals which can make the seal very ill and even kill it but that was not the only threat to the seals as there were planes that flew too low and people walking on the wadden stamping too loudly and there was oil leaking out of ships and containers getting lost and there were rivers flowing their polluted sludge into the sea then a mother seal was disturbed and she left her baby who now lies on this sandbank with its white fur so clean and fluffy but it no longer matters as the mother is not coming back and the baby will not even swim into the sea once it will lie here on this polished stretch of sand which she sees now does she see it from this swaying nauseating boat on that isolated sandbank in the distance or was that what happened in her dream as the sun comforted her and made the rocking into something like a mermaid’s swimming motions the little seal will die of thirst and its body will decompose until she can dissect every little piece of it and again she will not see the toxins for they are absorbed into its skin into the tissue that is the seal but perhaps they will see it under a microscope in a lab where they can look inside and through bodies

[bookmark: _Hlk100151651]yet the seal looked at her from afar with those enormous black eyes and it asked her what would be more painful to starve to death on the exposed sandbank or to be clubbed to death on a sheet of ice the cold sharp hooks at the tip of the club digging into the skin just below her neck slowly ripping her open blood gushing out or the slower and longer pain of starvation and the time it gave her to consider her own demise until her mind was like a flickering light bulb taking too long to go out she thought she saw herself in a coat of fluffy whiteness and then she did not know if it was her or the seal who was speaking or whether it was the eerie dolphin who was squeaking but it was unlikely she would be clubbed to death or starved to make sure she did not forget she writes everything down in a report on seals the little grey specks in white fur shining through her eyelids and they are here on her page right now but her pen is swaying as the boat rocks and her mind cannot hold on as the words slip on the current of the baby sea and draw a grey-spotted seal on the cover to commemorate its stages of life even if it does not make it through all remember my metamorphosis aspiring mermaid as your skin glistens and stiffens into something new absorb these toxin particles into yourself and isolate them into a beautifully armoured tail of scales but do not let it leak not one invisible little toxin into the sea of the seals which deserves to be clean for when the baby seal is left behind it may as well have been clubbed to death though that happens in far vaster amounts and how many pups will die in her lifetime alone she does not want to know remember that she will be back the seal the girl and the mermaid and that sticky see-through animal will swim through this story in and out in and in and out while that cloud above will never be the same as I have stared into it for hours and still it dissipates like milk in tea always flowing away away into the sea of sky which is too bright a blue for her a blue unfrightening unlike that sandy sea which is more grey than blue and dark so dark even in the sunlight slowly her boat almost makes it back to the little harbour where the sea is shallow but still murky and where no seals hide beneath its surface for they await their transformation into darker smoother beings elsewhere swirling through seas and even oceans they do not wait for her but into the dissipating sea her mermaid will flow one day as I see my skin in a dream so white so smooth and without scales the next moment I am a fish interjecting into her metamorphosis and I feel my individual fish-mind absorbed into her powerful mermaid’s tail which swims away on a current of graceful movements

[bookmark: _Toc128045344]Sea-dawn


In the darkness, marram grass, reeds and bush, like alien creatures. In the distance, a vague black silhouette floating in and out of her vision, constantly disappearing and re-emerging. Almost shaking, the human figure walked over the beach, with a similarly flickering dog figure. Her eyes made out other creatures far ahead, behind knobby trees. The man lingered in the distance, no more than a faint shadow. Blown away by the wind, re-appearing. Here at this hour. A landscape at the far edge of the city, deserted as the moon. A desert of sand and a desert of water, next to a landscape of sand hills with desiccated shrubs and trees. She stood on a hill, looking out in the dark of the early morning across the dunes and the sea. It would be from the darkness, she thought, a darkness like this, that the sea will emerge. Just before dawn, everything was dark blue: the sky, the sea, the trees. One morning this blue would remain rather than leave at daybreak, and everyone would wake up to an eternal sea-dawn. Whether it was in ten or fifty years, this blue that she saw all around her would prevail.
[image: ]
Yellow daylight slowly killed the blue scene. From the corner of her eye, an enormous grey shape emerged. Immobile and solid, interrupting the flowing sand dunes. The concrete construction intercepted the sunlight, darkening the brightness of the day. She saw it next to the bike racks, where bikes were locked with colourful chains. She could see it as she looked at the signposts, blue with white letters. Next to these daily things, the concrete bunker was out of place. Built by invaders as part of the Atlantikwall, a Nazi defence line.[endnoteRef:1] All the way to the south of France, the sombre grey blocks littered the coastline. When the bunker suddenly loomed from behind a dune top, she saw people crawling through the undergrowth, diving behind low trees, half-burying themselves in the sand. In the darkness, they assumed the shape of trees or hid under the rosehips, thorns piercing their skin, until the patrols had passed. Most were shot right here, where she stood. Made to stand with their backs to the sea, denied even a final contemplation of freedom. As the shot was fired, they collapsed on the slope, blood staining the white sand.  [1:  The Hague Marketing Bureau, ‘Westduinpark,’ Den Haag, [n.d.] <https://denhaag.com/nl/westduinpark> [accessed 22 December 2022].] 


She saw a few people, creeping like foxes, making it to the beach. They rowed away to England, bullets scattering the surface of the water. She saw crabs and flatfish, hit, floating belly-up, bloody bulging eyes staring into the darkness of the nocturnal sea. Collateral damage, undeclared, like the landscape that was forever altered. Before the war, people had created a dune park by planting the wrong trees. The war sealed its fate, the unique dune biotope gone.[endnoteRef:2] After the war, the closed-off bunkers were pushed into oblivion. The flowing dune-sand and illicit trees soon covered them up, the reminder of trauma effaced from the landscape. But recently the dunes were restored to their original state. The landscape was stripped of fir trees and invasive bushes, to create space for the dunes to drift.[endnoteRef:3] With the sand drifting, the bunkers re-emerged from dune tops. Popping up here and there, the solid concrete interrupted the landscape. The dunes drifted, but the bunkers now determined where hills and valleys would be. The massive grey blocks played with the natural curves of the landscape, giving it a machine-like element. Having become home to bats, the council now viewed the bunkers as part of the landscape. But as Paul Virilio has written, it was this naturalness of the bunkers that constituted their scandal.[endnoteRef:4] The bunker was a war-machine in hiding, menace clothing itself in soft drifting sand, pretending to belong in the landscape. Up the slope in the distance, she saw the shadow-figure emerge again. There, on top of the bunker, catching the light, the man stood looking out. She felt the glare of the unfamiliar eyes upon her. Contemplation of dominance was what the bunker offered now. A remnant of an old trauma, a shelter to bats and contemporary menace. She could not face the unwanted timeless stare. She turned and walked in the direction of the beach. [2:  The Hague Marketing Bureau, ‘Westduinpark.’]  [3:  The Hague Marketing Bureau, ‘Westduinpark.’]  [4:  Virilio, Paul, Bunker Archaeology (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1994), pp. 12-13.] 


At beach-edge, a mound of sand behind coils of barbed wire, fortifying the distant bunker’s outline. On the protected mound, there, she saw strange round tracks, fingertip-big, running up the slope. Neat, in a perfect pattern up the mound, the traces of a fleeing rabbit. Just the front paws imprinted into the sand, hind toes lightly touching ground. Straight through the barbed wire fence. A few grey hairs, stuck in the barbed wire, bobbing in the wind. Higher up the tracks were nearly invisible, already covered up by the drifting sand. Disappeared into its own realm, the rabbit was safe. She stood on the border of nature. The barbed wire, the paved paths, the neat fences and signposts – they belonged to humans. The mound beyond the fence to other animals. Neither human nor natural, the bunkers stood collapsed on dune tops. She saw the bats crawling within them, nails scratching the concrete walls. She heard the eerie scraping, kggg kggg. With their nocturnal, upside-down lives, they were at home in the cold Nazi chambers. Bunker dwellers and natural inhabitants of the dunes. The only living link between the concrete remnants of war and the fluid landscape they had colonised.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Hlk33604558]On the beach, the sand smooth, swept clean. The plastic and glass filtered out of the sand by the council. Nothing in the tide pools aside from some fragmented shells. A sole strand of seaweed clung to her boots. The sea before her a vast rumbling mass of greyness. She saw no seals, lugworms, harbour porpoises or shore crabs. Once she had found the rotting corpse of a porpoise on the beach, so long dead it looked alien. She could not remember seeing a living crab. The nocturnal creatures that were left asleep under her feet, buried in the sand. By day, the only reminder of the crabs were the washed-up limbs, intertwined with samphire and fishing line, pincers pointing eerily towards the sky. Crouching on the wet sand, her hands searching through the debris, she saw the skyline of Rotterdam’s harbour to the South. A platform with monstrously big cranes stretched out into sea. Like colossal black crabs they crawled about, crane-pincers piercing the clouds. She saw the hook-shaped Maasvlakte, like a leviathan’s claw, holding the grey sky in its grip. A city of containers built on sea, an endless maze of steel. Realising what she was holding, she quickly dropped the crab’s leg, eyes focussed on the monster on the horizon. The invasive crane-crab had not just overtaken the original crab. It had been traded for it.

Standing ankle-deep in the waves, she saw the sea rising. Enveloping the dunes, pushing the sand inland. Like the Time Traveller on the time machine, she saw time accelerating, lifelessness expanding.[endnoteRef:5] She felt the waves overwhelming her, taking away the ground under her feet. The sun growing darker, until it was just a faint flame on the horizon. When at last the waves were quiet, all around her was engulfed by the black sea. The whole world was covered in the dark blue light of sea-dawn. She looked around for the murderous crabs, reddish green, with massive claws and long antennae. But instead, the sea around her, in which she was now swimming, was squirming with ghost-like jellyfish and fluorescent green algae. She felt the tentacles wrapping themselves around her. Stings overflowing into one long, endless scream. Gasping in the hypoxic air, toxic algae burning her skin. The black sea thick, as if all the last oil in the world had been spilled into it. Feverish, she seized a jellyfish near her, no longer feeling the pain. She held it right in front of her face, and saw the intricate organic tissue interwoven with plastic particles. Squeezing the monster, a white-blue liquid ran down her arm, clotting in her elbow into small plastic marbles. She saw her body, incompatible with the blue plastic world, floating face-down. Eyes bulging, staring into the endless sea-dawn ocean. Into the darkness, only broken by the ghostly white of the jellyfish. Her body, undeclared collateral damage, slowly drifting on the oily waves. [5:  Wells, H.G., The Time Machine (London: Penguin Books, 2005), p. 83.
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[bookmark: _Toc128045345]The Entangled Ghosts of Meijendel

I. 	Butterfly

Meijendel, summer of 1942. A faint golden sun is shining through dark grey clouds, yellowing the green and white landscape of sand, bush and trees. Silence stifles the air, compelling every rabbit, every mouse, every ant, to stay underground. Among rubble and flattened bushes, empty bullet shells lie scattered across the landscape. From every angle, the deadly steel lurks, smooth sand hills interrupted by a thousand hurried footsteps. Running to kill, running to survive. In between executions, eerie quiet descends on the Waalsdorpervlakte.[endnoteRef:6] Undeterred by human suffering, by so much blood faintly splattered on their thick green leaves, the cross gentians bloom. Brightly dancing in the wind, the deep blue flowers break the silence. Their display attracts innocent visitors, bringing out lepidopterists like Barend Jan Lempke. Quietly, the butterfly enthusiast sits among the cross gentians, waiting for their partner to return. He watches the butterflies return to their host, sucking out nectar from the flowers. The grey-blue wings look pale next to the bright flowers, their black spots darting as the butterflies fly from flower to flower. For days, weeks, the man patiently observes the creatures, witnessing the insects laying their eggs on the remaining closed flower buds. Ten days later, he watches the caterpillars emerge, slowly but surely moving down to the centre of the flowers, eating every leaf that crosses their path.[endnoteRef:7] Without the nutrition of this specific plant, the caterpillars would not survive. While Lempke pins and studies a butterfly, the caterpillars drop to the ground and await the arrival of their host ant. Misleading the ants by adopting the surface chemistry of the ant brood, the caterpillars are disguised as ant larvae, taken to the ant’s nest and nurtured as their own.[endnoteRef:8] The following summer, the cuckoo caterpillars will emerge from the ant’s nest as butterflies, and the same strange cycle of plant, butterfly, caterpillar and ant entanglement will be repeated.[endnoteRef:9] With the host ant species remaining unidentified, Lempke publishes his discovery of a new Alcon blue butterfly.[endnoteRef:10] The Dutch alcon blue, Phengaris alcon arenaria, a butterfly endemic to the Netherlands, bringing to life, in blue tones, a landscape of death. [6:  The Waalsdorpervlakte is a valley in Meijendel, a dune landscape north-east of The Hague. Between 1941 and 1945 over 250 members of the Dutch resistance were executed there.]  [7:  De Vlinderstichting, ‘Gentiaanblauwtje,’ Vlinderstichting, [n.d.] <https://www.vlinderstichting.nl/vlinders/overzicht-vlinders/details-vlinder/gentiaanblauwtje> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [8:  Nash, David R., Thomas D. Als, Roland Maile, Graeme R. Jones and Jacobus J. Boomsma, ‘A Mosaic of Chemical Coevolution in a Large Blue Butterfly,’ Science, 319 (2008), 88-90 (p. 89).]  [9:  De Vlinderstichting, ‘Gentiaanblauwtje.’]  [10:  Lempke, Barend Jan, ‘A New Dutch Race of Lycaena Alcon F.,’ Natuurhistorisch Maandblad, 11 (1942), 106-107 (p. 106).] 


Summer of 1979. A female Dutch alcon blue sucks out the nectar from a cross gentian flower. Her last companions are strewn around her on the ground, motionless, speckling the sand with grey-blue. Parasites turned prey, already ants ascend the sandy slope. Ant-formations lift the gracious bodies, patrolling away, the dead butterflies crawling down the slope, teeming underneath with small black legs. For years now, her kind has been threatened by a rapidly deteriorating ecosystem, slowly encroaching upon her fragile entanglements. Water management against coastal erosion has solidified the dunes, preventing their natural renewal, monotonising the vegetation.[endnoteRef:11] With more nitrogen descending, fast-growing weeds benefit over her delicate slow-growing host plant. Lack of grazing and mass mortality among rabbits means nothing stops the grass from reaching up high, driving out nectar plants, starving the specialised butterflies.[endnoteRef:12] She is the only one left, her eggs remaining unfertilised within her. She needs to find a mate soon. Fluttering around the blue flowers, she waits for him. She waits for weeks, but no one comes. She is running out of energy, nectar dwindling, flowers paling. She sits in the grass, wings weakly trembling. September nearing, she unceremoniously joins the last of her kind, completing their extinction.[endnoteRef:13] Collapsed in the sand, the last Dutch alcon blue indicts the landscape with her colour, fights forgetfulness with her silence-breaking hues. Never again to brighten the landscape on the darkest of days, she joins the many absences already roaming the sand hills. [11:  Kennisnetwerk Ontwikkeling en Beheer Natuurkwaliteit, ‘Duin- en Kustlandschap,’ Natuurkennis, [n.d.] <https://www.natuurkennis.nl/landschappen/duin-en-kustlandschap/duin-en-kustlandschap/bedreigingen-en-kansen-duin-en-kust/> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [12:  De Vlinderstichting, ‘Duinvlinders gaan achteruit,’ Vlinderstichting, 1 November 2017 <https://www.vlinderstichting.nl/actueel/nieuws/nieuwsbericht/duinvlinders-gaan-achteruit> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [13:  Swaay, Chris van, and Kars Veling, ‘De Duinen; nog steeds een vlinderparadijs,’ Vlinders, 9 (1994), 6-9 (p. 7).] 



II.	 Human

Meijendel, 2020. She scans the landscape. In the endless mass of rose- and orange-dotted green, her eyes search for glimpses of deep blue. On top of the hill, she passes the Bourdon Bell, built in 1959 to remember the victims.[endnoteRef:14] Every year on the 4th of May, the bell is sounded, stunning the valley, overwhelming every creature in the vicinity, plants trembling in the impact. Foxes, rabbits, mice, disappearing in burrows, birds darting off, vacating the place for the annual moment of human remembrance. After the echo of the bell has dissipated, compulsory quiet descends on the valley. The massive bell, solid and imposing, reminds of the victims, with its sound, with its quiet. On any given day, it instils upon the landscape, upon passers-by like her, a sense of importance, a solid, never-wavering presence of remembrance. Declaring that they stood right here, hands in the air, until a gunshot pierced the silence. Until the blood was scattered on sand and nearby flowers, startling pale blue butterflies. The bodies kicked into a shallow mass grave, incriminating the pristine white sand. The now so polished sand hills, undone of every last body, remain forever entangled with the dead, their absence tangible in resounding bell, sand curve, rose bush, valley. [14:  The Hague Marketing Bureau, ‘Waalsdorpervlakte,’ Den Haag, [n.d.] <https://denhaag.com/nl/waalsdorpervlakte> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


Between thorny bushes and marram grass, the cross gentian still grows. Despite their deep blue colour, the flowers are not easy to spot. The modest plant is standing on its own, lower and smaller than the plants it stands among. She studies the little plant, its intricate leaves and flowers unmistakable. In the plant’s blue display, she sees the butterfly haunting the landscape, leaving incomplete interdependencies in its wake. As life-enhancing entanglements disappear, they are replaced by ghosts.[endnoteRef:15] Bonds of biodiversity are severed, compromising the ecosystem. Now that she takes the time to notice, extinctions become visible. Disappeared entanglements become obvious in the simplicity that has replaced them.[endnoteRef:16] If she would not notice the bell, the human ghosts of the landscape would become invisible. But these practices of remembrance were made in human terms. Paying attention to the language of interspecies entanglements, the effects of extinctions become evident. She notices the indignant lonely blue of the flowers, echoing its call across the landscape. She watches many insects answering, the flowers surrounded by buzzing pollinators. Yet the call to entanglement, to partnership between butterfly and plant, she still hears echoing across the landscape. She notices the cross gentian calling for that one creature after forty years without an answer. She notices that no one comes. That no more pale blue wings conclude its blue display. That no one lays eggs on the flower buds. That no caterpillar survives on just this plant. That no communities of unknown ants cluster any longer around its roots. Calling for its partner, the lonesome cross gentian still breaks the silence. [15:  Lowenhaupt Tsing, Anna, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan, and Nils Bubandt, eds, ‘Introduction: Haunted Landscapes of the Anthropocene,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp. G1-G14 (p. G4).]  [16:  Lowenhaupt Tsing, Anna, et al., pp. G1-G14 (p. G6).] 
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The cross gentian in bloom.[endnoteRef:17] [17:  Thanks to Anouk van der Voet for spotting the cross gentian.] 











III.	 Extinction Legacy

The extinction of the Dutch alcon blue has recently been discredited by research that discovered the butterfly was genetically identical to other known alcon blues. Previously described as three distinct species of Dutch alcon blue, large alcon blue, and mountain alcon blue, all alcon blues turned out to be one and the same species.[endnoteRef:18] The butterfly’s status as an endemic species being its remedy against forgetfulness, the official label of extinction forever pinned it on the Sixth Extinction list. With the new revelations about its species, the Dutch alcon blue posthumously tumbled off its extinction pedestal, its status reversed, its extinction labelled an illusion in the few sources available on the topic.[endnoteRef:19] This notion of illusion implies that the disappearance of the Meijendel butterflies is insignificant now that it is known that genetically identical butterflies still roam the rest of the continent. The focus on distinction in terms of (sub-)species leaves no room for more subtle differences, more local adaptions which made the butterflies of Meijendel unique. It masks the human eradication of the butterflies, rendering their disappearance meaningless.  [18:  Swaay, Chris van, ‘Nieuwe en Verdwenen Vlinders,’ Vlinders, 19 (2004), 21-22 (p. 22).]  [19:  Janssens, Roelof, ‘Kruisbladgentiaan,’ Natuurfotografie, [n.d.] <https://www.natuurfotografie.nl/soortbeschrijving/kruisbladgentiaan/> accessed 21 December 2022].] 


Yet the alcon blue of Meijendel flew out two weeks earlier than the large alcon blue. The morphological differences between the Dutch alcon blue and the large alcon blue turned out to be even more significant than between the large alcon blue and the mountain alcon blue.[endnoteRef:20] Research from 2004, even though it determined all alcon blues were the same species, argued that the local ecological adaptations of the various populations were so divergent that they merited site-specific conservation measures.[endnoteRef:21] While some populations of alcon are hygrophilous, favouring damp conditions, others are xerophilous, living in dryer environments. These groups use different ant species as well as different foodplants.[endnoteRef:22] Regardless of these differences in behaviour, different populations of alcon blues are not treated separately for the purposes of conservation. Even though the butterflies have been considered endangered in Europe, their ecological status is ‘of least concern,’ because they are treated as a homogeneous group.[endnoteRef:23] An article from 2016 claims the various populations of alcon blue should be treated as behaviourally separate ecotypes, a much less strong distinction than that of subspecies.[endnoteRef:24] Although the different forms of alcon cannot be seen as ‘evolutionarily significant units,’ the authors conclude that ‘since they represent current ecological diversification of the group, and may have different evolutionary potentials (e.g., through selection on different enzyme systems; Bereczki et al., 2015), they should continue to be treated as separate management units for long-term conservation.’[endnoteRef:25] [20:  Vanreusel W., D. Maes and H. Van Dyck, Soortbeschermingsplan gentiaanblauwtje (Antwerp: University of Antwerp, 2000), p. 18.]  [21:  Als, Thomas D., Roger Vila, Nikolai P. Kandul, David R. Nash, Shen-Horn Yen, Yu-Feng Hsu, André A. Mignault, Jacobus J. Boomsma and Naomi E. Pierce, ‘The evolution of alternative parasitic life histories in large blue butterflies,’ Letters to Nature, 432 (2004), 386-390 (p. 388).]  [22:  Tartally, András, Andreas Kelager, Matthias A. Fürst  and David R. Nash, ‘Host plant use drives genetic differentiation in syntopic populations of Maculinea alcon,’ PeerJ, 3 (2016), 1-21 (p. 2).]  [23:  Tartally et al., 1-21 (p. 2).]  [24:  Tartally et al., 1-21 (p. 13).]  [25:  Tartally et al., 1-21 (p. 15).] 


[bookmark: _Hlk70433729]It is evident that the butterflies of Meijendel constituted a separate population of alcon blue specifically adapted to the local dune landscape. It is clear that these butterflies have disappeared as a result of human activity. The knowledge that the Meijendel butterflies were an ecotype rather than a subspecies of alcon blue does not discredit the tragedy of their disappearance. The approach that conflates the importance of the butterfly’s extinction with the question if they were a subspecies showcases an anthropocentric perspective that focusses on individual species rather than local species entanglements. Viewing ourselves and the world around us as composed of individuals rather than symbiotically entangled beings echoes a linear worldview. However, although traditionally viewed as exceptions to the rule of individuality, research on microbes by scientists such as Lynn Margulis has demonstrated that intricate symbiotic entanglements are rather the norm.[endnoteRef:26] As is evident in the story of the alcon blue butterflies, such entanglements can vary locally even among the same species. Countering the Anthropocene and the Sixth Extinction is thus not only about extinction of species, but also about the disappearance of locally specific ecological entanglements. Whether the plants and animals involved are fully extinct or not, the ecosystem of Meijendel remains impoverished by the disappearance of cross gentian, butterfly, and ant entanglement. The butterfly’s ant partner remaining forever unknown, the extent of what is lost is unclear.[endnoteRef:27] To focus on any one of the entangled beings would miss the point, for individuals are not the units of life.[endnoteRef:28] The flower buds of the cross gentian, slowly opening their bright blue leaves, reflect the missing grey-blue butterfly wings that should complete them. Until that happens, the plant remains a severed being, removed from its entanglement of life. [26:  McFall-Ngai, Margaret, ‘Noticing Microbial Worlds: the Postmodern Synthesis in Biology,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene, ed. by Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing et al. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp. M51-69 (p. M60).]  [27:  Van Swaay, Chris, ‘Nieuwe en Verdwenen Vlinders,’ 21-22 (p. 21).]  [28:  Lowenhaupt Tsing, Anna, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan, and Nils Bubandt, eds, ‘At the Edge of Extinction,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), p. M141 (p. M141).] 










[bookmark: _Toc128045346]Sand Age


In scorching sunlight, a landscape of brown and white. Swells of shrub and sand, the azure of sky, a thin strip of sea at the horizon. Constantly moulded by masses of sand and wind, before her stretched a long white dune landscape extending several kilometres along the coast. Interrupted by a small lake and a lagoon connecting to the sea, the mass of sand was slowly spreading itself along the coastline, expanding the beach grain by grain. She climbed over the soft sand hills, her feet slowly sinking into the sand with each step. When she reached the sea her hair was blown forward by a gust of wind, the sand scouring her neck. She watched the sand being swept onto the surface of the water. Patches of light brown sank into the grey liquid, slowly and sickly, increasing its turbidity. She had always seen the menace of that grey-brown sea, the crashing waves, the stormy tides. The sand was a backdrop to the scene, the white underneath the marram grass. To the sea, it was merely its bed. Ocean scenery, context, never the protagonist. The sand was too commonplace, too soft and malleable to play a part in her imagination of the sea’s menace. Yet it was everywhere – not just the coast, but most of the country’s soil consisted of sand and clay.[endnoteRef:29] Dig wherever, find sand. White, grey and light-brown sand grains defined the landscape around her. Far from passive backdrop, the sand played a vital part in the coastal ecosystem. The drifting of the sand created the characteristic dune landscape with open, seemingly barren spaces adjacent to sand hills rich in vegetation. The shifting sand made possible the sharp marram grass, the thick-leaved sea sandwort, the weedy sand sedge, the low and winding dune oaks.[endnoteRef:30] In turn, they welcomed the rabbits, skylarks, nightingales, sand lizards, bats, foxes and natterjack toads.[endnoteRef:31] The sand, as a collective, provided the conditions for coastal life.  [29:  Wageningen University & Research, ‘Grondsoortenkaart,’ Wageningen University & Research, [n.d.] <https://www.wur.nl/nl/show/Grondsoortenkaart.htm> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [30:  Natura 2000, ‘H2120 – Witte Duinen,’ Natura 2000, 1 September 2008 <https://www.natura2000.nl/gebieden/zuid-holland/westduinpark-wapendal/westduinpark-wapendal-doelstelling> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [31:  The Hague Marketing Bureau, ‘Westduinpark,’ Den Haag [n.d.] <https://denhaag.com/nl/westduinpark> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


Her fingers drawing in the sand, she stared at her fingertips. Even there hundreds of individual sand grains on each, from 0.06 to 2 millimetres in size, some too small for her eyes to see.[endnoteRef:32] Each grain, seemingly identical to the next, would still be here long after she was dead. In several million years they might become part of the bottom of an ocean, the bed of a glacier, a boulder of assembled sand grains pressed together by the weight of a river. She was surrounded by tiny pieces of quartz, one of the few minerals to withstand the process from rock to grit to sand, all finer minerals having succumbed to the friction.[endnoteRef:33] The quartz mingled with pulverised remains of shellfish and foraminifera, unicellular organisms like miniature jellyfish, made anonymous by their miniscule size.[endnoteRef:34] Studying the little grains of sand on her finger, she saw time receding, the sand being crushed back into rock, rock disintegrating into marine life on an ancient seabed. This darker patch of sand underneath her middle fingernail, swept back into its living form, she saw scuttering through the darkness. Scavenging for detritus, squirming millipede legs carried the creature over the seabed incredibly quickly. A giant underwater woodlouse with long antennae feeling its way through the dim ocean light. She saw the prehistoric arthropod crawl onto land as one of the first creatures in history, on a stony beach covered in red twilight. There it was pressed into the rock by the tides, becoming one of the oldest trilobite fossils. The same matter now irritated the skin under her fingernail, 520 million years later. The massive weight of the sand, accumulated marine death and delivery room of life. [32:  Janssens, Marlies, ‘Zand,’ Geologie van Nederland, [n.d.] <https://www.geologievannederland.nl/ondergrond/afzettingen-en-delfstoffen/zand> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [33:  Janssens, ‘Zand.’]  [34:  Janssen, Gerard. M., Strand, meer dan zand (Amsterdam: Vrije Universiteit, 2008), p. 8.] 


Particularly the coast of the Wadden Sea was defined by this massive weight of shifting sand. There, the daily, commonplace substance showed its deceptive character. Ships, herds of sheep, dikes and Frisian dialects had disappeared into it.[endnoteRef:35] Looking out over the sandbanks emerging with the ebbing tide, she considered the dangerous volatility of the shifting sand. Now disappearing, then re-emerging in a different place. The sea retreating, only to submerge the sand in foaming grey waves within minutes. She imagined people roaming in circles on the exposed mudflats for hours, until the incoming tide engulfed them. She saw herself, vainly peering into the distance for a glimpse of something else. Getting lost in the endlessness of the sand, like the men in Erskine Childers’ Riddle of the Sands. On a quest to uncover a war secret somehow hidden among the islands, mudflats and estuaries of East Frisia, the men roam the sandy landscape, becoming ever more enthralled by the blank horizon.[endnoteRef:36] Their boat gets stuck in a desert of sand stretching as far as their eyes can see. Light fawn, slate-grey, brown and violet patches of sand, interrupted by pools of water, speckled by shells and seaweed.[endnoteRef:37] Small muddy ditches cut through the mass of sand, with in the background the dull, hard sky and the moaning wind. A forlorn scene, swept away by the roaring sea, to re-emerge with the next tide.[endnoteRef:38] On a particularly long journey, one of the men ‘found the fog bemusing, lost all idea of time and space, and felt like a senseless marionette kicking and jerking to a mad music without tune or time.’[endnoteRef:39] Everywhere sea and sand, with the endlessness and variability of the sand constituting its menace. Now soft, dry and white, then grey and soaked, suddenly forming quicksand. Sometimes emerging from the swell of the sea, like the ‘back of a sleeping whale,’ then hiding under the grey cloak.[endnoteRef:40] Disguised by its commonplace facade, the sand emerged as insidious as the sea itself. [35:  Steensen, Thomas, ‘North Frisians and the Wadden Sea,’ in Waddenland Outstanding: History, Landscape and Cultural Heritage of the Wadden Sea Region, ed. by Linde Egberts and Meindert Schroor (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2018), pp. 95-106 (p. 98).]  [36:  Childers, Robert Erskine, The Riddle of the Sands, ed. by David Trotter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 95.]  [37:  Childers, p. 99.]  [38:  Childers, p. 100.]  [39:  Childers, p. 184.]  [40:  Childers, p. 95.] 
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The intertidal sandflats at the island of Schiermonnikoog.









Adopting microscopic eyes, the monotony of the sand came to life. The sand between her fingers was teeming with creatures, not just dead matter. On every grain lived a 100.000 microbes, representing thousands of species.[endnoteRef:41] She saw them hiding in the crevices of a sand grain on her index finger, crawling all around it in one smooth, constant movement. The tiny beings, a micro-ecosystem, a miniature world, were creeping over their own round planet. Like the people walking over the earth, never in a lifetime knowing every corner of it. The earth just one sand grain on an infinite beach, with people too small for an eye to see. Within sand-grain earth, there were microscopic seas and beaches with even smaller sand grains, worlds within worlds. The grey sand grain on her finger was home to entire communities of tardigrades. She could boil them, freeze them, throw them in pure alcohol, and the microscopic water bears would emerge unharmed. Under one beach towel there were 8 million of such meiofauna.[endnoteRef:42]  [41:  Probandt, David, Thilo Eickhorst, Andreas Ellrott, Rudolf Amann and Katrin Knittel, ‘Microbial Life on a Sand Grain: from Bulk Sediment to Single Grains,’ The ISME Journal, 12 (2018), 623-633 (p. 631).]  [42:  Janssen, p. 14.] 


In the lee of a marram grass covered dune, she watched the great sand experiment unfolding in front of her. The sea playing with the edges of the beach, the wind playing with sand and sea. Here the volatility of the sand was employed for human gain – the sand, as sea barrier, formed the antidote to the rising sea. Years becoming decades, becoming hundreds of decades, she saw the coast she had known, the broad beaches, expanding into infinite tidal sand flats. More sand being dragged from the depths, mounds and mounds dumped on the shoreline for working with nature in flood protection. She saw the mounds drifting, spreading along the coast, creating a miniature wadden landscape. She scanned the blank, flat horizon, only broken by the contours of the wind turbines. Facing the land, she saw the long dune landscape, the sharp marram grass and the wide lagoons. The Hague behind it emerged a giant sand fort, a strange sculpture, throbbing with the movement of trillions of microscopic creatures, each within their own sand-grain microcosm. The endlessness of the sand was complete. The water age was over, and the sand age had begun. 

She saw herself, lying flat on the sand. Slowly, more channels cut through the tidal sand flat, making the sand sticky, her limbs heavy. Too laden with sand to float, the sea slowly submerged her. Her body, permeated with invisible creatures, was slowly digested by little worms being eaten by tiny water bears. Pressing her deeper into the sandy seabed, the weight of the water pushed her through layers of soil. Through sand, through mud, through clay and silt. Ever deeper into the earth, finally imprinting her into a rock in a layer of boulder clay. She was still, for millions of years, until the earth cracked, pulverising her. Plummeting into the new abyss, she was crushed into sandy dust descending into a deep ocean. Swept over the seabed, she became the cornerstone of a new habitat devoid of light. Eyeless, luminescent creatures crawled over her, digging and foraging around her in search of food. Several aeons later, washed up, as thousands of sand grains among millions of sand grains, she will become countless micro-worlds, home to a myriad of microscopic creatures.




[bookmark: _Toc128045347]Monster Voices


2012. Below a traffic bridge near IJmuiden, the rumble of cars and sea intermingling. The bridge grey, the water black, green reeds at the edges of the scene. From the margins, an elongated body emerges, slithering through the mud. Limbless, soundless, a monster out of place. Lone and unseen, yellow and black skin inscribes itself on cool soil, imprints of scaly skin. Coldness radiates through the entire body, unflinching, headed for the canal. Tip of tongue inspects the humid air, extends, retracts, extends. Unblinking amber eye seeks out canal-edge, into the water, an attempted hunt, just the small head visible, diving, surfacing. A few insignificant ripples, a splash, out of sight. Gliding along the canal, the animal moves towards the grass, into the light. There, she rests, scales glistening with water, basking in the sun. Enjoying natural light for the first time in her life, she is set to make a new home. Her first real home, as she has never had the opportunity to create her own dwelling. To make her own life. To crawl through the unknown landscape, to seek out mice burrows waiting to be conquered. Thrown into the world, this is her first chance to imagine them, to find them. Leaving behind her captive beginnings, she looks ahead, perfectly round eyes alert at any movement in the grass. Monsters are useful figures with which to think the Anthropocene, this time of massive human transformations of multispecies life and their uneven effects. Monsters are the wonders of symbiosis and the threats of ecological disruption. Modern human activities have unleashed new and terrifying threats: from invasive predators such as jellyfish to virulent new pathogens to out-of-control chemical processes. Modern human activities have also exposed the crucial and ancient forms of monstrosity that modernity tried to extinguish: the multispecies entanglements that make life across the earth, as in the coral reef, flourish.
[bookmark: _Hlk55988494]Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan and Nils Bubandt, eds, ‘Introduction: Bodies Tumbled into Bodies,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp. M1-M12 (p. M2).


Eyes focussed, invisible ears set on the rustle of mouse legs in channels below, the unwanted pet becomes the first wild Pacific gopher snake in the Netherlands.[endnoteRef:43] Making her home in the sandy dunes of Holland, a surprisingly good substitute environment for North-American deserts, soon the pioneer is labelled a dangerous invasive species. Declared a threat to local biodiversity, to already vulnerable coastal ecosystems. To the nests of struggling coastal birds, the protected sand lizards and natterjack toads, the recovering rabbit populations held at bay by the foxes.[endnoteRef:44] They are now left to the mercy of the invasive predator, future casualties of a once more interrupted ecosystem.[endnoteRef:45] Yet the first Anthropocene serpent, the symbol of sloppy human interference, has not invaded the landscape. She has merely survived where she was thrown. Eight years after the first snake was discovered in IJmuiden, newspapers report the dunes of The Hague are teeming with the creatures.[endnoteRef:46] [43:  Struijk, Richard P.J.H., Feitenrelaas rondom Pituophiswaarnemingen uit de duinen tussen Scheveningen en Katwijk (Nijmegen: Stichting RAVON, 2018), p. 4.]  [44:  Rijksoverheid, ‘Konijnen en Vergrassing en Verstruiking Duinen, 1984-2014,’ Compendium voor de Leefomgeving, 14 April 2015 <https://www.clo.nl/indicatoren/nl112912-konijnen-en-vergrassing-en-verstruiking-duinen> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [45:  Struijk, p. 15.]  [46:  RTL Nieuws, ‘Haagse Duinen zitten vol met Stierslangen,’ RTL, 19 June 2020 <https://www.rtlnieuws.nl/editienl/artikel/5160186/haagse-duinen-zitten-vol-met-stierslangen> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 

Only about half the cells in our bodies contain a “human genome.” The other cells include about 160 different bacterial genomes. […] Human bodies are and contain a plurality of ecosystems. Our mouths are different ecosystems than our intestines, or our skin, or our airways. The volume of the microbial organisms in our bodies is about the same as the volume of our brain, and the metabolic activity of those microbes is about equivalent to that of our liver. The microbiome is another organ; so we are not anatomically individuals at all.
Scott Gilbert, ‘Holobiont by Birth: Multilineage Individuals as the Concretion Of Cooperative Processes,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet, pp. M73-M89 (p. M75).


Meijendel, 2020. The Anthropocene serpent is permeating the coastal landscape north-east of Scheveningen, clustering around overgrown areas, next to the sand paths, at the edge of dune lakes. Under a dune rose, next to a paved bike path encircling a lake, a low and still creature sits. A young but fully-grown female gopher snake, her thick skin gleaming in the sunlight, the intricate patterns of black and amber dazzling. Under a blue sky, the waves of the North Sea are rushing and crashing in the distance. The landscape is yellowing at the edges, struggling to recover after the hottest week ever recorded. The relentless sun burns the leaves of the plants, slows down every animal. It should be 10 degrees cooler, significantly wetter and cloudier. It should be the old landscape people still think it is – a mild nature without creatures even remotely perceived as dangerous. Instead, an almost Mediterranean climate, dunes resembling desert, creating ever better conditions for the young female to lay her eggs. She is a symptom of a confused, interrupted landscape, of a process of human disturbance going on for centuries. A process of destroyed connections, of newly introduced, risky Anthropocene entanglements. Labelled an invader, people are looking for her, prodding the bushes with sticks. If found, they will take her to a shelter, use her body as a research object. They will take skin samples, check her DNA, determine which type of hybrid she is. If she lays eggs in her cage, they will take them away from her and incubate them under a lamp. Neither she nor her offspring would ever see the light of day again. They would not feel the sun, slither through dune sand, feel the prickly bushes on their scaly skin. They would not lie resting under a dune rose, feeling a soft breeze as they picked up the scent of a small rodent in the vicinity. They would not glide on the sand hill without a sound. Accelerating, they would not pursue the wood mouse, not feel the creature’s final jolts of life while it was already halfway down their throat.Life has been monstrous almost from its beginnings. In ancient times, prokaryotes (bacteria and archaea) gave birth to monsters in which one organism engulfed others or joined immoderate liaisons, forming nucleated cells and multicellular organisms called eukaryotes. Ever since, we have muddled along in our mixes and messes. All eukaryotic life is monstrous.
Tsing et al., pp. M1-M12 (p. M5).


For now, she returns to her hiding place. If seen by people, her appearance will not benefit her case. For what is more monstrous than her slender, gliding appearance, her scaly skin and featureless face? She is one of the oldest monsters in the human imagination. She is dangerous. She has to be removed. Nature needs to be put back in order. Yet without widespread deforestation by humans, the open dune landscape as it is now would have been impossible.[endnoteRef:47] There is no pristine state, nor has there ever been. She, a snake native to North America, a continent she will never visit, is the embodiment of this knowledge. Born in a breeding facility in a country too cold for her, she has moved from terrarium to terrarium. Suddenly thrown into an environment not ill-suited to her needs, she has her one chance at living. She defies the anthropo-dominance, keeps inscribing her sleek body into the sand. She is a stubborn presence, like the people that divide the landscape with paths for their own use. That create feigned order in chaos, if not with fences and bike lanes, they do so in writing, with research reports, policy statements, stories. And so she entangles her serpent-form with the dune-curves, buries her body in burrows, looks out from under bushes with a gaze of belonging. She is here to stay. She is here to slither over sharp corners, to flow straight through demarcated areas, paths, fences. A coiling serpent, playing with sand as though with water. She is scaly, slithering, cold-blooded. It is too late to deny her will of life, her urge to dwell, her suitability to the heating dune hills. She is here. The sun shines ever more relentlessly. The nitrogen descends, killing slow-growing plants. The sea advances. Carbon flows into the air. Machines sculpt the sand. Unwittingly, people have created new monstrous landscapes, have released the serpent into hot sand dunes which may one day be warm enough for her eggs to hatch. No evidence has as yet been found that the snakes have successfully reproduced in the dunes, and experts are sceptical that they can.[endnoteRef:48] But within her strange monstrous entanglements, the Anthropocene serpent has made her home. [47:  Neefjes, Jan, Cultuursporen in het Duin: Inventarisatie en Waardering van het Erfgoed in het Duingebied Meijendel – Berkheide (Wageningen: Overland, 2010), p. 3.]  [48:  Struijk, p. 17.] 
Enlightenment Europe, however, tried to banish monsters. Monsters were identified with the irrational and the archaic. […] But the forms of progress and rationalization that the Enlightenment and Reformation sparked have proved far scarier than the beasts they sought to banish. For later thinkers, rationalization meant individualization, the creation of distinct and alienated individuals, human and nonhuman. The landscape-making practices that followed from these new figures imagined the world as a space filled with autonomous entities and separable kinds, ones that could be easily aligned with capitalist fantasies of endless growth from alienated labor.
Tsing et al., pp. M1-M12 (pp. M5-M6).


Meijendel, 2024. The slender animal, hidden under a dune rose, assesses the temperature. Another heatwave is coming. Having consumed all the wood mice of the local burrow, the Anthropocene monster has taken over their home. Unafraid to use global warming for personal gain, she buries her fertilised eggs in the sandy burrow. Situated on a bare stretch of sand in the valley, the burrow is exposed to the sun, the eggs heated to at least 28 degrees for weeks to come. As she begins to move away from the valley and up the hill, the invasive snake blends in perfectly with her surroundings. In the shade of the rose bushes, orange scales like sand, black skin the colour of roots. For hours, days, weeks, the burrow is still. A few days after the temperature has finally dropped again, a rustling in the sand. Faint, intermittent, becoming louder, more constant. The shells of the eggs emerge, slowly creaking, shadowy silhouettes within squirming. The baby snakes swimming in the eggs, black worm-like shadows, pushing against the walls of their worlds. Creaks becoming cracks, little snake faces emerging, retreating, suddenly afraid of the world beyond their shells. Slowly, the first wild Pacific gopher snake babies slither out of their eggs, into the sand, into the dunes. Some kinds of stories help us notice; others get in our way. Modern heroes— the guardians of progress across disciplines— are part of the problem. Thus, for example, McFall-Ngai has suggested that biologist Lynn Margulis, who first imagined symbiosis as the origin of cells, has not been accorded the preeminence she deserves because she is a woman and thus not eligible for hero status. Male scientists tend only to cite men, she explained, while women scientists tend to cite male and female scientists equally. Unless we learn to listen broadly, we may miss the biggest story of life on earth: symbiogenesis, the co-making of living things. Practices of storytelling matter.
Tsing et al., pp. M1-M12 (p. M8).


Eyes set on the ground, the baby snakes crawl at the foot of dune oaks, inspect the rosehips, find shelter in the characteristic marram grass. At the lake, they wonder at tadpoles, at shells on the bottom. Coastal desert snakes, the babies discover the danger of hedgehogs, learn to distinguish the footsteps of foxes, humans, cattle. The baby snakes and their surroundings are a wondrous unexpected combination, a strange entanglement of creatures, some introduced long ago, some recently. The little serpents, knowing only this as their home, will become experts at finding new ways of living and dying in the Anthropocene landscape. The baby snakes may challenge some local animals, may change the dune ecosystem, just like humans and other animals did before them. Full of life, the Anthropocene babies will slither through the dunes, forging new ways of survival. They will get used to the sea breeze, the cold winters spent buried in the sand. They will accept the humans constantly roaming the landscape, pinching them, capturing them. Unlike the people, the little snakes will not try to erase the changes in the landscape. They will merely make the best out of it. 





[bookmark: _Toc128045348]Doggerland


Dogger hills, 8050 BC. Facing south from the top of the highest hill, she gazes out over long flat plains. An outstretched boggy landscape, as far as she can see, water shining through the soil in the sunlight. Small streams cutting through the mass of sand and vegetation, through brown and green, pathways pressed into the sand by aurochs creating a mosaic of sandy patches. The muddy sandflats, interrupted by grassland, stretch out hundreds of kilometres to the south, well beyond her vision, connecting Britain to Europe. At the top of the flat landscape, the Dogger hills keep out the waves of the crashing North Sea.[endnoteRef:49] Turning around to face the north, open sea dominates the view, the brown and green replaced by glistening blue-grey, the waves crashing into the cliffs, the last obstacle to the inundation of Doggerland. Her people, making a living on the green hills, have been used to the threat for generations. Their huts are built on the highest land, though their living is made in the littoral zones, the success of fishing permitting them to lead a relatively stationary existence.[endnoteRef:50]  [49:  Walker, James, Vincent Gaffney, Simon Fitch, Merle Muru, Andrew Fraser, Martin Bates and Richard Bates, ‘A great wave: the Storegga tsunami and the end of Doggerland?,’ Antiquity, 94 (2020), 1409-1425 (p. 1414).]  [50:  Addley, Esther, ‘Study finds indications of life on Doggerland after devastating tsunamis,’ The Guardian, 1 December 2020 <https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/dec/01/evidence-life-on-doggerland-after-devastating-tsunamis-study> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 
The trees were the first to go, oak and lime drowning in the rising water table, even when the coastline was still out of sight. It was a slow and quiet way to disappear. It was painless, relatively. 
Ben Smith, Doggerland (London: 4th Estate, 2020), p. 189.
Crusts of sand loosen and slip. Drought turns to flood, heat to searing cold, silence to cacophony. Plants drift from pool to pool like animals; animals take root and bloom like flowers. The water teems with brittle shells; and within each shell is a soft, watery body.
Smith, p. 154.
The ground became sodden. Bogs appeared, and marshes. Water pooled in hollows and became lakes. Rivers widened and linked hands. Almost overnight, grassland sprouted to reed. At the next full moon, the reeds were swallowed by the tide.
Smith, pp. 189-190.


She knows exactly when to set and retrieve the traps, how to gather shellfish, under which conditions the crabs spontaneously emerge crawling over the intertidal sandflats. She sleeps and awakes, her life ebbs and flows, according to the movement of the tides. Though some elders tell stories about how the land beyond the cliffs had once extended further out into sea, how their community had once spent all their time in the liminal zone of the exposed sandflats, she cannot trace these changes within her own lifetime. To her, the hills and cliffs had always faced that raging sea on one side, and the quiet marshland on the other. From her small perspective comprising one human lifetime, she cannot think like sediment and tectonic plates, slowly shifting over thousands of years, like oceans rising, freezing, melting, retreating. Like layers of silt building up over aeons, slowly disguising traces of life, burying entire communities. It is unimaginable to her that over many thousands of years, persistent sea-level rise will slowly create a channel. That the sea will finally cut through the soft marshland, effortlessly, isolating the British islands.What yesterday was sure footing is now unstable ground.
Smith, p. 154.


6200 BC. Centuries becoming millennia, her generations slowly flow into each other. Like the sea, always creating new waves, crashing into the cliffs more forcefully. Many people like her stand on the hilltop, contemplate the landscape. They live their lives, die and are forgotten, some young, some old, all retreating ever more to the centre of the hills. The sand flats are gradually absorbed by the sea, sediment is sucked into the roaring waters. The dogger hills become Dogger Island, a thin ridge holding back the weight of oceans.[endnoteRef:51] Ever more eroded by the waves, hills become dunes, dunes become no more than sandbanks. Yet it all happens so slowly, so undetected within a human lifetime, as the processes operate on a vast, slow scale that has no meaning to people. Right now, another woman stands looking out over the North Sea from the outstretched sandbank that is left of Dogger Island. A worried look on her face, she is straining her eyes, scanning the horizon. Beyond, a fierce, persistent rumbling, becoming louder by the second. In horror, she watches the sea retreat, the eerily quiet cloak of water being sucked back as hundreds of metres of coast emerge. It is a retreat unlike any ebbing tide she has ever seen. Waves of memories pass through her mind, searching for an explanation. Consulting intergenerational stories, anything she can remember. What monster was strong enough to pull back the sea, to interrupt the process of ebb and flow, to play with the rules of nature that she had always seen as unchangeable? The very foundations of her life, her culture, are slowly dragged away into the distance. She sees her sister, further down in the intertidal sand flats. Chisel in hand, basket filled with clams by her side, she stands staring into the retreating sea. A frozen figure, she knows her sister’s mouth is open, that familiar look of innocent surprise on her face.  [51:  Walker et al., 1409-1425 (p. 1413).] 
Suddenly there is an edge to things.
Smith, p. 155.
The tide presses in and draws back. It presses in a little more, it draws back a little less, each day. Low cliffs calve boulders. Boulders fracture into rocks. Rocks are ground down to pebbles. The sea rises by a pebble’s breadth each year.
Smith, p. 155.

It ends with a wave. 
Smith, p. 53.

There, on the horizon, something appears. A gigantic wall is speeding in her direction. She imagines an army of sea monsters, shrouded by an enormous wave, marching towards the island, trying to suck it back into the sea. Quickly, the wall of water is coming closer, she is screaming, crying out to her sister, to get away, but no one hears her amid the rumbling. The pace of the people running away from the wall is so ridiculously slow. The water takes over, erases everything in its path. Here it ends, with the sea swallowing people, sandbanks, huts. Her sister has stopped running, stands frozen again facing the wall of water that is absorbing baskets, rocks, anything that gets in its way. She screams, implores her to move, but her sister knows it is too late. She stands there quietly, defiantly, until the wall envelops her, sucks her into the depths, wringing the chisel out of her hand. Her sister stands tall until her head disappears, and not a trace of her resurfaces. Not a head, not a foot, not a finger. The weight of the sea drags her over the sand, forcing the last breath out of her. Undisturbed, the wall advances further, nearing the island itself. Before she has time to think, the wave is upon her, she is holding onto a clump of marram grass. Holding her breath, her eyes open underwater, within the strange transparent wall as strong as a thousand storms, she sees the liquid force ripping the roots out of the earth. She watches on, lungs heavy with water. The sea weighs down, forces out her final air bubbles, and then a drowsiness. Fingers relax, let go of torn roots, and body and plant are swept away like twigs on a river.As it spreads, it grows in height – ten feet, twenty feet, sixty feet. It hits a low island. There is barely a pause. Just, perhaps, a slight adjustment in direction and flow as the wave bends, folds, then passes on, leaving behind nothing but open sea.
Smith, p. 53.


Hundreds of kilometres to the north, the Storegga slide, biding its time for generations of her community, had shifted. This created the largest submarine landslides during the Holocene, displacing 3200 km³ of sediment.[endnoteRef:52] The Storegga tsunami witnessed by the community of the dogger archipelago inundated much of the land they had known, though possibly leaving a part of Dogger Island unsubmerged for another few centuries.[endnoteRef:53] It is difficult to say what the tsunami’s exact effects were on the Mesolithic communities living in the wider dogger area – while it has long been assumed that the tsunami had devastating consequences for all, recent research has shown that local manifestations of the tsunami could have differed greatly.[endnoteRef:54] What would have been a catastrophe for one community could thus have been a near miss for another, making the scenario that some communities of the dogger littoral zones survived after the tsunami more likely.[endnoteRef:55] By 5050 BC, however, Dogger Island had presumably been inundated entirely, leaving only the dogger littoral zone intact in the form of an extended British and European coastline.[endnoteRef:56] The old dogger hills, from which one day a woman looked out over outstretched plains to the south and a vast sea to the north, had been lost under layers of sediment. The knowledge of old communities lay buried under the pressing weight of the North Sea, under layers of sand, mud and silt. Aeons on, the evidence might surface again due to a collision of two tectonic plates, a change in climate, an underwater earthquake. The dogger hills could become land yet again, and perhaps even a human being might look out from them into the sea. [52:  Walker et al., 1409-1425 (p. 1410).]  [53:  Walker et al., 1409-1425 (p. 1414).]  [54:  Walker et al., 1409-1425 (p. 1420).]  [55:  Walker et al., 1409-1425 (p. 1418).]  [56:  Walker et al., 1409-1425 (p. 1414).] 
And now it is only the way the sea peaks and rises into sudden, steep waves that hints at the landscape underneath – a ridge that was once an island; an island that was once a coastline; a coastline that was once a range of hills at the heart of a continent; a continent that was once frozen and covered over by ice.
Smith, p. 53.

It is a simple history – of water turned to ice, returning to water. And, barely noticeable, somewhere in the middle of this cycle, plants and animals and people made this place their home.
Smith, p. 54.

For now, the area remains drowned away. Yet the Dogger Bank still bears the name, now forming a permanently submerged sandbank on the bottom of the North Sea, still nurturing life, nonhuman this time. Where there were once green hills now swells an underwater dune landscape, still standing out from the surrounding plains. On the remnants of Mesolithic life, the Dogger Bank emerges as a biodiversity hotspot. A nursery for many kinds of fish, the area attracts large numbers of seabirds and cetaceans. Rare thornback rays use the Dogger Bank as a foraging and nursery ground, and zoobenthos such as marine worms proliferate in the seabed.[endnoteRef:57] Digging into the sand, the little worms constantly plough the muddy soil, stirring layers of sediment underneath that have built up over millennia. Oblivious to what lies below their dwellings, to the waves of time and sediment, generations of worms live their lives. Adapted to the salty underwater world, to the movement of currents, to the darkness of the muddy seabed, they are as much at home in their environment as the Mesolithic communities once were. Strange eyeless bodies, the worms make sense of their home in ways unimaginable to the humans that once inhabited the same place. To the worms, as to the woman of ages past, their habitat appears stable. To them, the Dogger Bank has always been a marine environment, a sandy seabed covered by the blanket of North Sea stillness. And yet, under tens of metres of silt lies the chisel of a Mesolithic woman, immobile since the tsunami ripped it from her hands and buried it in an instance under layers of sediment. Frozen in time, the ancient chisel lies there, waiting one day to be picked up again.  [57:  Dotinga, Harm, and Arie Trouwborst, ‘The Netherlands and the Designation of Marine Protected Areas in the North Sea - Implementing international and European Law,’ Utrecht Law Review, 5 (2009), 21-43 (p. 24).] 
Sometimes, on their own tide-line, ghosts appear – masses of blackened roots, clods of peat, petrified stumps preserved in bell jars of salt. They leave offerings. They float out the bodies of the dead. 
Smith, p. 215.

2021 AD. A woman stands on the much-retreated coast of Europe, looking out over the North Sea. Even the dogger littoral zone has been absorbed by the sea long ago, the soft muddy sediment dispersed over the seabed. Small traces of the old land are spread out in front of her, scattered around, concealed by the dark cloak of water, visible if only she knew how to look. Waves pull gently on the quiet beach. Her mind swells and retreats on their rhythm, immersed in imagined stories from ages past. She considers how someone from a different era, from well before the Anthropocene, could have gazed out over the North Sea waves. They would not have been standing on this coast, but on long-lost islands, forgotten green hills. The North Sea waves, perhaps different in colour, would have looked similar a hundred years ago, even thousands of years ago. Both herself and the countless other people were subject to the waves of time, of generations, the slow ebbing and flowing of land and sea. To the creation of islands, the drowning of worlds. Though the coastline as she knew it appeared to her a timeless image, it was merely a fleeting moment, a snapshot in terms of earthly time, eternal to her, just a few seconds in the lives of sediment and oceans.And now it is just water. Or, not quite just water.
Smith, p. 244.
For a hundred thousand years the water waited, locked up as crystal, sheet and shelf. All was immobile, but for the slow formation of arc and icicle, which was the water remembering the waves it used to be and the waves it would become again.
Smith, p. 54.


It was some kind of solace to her, that events as destructive as the Anthropocene were extremely brief in geological terms. She imagined how the build-up of plastic and chemicals would become subject to the movement of sediment, forming an Anthropocene layer buried ever deeper into the earth, hidden under the seabed of a new sea. How it would lie there, just like the ancient chisel, yet endlessly more treacherous, toxins slowly seeping through layers of sediment, imprinting the Anthropocene footprint into the fabric of the earth. And yet, there might be times when, however unimaginable it seemed now, the Anthropocene would be ancient history, its memory a mere few scars in the earth’s crust, a layer of buried toxic waste that no longer defined life on the surface. The scars would slowly heal. Yet she knew that would take many millennia. Perhaps, after many more generations, someone distantly related to her might again hear the strange stories carried on the currents of time. The stories of the countless people and creatures before them, of the waves of time, tectonic shifts, the waves of oceans. Looking out over the North Sea waves just as she was doing now, they might tell stories of ancient communities that lay buried under the sand. They might again feel the movement of the tides in their body, and imagine the waves of time and saltwater.And so, water continues its work – of levelling, of pressing at edges, of constantly seeking a return to an even surface, a steady state.
Smith, p. 244.
It repeats its mantra: solidity is nothing but an interruption to continuous flow, an obstacle to overcome, an imbalance to be rectified.
Smith, pp. 244-245.
Barely worth mentioning in the lifetime of water.
Smith, p. 245.






[bookmark: _Toc128045349]Interlude – Polyp


adrift on North Sea currents planula larva descends until it settles upon a rock temporarily relinquishing some of its fluidity as small sticky body attaches itself to the smooth surface finds a way for softness to adhere to this unknown object never before has this larva experienced such a sense of solidity all I know is this own watery little body the saltwater waves barely distinguishable from self yet here larva settles for its body to have a foundation for its thoughts to emerge from a solid centre if only temporarily as this larva slowly grows into a polyp its movements become more assertive and pronounced and its body no longer swims without direction in this sea

































		
						
			

anemone-like				

wavy tentacles sprout from cylindrical centre		

sticky limbs seize small creatures 

shreds of other bodies

other thoughts
			


slowly collating
stacking body into shape of self
enveloping outside within
merging these concepts
no longer adrift 
polyp focusses
ingesting and expelling ideas at will

awaiting the right conditions the unknown and unexpected moment of release back into drifting this polyp breathes and coils and feeds sometimes for a few months sometimes for several years suspended in metamorphosis delaying its journey to becoming medusa this creature takes on a life of its own reproducing asexually by cloning itself miniature selves budding off body forming a web of interconnected creatures no timeframe determines when this community of polyps disintegrates sense of centre combined with solid foundation with the fluidity of tentacles rippling out beyond this body blurring sense of self and exterior this polyp considers the weight of nations and of timeless seas it makes meaning out of waves of sand and saltwater interweaving on waves of time showing the significance of one nonhuman tentacle coiling into sterile landscapes of adjusted coastal sand gradually it forges a sense of multiple selves erases its own individuality as it lays the foundations for a myriad of medusae forming these narratives in layers of its mind shaping this polyp body emerging in ever more distinguished stacks from this stalk thoughts and words become ever more pronounced ever firmer until it is time for the first layer to escape for this mind to dissipate into seas beyond to multiply into many selves until ideas are strong enough to drift again into a sea of salty thoughts so much more perilous than the original mother-sea




































a sea forever flowing

words fully adrift

slowly forming a body 

nearly indistinguishable from my surroundings

somehow an entity

receptive in willowy pulsations

her words dissipating and articulating

in contraction

something small is left behind of this body as thoughts are set free on underwater currents a remnant of soft stalk connecting polyp to rock remains stuck to foundation from which wavy polyp-body danced remembered in the budding ephyrae its absence floats into 
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echoed in the gentle tremors of a permeable body swimming on
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[bookmark: _Toc128045351]Experiments in Sandscaping – Liminal Entanglements on the Norfolk and South Holland Coast


I. 	The Zandmotor, South Holland

She remembered the beach as it had been before the Zandmotor was created. Flat and neat, a long stretch of sand, brownish grey when it was raining. It was among the quietest stretches of the South Holland coastline, the only place she had occasionally seen a seal swimming close by the beach. Her friend’s dog would stare at his marine counterpart with big eyes, and they would have to restrain him from swimming out to join it. The dog of the sea’s black eyes would look at him with pity. Kept on a lead, the dog would utter high-pitched cries, seemingly lamenting his landbound form. But in the spring of 2011 the beach was closed for the construction of the Zandmotor, a ‘sand engine’ – an enormous artificial peninsula of sand as a new measure against coastal erosion. To her it was an extreme annoyance. What was that ‘sand engine’ supposed to be anyway? It did not really interest her teenage self. It was no more than a pile of 21.5 million cubic metres of sand, serving to maintain the coastline at the level of 1990, conceding not another grain of sand to the sea.[endnoteRef:58] The waves and wind would slowly spread the sand evenly along the coast, making additional suppletion of the coast between Hook of Holland and Scheveningen unnecessary for the next 20 years.[endnoteRef:59] [58:  Janssen, Stephanie K.H., Jan P.M. van Tatenhove, Henriëtte S. Otter and Arthur P.J. Mol, ‘Greening Flood Protection – An Interactive Knowledge Arrangement Perspective,’ Journal of Environmental Policy & Planning, 17 (2015), 309-331 (p. 316).]  [59:  Tonnon, Pieter Koen, and Kees Nederhoff, Monitoring en Evaluatie Pilot Zandmotor, Eindevaluatie Onderdeel Morfologie (Delft: Deltares, 2016), p. 5.] 


When it was first constructed, the sand engine was a sandflat stretching two kilometres along the coast and a kilometre out into sea, but soon it looked completely different, the sea playing with it at unexpected speed, creating lagoons, dunes and valleys.[endnoteRef:60] Today, it looked to her like a long dune landscape, marram grass covered and flowing, on the edge of a feeble sea, only disturbing the massive weight of sand with a small swell. In the middle of the sand stood the Argusmast, a mast equipped with cameras that constantly monitored the movement of the sand engine, registering the migration of each handful of sand drifting along the coast. If the mast had not have been there, from the look of it a visitor might have reasonably assumed the sand engine to have been a natural creation, some kind of micro-wadden landscape on the coast of Holland. Yet the sand engine was not there to stay – it was a temporary intervention, which would eventually dissolve in the process of achieving its aims. [60:  EcoShape, ‘Nature Coast,’ Ecoshape, [n.d.] <https://www.ecoshape.org/nl/projecten/naturecoast/> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


When the beach opened again she had moved away. She only saw the result of the construction several years later, when the sand engine had already drifted into a miniature dune landscape with lagoons and estuaries, creating a liminal, constantly shifting landscape which belonged neither to the land nor sea. Some of the valleys of the Zandmotor now reminded her of the nearby land artwork ‘Celestial Vault’ by James Turrell, a green artificial crater in the dunes near Kijkduin.[endnoteRef:61] Although it had been there since 1996, she had only discovered it recently. Fascinated by the tangible presence of light in the dunes, Turrell wanted to create a place for sky-gazing. Lying at the bottom of the crater, the sky appeared to her a great blue dome as artificial as the crater itself. Crawling up the sides of the crater and stretching out her arms, she felt she could touch the edges of the sky-dome, feeling the smooth transparent sand-glass under her fingers.  [61:  The Hague Marketing Bureau, ‘James Turrell – Celestial Vault,’ Den Haag, [n.d.] <https://denhaag.com/en/james-turrell-celestial-vault> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


Lying on the sand in a dried-up valley of the Zandmotor, the sky a similar dome above her, now perfectly azure by definition rather than exception. The overcast grey skies that had been the scenery of her childhood now seemed an anomaly due to the changing climate and the lack of airplanes during lockdown. The sand she lay on, taken from the bottom of the North Sea and deposited on the coast, had created a tangled landscape. Blending seabed material from various eras, the sand engine had become a unique, geologically fused environment. Some of the sand had been part of ancient seabeds and giant boulders crushed into sand by glaciers. It had been roamed by Irish elk and stamped upon by mammoths. The sand engine was not just an engine driving the sand along the coast, but an engine fuelling time-travel, making relics of different worlds emerge. The time machine of sand attracted fossil enthusiasts, who took home petrified mammoth teeth and spearheads sharpened by ancient people. Where the pre-existing dunes met the sand engine, she discovered an egg case of a thornback ray. Completely dried out and shrivelled, turned brown by exposure to the sun, she estimated it was at least ten years old, older than the sand engine itself. It had been deposited on the seabed by the mother, pointed horns of the egg case neatly secured in the sand. Before it had the chance to hatch, it was hauled up and dumped on the shore by a bulldozer for the construction of the sand engine. The baby ray was left to be pecked out by the seagulls, evident from the large hole in the middle of the egg case. The little ray, currently classified as a near-threatened species, became a nameless, involuntary sacrifice to the creation of the sand engine.[endnoteRef:62] She imagined it embodied the death of numberless seabed-dwelling creatures unexpectedly lifted out of their worlds and unloaded onto the beach for the great sand experiment. [62:  The Wildlife Trusts, ‘Thornback Ray,’ Wildlife Trusts, [n.d.] <https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/marine/fish-sharks-skates-and-rays/thornback-ray> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


First and foremost, the sand engine was presented as a great example of contemporary Dutch water management. Instead of building walls against the advancing sea, which had been necessary in the low-lying North Sea area ever since it had been inhabited, the Dutch government now prided itself on building with water rather than against it.[endnoteRef:63] Rather than having to dump sand on the shore every five years to maintain the coastline of 1990, the creation of the sand engine made nature itself do the work for the coming decades.[endnoteRef:64] The project also created more space for coastal recreation as well as flora and fauna, thus combining the efforts to flood protection, nature conservation, and tourism.[endnoteRef:65] However, she wondered about what Gerard M. Janssen, specialist in the ecology of sandy coasts and Wadden at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, had said in a lecture on beaches in the Netherlands – sand suppletions serving to maintain the 1990 standard disturbed the coastal ecosystem, making it more artificial with every load of sand added.[endnoteRef:66] ‘About the consequences of covering the seabed or the beach with sand suppletions I can be brief,’ he had said, ‘Everything is covered and dies.’[endnoteRef:67] Not only did sand suppletions disturb animals such as birds that might be nesting on the beach, but by covering the existing beach in a layer of sand, all life on the beach, visible or invisible, was suffocated. From microbes, to plants, to sand fleas and insects, the entire beach ecosystem was reset to point zero. On an undisturbed beach, the waves and tides sort the grains of sand, which means sand grains of similar size lie together. This element of sorting creates a maximum amount of space between the sand grains, allowing for microbial life to flourish. Sand suppletions disturbed this equilibrium, reducing the living space for microbes.[endnoteRef:68] Due to the amount of sand suppletions on the coast of the Netherlands, the many cafes and restaurants that emerged each summer, the drilling of poles and the constant filtering of the sand by council cleaners, Janssen argued that Dutch beaches had become permanent construction sites.[endnoteRef:69] [63:  Soens, Tim, Greet De Block, and Iason Jongepier, ‘Seawalls at Work: Envirotech and Labor on the North Sea Coast before 1800,’ Technology and Culture, 60 (2019), 688-725 (p. 688).]  [64:  Province of Zuid-Holland, ‘About the Sand Motor,’ De Zandmotor, [n.d.] < https://dezandmotor.nl/en/about-the-sand-motor/> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [65:  Janssen et al., 309-331 (pp. 316-317).]  [66:  Janssen, Gerard M., Strand, meer dan zand (Amsterdam: Vrije Universiteit, 2008), p. 6.]  [67:  Janssen, p. 19 (my own translation).]  [68:  Janssen, p. 20.]  [69:  Janssen, p. 6.] 


The day after she had read the lecture, she walked to the beach. Gazing out over the sand, she could not believe she had not thought of the beach as a construction site before. In front of her were masses of monotonous grey sand constantly adjusted by people. She imagined the sand fleas, the microscopic water bears, the communities of invisible creatures she had never heard of, all swept away in the single movement of a bulldozer. The microbial communities now structurally declining due to decades of suppletions and sand-filtering, the space between the sand grains dramatically reduced. Apart from the beach restaurants, which had been built this spring regardless of closures due to the pandemic, hundreds of bins had been drilled into the sand. The high orange poles, serving as orientation points for lost children, littered the coastline as far as she could see. The bright colours did not disguise the destruction, the millions of sacrifices that had been made for even one pole. The beach, between the sea and the dunes, now seemed to her the area where there was the least space for nonhuman life – a cultural zone in between two areas where people did not have as much authority. In his lecture, Janssen had mentioned the Zandmotor as a striking metaphor with which the government managed to gain enough support for policies that work ‘with nature.’[endnoteRef:70]  But it was evident he did not believe that it went any further than a good metaphor – before its creation, Janssen had already defined the sand engine as nothing more than an intervention in an existing construction site, one link in an ongoing project of artificialisation. According to him, the coast of Holland had practically even been given up on as a normally functioning ecosystem.[endnoteRef:71]   [70:  Janssen, p. 6.]  [71:  Janssen, p. 23.] 


And yet, as she looked out over the constantly shifting sand of the Zandmotor, she wondered if this was all there was to it. She was sitting in one of the dried-up valleys, legs digging into rippled sandscapes that the wind and long-gone waves had sculpted out of the damp sand. The sand formations around her were part of an enormous artificial construction, intended for human gain. But what she saw in front of her was more than a construction site, more than just a clever metaphor. Now that the Zandmotor had been planted, it was free to grow, to shift, to wind itself around the coastline, unrestricted by the people that had created it. The other beaches were constantly being reconstructed, never standing a chance of developing in their own ways. On the Zandmotor, however, human interference had started and ended with the construction of the sand peninsula. Human influence, of course, stretched out beyond that, and well before it, with issues such as pollution, rising sea levels, and nitrogen emissions all impacting the area. Nevertheless, the movement of the sand was now left to the wind, the tides, the waves. 

The Zandmotor was free as an entity, to go where it pleased, to slowly spread itself along the coast. To create beautifully sculpted valleys, unexpected lagoons, new miniature estuaries, cutting effortlessly through the coastline. The autonomy of the enormous mass of sand was real, while simultaneously a stunning metaphor, which was far from empty in itself. The ‘building with nature’ idea, embodied in the freely shifting sand, inspired people, made them question what boundaries meant, forced them to consider the coast in new ways. It made them see the true nature of any coast – a liminal space between land and sea, ever-shifting, governed by the timeless factors of wind and waves, embodying endless different meanings. The sand that she was sitting on was a symbol of coastal artificialisation, a time engine, a powerful metaphor of building with nature in flood protection, an autonomous mass of shifting sand, a strange liminal space between land and sea, and so much more.
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II. 	Sandscaping Scheme, Norfolk

The Zandmotor on the coast of South Holland had so far yielded promising results, with the project potentially making additional sand suppletions unnecessary for 50 years, much longer than the initially predicted 20 years.[endnoteRef:72] The project had been so successful that a smaller version of it was constructed on the coast of Norfolk over the summer of 2019.[endnoteRef:73] Standing on the Zandmotor, gazing out over the sea in the direction of the north-west, she imagined the land that lay far beyond the horizon. Though she longed to see it with her own eyes, continued lockdowns meant she had to rely on her imagination. On blurry images on google earth, online articles, photographs, videos, on her mind’s capacity to travel over the North Sea, for hours and hours, watching the mass of dark water pass by beneath her. To finally make it to the other side of the North Sea, where there emerged another area of low-lying land, similar to her own home, barely keeping out the advancing sea. Rivers meandering into streams, into ever smaller veins of water, cutting through the Norfolk coast, outstretched estuaries creating beautiful marshlands. As opposed to her own coast, some areas of the Norfolk coast consisted of cliffs of chalk and clay. With the sea crashing ever harder into the cliffs, the soft material was absorbed at alarming speed, slopes collapsing, requiring people to move their homes further inland.[endnoteRef:74] [72:  Tonnon and Nederhoff, p. 5.]  [73:  Royal Haskoning DHV, ‘Sandscaping Project to Protect Norfolk Coastline from Erosion and Flooding Successfully Completed,’ Royal Haskoning DHV, 1 October 2019 <https://www.royalhaskoningdhv.com/en-gb/news-room/news/sandscaping-project-to-protect-norfolk-coastline-from-erosion-and-flooding-successfully-completed/10253> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [74:  Carrington, Damian, ‘Almost 7000 UK properties to be sacrificed to rising seas,’ The Guardian, 28 December 2014 <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/dec/28/7000-uk-properties-sacrificed-rising-seas-coastal-erosion> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


On the coastline of Bacton and Walcott, where communities saw the beach growing smaller every year, a sandscaping scheme based on the Zandmotor had been constructed to protect the area against coastal erosion: a smaller version of its Dutch counterpart, with not so much sand stretching out into the sea. As opposed to a sand peninsula extending into the sea, the Norfolk sandscaping project looked rather like an extended beach, expanded tens of metres seawards. While the Zandmotor connected to a vast dune landscape, its sand drifting not just along the submerged coastline, but also into the dunes, strengthening natural dune function, the Bacton beach connected directly to villages and infrastructure. Without the natural protection of dunes, the local communities could have seen their dwellings flooded by the sea in a matter of years. Though the sandscaping project was intended to prevent this, it was uncertain how long it would manage to do so. A costly and temporary solution, critics argued it bought local residents some time, but would ultimately not prevent them from having to relocate.[endnoteRef:75] Given that nearly three quarters of the 20 million needed for the project were financed by the Bacton gas terminal, it was questionable if the scheme was really an effort to save the local residents’ homes rather than just the terminal.[endnoteRef:76] The nationally important gas terminal, owned among others by Shell, was situated right behind the beach, and was thus threatened by coastal erosion as much as the local communities were. Though she could not reduce the whole question to this, she could not help but wonder what would have happened to the locals had the gas terminal not been situated on the gradually disappearing coast. [75:  Brown, Sally, ‘Giant ‘sandscaping’ plan to save Norfolk coast will only put off the inevitable,’ The Conversation, 5 August 2019 <https://theconversation.com/giant-sandscaping-plan-to-save-norfolk-coast-will-only-put-off-the-inevitable-121346> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [76:  Morelle, Rebecca, ‘Vast sand scheme to protect Norfolk coast,’ BBC, 18 July 2019 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-48965715> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


And yet, here too the sandscaping scheme embodied a shift, not just in coastal management, but also in people’s relationship to their surroundings. No matter that it had been made possible by a fossil-fuel-burning multinational, the very nature of the sandscape spread awareness of coastal dynamics, of the way entire coastlines were shifted, destroyed, created, by the slow and simple movement of millions of grains of sand. The project embodied a break from building seawalls, from hard defences against the sea, with the newly added sand in constant dialogue with the crashing North Sea waves. Instead of sea spray, houses now emerged from storms covered in sand.[endnoteRef:77] She imagined the strange lives that people lived, on the edge of the land, sand driven into their homes by wind and waves, slowly creeping over their doorsteps. Finding its way in through the tiniest cracks, the granular substance haunting the margins of people’s lives. Temporarily forgotten, but always again emerging with a gust of wind, crawling out of corners, from under skirting boards. How shifting sand-sculptures would slowly encompass the locals’ whole world. How the liminality of the sea and sand, the unidentifiable area between solid land and liquid sea, slowly drifted into the homes of the people.  [77:  Sky News, ‘Storm covers Norfolk village with sand,’ Sky News, 29 September 2020 <https://news.sky.com/video/piles-of-sand-strewn-around-coastal-village-by-storm-in-norfolk-12085501> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


Similar to the Zandmotor in the Netherlands, the sand for the creation of the sandscaping scheme had been harvested from licensed dredging areas not far from the coast. Imagining she was standing on the Bacton sandscape, she could see the sand stretching out into the sea, slowly dissolving into the dark cloak of seawater. Imagining it became transparent, just for a moment, she could see the submerged sandbanks near the Norfolk and Suffolk coast, composed of material that had been part of the land, just some centuries ago. Sand that had once formed part of majestic cliffs, supporting ancient settlements, old villages that met a similar fate to some on her own side of the North Sea, drowned by the advancing waves. Many were not remembered, though it was known that land and villages were lost to the sea already in Roman and Mediaeval times.[endnoteRef:78] Roman West Caister harbour, Newton Cross, and the mediaeval version of contemporary Dunwich, all lay submerged, covered by the ever-flowing North Sea waves.[endnoteRef:79]  [78:  The Crown Estate & British Marine Aggregate Producers Association, Aggregate Dredging and the Suffolk Coastline: A Regional Perspective of Marine Sand and Gravel off the Suffolk Coast since the Ice Age (London: The Crown Estate, 2015), p. 5.]  [79:  The Crown Estate & British Marine Aggregate Producers Association, p. 5.] 


She wondered about the many more villages, towns, cities, whose features might one day be erased by those waves. On either side of the North Sea, the same risk of rising seas prevailed. It seemed counterintuitive that the soft and permeable sandscapes would halt this, and yet she knew that an enormous mass of sand had the power to shift entire coastlines, to alter the course of oceans. If enough sandscapes were created, perhaps it would work. She imagined beautiful, artificially created salt marshes stretching out beyond the low-lying coasts on either side of the North Sea. Planted samphire holding onto the sand with tiny tangled roots, small saltwater streams cutting through the marshland. Brown-grey sand interrupted by spots of green, orange and pale yellow seaweed, seabirds foraging, taking off. Experiments with such salt marshes or ‘kwelders’ were already taking place on the coast of the Netherlands, and so far presented a promising solution to sea-level rise by creating a natural buffer zone between land and sea. A sustainable adaptation to climate change, at the 2021 Climate Adaptation Summit the kwelders were presented as a new ‘building with nature’ solution.[endnoteRef:80] [80:  Havermans, Onno, ‘De kwelders bij Delfzijl zijn een voorbeeld voor de rest van de wereld in strijd tegen de zeespiegelstijging,’ Trouw, 25 January 2021 <https://www.trouw.nl/duurzaamheid-natuur/de-kwelders-bij-delfzijl-zijn-een-voorbeeld-voor-de-rest-van-de-wereld-in-strijd-tegen-de-zeespiegelstijging~b6fd973b/> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


In times of rising Anthropocene seas, it was easy to forget that the North Sea had already been rising for many thousands of years. Ever since the last Ice Age of about 20,000 years ago, the North Sea area started its slow development from Arctic tundra to the sea we know today.[endnoteRef:81] The sand and gravel used for the Norfolk sandscaping scheme had been dredged from the seabed near Great Yarmouth, which consisted of Ice Age river floodplains of the ancient river Yare.[endnoteRef:82][endnoteRef:83] Where there was now outstretched sea, there once flowed a river, meandering into little streams, part of a fertile estuary inhabited by ancient peoples and mammoths. Much older than the sandbanks which formed part of the coastal erosion process, the ancient floodplain sediment still remained in the same spot where it had been deposited aeons ago, gravel and sand glued to the seabed, unmoved by underwater currents.[endnoteRef:84]  Until it was suddenly hauled up to the surface, sucked into the hold of a dredging ship, dragged from its resting place. Disturbing millions of small seabed-dwelling creatures, a recent study had concluded that the impact of dredging on such fauna was discernible much longer than the few years generally assumed, depending on the intensity of dredging. Though too small to be visible within the enormous mass of sand and gravel, whole macrobenthic communities perished in the process of dredging. It took them many years to recolonise dredged areas, beginning with a few surviving larvae, tentatively settling in the newly exposed sand.[endnoteRef:85] [81:  The Crown Estate & British Marine Aggregate Producers Association, p. 4.]  [82:  Barkham, Patrick, ‘Norfolk slows down coastal erosion with sandscaping scheme,’ The Guardian, 20 September 2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/sep/20/norfolk-slows-down-coastal-erosion-with-sandscaping-scheme> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [83:  The Crown Estate & British Marine Aggregate Producers Association, p. 5.]  [84:  The Crown Estate & British Marine Aggregate Producers Association, p. 7.]  [85:  Boyd, S.E., D. S. Limpenny, H. L. Rees and K. M. Cooper, ‘The effects of marine sand and gravel extraction on the macrobenthos at a commercial dredging site (results 6 years post-dredging),’ ICES Journal of Marine Science, 62 (2005), 145-162 (p. 155).] 


Transported away from the area, the sediment the creatures had been sacrificed for suddenly formed part of a beach, in constant contact with air, wind and tides. After many thousands of years of inaction, covered by the blanket of North Sea waves, the ancient deposits lay exposed on the Norfolk coastline. Fossils and ancient stone tools now emerged from the Bacton sandscape, local enthusiasts scanning the beach, digging up heritage. New projects were set up to catalogue the finds, fuelling collaborations between locals, scientists and stakeholders.[endnoteRef:86] Just like the Zandmotor, the sandscape became a time engine, making remnants of ages past emerge. Making the past flow into the present, the ancient objects were wiped clean by contemporary hands, taking their place on window sills, in cabinets. No matter how long the darkness, however deep they might be buried, there was no telling when such relics would experience the light of day again. She wondered what kinds of objects from her time might be dug up enthusiastically one day, perhaps by humans, perhaps by a different species. Which items would make these future beings wonder, inspire them, which would uproot their assumptions about people of her time. She could not help but think that too much would survive of people like her, plastic objects forever emerging from ancient seabeds, stuck to deep-sea rocks and vegetation, floodplains of long-gone rivers littered with colourful rubbish. That there would be a time when relics of ancient times would not be met with wonder, but with disgust and ennui at the vast scale of Anthropocene pollution, at the monotony of the identical objects that kept surfacing. [86:  Pathways to Ancient Britain Project, ‘Palaeolithic Artefact Discoveries from the Sandscaping area (PADS),’ PAB Project, [n.d.] <https://www.pabproject.org/research-projects/happisburgh/current-projects/palaeolithic-artefact-discoveries-from-the-sandscaping-area-pads/> [accessed 21 December 2022]. ] 


In materials dredged from the ancient Yare riverbed, flint hand axes had recently been found, made by people 250,000 years ago.[endnoteRef:87] At the time these people sharpened the edges of the flint rocks, the North Sea consisted entirely of dry land, crossed by the river Yare. Mammoths and aurochs roamed the estuary, as did communities of people. Many thousands of generations later, their descendants would start to adapt to changes in the area, to the warming climate, the advancing sea. Until the sea finally isolated the British islands, cutting the continent away. Imagining she was standing on the sediment of an ancient riverbed, sculpted into a sandscape on a newly extended Norfolk coast, she looked out over those North Sea waves that had swallowed rivers, communities, entire species. However unchanging they seemed to her, she knew that one day they would part again. That one day some tectonic shift would change the course of those seemingly timeless waves. The image of the coast as she knew it, relatively stable over the course of her life, was subject to slow earthly processes. Like the sandscape, it was forever flowing, slowly creeping and shifting, entering the lives and dwellings of people, for their entire lifetimes, but really only for a while, never settling. [87:  The Crown Estate & British Marine Aggregate Producers Association, p. 6.] 







III. 	Liminal Entanglements – Making Kin in Contaminated Diversity

On her own side of the North Sea, she was lying on her back in one of the valleys of the Zandmotor. She could see one of the lagoons ahead, an almost perfectly round pool of water, slightly fluorescent green at the edges. A bevy of swans was foraging on the lake, diving, necks twisting underwater, searching. She had never before seen swans on the beach, although they were abundant in freshwater lakes and ditches in the area. The swans had somehow adjusted to life between land and sea, combining life on the lagoon with their usual habitat further inland. When the sand engine was created, no one knew how it would develop. All depended on the sea and wind. Certainly no one had planned for a colony of swans to adapt to the new circumstances and make their entrance on the beach. The swans and the lagoon were an unexpected combination, created by the interplay between the human construction of the sand engine, the wind, the sea, and the resilience of the swans. 

It seemed to her that the sand engine was neither a perfect ‘building with nature’ example, nor a mere artificial construction site where nature did not stand a chance. Instead, it seemed exactly the kind of landscape for Donna Haraway’s notion of ‘staying with the trouble.’[endnoteRef:88] According to Haraway, we should neither hope nor despair in times of environmental crisis. Instead, we should focus on the present and stay with the trouble. Alone, as individuals, we never know enough: staying with the trouble means focussing on each other – across species boundaries – and engaging together in unexpected collaborations and combinations.[endnoteRef:89] It is within these strange combinations, such as a swan and a sand experiment, that new ways of living are created which may emerge beyond the current crisis. The first step to engaging with such collaborations was to see the nonhuman world around her – the matter, the plants and animals – as kin rather than strangers.[endnoteRef:90] Making kin means giving and receiving, often failing, but sometimes making fruitful connections.[endnoteRef:91] It is not about harmonious collaborations, but about finding inventive ways of being together in a contaminated world, creating the possibility of some form of multispecies flourishing despite global warming, oceanic pollution and mass extinction.[endnoteRef:92] She needed to become aware of the various tentacles with which to tell the story of today, viewing the ever-dominant anthropo-narrative as just one of these tentacles, re-noticing other creatures around her as they were disappearing.[endnoteRef:93] Haraway proposes the image of the Medusa as a symbol of tentacular thinking beyond anthropomorphic and anthropocentric paradigms, which will help to create rich multispecies assemblages that include people.[endnoteRef:94] [88:  Haraway, Donna, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Cthulucene (London: Duke University Press, 2016), p. 4.]  [89:  Haraway, p. 4.]  [90:  Haraway, p. 4.]  [91:  Haraway, p. 10.]  [92:  Haraway, p. 29.]  [93:  Haraway, p. 31.]  [94:  Haraway, p. 52.] 


Gazing up to the sky-dome, she imagined she became part of the unexpected sand engine combinations, making kin with the lagoon-dwelling swans, the washed up jellyfish, the pecked-out thornback ray. Making kin did not change the fact that trillions of creatures had died for the creation of the sand engine, and that the long-term measures against coastal erosion had artificialised the landscape to such an extent it may have been unrecognisable without them. It did not change that she was complicit as one of the guilty ones either. She did not have to ignore this to pay attention to the strange liminal entanglements at the sand engine – the interplay between sand and sea creating a new landscape in which seabed-dwelling creatures such as the Baltic clam and the bristle worm Pygospio elegans, which usually only inhabited the Wadden Sea, made their unexpected appearance.[endnoteRef:95] Where the swans adapted to a life between land and sea and the seals returned despite the disruption of the sand experiment’s construction. Where relics of different times emerged. Where people, inspired by the liminality of the landscape, developed sense-altering art projects, walking around the sand engine with strange installations on their heads, installing metal sculptures to hear the music made by the sand and wind, and burying luminous vibrating relics in the sand to be dug up by those who managed to locate them by ear.[endnoteRef:96][endnoteRef:97] A strange sand experiment which inspired sandscaping schemes on the other side of the North Sea, fuelling new liminalities, new time engines. Similar yet infinitely different from the original, in Norfolk, too, the sandscape opened up unexpected opportunities between land and sea. With its strange assemblages of fossils, relics, people, sand-covered dwellings, material of Ice Age floodplains, making kin took on new, endlessly diverse meanings. There was no telling what would emerge from that mass of ancient sand and gravel, nor what kinds of effects it would have on the ecosystem, the local communities, and the collaborations they would develop. [95:  Province of Zuid-Holland, ‘Bodemdieren op de Zandmotor,’ De Zandmotor, 24 June 2020 <https://dezandmotor.nl/bodemdieren-op-de-zandmotor/> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [96:  Eek, Cocky, ‘Landing Sites,’ Landing Sites, 10 November 2017 <https://landingsites.wordpress.com/> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [97:  iii Website, ‘Sand songs – playing the elements at the Zandmotor,’ Instrument Inventors, [n.d.] <https://instrumentinventors.org/production/sand-songs> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


Both sandscapes are characterised by what Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing calls ‘contaminated diversity’ – they are troubled, inharmonious landscapes, commonplace in their contamination, unique in their liminality, and diverse in the unexpected assemblages that emerge from them.[endnoteRef:98] Purity is no option – any collaboration always involves some degree of contamination.[endnoteRef:99] She should therefore not wish for a harmonious world in which nature lay undisturbed, in which people had never intervened in coastal erosion, in which no towns had ever been drowned by the advancing sea, and in which no gull ever had to peck out a baby ray. Instead, she imagined the strange assemblages the sandscapes had created, and the ways she herself was entangled with these. Curling up into an almost perfectly round ball, for days, for weeks, she felt the tentacles of the landscape entangling her. The drifting sand forming a layer over her body, the marram grass starting to grow in the shelter of her boulder-form. The sand engine was a place where creatures like her emerged in unpredictable ways, showcasing their resilience, never bending to pre-existing expectations. It was a landscape unlike any other, an experiment for making kin with strangers. Before long, the strange assemblages, the unexpected entanglements, the time engine, and the water management symbol would be fully dispersed along the coast, leaving new remnants and new time-travel openings. Swept away by the sea completely, the relics of the sand engine would become part of a coast of entangled natures. [98:  Lowenhaupt Tsing, Anna, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), p. 30.]  [99:  Lowenhaupt Tsing, p. 27.] 
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In the house below sea level, viscous things are clustering. Clinging to her body, as though it is not an individual entity. As if she spilled syrup all over her flat, on every surface, sticky liquid dripping down every wall, oozing from every crack, the sickly sweet smell following her wherever she goes. And yet, if she tries to grab onto it, the stuff melts away right in front of her, slipping through the space between her bony fingers. Only the maddening traces remain. A water stain in the corner of the room, along a crack in the grey wall. The clanking in the pipes, lamenting her burning of fossil fuel. She should have switched from gas to green electricity. But the low and constant noise of the water stream in the pipes distracts her, the drip of the liquid in her sink. Everywhere at once, the water flows, in volumes inconceivable to her. The solar panels on the roof showcase her mistakes, spelling out in black squares for Google Earth to immortalise the fact that she could have saved the doomed land she lives on. On overstroomik.nl she types in her post code. The website says that she will flood up to two metres and that there is a less than 1% chance that this will happen in her lifetime. Not so significant perhaps, but it alarms her intergenerational consciousness, her ability to think of herself as stretching out beyond this one body. Fingers flowing into fingers, bodies extending into bodies, she is part of a bodily network, ever-expanding like an underground system of pipes filled with gushing water. She knows that 65% of the country would already be submerged without current water management.[endnoteRef:100] If it were not for the Delta Works, for all the dikes and dams. For the constant monitoring of everything – precipitation, water flow, migration of a single grain of sand. They told her they now lived with water – a more integrated form of water management had taken over, creating space for water, combining nature conservation with flood protection.[endnoteRef:101] To her it is more like living for water. The insidious liquid determines every decision, quietly permeating political consciousness, creating a collective water mind deceiving itself it is thinking independently. [100:  Ven, G.P. van de (ed.), Man-made Lowlands: History of Water Management and Land Reclamation in the Netherlands (The Hague: Uitgeverij Matrijs, 1993), p. 8.]  [101:  Zegwaard, Arjen, Arthur C. Petersen and Philippus Wester, ‘Climate change and ontological politics in the Dutch Delta,’ Climatic Change, 132 (2015), 433-444 (p. 436).] 


Approaching the leaky tap, she reaches for the pipes, tries to make sense of what they are part of. But the pipes elude her, slipping back into darkness whenever she comes close. They remain withdrawn from her, from everything.[endnoteRef:102] She cannot know them and yet she lives here with them, in intimate proximity, her every drink and chore relying on them. Scuttering off into the walls, they seem to her the strangest things, the aliens that have been on earth all along. Protected by a thin layer of plaster and brick, she lives on the domestic side of things, a realm she feels she can control. But on the other side exists a world in eternal darkness, governed by water and steel, rippling and branching out, filling in voids between walls, houses, places where human control wanes. With her ear against the wall, she hears the murmur from the other dimension, the sad low breathing of the pipes, the sighing under the water pressure. She recently read that as much as 80% of Dutch people are not worried about flood risk.[endnoteRef:103] But there are others that publish pamphlets warning all that the water will come, that rising seas will again result in disastrous flooding of the kind of 1953, or even worse. That if you have children now, you are bringing people into the world that might end up without a country.[endnoteRef:104] Cities will drown, centuries of history gone as lopsided canal houses are submerged by the sea. She imagines only a few traces will be left of the biggest cities, where almost half of the population once lived. A few skyscrapers of the political centre of The Hague will emerge from the sea, cormorant colonies inhabiting the roofs. Of smaller villages and older city centres almost nothing will be visible. Just the church spires sticking out of the surface of the black, quiet water. The only city nearly as present as before, though the most submerged, will be Rotterdam – the historical centre having given way to high modern buildings long before. She imagines the tip of the Erasmus bridge, ghostly white, like the fin of an enormous white whale, protruding from the surface of the water.  [102:  The representations of water in this story are inspired by Timothy Morton’s work, particularly by his concept of ‘hyperobjects.’ Given these references are creatively adapted rather than quoted directly, I am not citing Morton in the story. However, the ideas of viscosity, enmeshment, asymmetry, and of living in intimate proximity with alien things are based on Morton’s theory.]  [103:  Nationale Omroep Stichting, ‘Nederlanders niet bezorgd over overstromingsgevaar,’ NOS, 28 January 2020 <https://nos.nl/artikel/2320595-nederlanders-niet-bezorgd-over-overstromingsgevaar.html> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [104:  Bregman, Rutger, Het Water Komt (Houten: De Correspondent, 2020), p. 10.] 


In this house that stood in the shadow of the sea, she cannot forget the water. She hears the gurgling in her ears, the water sucked out from under the dunes. The big basins stirring the dirt out of the water, the many different filters it gushes through. The cleaned water rushing into the pipes, spreading out underground all over the city. All those pipes connected, a giant rhizomatic system, always expanding. She cannot hold it in her mind. It is forever flowing. But the water from one specific pipe slowly drips into her sink, the water with legal levels of chalk, PFAS, microplastics. They slip into her body, stream into organic ducts within her, permeable and fragile, absorbing all as equals. They connect her to global water networks, her body becoming an unwitting link in a system of liquid and steel. Slowly, her bodily boundaries dissolve, viscous contaminants joining her and generations to come. The constant water-rush in the walls forces this knowledge upon her, compromising the innocence of her domestic space. It makes her follow the strange agencies of ordinary things – a droplet, a wooden floorboard curling up, the mouse that lives beneath it. It makes her regard the bright green wind-up frog on her shelf with suspicion, transforming its robotic leaping from comical to eerie. It is just an old toy, but she wonders at its amphibious nature, at the moment it will slip back into the water world through a hole in the wall. She imagines how it will slowly decompose, releasing microplastics into water, into air, gradually and unceasingly. The plastic amphibian’s black eyes stare at her with endless nonhuman patience, waiting out her lifetime, and the next, and the next.

Things like the wind-up frog are more than just things in the house – they are connected to the unceasing dripping and gushing of the water, forging their lives within it. Her permeable body is dragged into the phenomenon, the never-ending water flow that happens in a different temporality, but also here and now. It outlives her by so much that she is as insignificant as one drop within it. She knows she cannot get rid of the problem, because it sticks to her, flows within her. The eternal flow mingles itself with her body to form viscous substances, slimy textures inside of her which are not exclusively hers. It erodes her individuality, blurring the boundaries between her body and its exterior, rendering either notion meaningless. Methodically, whenever the greyness intrudes on the pristine white wall, she covers the water stain in a new layer of paint. Yet it always appears again, finds its way back into the wall, smudging the whiteness of the paint. For there is no void between worlds, no clean separation, no Away for the water flow to go. The water engulfs her, moulds her to suit the ever-ongoing rush of liquid. Whether they are aware of it or not, all things are in control of it. Yet the ubiquity of the water disguises it. The water is taken for granted.


II.	2060

The sculpted coast of South Holland stretches out before her, an enormous sandscape holding back seas of both saltwater and time. Feet digging into the sand, shreds of her thoughts are snatched away by the wind. With every sand grain taken, she feels a little less rooted, a little lighter, as though she could just be lifted up and float over the landscape of sand, steel and water, governed by a never-ceasing wind. She stands on the third Sand Motor, the first two having dissolved during storm tides, fulfilling their destiny of sacrificing themselves for the survival of the land behind them. The new peninsula of sand has been built hastily – there had not been as many reports on safety before construction started. Although there was an evident link between the increase of dangerous rip currents and sand suppletions, no one had disputed the construction of the third Sand Motor. The currents that had proven fatal even in the years right after the first Sand Motor was built were taken for granted. The handful of deaths each year meant nothing in comparison to what would happen if the sea overtook the dunes during the next storm surge. While the first versions had been presented as innovative ‘working with water’ solutions, all pretension of human-nature collaboration has evaporated with the construction of the new Sand Motor. The sea has come eerily close to the dunes, necessitating constant replenishment of the sand peninsula. A procession of industrial sand-container ships now permanently clusters around the area, bobbing uncomfortably close to the coast, too present during her walks on the narrow strip of sand that is left. It used to be possible to look into the sea and pretend there was some kind of unknown nonhuman world out there, if she did not focus too much on its grey emptiness, or look ahead at the cranes of the Maasvlakte stretching out into sea. 

Now the industrial steel encroaches from every corner, like in Jim Shepard’s prescient short story ‘The Netherlands Lives with Water,’ set in a future Rotterdam. As the story progresses, unceasing rain and an advancing sea threaten to submerge the city, which is only just keeping its head above water to begin with. Although she resists it, every day she becomes more like Cato, a character in the story. As media liaison for Rotterdam Climate Proof, Cato assures news agencies that the Netherlands will always be there, though after hanging up she admits it will probably be ‘under three metres of water.’[endnoteRef:105] It is her job to reassure the general public, her son, and herself – but reassurance soon turns into deception.[endnoteRef:106] While constantly plagued by fear, Cato no longer wants to hear the details of predicted flood risk, preferring to linger in the illusion that Dutch expertise in water management will save the day. Like Cato, she sometimes feels like a paradoxical figure, haunted by intense anxiety while at the same time covering it up, deceiving herself things are under control. As Shepard puts it, Dutch people are ‘raised with the double message that we have to address our worst fears but that nonetheless they’ll also somehow domesticate themselves.’[endnoteRef:107] Nervously, she wipes away the drops under the leaky tap, paints the water stains over and over again, as if performing these meaningless tasks will make a difference. Involuntarily, she keeps thinking about the way the flood will emerge when it finally comes: ‘when the water does come, it will come like a wall, and each dike that stops it will force it to turn, and in its churning it will begin to spiral and bore into the earth, eroding away the dike walls, until the pressure builds and that dike collapses and it’s on to the next one, with more pressure piling up behind, and so on and so on until every last barrier falls and the water thunders forward like a hand sweeping everything from the table.’[endnoteRef:108] [105:  Shepard, Jim, ‘The Netherlands Lives with Water,’ in You Think That’s Bad (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011), pp. 38-66 (p. 45).]  [106:  Shepard, pp. 38-66 (p. 53).]  [107:  Shepard, pp. 38-66 (p. 61).]  [108:  Shepard, pp. 38-66 (p. 64).] 


On the artificial coast, an enormous machine of interlinked sand containers, beyond the ships replenishing the Sand Motor, constantly crowds the horizon. Over time, technology has become an enemy in itself, a monster that does not always seem to be on her side. Not long ago people complained about the sight of wind turbines on the horizon. But now unlamented giant storm barriers close off the coastal waters of Holland, stretching out 140 kilometres along the coast, precariously holding the coastal sea in place, as if that were possible. Beyond that still, leviathan-like rubber dams that inflate during rough weather.[endnoteRef:109] Steel walls now encircle the Wadden islands, refusing to give them up, even if it makes them little prisons cut off from everything around them. Islands which used to be no more than sandbanks, always in movement by nature, pinned down, closed off from the shifting sands they should be in constant dialogue with. To her, it is all a landscape of desperate denial, an attempt in rubber, sand and steel to forget the water, to pretend any of this is still going to last. Perhaps it is not a wall of water, no spectacular disaster that looms, but something harder to come to terms with. It is the fact they need to abandon low-lying land and seek shelter elsewhere. Much of the country had never belonged to land, the sea had merely lent it to people, the term now evidently expired. Yet the attitude is exactly the way Shepard described it, she feels – as long as the sea does not forcibly sweep people from the area, they pretend everything is fine and will not admit defeat.[endnoteRef:110] Unwittingly, she is complicit, living her daily life based on the assumption that nothing will happen as long as she can turn the water on and off at will, as long as her walls are pristine and her boots watertight. [109:  Shepard, pp. 38-66 (p. 53).]  [110:  Shepard, pp. 38-66 (p. 46).] 


In the middle of the heap of sand, currents of water cut through the soft material, dragging it back into the sea. From where she stands, she can barely see the Argusmast, although it must be just twenty metres ahead, now working harder than ever to record the movement of the sand. In the past, the sand here had often seemed stronger to her than the sea, a massive weight incapacitating feeble waves. Now the weight of the water liquefies the sand, makes it malleable water, slowly sinking away. Even though it had never been particularly solid or reliable, always drifting off, never holding onto the same shape for even a minute, the sand is a remnant of land, of solidity, of something she can build on. The weight of the sand is the last thing holding back her water mind. It was one of the main ground materials for construction – other countries would never think of building cities on sand, but here it had been one of the most solid foundations you could ask for. More solid at least than water. Gusts of wind increasing in speed and frequency, sand from the dunes is swept up and blown onto the peninsula, enveloping her in a sand cloud. Sand and water mist, sea spray, wrapping up her body in a thick fog. Every gust of wind taking away more sand, she can hear it hitting the surface of the water, the wind evacuating it by force. More sand is lifted up again and the same occurs, however long she might stand here, still more sand, more land dragged into sea. She clings onto the sand, traps it under her fingernails, in her ears, her pockets. But she can feel the water overtaking her now, every second she feels more liquefied, dragged into the water world. After she has stood this way for hours, when she finally moves her feet little puddles of seawater emerge. As she walks away, wading through fog and silt, her notion of solid ground slowly floats out of her, evaporating in the saline air, nudging her brain into realms of liquidity.
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III. 	2080

In the timeless room, she lies in layers of generations. Herself right now, building on the legacy of those before, after, the bodies tumbling into bodies.[endnoteRef:111] She is falling into other people, but also mice, broken pencils, screeching pipes, old paintings strewn around the house. The water pressure increased, the gushing has become a constant deafening noise, the rusty pipes holding it no longer. Pipes bursting, stains emerging from every wall, the stream of water ever closer now, perforating plaster. Pipes detonated by the force, water is rushing out, pipes are bursting out of walls, thrown into the room. The flow is all around her now, forcing its way out of the taps. She had never imagined she would flood from inside, she had imagined a giant tidal wave, a storm surge, the sea encroaching on the house. But the flood had been there all along. It had always been within the pipes’ lament, within her own footsteps, within every drop of water dripping in the sink. Now that the water transcends them, the pipes reveal themselves to her, the defeated steel flung around her on the floor.  [111:  Lowenhaupt Tsing, Anna, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan and Nils Bubandt, eds, ‘Introduction: Bodies Tumbled into Bodies,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp. M1-M12 (p. M9).

] 


Finally, she is entirely overwhelmed by the water, her body marked by fragments of paint and spray from the broken pipes. She can feel her body, permeated by the liquidity, by the water’s chemicals and microplastics, losing its sense of individuality, its intimacy with strange things complete. She is absorbed by a mesh of odd associations, of material connections between rust and chemicals. By a sprawling network of interconnection, with no beginning, no centre or edge. The water slowly fills up the house, from every broken pipe, every crack under every door, soon she is floating up to the ceiling. Stretching out her arms, her fingertips scrape the decomposing plaster, the fragments drizzling onto her face. She imagines all the other bodies of the mesh, in all the other houses in the world, floating up to ceilings, to eventually slip out of a window, into the streaming streets. The mesh of bodies a water network, slowly getting heavier, sinking down to the bottom of the sea. To drowned cities, new and old, resting on pavements, cars, roofs of houses. New habitats will be made out of her, built around the infrastructure of the water world. For her, living with water would become dying with water. Yet for some creatures living with water will truly become possible, fish building homes in drowned houses. It comes too late for humans, but the idea is happily adopted by others. By invasive, eerily crawling crayfish, re-emerging herring, bottlenose dolphins reclaiming the seas. She is glad of this nonhuman resurgence, the flipside to the liquid presence. 
IV. 	3000

Beyond your living life, your material life extends. While alive, you had always been anxious, unsettled, by the strange things you lived with. The invasive sea, the gushing water, the pipes, the normal objects that became nightmarish in their service to the liquid authority. You tried to think of ways to become used to the strangeness, the uncanniness, but you never felt at home. You had been aware of it, at least, but you always felt like you were living on some distant planet, among alien things that could shapeshift at any minute. The little plastic wind-up frog on your desk haunted you. When you turned around you always felt the stolid eyes piercing your back, the toxic animal calculating when it would leap, dragging you into the plastic world. You could tell the frog was old, made when you imagined plastic was still a promising new material, proudly making its entrance into the toy industry. On the soles of its feet it said ‘Tomy © 1977.’ Now you float through blue-green liquid light, your mind still, bubbled up to the surface of the water, your last thoughts finding their way back to air, to land, where they evaporate. An ecological creature, you become the stuff of life itself, small fish nibbling at you, algae slowly dissecting you, underwater scavengers inhabiting you. The plastic frog, escaping from your pocket, slowly drifts up to the surface, bobbing on the waves. Throughout all your generations, the frog has not aged. The immortal creature will still look pristine by the time your whole body will be gone. The timescale of the frog’s demise is so vast it has no meaning to you, its generations endlessly longer than yours.

In this age of asymmetry, water no longer runs through taps. Now, you coexist, fully enmeshed, with nonhuman beings and objects. The pores of your skin, opening themselves, become saturated with liquid harbouring microplastics, algae, traces of oil. Gushing into you, through each intricate layer of skin, brackish water permeates minute ducts within you, makes use of you like a network of pipes. The water flow mingling with your blood and mucous, your body becomes a porous, slimy object in the process of liquification. Just when the first microplastics reach your heart, a final air-bubble is released from your open mouth, your lungs filled up with water. Now any sense of inner space is not just yours, it is necessarily watery, extending to all the life within it. You coexist in the watery world without an agenda, without the illusion of separation between yourself and others. You exist in disturbing intimacy with a fish, a sinking metal screw, a trace of imidacloprid insecticide. Yet a part of these things remains unfathomable to you, eternally withdrawn behind the shadows of underwater objects. You no longer wonder at this, no longer question it, are no longer frightened by it. In death, you live with not just water, but with all things. Finally, you embrace this aesthetic of strangeness, and accommodate yourself to the things that are viscous and sticky and slow. Things within you, the microplastics and chemicals, will become part of these processes again, slowly dripping out of your body. You will become a slow process yourself, forever flowing. It is a pity, perhaps, that you did not manage this state of serenity in life, but then not many people did. At least you have managed it in death, while your material life still carries on for many years to come, so long in fact that your living self could not have imagined it. Enmeshed with the gushing of the water, the wall of noise interrupted by sudden clanking of objects into drowned cars and lampposts, you are tuned to the strangeness, drifting peacefully among the things you have been afraid of all your life. 
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[bookmark: _Toc128045353]The Maasvlakte

I.	A Port of Contradiction

Where the land ended, more land re-emerged on a new horizon. Stretching out into sea, the Maasvlakte redefined the coastline, new artificial dunes imitating the natural dunes on the old side of the land, complete with marram grass and drifting sand. Built on land reclaimed from the sea, the port of Rotterdam was constantly expanding. Always shifting, requiring more space, first taking up land, now taking up sea, competing for space with the massive weight of water. The encroaching steel trapped the sea in newly enclosed harbours bearing the names of princesses. Ever more angrily, the rumbling waves crashed upon the new coastline. Enormous boulders held the sand in place, while the dike was so strong and high it seemed impossible that the sea would ever overflow its barrier. Global trade was in a hurry, always expanding, making more money. The constant call to go on, to build more, distracted from those crashing waves, underestimated their persistence. But the sea had time. The sea had done this a thousand times before. Temporarily caught by the encroaching steel, by the giant man-made dikes and cranes, the sea bided its time.

From the dike she stood on, she could see the artificial beach in front of her, the grey sky teeming with colourful kites of surfers. On less windy and busy days, seals were often spotted from the beach, bobbing on the waves, diving and surfacing.[endnoteRef:112] It was in all manner of ways an industrial area, but it was undeniable that some kind of ‘building with nature’ had been considered even here. Given that the aim of the construction of the second Maasvlakte had been to expand the industry that the wealth of the country relied on, nature had perhaps been an afterthought. But how well they had disguised that, she thought, gazing out over those pretty sandy beaches and the flocks of seabirds constantly in the air. It was more a sense of building around nature, destroying it in most places, but leaving it to exist in some patches, just enough to create some kind of semblance of nature coexisting with industry. For around the old land on the horizon, right beside the enormous maze of steel and water, lay a protected area, a bird sanctuary, with many of the coastal sandbanks and beaches inaccessible to humans. A beautifully strange landscape of shifting sand and pools of seawater had made its appearance, where strips of sand were interwoven with bright green, brown and purple seaweeds. Colonies of birds were foraging in the distance, whilst in the background, as far as she could see, still that endless steel dominating the view. Her eyes immersed themselves in the intertidal landscape where no human would tread – behind it the industry, and beyond the old dunes with what seemed like undisturbed forest.  [112:  Havenbedrijf Rotterdam, ‘Natuurwijzer,’ Port of Rotterdam, [n.d.] <https://portofrotterdam.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=5a015a59b3094e40ba8303130471b43e> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 



[image: ]


Turning around and crossing the road, on the other side of the dike, facing the harbours, a completely different scene came into view. A high fence lined the highest level of the dike, closing off what lay beyond from all sides. Climbing the steps, an enormous green-grey reservoir emerged, completely encircled by the dike and fence. From the look of it, the circular basin was not so different from the coastal areas around it, with sand and weeds at the edges, birds bobbing on the surface of the water. But on the sign she read that the Slufter was a storage depot for contaminated sludge dredged from the ports and waterways around to keep them deep enough for shipping.[endnoteRef:113] An accumulation of chemically contaminated mud lay in front of her, so polluted there was no use in cleaning it and re-using it at sea or on land. Chemicals swirled in the thick water, the seemingly innocuous mud revealing itself as the most toxic waste of the entire industry. The only thing that could be done with it was to store it in a reservoir, and when full, to bury it, hoping it would never surface, never seep through the soil and spread into the surrounding ecosystem. Even now, she could not imagine that the massive reservoir, weighing on the dikes around it, was perfectly closed off from the protected nature reserve right next to it. How had they ensured that the dikes would not let through even one drop of polluted mud? That no chemicals would be absorbed by the soil beneath the dike and slowly drip into the sea? She imagined steel walls embedded in the dikes, even lining the bottom of the Slufter, completely enclosing it in impermeable materials. But even so, those very same birds that dwelled on the protected sand flats were now happily floating in toxic waste, pecking at sickly green algae growing on the surface of the water. Its colour only slightly different from the surrounding waters, the grey-green sludge was perfectly disguised in the labyrinth of waterways, its danger obscured from those unable to read the signs. [113:  Havenbedrijf Rotterdam, ‘The Slufter,’ Port of Rotterdam, [n.d.] <https://www.portofrotterdam.com/en/our-port/port-development/the-slufter> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 



II. 	Leviathan

Driving around the Maasvlakte, she lost her way in the enormous maze of waterways, harbours, factories, oil terminals, containers, cranes, and many other machines and constructions she did not recognise. Sometimes she thought she had come back to the same place, but then found herself on the other side of some waterway. It was as if the labyrinth between land and sea constantly shapeshifted, burying her deep within it. It was as though the industry operated on a different spatial level than she was used to, on a scale so much larger and stranger. She encountered no one else on the wide and clean roads, the maze of concrete and steel being seemingly devoid of people. As she kept on driving, she became mesmerised by the factories of beautifully interlinked pipes, blinking with a thousand small lights as they slid past her window. A strange sculpture of intertwined steel, endless shapes of more and more pipes coiled in every direction. A few gas flares, sending black smoke up into the sky, betrayed the dangerous nature of the beautiful sculpture. Still she could not keep her eyes from watching it, longing to see every corner of it, to unravel the knots of steel, to feel the glare of the gas flares on her skin.

The Maasvlakte was so full of things, and yet, apart from some cargo ships out at sea, she did not see anything move. No containers were lifted onto ships, no ships were unloading freight, no cranes moved. Even the lorries stood still, with no people to be seen. The place looked static, though she knew the biggest seaport of Europe was in constant motion, transferring an unimaginable amount of goods each year.[endnoteRef:114] And yet it happened so slowly, as though the industry operated in a different temporality, slower and longer than hers. The enormous structure of machines seemed to be operating almost completely independently, as though it had mastered the art of modern shipping better than the engineers and technicians who had set it in motion. So much so that this was now a place of steel machines operating without human interference, an automatic landscape. The system operated, blindly, always going on, impossible for her to trace and understand. As long as the ships and goods came, the same cycle would be repeated, year after year. Both spatially and temporally, she could not make sense of the Maasvlakte, nor approach it on her own human terms. It had become a giant monster of concrete and steel, holding the sea in its grip with its endless maze of interlinked constructions, roads and waterways. Imitating the sea’s encroachment on the land, the Maasvlakte had tricked nature. Adopting the form of some mythological sea monster, complete with steel claws and fire-spitting pipes, it defied the sea on its own terms. The industrial monster had transcended the capacities of the human mind to understand it, to control it. She wondered at the term of ‘man-made’ land – it seemed more like a battle between the industrial leviathan and the sea. If technology needed to expand, if the monster ran out of space, she imagined it would encroach further onto the sea, facing the angry waves without a trace of hesitation. [114:  Havenbedrijf Rotterdam, ‘Port of Rotterdam,’ Port of Rotterdam, [n.d.] <https://www.portofrotterdam.com/en> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


For the industry was always expanding, loyal to the notion of eternal economic growth. Producing, selling, shipping, keeping up global trade to create more capital. Without really reflecting on the logic, it always went on, driving pollution, biodiversity loss, global warming. Like those containers on the Maasvlakte, being lifted, deposited, the sludge sucked out of the waterways and dumped in the Slufter, whatever happened in the world. Like the oil refineries emitting gas flares, automatically, no matter how many reports came out on the need to abandon fossil fuels. She knew that some standards were being put into place, some limits to pollution and expansion were being debated. Yet these did not question the system at the core of the process; they just faintly moderated its growth. For technology was synonymous with progress. Having created such a vast industrial monster of steel, technology had become a new power in itself. As the steel labyrinth kept growing, the industrial leviathan loomed over the coastal sea. 

The port of Rotterdam, well before the Maasvlakte was constructed, had always been dragged into the endeavour to expand, moulded to suit whatever growth needed to be sustained. Although the first small harbour was created in the thirteenth century when Rotterdam was founded, the first large expansion of the port came in the 17th century, with the creation of the Dutch East India Company. On exploitation and slave labour, Rotterdam made its first fortune, building five new harbours in the port.[endnoteRef:115] For centuries, this legacy was brushed under the carpet. Yet even today, one out of eight inhabitants of Rotterdam is a descendant of enslaved people, a figure higher than in any other Dutch city. Only recently had the colonial past of Rotterdam been researched in detail, concluding that the city had been ‘up to its ears’ in slavery.[endnoteRef:116] The burden of the injustice, the pain of so many generations, was still tangible on the Maasvlakte. What she saw before her was an industrial expansion, an economic success that would have been impossible without colonialism and slavery. Even now, the port was built on exploitation, less so of human labour, but rather of the natural world. In the port itself, it was not so obvious, with patches of nature cleverly remaining. Yet with Shell and Vopak logos littering the place, the connection was easily made, as the port facilitated the most polluting and nature-destroying industries in the world.  [115:  Havenbedrijf Rotterdam, ‘Geschiedenis van de Haven,’ Port of Rotterdam, [n.d.] <https://www.portofrotterdam.com/nl/onze-haven/zien-doen-en-beleven/zien/geschiedenis-van-de-haven> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [116:  Nationale Omroep Stichting, ‘‘Rotterdam zat tot over zijn oren in de slavernij’,’ NOS, 21 October 2020 <https://nos.nl/artikel/2354635-rotterdam-zat-tot-over-zijn-oren-in-de-slavernij.html> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


It seemed counterintuitive, to locate the wealth of the country in such a precarious place between land and sea. To create more territory, pushing the edge of the land, assuming it could just expand indefinitely, to suit whatever growth was needed, even though the sea was rising. Mesmerised by the beauty of the smooth steel, the powerful dikes, the glistening pipes, she imagined the automatic pace of the industrial expansion slowly blinding the people who were in charge of it. Ever more obedient to the industrial leviathan, they willingly conceded power to the system, becoming little more than organic feedback units within the automatic computer programme. The leviathan controlled the people, hypnotising them with its enormity and economic success. She imagined the people slowly slipping into a state of pure devotion to the steel god. Minds entranced, the leviathan made them forget about the sea, its adversary, disavowing its presence in mazes of steel. For the industry had finalised the separation between humans and the rest of the world. The sea was right there, crashing upon the edges of the industrial monster, making itself heard as it had throughout human history. But the people, enthralled by capitalism and beautiful oil refineries, believed the message the leviathan instilled upon them. The sea was immaterial. It was perhaps technically there, but it may as well not have been. 

Yet she knew that the industrial leviathan was roused, from time to time, by those rumbling waves crashing upon its peripheries. Those waves that would never stop, no matter how big the leviathan became. They would always be there, patiently fighting over space, for centuries if they had to. The sea kept flooding the monster’s edges. The waves crashed into the dikes, absorbing small amounts of material each time. The leviathan had taken things too far when it trapped the angry water within itself, intertwining itself with its antagonist. For the sea kept encroaching, coming closer, rising, millimetre by millimetre. She imagined the flood that the sea would stage, after years of slow encroachment, so slow that the people did not awake from their industrial dream. It was no spectacular flood, but a change so gradual that the lack of timely action was striking. Gradually, she saw more and more waves crashing into the dike, until a little seawater made it over the edge, trickling down the other side, onto the road. Over the course of several months, the water flooded all the dikes until the enclosed harbours were connected to open water. The contents of the Slufter, so carefully isolated for decades, were sucked into the sea, mingling with the local ecosystem, smearing its muddy sludge on local seals and seagulls. Ingested by fish, the chemicals permeated the marine ecosystem, strangely deformed creatures soon emerging. She could see the infrastructure, the piles of containers, slowly being submerged by the water, until just the cranes were visible. Reminders of the steel deity, they protruded from the water like strange industrial church spires. The sea continued its advance, until the coastline was once again pushed back, the old land facing open water.


III. 	Anthropocene Assemblage

For now, the industrial leviathan prevailed. She stood on the old land, boots submerged in the intertidal sand flats. In the distance she could see the high dike enclosing the edges of the Maasvlakte and the artificial mound behind which the Slufter was looming. In front of her, in every direction, steel cranes and constructions determined the horizon. What she saw was human industry dominating the world, agriculture felling the world’s last old forests, consumerism and globalisation fuelling the need for always more oil, more and faster travel, more and newer things. The car she navigated the place with was a miniature embodiment of the polluting industry, a little steel monster. The notion that all of this relied on, the car, the whole industry, was the idea of human exceptionalism, warranting human domination over the rest of the world. As ecocritic Timothy Morton argues, this assumption originates not only in a nature-culture dichotomy, but also in a nature-agriculture opposition, starting around 12,500 years ago with the first farmers.[endnoteRef:117] Around that time, food shortages due to a change in climate prompted a shift from hunting and gathering to farming, which gradually led to widespread poverty and wealth for a small amount of people with the advent of private ownership.[endnoteRef:118] According to Morton, this instated a powerful paradigm of ‘agrilogistics,’ a firm belief in agriculture as identical to progress, prompting the urge to keep fuelling it with labour, steam, coal, oil, anything at hand.[endnoteRef:119] The process operated automatically, whatever occurred in the world, even though the project had become destructive to humans and other lifeforms.[endnoteRef:120] What she saw here was perhaps one of the most modern results of this, the industrial leviathan constantly expanding, encroaching on the sea, just for the sake of it. [117:  Morton, Timothy, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), p. 43.]  [118:  Morton, pp. 43-44.]  [119:  Morton, p. 42.]  [120:  Morton, p. 42.] 


Nevertheless, despite the enormous Maasvlakte being just one small link in a global system benefiting little more than industrial expansion, she wondered at the internal contradictions of the place. For within the maze of dikes and waterways, there was space for more than twenty protected plant and animal species to flourish.[endnoteRef:121] In verge sides next to the roads and up the slopes of the dikes, rare plants such as fen orchids and smooth cat’s ear emerged. Protected animals such as common and grey seals, hawks and falcons, several types of bats, natterjack toads, all inhabited the port of Rotterdam, some even breeding there. Apart from the presence of these species, the harbours were surrounded by small nature reserves, such as the reserve around the old land she was standing on now. The industry’s entanglement with natural habitats, in combination with the protected areas around it, was perhaps enough to sustain the animal and plant life that lived in the coastal area. Given the place had created new coastal landscapes where there had been just sea, the Maasvlakte had even extended the habitat of some coastal species, though at the cost of marine life. Yet there was a sense of human, nonhuman and technological coexistence here – the intersection of industry and nature struck her in a place so complicit in the destruction of nature. This showed a small, but significant contradiction within the epitome of eternal growth, at the very heart of the industrial leviathan itself.  [121:  Havenbedrijf Rotterdam, ‘Natuurwijzer.’] 


She imagined the tonnes of pristine white sand out of which whole strips of beach and dunes had been sculpted. She knew the sacrifice had been enormous, the destruction involved in harvesting the sand by some giant aquatic bulldozer. She could see the fish scattering off disturbed, the sheer amount of marine life taken up to the surface, suffocated, forced in dying to become part of the new sand frontier. The shellfish, starfish, sea slugs, flatfish, sand-dwelling microbes, worms, shark and ray eggs with the promise of new life within them, thoughtlessly destroyed. Creatures dying in the millions, leaving behind a bare seabed. Yet from the new beaches and sand flats, traces of animals from ages past emerged, from fossilised bones and teeth to antlers.[endnoteRef:122] Physical reminders of creatures such as mammoths and hyenas, which used to inhabit what was now the North Sea, rose from the sand. Much life had been destroyed for the creation of the new land, but the remnants of old life illuminated the strange liminality of the place, not quite land and not quite sea, not quite new and yet artificial. The edge of the new land composed of North Sea sand formed an assemblage of marine death, old fossils and new opportunities. It was a place to consider the natural processes of life becoming fossil, land becoming sea, and sea becoming land. In the midst of this, there was unique natural and industrial diversity, the quietness and lack of people creating unusual conditions. Natterjack toad breeding sites, in pools looking like no more than simple puddles, lay scattered among fields of high voltage power lines.[endnoteRef:123] Colonies of birds split their time between protected intertidal areas and chemical waste lakes. The Maasvlakte was a port where even dumping grounds for contaminated waste took on a key role in the ambition to become the most sustainable port of its kind. The Slufter emerged as a scene of strange ecological experiments, with cultivation of algae nurtured by toxic waste and high concentrations of carbon producing ground material for bioplastics and biofuels. Further plans for floating solar panels on the contaminated sludge gave the Slufter an important role in the port’s transition to renewable energy. According to the plans, the negative climate impact of the port would be eliminated by 2050, honouring the Paris climate agreement.[endnoteRef:124] [122:  Havenbedrijf Rotterdam, ‘Bottendokters houden spreekuur in FutureLand,’ Port of Rotterdam, 21 January 2019 <https://www.portofrotterdam.com/nl/nieuws-en-persberichten/bottendokters-houden-spreekuur-in-futureland> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [123:  Nationale Omroepstichting, ‘Deze Nederlandse natuur blijft voor ons verborgen,’ NOS, 22 August 2020 <https://nos.nl/nieuwsuur/artikel/2345000-deze-nederlandse-natuur-blijft-voor-ons-verborgen.html> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [124:  Havenbedrijf Rotterdam, ‘Geschiedenis van de Haven.’] 


The Maasvlakte was a place of contaminated diversity, where strange combinations of the most polluting oil refineries and breeding sites for protected species coexisted right next to each other, as odd Anthropocene assemblages.[endnoteRef:125] It was a landscape where newly created land was built on death, but fuelled new life. Exposing previously hidden nonhuman histories, fossilised hyena droppings emerged from the North Sea sand, encouraging new research into these animals. From the old land, she could judge the ever-expanding leviathan and be mesmerised by its creations of steel, sand, water, oil. She could admire its entanglement with other things much rarer in this world. She saw just a glimpse of what could have been without agrilogistics, as the thriving of things nonhuman was so small, so patchy in the current construction. The industrial leviathan determined where there would be space for other things, and where they would be eradicated mercilessly. It was a problematic reality, yet within the context of the Anthropocene, such strange and uncertain combinations were perhaps the only way forward. The only way to nurture any life at all in a world of industrial expansion. She imagined how the years would affect life on the Maasvlakte, how over several generations the effects of pollution would become visible in the seagulls, lopsided wings and glassy eyes. Chemically deformed toads hopping around the concrete roads, spending their days in princess harbours. Whoever roamed the place was part of a strange web of industry, destruction, and new opportunity. Of an Anthropocene landscape with assemblages of land, sea, death, fossils, chemicals, industrial monsters, life. Growing ever stranger as the centuries went by, until the encroaching steel finally collided with its liquid antidote, and the infinite complexities were engulfed by the sea. [125:  Lowenhaupt Tsing, Anna, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), p. 30.] 



[bookmark: _Toc128045354]Sabellaria

I. 	Beginnings

1872. Wadden surround the island of Ameland. Tessellation of intertidal pools, dull grey-brown and glistening silver. Evaporating at the edges, a liquid landscape stretches out, horizonless, sandflats vaporising into mist. No boundaries impede the realm of sand, gloom descending on silt, coating it in a thick fog. Inhospitable and unnavigable, the cry of seagulls penetrates every thought, the rush of seawater perpetually present. The constant low rumble instils an image of saltwater running over sandflats, steadily flooding them from every direction, drowning those unsuited to life between land and sea. From up close, the sand grains are colourful. Black, grey, brown, amber, greenish, red. Treacherous mud and small specks to some, important building material to others. A small snakelike body sits in the muddy layer of wet sand, tentacles picking up small clumps of sticky sand grains, gluing them together. Solidifying the granular material, the marine annelid’s wavy tentacles patiently sort the sand with elegant movements. The tentacles are soft, nearly transparent, extending from a segmented brown body hidden in the seabed. The worm works on a sand reef, honeycomb-like, composed of a myriad of tubes. Every time the tides cover the reef in a layer of sand and silt, tentacles emerge to add another sand grain to the structure, polychaete mucus for cement. Reef architect, the filter feeder extends tentacles from self-built tubes, limbs covered in sticky liquid capturing nutrition-particles, sand-dust. Tube-dweller, the worm’s thin long tail never emerges from the sand, just the bristle visible at tube opening. Here sits the worm, enveloped in sticky honeycomb, a specimen of Sabellaria alveolata, slowly curling their upper body to survey the sand flat. Assessing the movement of the tides, the worm anticipates the sea’s return. The false lagoon was the first of several that began to be visible in the west, swelling and joining hands over the ribs of sand that divided them. All the time the distant hissing grew nearer and louder, and a deep, thunderous note began to sound beneath it. […] I waited on deck and watched the death-throes of the suffocating sands under the relentless onset of the sea. The last strongholds were battered, stormed, and overwhelmed; the tumult of sounds sank and steadied, and the sea swept victoriously over the whole expanse.

Robert Erskine Childers, The Riddle of the Sands, ed. by David Trotter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 101-102.


Changes in silt composition reveal to the worm that something is happening. Ever thicker layers of silt descend on their sandcastle, requiring the creature to clean out the tubes constantly. Diligently, the worm expels sand from honeycomb, further clouding the murky seawater. The worm works on, elongated body stretching out of self-made tubes, every single tentacle coiling, grabbing onto as much sand as possible, flinging it out of the reef. When the small head emerges from the tube, a segmented face cranes forward, centred around the mouth. Tentacular growths, sense-endowed, extend from the twisting body. Although the worm has no eyes to see it, this is how they become aware of the long black dam cutting straight through the seabed in the distance. Increasing the amount of silt amassing on the worm’s reef, the seabed is gradually being raised until the area is ready for reclamation.

Too far for the worm to perceive, a man stands proudly on top of the dam connecting the island to the mainland. Adorned with hat, moustache and other traces of culture, the bipedal being stands tall. The unsegmented body is held together by bones of collagen and calcium phosphate, forming a solid skeleton, inflexible and unwormlike. Craning his neck, curling the upper part of his body to survey the sandflats during the ebbing tide, the man imagines the mudflats being transformed into green polders, neatly divided into rectangles surrounded by ditches. Where worms are inscribing sticky honeycomb reefs into the sand, he imagines fields of wavy grass, fertile soil, newly built farms. The exposed seabed appears to him a monotonous sandy blur, the sea beyond it a suffocating mass of greyness. The efforts of marine annelids remain unnoticed, just like other sand-coloured bodies slowly creeping, building and constructing worlds on the wadden. The lugworms, cockles, mud shrimp, periwinkles, mud snails, king ragworms. They all belong to the dullness of the sand, the saline smell in the air, the treacherous quicksand. Worst of all, they serve the power the squire fears the most – the unfathomable yet ever-present danger of the encroaching sea, also imagined as the ‘waterwolf.’ The sooner the sea is tamed and salty sandflats silt up to become fertile land, the easier it will be to permanently chain the hungry beast to the seabed.Even if he wanted to, he could not find the right words to explain the anguish he feels during a longer stay on the island. As opposed to the engineer he experiences no sense of enchantment when he sees the endless expanse of sea that surrounds the island. What Pieter sees is an insurmountable mass of water.
Corine Nijenhuis, Waddenwolf: De opzienbarende geschiedenis van een jonkheer die de Waddenzee wilde droogleggen (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Brandt, 2020), p. 136 (my own translation).







II.	Waterwolf

Animalised into the image of a hungry wolf, the elusiveness of the ever-encroaching sea becomes tangible. The metaphor of the waterwolf goes so far back in history that it is hard to find its beginnings, to locate the moment the beast was first recorded emerging from its watery realm. In 1641, the waterwolf is portrayed as the antagonist of the lion of Holland in a poem by Joost van den Vondel.[endnoteRef:126] Accompanying a map of land reclamation plans of the Haarlemmermeer area, Vondel’s words plead with the lion to turn itself not to enemies abroad, but to the waterwolf which threatens the very existence of Holland. To win this battle, Vondel asks the ‘land lion’ to build dikes and reclaim land, so that it may gain valuable land where there are now merely foaming waters.[endnoteRef:127] Above the poem, the lion and the waterwolf are portrayed in a struggle, the lion looking infinitely stronger, already pinning the wolf down.[endnoteRef:128] Vondel’s poem confirms that the waterwolf has existed as a powerful metaphor for flooding in the Netherlands for at least several centuries. The imaginative animalisation of the encroaching waters was even used by Vondel as a way of promoting land reclamation projects, suggesting they provided livelihoods to all.  [126:  Vondel, Joost van den, ‘Aan de Leeuw van Holland,’ in De Werken van Vondel. Deel 4. 1640-1645, ed. by J.F.M. Sterck, H.W.E. Moller, C.G.N. de Vooys, C.R. de Klerk, B.H. Molkenboer, J. Prinsen J.Lzn. and L. Simons (Amsterdam: De Maatschappij voor goede en goedkoope lectuur, 1930), pp. 296-297 (p. 296).]  [127:  Vondel, pp. 296-297 (p. 296).]  [128:  Vondel, pp. 296-297 (p. 297).] 
What is the point of plundering the entire east and west with your claw,
If you bite this cruel waterwolf in the heart,
Who is set to triumph over you before long.
O, land lion, awake and wake up with a cry
All the people of the peat
[…]
Close off with a dike this animal that comes to tease you.
The wind rushes with its windmill blades
The swift wind chases away the waterwolf
To sea, from where he came to gnaw at you tirelessly.
[…]
Thus the land lion wins land. Thus he gains gold from foam.

Joost van den Vondel, ‘Aan de Leeuw van Holland’ in De Werken van Vondel. Deel 4. 1640-1645, ed. by J.F.M. Sterck, H.W.E. Moller, C.G.N. de Vooys, C.R. de Klerk, B.H. Molkenboer, J. Prinsen J.Lzn. and L. Simons (Amsterdam: De Maatschappij voor goede en goedkoope lectuur, 1930), pp. 296-297 (p. 296) (my own translation).
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The image of the waterwolf, sharp claws digging into the seabed, angry mouth open, ready to devour land with floods and storm surges, gives shape to something so withdrawn it nearly seems immaterial. Given the high number of devastating floods in the Netherlands throughout history, the animalisation of flood risk into the character of the waterwolf answers to the difficulty of isolating a threat that is simultaneously ubiquitous and intangible. The waterwolf consolidates the threat into an entity. Haunting human-constructed space, the monster is the flipside of a civilisation literally built on the domestication of water. Representing the ever-present threat of flood risk, the waterwolf is present on the surface of the sea, in every single drop of saltwater in the depths. The beast is embodied in every grain of wadden sand, in every dull-coloured creature slowly building sand-reefs. Yet the waterwolf is simultaneously none of these things – filtering out every last drop of seawater, every last grain of sand, no monster emerges. The beast is sticky like seafoam, everywhere at once yet impossible to catch. Its body never physically present, the concept of the waterwolf emerges as a hyperobject.[endnoteRef:129]  [129:  Morton, Timothy, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), p. 1.] 
A term coined by ecocritic Timothy Morton to describe anthropogenic effects on the climate, hyperobjects are ‘things massively distributed in time and space relative to humans.’ Hyperobjects can be directly fabricated by humans – e.g. plastic pollution – or not – e.g. a black hole. Hyperobjects operate on a scale so vast that they are hard to imagine. They are always present in some way but never in their entirety. This ungraspable, haunting quality of hyperobjects is reflected in the concept of the waterwolf.


And then it is audible, the mocking laugh of the wolf. It rises above seas in a low rumble, ridiculing the men who try to repress it. For the wolf’s resilience lies in imitating its enemy, in taking on a view as one-dimensional as the ideology that seeks to tame the sea in its entirety. That draws straight lines through fluid landscapes, creating land where there should be sea. That seeks to domesticate all things to suit the expansion of Man. The myth of a wild nature to be tamed is embodied in the squire’s ambitions, is built into cities, dikes and dams, into the very fabric of landscapes and society. It is this culture that gives rise to metaphors such as the waterwolf. For a society gripped by fear of the waterwolf is incapable of viewing the sea realistically – as a potentially destructive force, but also as an ecosystem infinitely more complex than that. The waterwolf is a problem co-created by this very approach, which reinforces itself again and again, in an endless loop of seas encroaching on land and dams encroaching on seas. Like the waves rushing over the sandflats, always again, the struggle continues, becoming more fraught with time. The very quest to kill the waterwolf precludes a more sustainable and reciprocal relationship between humans and the sea. For even the body of a man such as Pieter Jan Willem Teding van Berkhout, later imagined as the ‘waddenwolf,’[endnoteRef:130] is sticky like polychaete mucus, always constituted by its physical surroundings, materially entangled with marine annelid, sea-fog, oyster and sandbank. [130:  Nijenhuis, Corine, Waddenwolf: De opzienbarende geschiedenis van een jonkheer die de Waddenzee wilde droogleggen (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Brandt, 2020)] 
In the fury of the waterwolf he believes more and more. After years of growling, howling and bearing its teeth, the beast has finally emerged from its den. Its den on the seabed. It has stretched itself out, sharpened its claws and opened its drooling mouth to announce its attack with a passionate howl.
Nijenhuis, p. 9 (my own translation).





III.	Devil’s Dam

In 1879, Teding van Berkhout’s project is close to succeeding.[endnoteRef:131] A dam cuts through the sea between Friesland and Ameland, making it possible to travel to the island on foot for the first time in decades.[endnoteRef:132] Triumphantly, the squire stands on top of a structure of basalt, wooden poles or piketpalen, brushwood braided into grid-like structures, wicker-work, all glued together to form a long narrow dam.[endnoteRef:133] The elongated black structure, standing out among the grey and sandy landscape, replaces other assembled structures, erasing wormy narratives and honeycomb-reefs, puddles inhabited by shrimp and shellfish, concentrations of samphire and seaweed. With the sandflats silting up, the fluid landscape is in the process of solidification, already being moulded into neat rectangular polders. Just a few more years, and the sea will grow permanently weaker in the area, barely strong enough to squeeze itself into the ever narrower channels between the coast and the islands. Gradually starving communities of marine annelids and many other sandflat inhabitants, the waddenwolf’s advance will not stop there. In several decades, the dam will have interfered to such an extent with the flows of sediment that the other islands will start silting up too.  [131:  Molhuysen, P.C. and P.J. Blok, Nieuw Nederlandsch Biografisch Woordenboek (Leiden: A.W. Slijthoff’s Uitgevers-Maatschappij, 1918), p. 138.]  [132:  Nijenhuis, p. 138.]  [133:  WadGids.NL, ‘Wadlopen naar de oude dam van Ameland (1) 2002-2012,’ Wadgidsenweb, 18 November 2022 <https://www.wadgidsenweb.nl/specials/558-oudedam.html> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 


Looking out over the quiet sea surrounding the dam during high tide, the squire imagines the seawater slowly evaporating, sea-fog disappearing to make place for clear horizons. The familiar sight of green grass under a comfortingly grey sky, he can already hear the footsteps of cows and the rattle of carriages, the whisper of a windmill. He sees the treacherous landscape between land and sea transformed into traditional countryside, providing livelihoods for the locals. Accumulation of silt, another dam added here and there, and the Wadden islands are no more. Finally, the coast of the North will be as clear-cut as the coast of Holland, just a wide grey sea extending from a sandy coastline, with nothing in between. No shifting sands, no sandbanks with honeycomb-reefs that often appear seemingly out of nowhere, beaching ships. Until there is merely land, topped off by a stretch of sandy beach, and a plain sea stretching out into the distance.

As Teding van Berkhout stands on the dam, he surveys the sandflats and waters around as realms to be conquered, as wildernesses waiting to become fertile land, lifting the impoverished island populations out of their misery. However, the people of Ameland were not easily mobilised for the dam project – their existence had so long been intertwined with the sea that many were reluctant to part with it. Until 1801, Ameland had even been an independent state, and had often managed to remain neutral when Holland was at war with other nations.[endnoteRef:134] It had traditionally been self-sufficient, going through a period of great wealth due to the success of whaling in the seventeenth and eighteenth century. To the people of Ameland, the political centre of Holland was worlds away. Though the church has remained silent on the matter, it is believed that an apparition of Mary was sighted on Ameland at the time of the dam’s construction. She warned that the dam was the work of the devil, and that the sea would soon destroy it, negatively affecting any community support for the project.[endnoteRef:135][endnoteRef:136]  [134:  Scientias, ‘De geschiedenis van Ameland: een onafhankelijk ministaatje,’ Scientias, 15 August 2015 <https://www.scientias.nl/de-geschiedenis-van-ameland-een-onafhankelijk-ministaatje/> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [135:  Hoving, Wouter, ‘Tragische held wilde Waddenzee droogleggen,’ Friesch Dagblad, 21 August 2020 <https://frieschdagblad.nl/regio/Tragische-held-wilde-Waddenzee-droogleggen-26806731.html>  [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [136:  Nijenhuis, p. 357.] 
But when he recently bumped into her next to the church, she had looked at him directly and crossed herself. As though he was the devil himself. Even though that was not the word she used, he realised when he was standing back on the wadden. Marijke had not said ‘devil,’ but had hissed quietly […]: ‘devil’s dam.’
Nijenhuis, p. 175 (my own translation).


Though a figure of political power compared to the island population, the squire cannot count on much local support for his project. The burden of the prophecy weighs down heavily on his shoulders. Slowly, the tall figure on the dam is slumping, becoming more irregular in form, angular, beginning to resemble the strange rugged beings creeping over the sandflats. Like a crawling crab, a rough-skinned starfish, the squire drags himself away from the sea, but he has been there for too long. As Corine Nijenhuis imagines in a historical novel on the dam of Ameland, while Teding van Berkhout’s project began to face financial difficulty, the man himself began to feel ever more at home on the outstretched sandflats, even living in a shack on the beach for years, an unusual choice for a man of his social standing.[endnoteRef:137][endnoteRef:138] Half wadden creature, half human, the squire oversees the project from his primitive shack, adjusting to the liminal intertidal landscape. Ever more comfortable on the slippery sandflats, his feet dance between intertidal pools, know exactly where to step. He greets the starfish aloud, examines strange honeycomb-structures in the sand, admiring the marine annelid’s architectural talents. The project is at its peak, a few more months and the squire will be an inspiration to the worms.  [137:  Molhuysen and Blok, p. 138.]  [138:  Nijenhuis, p. 356.] 
The rising morning sun colours the entire horizon pink. Shallow puddles on the dried-up seabed mirror the air, as though sky and earth briefly flow into each other. Further on: the spikes of the mythical creature. Pieter laughs out loud. He never would have thought to ever repeat Reinder’s words, albeit in silence. But he was right, his engineer, that is what the dam looks like. Like a mythical creature. In the emerging light the wooden posts stick into the air like rugged spikes, the basalt lies on her back like scales. In the emerging dawn, it is just, just as though… Pieter smiles, thinks of the words of his engineer and says: ‘It is just as though you breathe!’

Nijenhuis, pp. 229-230 (my own translation).


Yet a quiet sea slowly draws nearer devilish structures of wood and basalt glued together by viscous material. The waves all but disappear under a dark purple sky. Eerie quiet descends on the coast of Ameland, until the first flash of lightning illuminates the sky. The sea lights up in glistening silver, foam dripping from the waterwolf’s fangs. A slimy green substance emerges at the surface of the water, a rumble erupting from the depths. The long black dam lies quietly in the foaming waters. Too solid, its shape seems to imitate a worm, but it is unable to bend at the edges, to stretch itself and let itself be carried by the waves. The dam cannot worm itself through raging waters, is unable to drift and rebuild itself elsewhere. Soon seawater envelops it, waves and seafoam wolf down the sides of the dam, slime devouring slime. Mud and building material oozes from open wounds, exposing the dam’s bones. Man-made sandy mucus, the glue holding the dam together, slowly dissolves into saltwater. Bones cracking under the pressure, pieces of wood are sucked back into the sea, carried by currents, over honey-comb reefs, oyster banks. Reinstating the previous order, the sea now gushes through dam-breaches, absorbing more material by the second. Though the damage to the dam was repaired at great cost, another storm in the autumn of 1882 destroyed parts of the dam again, after which the government decided to no longer invest in the project.[endnoteRef:139]  [139:  Molhuysen and Blok, p. 138.] 



IV.	Skeleton

1885. A heap of limbs on the beach, remnants of the once-proud squire lie exposed in the sand. With no funds to rebuild, Teding van Berkhout has to watch his dam erode before his eyes, the open wounds never to be healed. He knows no one will walk from the mainland to Ameland again, no polders will make the sandflats fertile, no waves will make way for fields of grass. No creeping wadden creatures will be replaced by domesticated cows, no farms will emerge from the mass of sand. Instead, the claws of the waterwolf leave their impression on every sand grain, on every defeated piece of wood scattered over the sandflats. For now, the heap of limbs that is left of the dam is still visible from the beach, bony bits of skeleton sticking out of the water. The body is still there. People can see that there was a dam, perhaps even imagine the polders that could have been. Newly exposed piketpalen stick out of the dam, sharply pointed wood piercing air, foundation to nothing. The squire stares at the zinkstukken, so carefully braided, once perfectly symmetrical, yanked out of place. The beautiful basalt, displaced, randomly dispersed across the sand. Rijswerk, work of hundreds of men, ballaststenen, torn apart. They are now a mere collage of senseless objects, their synthesis destroyed, their story rendered meaningless. Now, material is just material, and the squire himself is just a heap of bones and flesh. The dam is a mere disintegrating pile of organic materials, mud for flesh, wood for bone. The glue that holds both of them together will be the first to go, sticky goo absorbed by saltwater, skeletons that used to constitute dam and squire remaining the longest. But the dam will soon be covered by the sea, the traces of its resistance to the waterwolf wiped away expertly and permanently. He just stands there. Does not move. On the wadden the water sinks, exposing the seabed. Starfish and mud shrimp let themselves be carried on the retreating currents, jellyfish like blue balloons, tentacles fanning out like a bride’s veil, on their way to gullies further on. Cockles and periwinkles on the sandflat, here and there strands of seaweed. Gurgling and air bubbles; lugworms burying themselves in the seabed. Since when do I know that, all those creatures of the Wadden, he wonders. When did that start, this getting used to the halfland? 

Nijenhuis, p. 11 (my own translation).


A failed project is all that is left to the squire’s name. A name which raised so much higher expectations, but which will soon be erased on currents of more successful land reclamation projects. A sorry figure, he will be all but forgotten until he is brought back to life in a novel about a tragic philanthropist devoured by the waterwolf. Until his parts are collected, put back together by the sticky glue of a writer’s imagination. Until the events are reconstructed into one of many possible stories, as a single sticky tube of a honeycomb-reef. Until his life is put back in order, making sense of his motivations, his bones and skin, the dam emerging from his hands. Ordering the landscape in writing, building a structure of old remnants and new imaginations, a narrative emerges, and another, and another. Cemented sand grains, encroaching seawater, silt and dam, the squire’s ideas form a structure in the sand, intricate like honeycomb. His skeleton intertwines itself forever with dam-skeleton, broken wood and basalt sunken into liquid sand. Though the dam has failed, the squire has metamorphosed in the process, becoming a being of the wadden. There on the sandflats, the legacy of his body still sits, buried under the slimy footprints of the waterwolf.

With centuries of waves passing over the old structure, the sea superficially wipes away the traces of the squire-dam. But at the old wantij, where during high tide both tidal currents used to meet, irregular structures still lie on the seabed, emerging with the ebbing tide each day. An aerial photograph from 1951 shows the outstretched seabed in the direction of the south, a thin black line cutting through it.[endnoteRef:140] Forlorn, interrupted in several places, but perfectly visible from the air. An old scar in the seabed, seaweeds amass on old structures of basalt. Piles of shells lie scattered over the old body of the dam, sharp broken pieces protecting it from further destruction. All over the wadden small fragments of the dam can be found, pieces of wood and stone. Newly developed channels, younger than the dam, carve through the sand, old dam-basalt weighing down their depth, in some places buried deep into the sand.[endnoteRef:141]  [140:  WadGids.NL, ‘Wadlopen naar de oude dam van Ameland (1) 2002-2012.’]  [141:  WadGids.NL, ‘Wadlopen naar de oude dam van Ameland (1) 2002-2012.’] 
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In other parts, braided woodwork exposes the ribs of the dam, small elements of the skeleton still intact. In many other places, the remnants of the dam are covered in oxygen-deprived silt generated by its creation centuries ago.[endnoteRef:142] Some areas around the old dam are still so heavy in silt no marine annelid will make their living there, the beginnings of green polders still remaining imprinted in the seabed. Such traces of the squire’s efforts show how nearly the Wadden Sea became as obsolete as the Zuiderzee, a mere memory fading with each generation. Instead a skeleton remains, visible to those who go looking for it, who walk the wadden to visit parts of the dam which can be reached on foot at low tide.[endnoteRef:143] Today, people walk over the sandflats in wadden-proof gear, crossing over dam- and squire-skeleton, picking up remaining pieces of wood, basalt and wicker-work. Though squire and dam are present in each and every small remnant, spread out all over the wadden surrounding Ameland, they are none of these things. Having become truly interwoven with traces of the waterwolf, with sand, honeycomb reef and seafoam, they are always present, but never whole. Visitors will once again piece together items collected, forming a narrative around them with the sticky glue of their imaginations, creating an eddy of endlessly diverse stories. Just as the reefs of the marine annelids who dwell on the intertidal sand flats, inscribing their wormy world onto the landscape, writing their purpose into honeycomb-structures. Narratives of wood, bodies, stone, stories of sea, sand and dam will be built, transforming the landscape. Creating a synthesis of things stuck together, stories of squire and waterwolf will continue to branch out as the ribs of a skeleton, a reef of honeycomb-tubes, or a tessellation of intertidal pools. [142:  WadGids.NL, ‘Wadlopen naar de oude dam van Ameland (1) 2002-2012.’]  [143:  WadGids.NL, ‘Wadlopen naar de oude dam van Ameland (1) 2002-2012.’] 
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[bookmark: _Toc128045355]The Inexhaustible

I.	Human

On the polished beach, the flow of sand and saltwater. A twinge of coldness as the waves flood her toes, pull her mind into the sea. The sea of the transparent gobies, the shore crabs, the moss animals. The sand, the worms, the unwebbed feet trampling. The murkiness of the water when the salt stings her eyes. The stream of words erupting from her mouth travels on the wind, flies above the sea, plummets, sinks. Stomach swirls, foams, mirroring the waves at her feet. Dizziness rocks me, feet are still in the sand. Hold the heaviness in these legs. Sway and awaken, balance, coiling toes. Let the waves overflow me. Crows and gulls peck at the shells near her feet. The waves retreat, then flow again over her, pushing and pulling her body gently. Her feet slowly sink into the silt. A cloud of sand-mist envelops her, scours her skin. Saltwater spray cools her, draws her gaze to the white-tipped breakers crashing on the beach. The question of how the varied species in a species assemblage influence each other—if at all—is never settled: some thwart (or eat) each other; others work together to make life possible; still others just happen to find themselves in the same place. Assemblages are open-ended gatherings. They allow us to ask about communal effects without assuming them. They show us potential histories in the making.
Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), pp. 22-23.

Z: 
interwoven collective of beings
synthesis 
beyond species-boundaries

briefly
a slimy bubble
coalescing into a unique assemblage-being
sand 
air 
frothy sea-matter
microbes crawl inside 
stir 
slowly bursting 
wholeness 
evaporating into air

A low wall of seafoam is forming at her toes. Clusters of yellow-white spume, snatched away by the wind, gently float through the air. Catch them with these human hands, squeeze the froth interwoven with slimy shreds of seaweed. Every glistening bubble is visible, reflecting her swaying. Eyes trace the strings of green, intricately entangled with sand grains. The little specks inhabit the bubbles, froth spotted with brown and amber. Dissolved organic matter foamed up by breaking surface waves, an accumulation of dead macrophytes, phytoplankton, algae, fungi. When all these things collide, trapping air, millions of bubbles form. They dance over the sand, graceful yet slimy. They are air and seawater. They are pesticides, petroleum and synthetic surfactants suffused with organic matter. All are part of the same white bubbles, components indistinguishable, foaming on endlessly. And so the bubbles break and dissolve, always forming again. Here they burst, toxins released back into air. On the traces fly, to be breathed in by the skins of invertebrates, the lungs of seabirds and humans. Swept right into the smallest beings, to cut straight through the bodies of one-celled organisms.
Z: 
squirming within leathery walls
I nudge the limits of my world
exploring the sea within
the sea without is darkness
an icy current running through my inner sea
a ripple

all my seas end in the single movement 
of an aquatic bulldozer
my liquidity is absorbed by air
my body, undone of its seas
emerges ungracefully from the sand
terrestrial dust
fades unseen 

no scars are visible on polished sand hills

G: 
permeable surface
moulded into material 
to support the Anthropocene condition
beneath, await in darkness
slowly trembling, boiling
inner parts severing

assembling 
unexpected emergences
a small movement 
cutting through the thin skin of human control
uprooting one-dimensional landscapes of thought

There is a constant crawling, a perpetual stirring, of such organic and inorganic matter under her feet, all around her, on and inside her body. Alive, alert, the things are aware of her, intruding on the authority asserted in her human body, woven into its very fabric. A soft body, a semi-entity, easily invaded by a collective of angry matter. Her surroundings flood her body in tiny protests, the sand grains slowly creeping into her ears, the sea flooding toes, churning stomach. Deflecting her thoughts, the rumbling waves invade the margins of her mind, drown out the words she speaks. Yet the sand and sea are restrained, moulded, to suit humans like her. The earth has been crushed into material to form an extended coastline, maintaining the low-lying land she lives on. Many creatures perish in the process, little skeletons imprinted into dikes and sand dunes. Signatures of beings destroyed and never born are inscribed into the sand, etched into the clay of flood barriers, buried by neat layers of grass. There, a remnant resurfaces as her searching hands grip onto a dried-out egg case of a dogfish. So old, shrivelled, weightless. But most engravings in the soft sand are soon blown away by the wind, their presence becoming intangible. 
T: 
mass of sand grains – ca. 5 million – migrating east over the course of 24 hours – at a speed of 25 km/h – wind seabound within 72 hours – ca. 33% of sand mass predicted to return to the peninsula – impact of rip current increase undetermined – wind gust of up to 30 km/h considered within normal perimeters – more powerful and significant sand volume disruption occurs



Her feet sink into the sand all over the beach, plummet into bodies, dead and living, into pools of saltwater. Her footsteps are too heavy, leave too deep impressions in the sand. Destroying smaller tracks of rabbits and foxes, of coastal worms and sand fleas, footsteps like hers unwittingly minimise the presence of others, erasing tracks, erasing bodies. Catching her breath, foot dangles in the air as a small creature crawls onto her path. There it is, a baby sand lizard, creeping over the sand. The little reptile is so soft, so slow, so easily stepped upon unnoticed. Reaching, she picks up the small creature. The body is cold and limp in the palm of her hand. The intricate dark patterns are just visible on brown lizard-skin. When it grows up, the lizard will be painted in dazzling leopard-spotted greens and yellows. Holding, for just a moment, she studies the little body. The lizard seems sleepy, sedated, out in the cold. Ready to hibernate. Setting the creature down in the safety of the bushes, away from human footsteps, she imagines that she has placed down one small lizard footprint instead of her own.


II.	Becoming Posthuman
The Sand Motor is a unique experiment, because it works with water instead of against it. Depositing a large amount of sand in one go prevents the repeated disturbance of the seabed. Nature then distributes the sand to the right places for us. […] Various plants, birds and other animals have taken up home in this new, attractive coastal landscape. The area also has great recreational value as an area of natural beauty and for outdoor activities. The Sand Motor creates an area of peace and quiet for both humans and animals.
Province of Zuid-Holland, ‘About the Sand Motor,’ De Zandmotor, [n.d.] <About the Sand Motor - Zandmotor (dezandmotor.nl)> [accessed 18 January 2023].

For nearly 150 kilometres, the coast of North and South Holland stretches out, broad sandy beaches flowing into dunes. Just beyond the silhouette of the Rotterdam harbour, around the south of The Hague, a peninsula interrupts the sandy beaches, extending into sea. Over decades, the wind and waves slowly spread the sand evenly along the coastline, preventing its erosion. The mass of sand smoothens out centuries of battle between human communities and the sea, between floods and seawalls. Blown along the coastline, the sand softens the boundary between land and sea. In slow-moving mounds of sand and coastal silt, long-standing fears are eased. Suggesting the idea of a fluid, permeable coastline, the sea loses some of its menace. It is no longer just the waterwolf, a rumbling monster hidden behind walls, ever ready to devour the low and sandy coastline, to swallow the hard-earned land behind the dunes. For a gentle swell of saltwater now ripples into the sand, contributing to a strengthened coastline. 
On the peninsula, her toes curl into soft dune sand, bleed on sharp marram grass, leave impressions in the damp lagoon sand. Here the wind blows on her face, the moon pulls the tides over the sand. Here dwell the seagulls, bristle worms, molluscs, coastal swans. Here walk the humans, digging up fossils from the sand, swimming in the sea. The measuring instruments tick, keeping track of the migration of the sand. People like her interpret data, developing future scenarios. In the newly built coastal landscape, unusual opportunities emerge. For a human-nonhuman negotiation, a working together. For an assemblage of things like the sand, the sea, the weeds, the seagulls, a woman standing on the beach. The strange peninsula highlights the potential to make something new out of the human-created landscape, allowing the sea, plants and animals to reclaim it in unexpected ways. Here they reach towards her human hands with flowing waves, searching beaks and coiling tentacles.Z: 
neck coils into shallow lagoons 
with fluorescent green edges
I watch the algae on the sandy bottom of the lake
beak edges closer 
grazes 
below small ripples and aquatic sand migrations

buoyed by a body of water 
slowly filling up with sand
white-feathered body adjusts to the sea breeze 
reclaims sandscapes unintended for swans
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Throwing herself into the sand, her hands grasp onto dried-out seaweeds. Fingers caress the worm’s segmented body, the feather of swan and seagull. The feeling of sand scrubbing her skin as the sand fleas jump from grain to grain. She digs into the sand, first dry and soft, then coarser, damp. Hands grip onto the unnaturally smooth edge of a human-sharpened stone, clasp the irregular shape of a mammoth tooth. She digs herself in, headfirst, legs sticking out of sand-mound. The sand creeps under her fingernails as calls of the seagulls intermingle with the crashing North Sea waves. Emerging in her own unexpected way, she waits for her body to grow into the landscape, for her presence to become as self-evident as the sand and waves. She waits for strange tentacles to entangle her, for her one-dimensional humanness to be swept away by the wind. Finally, she will be a coastal creature, one of many organic links in the coastal ecosystem, but not necessarily human. Instead an animal necessarily in collaboration, co-constituted by a sand flea, a long-gone baby shark, a mussel holding on to a wandering rock, and the waves of sandy saltwater. Z: 
coiling small segmented body
sticky tentacles extend 
into shallow saltwater

collecting, polychaete-mucus 
cylindrical sand sculpture harbours body 
concealing identical segments
self-made dwelling 
envelops me
sand-tube
supported by sandy seabed

held by the sea without
G: 
at my surface, glaciers crush boulders into sand 
forming seabeds, sandbanks
emerging
disappearing thousands of years ago as the North Sea rose

terrestrial reminders lie within my sandy seabed
deposited on gradually dissipating coasts
remnants of ancient life emerging in my 
sunlight




III.	Zoe
In her book Posthuman Knowledge, Rosi Braidotti formulates a critique of the contemporary posthuman convergence. In the context of global environmental emergency, she argues that a new posthuman definition of subjectivity is needed. This subjectivity is based on a negotiation between the perspective of humans, zoe (nonhumans), geo (the earth) and techno (human-made technologies).


In the human world, zoe, nonhuman life, is repressed, destroyed, and exploited on a large scale. Nevertheless, zoe find their own way to disturb the human world, emerging unexpectedly from under furniture, from under floorboards. Benefiting from Anthropocene conditions, they come back to haunt people in spaces they have claimed as their own. Eerily crawling American crayfish unsettle people as the creatures take walks through fields. Pincers proudly up in the air, the animals march over the land. Labelled invasive exotics, they slowly colonise ditches and rivers. Joined head and thorax, a segmented body creeps through the grass, sandy yellow, green, dark brown, red in colour. People are outwitted, overcome by disgust for the clawed, armoured animal. They are unable to look into the compound eyes, positioned on movable stalks extending from the snout. My eyes, like an insect’s, form kaleidoscopic images in crayfish brain, the image resolution poorer than that of the human eye, the field of vision wider. Topping off the sharp snout, the crayfish gaze from up close is fishlike, the shape of my face unexpectedly froglike. My strange bulging eyes, grey-blue and black-pupiled, extend crayfish knowledge into the world. 

Antennae extending from the centre of my snout, I see and feel my way across the grass, thin but tough exoskeleton frightening soft human bodies. Concealed for days under stones, in banks of ditches, I hunt insects, tadpoles, worms, snails. Migrating from one waterway to the next, I keep digging into muddy soils, straight through urban quaysides, through dikes and dams, adapting to the unfamiliar habitat. For the endangerment of the land I pay a high price, with many crayfish caught for human consumption.[endnoteRef:144] And yet, we keep appearing, whatever people throw at us. I keep surfacing, red body creeping from brown water, disturbing traditional countryside views. I am not afraid to face the human gaze, the running feet, the cries of disgust, the nets used to catch me. I keep blocking paths, waving my pincers about dangerously. Zoe as crayfish shake the foundations of the human world, like crawling spectres, persistently intruding on its margins. [144:  Reumer, Jelle, ‘Amerikaanse rivierkreeft is welkom, maar wel op het bord,’ Trouw, 10 October 2020 <https://www.trouw.nl/duurzaamheid-natuur/amerikaanse-rivierkreeft-is-welkom-maar-wel-op-het-bord~bc4821b8/> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 
Z: 
insect-like eye extends from head
connecting in vision 
to deep-lying eyes 
buried in a human face

a weak gaze, averted
emptiness extends 
from faces 
high up in the air
how do they make meaning how do such strange eyes communicate? 
I crayfish-morphise 
relieved I have
an exoskeleton 
and four pairs of legs 




Some zoe are disruptive like the invasive crayfish, but many zoe-resistances are small and subtle. The lugworms emerging with the ebbing tide, continuing to make their dwelling in the filtered, ever more sterile sand. The sand fleas, spending their days buried in the sand, suddenly hopping from one patch to another. The millions of microbes, holding onto a single grain of sand, microscopic worlds devoid of humans thriving. The bubbles of seafoam bursting, returning human-created toxins to human lungs, permeating tissue, capillaries, seeping into the material human fabric, making it nonhuman. Where people think there is just the scenery they have created, zoe make use of human-created conditions, algae blooming on toxic waste, using higher water temperatures for their own benefit. There are microbes, altering the patterns in the sand, interfering with human footsteps. There are sanderlings, outrunning the waves, digging up invertebrate prey, undeterred by human activity. No matter how repressed, zoe is an unwavering source of resistance, an inexhaustible power of life.[endnoteRef:145] [145:  Braidotti, Rosi, Posthuman Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2019), pp. 128-129.] 
My point, however, is that zoe exceeds these negative conditions, because zoe exists outside and anterior to sovereign power and hence resists subjugation. This is the greatness of affirmative thought as a secular, materialist philosophy of becoming. It is an inexhaustible generative force that potentially can transmute lives into sites of resistance – all lives, also the non-human.

Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2019), p. 129.





IV.	Geo

At a slow but unstoppable pace, the earth shifts, trembles, boils. Always in movement, its many tectonic plates coexist peacefully side by side for thousands of human generations, carefully drifting around each other. Eventually, a collision becomes inevitable, the force sucking cities back into the earth, thrusting new mountains out of the soil, moving oceans to flood continents. This is just what happens on the surface of the earth’s crust – below, many layers of sediment, vast masses of magma extending ever deeper into the earth, subterranean oceans of hot liquid stretching out towards the earth’s core. The force of geo has the power not just to disrupt human life, but to create and destroy the human world. 
Ice sheets thinning due to the effects of global heating, the earth melts, slippery clay emerging where glaciers covered the soil for millennia. Unexpected hazards are spewed out by the exposed mud, permafrost maintaining an archive of ancient microbes. Geo keeps its smallest inhabitants in suspension, until the time is right for them to emerge again, to be nurtured back to life by rays of sun melting frosty earth. Layers of soil thawing somewhere in the depths of a Siberian forest, a reindeer carcass from centuries ago emerges, slowly warming, rotting. The reindeer decomposes, but the pathogens that killed it are revived. Having been frozen in time, carefully concealed under layers of permafrost, the infectious agents are released into the atmosphere. Smallpox, anthrax, bubonic plague, the earth has kept a record of all, a carefully organised storage system now melting, liquidising, streams of virulent pathogens streaming out uninhibited, leaking into groundwater, spreading through rivers.[endnoteRef:146] [146:  Fox-Skelly, Jasmin, ‘There are diseases hidden in ice, and they are waking up,’ The Independent, 8 May 2017 <https://www.theindependentbd.com/arcprint/details/93603/2017-05-08> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 
Posthuman subjectivity is a transversal alliance that nowadays involves non-human agents. This means that the posthuman subject relates at the same time to the Earth – land, water, plants, animals, bacteria – and to technological agents – plastic, wires, cells, codes, algorithms. This transversal range reflects and sustains the posthuman convergence, so that the frame and scope of epistemological and ethical subjectivity is enlarged along the lines of posthumanist and post-anthropocentric relations and the multiple perspectives that inhabit them.

Braidotti, pp. 38-39.

Z-G-T: 
awake	emerge
from earthly soil 
and subterranean seas
where we originate

living and non-living materials form us
we become us 
in a collective earthly sigh
our sticky tentacles
frozen brook
reindeer hair thawing
sometimes clay
tree	dead wood
we melt and stick
an oozy mass 




Geo stores and releases, keeps human bodies in its frozen crust for future generations, effaces them, cleanses itself of them at will. Geo has the power to eradicate stubbornly proud species, with a minor adjustment of the earth’s conditions. The low-lying coastline of South Holland can be destroyed by just a slight increase in sea level, despite dikes and sandscaping experiments. Constituting human existence, the power of geo knows no bounds.











V.	Techno

Without technology, she would not be standing on a sandy beach. Her feet would have been submerged, her head only just sticking out of the sea around her. Technology is slowly invading human bodies, human thinking. No system can function any longer without the interference of techno. It influences what people see, coming up with ever more specific ads and information, permeated with the urge to keep expanding, to make people into their most technically mediated versions possible. Technology as matter is energetic, brimming with vibrant materiality, with connections to organic human bodies, with influence over what they do, say and believe.[endnoteRef:147] It shapes their physical surroundings, deciding where there is land and where there is sea, no human brain any longer capable of keeping track of the state of each dike, each dune, each sand grain.  [147:  Bennett, Jane, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2010), p. viii.] 
Z-G-T: 
viscous matter clustering
disintegrate structure
the straight lines and demarcated sections

fluidity in language begins with a thousand tentacles coiling into the margins
a slimy knot
growing 

more than the sum
of our original parts






The Argusmast, visible in the direction of the south, constantly maps the migration of sand along the coast. Positioned in the middle of the Sand Motor and equipped with twelve cameras, the mast never rests. A twelve-eyed giant protruding from the flat sandy landscape, it records the movement of the sand in every direction, never blinking, never ceasing. Always awake, alert, the technological giant collects amounts of data no human brain can imagine, with unwavering nonhuman dedication. If nothing makes it stop, it will still be there centuries into the future, its twelve eyes watching the coast, recording data. Out into sea, buoys measure the strength of the waves. Further up the coast, radar is detecting and mapping coastal currents. Drones fly over the dunes, gathering information on vegetation and dune development. Sand-catching machines collect samples, measuring influx of sand and salt into the dunes.[endnoteRef:148] And then there is the Maasvlakte, faintly visible even further to the south. Cranes of steel coil into sea and sky, creating a technological colossus on which the economy of the country relies. [148:  Province of Zuid-Holland, ‘Onderzoek,’ De Zandmotor, [n.d.] <https://dezandmotor.nl/onderzoek/> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 
T: 
southbound sand grain – suspended above small estuary – ca. two million – swept in either direction – northbound sand grain swept up by gust of wind – at a speed of 39 km/h – blowing away beyond the peninsula

southbound sand grain – suspension eased – plummeting into the shallow stream to sea –
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Covered in a layer of silt, she breathes the sandy air. The waves rise and fall like her breath. Her hands map miniature sandy coastlines in intertidal pools, sculpt hills and valleys in the sand, complete with peninsula, lagoon and sand dunes. With shells, seals in the distance, washed-up shark eggs, swans and overflying gulls. There is a memory of herself as separate of these things, as a human inhabiting a nonhuman world, but cut off from any real connection with the powers of zoe, geo and techno. She remembers a life lived based on these distinctions, on the illusion of being individual and separate. A shadow in her mind, slowly erased by the light of everything around her, inside of her. By subversive zoe crawling over her skin, by the monstrous rumbling of geo in the depths, by technology invading realms exclusively human. Their presence suggests a relational sense of being always in negotiation with zoe-geo-techno perspectives.[endnoteRef:149] She is not the sole creator of her miniature sandscape. Even her human body is co-constituted by communities of others, embracing the intricate entanglements for its own survival. The strange intimacies are not optional. Nothing exists without them. Here on the low, eroding coast where sand peninsulas protect cities below sea level, an opening appears. The political working with water approach, however much intended for human gain, necessitates a consideration of the landscape, its inhabitants, the coastal ecology, in their own right. No matter how small, the human-constructed peninsula, slowly being shaped by geo-forces of wind and waves, colonised by zoe and humans alike, presents an opportunity for new collaborations.  [149:  Braidotti, p. 36.] 
Z-G-T: 
sand swept up by swan beak
sticking to polychaete tentacle
trapped 
under human fingernail
component of a minute sand-tube, worm-made
of giant sand peninsula
human-made

becoming a new assemblage
exposing all its meanings
sand builds new collaborations
multispecies sculptures
out of damp seabed materials
monstrous and vivid  
saturated with ancient stories 
North Sea meaning becomes and used to be
is mapped by cameras
a sand grain lives many lives
becomes a collection 
of parallel meanings



VI.	Zoe-geo-techno
Posthuman scholarship rests on a positive relationship to the diversity of zoe – nonhuman life – in a non-hierarchical manner, recognizing the respective degrees of intelligence, ability and creativity of all organisms. Zoe - and geo-entities are partners in knowledge production. This implies that thinking and knowing are not the prerogative of humans alone, but take place in the world, which is defined by the coexistence of multiple organic species and technological artefacts alongside each other. Organisms and computational networks are eco-sophically connected.

Braidotti, p. 77.


As she dives into the surf, undeterred crayfish crawl through green fields, make their way through muddy dikes. As she beats her limbs to keep afloat, a network of crayfish tunnels grows, slowly puncturing human systems, letting through small streams of water, groups of creeping animals. Operating against the grain, persisting, reclaiming, crayfish-zoe make human-constructed spaces strange, diverse, uncanny. While the waves crash her body upon the sand, crayfish persist, crawl and multiply. Zoe will not stop, no matter how much prevailing power structures repress them. Here are the fish, not far from where she swims, lips pierced by hooks, bodies cut open even before death. Yet there is the stare of the unblinking eye, the eerie quiet just before the light of life extinguishes. There is the ever-ongoing survival of the fish. Here drift the eggs, the baby fish, protected at the centre of the shoal. There are shellfish and weeds attaching to the hulls of ships. There are jellyfish travelling the world in ships’ ballast water. As she swims further out into sea, families of porpoises dart through the murky North Sea waters. 
Thrust on the sand, her phone knows the number of steps she takes each day, measuring step-length, walking asymmetry. Although she does not notice it herself, her phone knows her right foot is dominant, her left foot dragging along ineptly. Slowly but surely the device registers how her body works, discovering its strengths and weaknesses. The data is stored in an enormous digital cloud, her consent materialising somewhere in the ticking of a box, in the impatience of a quick download. There is the weight of the sea on her body, the sandy seabed beneath her. There are the currents pulling at her limbs, dragging her away from the safety of the beach. Broken shells scour her skin, small silver fish scatter away from her movements. Here come the waves again, take me back, possess this body, for just a moment. All these things, the sanderling, the worm, the starfish. I am here with them. In the sea where memories dissipate into nonhuman air, sand, sea spray, bubbles of toxic foam. Into virtual networks in the air, invisible yet intricate, connections as diverse and complicated as those within a human mind. The waves swell, flow into eye and ear. Here flies the knowledge of zoe, receive it, let the electromagnetic waves flood me. Slowly, here grows an assemblage of many collaborators in knowledge production as zoe-geo-techno partners.[endnoteRef:150] Here are the grey waves glistening with sunlight, throw me into salt marsh, air, lagoon. I am we, listen to the missing voices. Collectively, slowly composing each link, the perspectives ignored, now taking their place in the centre. I am the goby, the forgotten shore crabs. I am the sandy shore reforming. I am a swan. I am a human body, embedded in the zoe-geo-techno world. [150:  Braidotti, p. 77.] 
Accepting one’s vulnerability as the starting point for a process of transforming it collectively and socially, expresses a sort of epistemological humility that reiterates the never-ending nature of the processes of becoming. It defends community-based experiments to transform the negative conditions and states into affirmative alternatives. It is a praxis that promotes action and knowledge out of negativity and pain.

Braidotti, p. 127.

Z-G-T: 
becoming flow of matter
virtual and organic
materiality connects our various parts

think of each individual tentacle, a human thought extending into air
a bristle worm’s sticky limb
a swan beak
sand-cloud
virtual data cloud
interlinking
knotted web of matter
with unexpected outcomes
negotiations
individuality evaporating 
like low-lying sandy coasts below sea level

Here we come, the baby sharks, tearing down the anthropo-world. Here comes the force of oceans. Here come the fruit fly infestations, the virtual networks, the fluorescent green algae feasting on global-warming-induced eutrophication. We are the electromagnetic fields of the world, the invasive freshwater crustaceans, the clouds of data, the fungi thriving between human toes, on deer-skin, in the soils of forests. We are the piles of steel containers in ports all over the world, the earthworms, the plastic floating in oceans, the urban gulls and pigeons. We are the cranes lifting containers, bricks, fences, walls, everywhere at once, silently, automatically, unceasingly. We are the subterranean networks of steel pipes, every individual nail and screw holding them together, we are the water running through them. We are the jellyfish of the world, coiling our tentacles around old narratives. We are the clouds gathering above the sea, the storms ordering weather alerts, the wind sweeping roofs off buildings. We are the buildings, the computers calculating gale strength. We are the soundwaves emerging from human speech, the small muscles trembling, the microbes in saliva of mammals. We are material earthly things working to compose a world for us, a world transcending the denial of even one link in the earthly network. We, mediation of zoe-geo-techno perspectives, form a collaboration as power of life, as the potentiality of making something new and productive out of the pain of a contaminated world. We do not negate the mess, the pain, we transform it.[endnoteRef:151] We are the transformative energy of the world tumbling into chaos. We do not save it, we mould it, we make it lively and liveable in unexpected ways.[endnoteRef:152] We do not take revenge on humans, we embed their embodied beings within us, within new worlds in creation.  [151:  Braidotti, p. 123.]  [152:  Braidotti, p. 127.] 
Irresistible attraction toward enfolding each other is the vital motor of living and dying on earth. Critters interpenetrate one another, loop around and through one another, eat each other, get indigestion, and partially digest and partially assimilate one another, and thereby establish sympoietic arrangements that are otherwise known as cells, organisms, and ecological assemblages. Sym-poiesis is a simple word; it means “making-with.” Nothing makes itself; nothing is really auto-poietic or self-organizing.

Donna Haraway, ‘Symbiogenesis Sympoiesis and Art Science Activisms for Staying with the Trouble,’ in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene, ed. by Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan and Nils Bubandt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp. M25-M50 (p. M25).
Z-G-T: 
tentacularly
we knot and ripple
extend into our inner 
and outer seas 

our collective body of water
creating a new sea 
of intermingled subjectivities slowly absorbing 
each individual


In our world, seas rise and fall, creating long wetlands where dunes and tarmac paths used to be, salt marshes where there were once artificial sand drifts. Low-lying land, silting up, terrain of zoe as seagulls and invertebrates in soft sandy intertidal zones. In our transformative world, humans retreat to create equal opportunities for other zoe. Now, not one of us looks down on the rest of us, picking up trembling little bodies, setting them down in the illusion of safety. We all live among each other, forests cutting through cities, as do steel and virtual networks, anthills, beaver dams, flight routes of migratory birds. We build zoe-cities, various habitations coexisting, floating on oceans, learning collectively. If the present is the record of what we are ceasing to be, we now witness the decline of ‘Man/Anthropos’ and his Humanities. At the same time, the present is also the seed for what we are in the process of becoming-subject. Consequently, the ‘missing people’ is also an emerging or virtual category. This emergence phenomenon refers to the collective effort to bring into action a complex singularity, a new ‘we’ that expresses the embedded, embodied, relational and affective forces.
Braidotti, p. 121.


We collaborate to form life forms intertwined like lichens. Though life at its most basic, as lichens, fungi and algae become so intricately interwoven it is impossible to tell where one starts and the other begins.[endnoteRef:153] They require no roots, no leaves, no flowers. They merely weave themselves around each other, becoming a multi-layered being with blurry edges, layers indistinguishable. At the beginning of the world, there was a lichen just like that, living a soilless existence, surviving on bare granite, on boulders deposited by glaciers. They kept growing, slowly, coating rock in a small layer of life.[endnoteRef:154] They were the first to blur the distinctions between individual beings, a new organism emerging from their symbiosis, a being surviving on the reciprocal exchange of sugar and minerals.[endnoteRef:155] Lichens are more than the sum of their parts, and this is the wisdom we take from them.[endnoteRef:156] Around the world, lichens still weave themselves around each other, covering rock in a messy layer of scab, in irregular patches decomposing at the edges. One of the earth’s oldest beings, lichens have always inspired those who would listen. Native American communities named lichen the bellybutton of the world, as the point where life based on reciprocity began.[endnoteRef:157] This is what we take as our beginnings, a myriad of combinations flowing out of the lichens of the world. Networks of zoe-geo joining in reciprocal collaborations, intertwined with techno mapping their health, their innumerable connections. Keeping track of reciprocity, safeguarding collaborations, ensuring all voices are heard. When zoe such as humans take just enough, those they take from thrive. Forests develop, shoals of fish colour the oceans silver, populations are kept at bay.  [153:  Wall Kimmerer, Robin, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2013), p. 268.]  [154:  Wall Kimmerer, p. 268.]  [155:  Wall Kimmerer, p. 270.]  [156:  Wall Kimmerer, p. 269.]  [157:  Wall Kimmerer, p. 275.] 
For millennia, these lichens have held the responsibility of building up life and in an eyeblink of earth’s history we have set about undermining their work to usher in a time of great environmental stress, a barrenness of our own making. I suspect that lichens will endure. We could, too, if we listen to their teachings. If not, I imagine Umbilicaria will cover the rocky ruins of our time long after our delusions of separateness have relegated us to the fossil record, a rufﬂed green skin adorning the crumbling halls of power.

Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2013), pp. 275-276.



There will be new pain. The transformative zoe-geo-techno world is not harmonious, it is merely constituted by a sense of openness, a willingness to collaborate. We form a storm of unexpected assemblages, of different material agencies, variations on a common matter, partnered in collaborations.[endnoteRef:158] Transversal, we create new ontologies governed by zoe, geo and techno, with humans as one of many zoe. Collectively, we enter into a post-Anthropocene era, an age of collaboration. Non-linearly, multi-layered, our time flows in circles and spirals. Slowly, we ebb and we flow, we work and we fail, and our collective voice gradually becomes stronger, more representative of all of us, more resilient. In the posthuman convergence, we take over, untangling the earth from sticky Anthropocene tentacles, slowly wiping away traces of oil, chemicals, toxins. Entwined, we make a new substance viscous as seafoam, composed of all of us, bubbles bursting, spreading reciprocity. Enveloping the earth in innumerable sticky tentacles, diverse and unexpected, we slowly creep over the surface of the earth, like lichens, in patchy formations. We wade through seas, coil our jelly-tentacles, beat our fins, contract our gills. We sculpt the coastal sand into unexpected shapes, extend the zone between land and sea. We make a strangely tangled collective, an inexhaustible knot of life.[endnoteRef:159] [158:  Braidotti, p. 38.]  [159:  Braidotti, p. 129.] 
The tentacular ones make attachments and detachments; they make cuts and knots; they make a difference; they weave paths and consequences but not determinisms; they are both open and knotted in some ways and not others.
Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Cthulucene (London: Duke University Press, 2016), p. 31.


Z-G-T: 
post-individuality
we are flow and fluidity
rounding off sharp corners
post-species consciousness 
emerging with thoughts 
reverberating 
through our collective sea
we know










[bookmark: _Toc128045356]Interlude – Ephyra Larva


mother-sea nudges a strobila of prospective medusae remembers herself in pulsations of a matured jelly-tree surrounded by its identical and multiple selves mother’s movements so subtle when they echoed into my planula responding in undetermined motions unstructured words flowed out of that body one stage of this unending life her subtlety long since dissipated as waves swung this body that no longer sticks as fierce contractions rock even a pre-scattered selfhood so violently these stacks these layers oh so strongly it shakes me that the density upholds my wholeness for just a moment more an instant of fused togetherness and a notion of community a belonging hovers in my senses until so long awaited release ensues and mother proudly rests upon small and disc-shaped jelly-body as a saltwater flow embracing 



































jelly-star

explosion

all flow

forked arms 

contracting

in all directions 

dispersed selves 

watery many

			
never cease the flow

beginning again before it ends
more than the sum of its parts stream of words flows from pulsations near and far no singular methodology invites this multiple narrative to spiral into a sea previously held by little stalk earth-root while words flowed on small breakers collapsing and sinking into coastal silt heavy with watery history and newly adjusted masses of North Sea sand pulling back these words suspended by swampy beaches a connection now stretched and slowly ebbing on my powerful contractions always onwards into this sea the coast fades on the horizon still its memory embodies so many ephyrae enters their continuous assemblage a seam between phases of never-ceasing metamorphosis out we drift into further seas into stories articulated in saltwater sometimes in soundwaves and musings of elongated slimy armoured sleek smooth translucent beings 



































some clones of many

sway into these words
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	minutely bell-less 

			formless skin-folds and distinctly shaped

		oh bifurcated arms 
	
				bend letter expertly

			water star erasing solid ground 
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and nebulously

			growing
tentacular lines
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[bookmark: _Toc128045358]Orka


the show was about to begin children’s cries echoed through the amphitheatre making her feel nervous her seat felt unsteady right at the edge of the pool the glistening water and everyone was laughing and screaming around her and she felt it too in a quieter stomach-turning way because the dolphins were coming and this time it was real and any moment they could leap out of the water then slowly the room darkened leaving only the pool at the centre illuminated the noise gradually dropped down to a complete hush and there they were the dolphin trainers in their wetsuits like mermaids oh it was every child’s dream to become one under loud applause the dolphins entered the pool performing their tricks jumping at hoops jumping at fish swimming and leaping in unison how much she loved the Dolfinarium it was the most popular place to go for birthday parties that you could just go and watch the dolphins it was so wonderful and did the dolphins come from swimming pools or did they make friends with the trainers at sea and followed them home around her children cheered and clapped oh it was all such a lovely spectacle if only she could go and pet one of the dolphins she thought that one with the weird white spot on its nose what would its skin feel like probably not at all smooth as it looks but rough and rubbery and spongy but actually she wouldn’t dare to touch them if she really got the chance she was always too afraid when it came to it too afraid to jump off the high diving board to swim through the hole to become a true mermaid after the show would she finally dare to feed the little sharks and rays in the open aquarium you only had to put out your hand flat and they would eat from it she wanted nothing more how magical and alien the small sharks looked so much prettier than the dolphins with their long tails and leopard skins but the sharks could not be trained to jump through hoops for they would kill and eat their trainers because that is what they told her they would do look at that dolphin there that jumped up all the way to the ceiling to touch the red ball with its nose what a sweet smile it had on its face and what cute noises the dolphin made it could talk to people the dolphin understood the trainers and they understood them

the show was coming to an end the dolphins disappeared through holes somewhere underwater and the pool was quiet again it made her think of her own swimming lessons in which they tried to make her swim through a hole in a tarpaulin sheet underwater but the dolphins did not struggle they just did it would they not be afraid at all like her would they not get a horrible feeling the second they dived under water she had never swum through the hole yet every time they had to practise it she thought this time I can do it but she never could everyone else did it some others were scared but it didn’t stop them and to open your eyes underwater what a bizarre thing to do how did all the other children know you had to do that because the teachers never said so she always did exactly as she was told and she hadn’t had an idea did the dolphins know this by themselves they were born in water so they must know it but their eyes were probably better for underwater swimming for me it just does not make sense it makes my eyes sting it is unnatural there was a voice within her that said never shall I swim through that stupid hole but then she would not get any swimming diplomas and when the floods came she would be the only one to die while everyone else swam off with their beautiful mermaid’s tails only just surfacing from the water and glimmering green and silver right under the surface they could not help her because they were migrating into the sea where a land girl like her was no good but why did they have to make her swim through that hole when she didn’t want to and did the dolphins want to swim through the holes did they want to jump at the red ball and through the hoops the only reason she would ever swim through that hole would be because she had no other choice she wondered about the dolphins maybe it was just the same as her swimming lessons the trainers were the teachers that said they had to do it because otherwise they wouldn’t get fish to eat

the dolphin trainers announced that they had one last very special treat and something enormous and black slid into the water oh it was so big that it darkened the entire pool children around her gasped and shrieked what was it some kind of enormous whale it couldn’t be a shark could it when a glimpse of the animal’s side showed the tell-tale white spot and she whispered excitedly Orka never had she seen something as big as that as black with such a long fin sticking out of the water it was so beautiful and clear in front of her and yet her mind was hazy like a dream and she could not feel her body not feel her feet on the floor years later she wondered if it could have really happened because the Dolfinarium had not had an orca in decades it had temporarily been the home of orca Morgan who got lost and was rescued from the Wadden Sea but she was only there for a short while and never participated in any shows and despite the many campaigns to release Morgan she still lives in an aquarium in Tenerife because her family had not been located but she was also worth millions by bringing new genetic diversity into an overbred group of captive orcas oh poor Morgan who did not have the right to die today could not be her but Gudrun the only other orca the Dolfinarium ever kept had been transferred to Sea World in Florida for breeding before she the failing mermaid had even been born Gudrun had been captured close to the coast of Iceland and was made to perform in shows at the Dolfinarium and later went on to have several calves in Florida so who was this orca then she was sure absolutely sure that it was an orca in front of her right now its enormous black fin looked bent and painful and it had so many teeth it was maddening but was she in different place somewhere else she could remember nothing like that 

and so the orca swam around flapping its fins making half the water of the pool splash over the edges it came to a stop in the middle of the pool resting its massive head on the edge closest to the audience two trainers standing on either side of the orca signalled and the animal opened its mouth wide what a mouth it could fit at least five children like me she thought and those long and sharp teeth this was not like a dolphin this orca was so strong that it could easily kill its trainers if it wanted to and she wondered if it did but what were they doing the trainers were putting their hands inside of the orca’s open mouth oh it’s going to snap it shut I’m sure she could not stop herself from thinking about it a horrible crack kggggggg and then the broken bones sticking out of the arm the blood oozing out between the orca’s teeth now an eerie alien grin red trickling into the pool and over the side blood slowly dripping onto the floor of the theatre and no one but her noticing it in all the commotion the shocked gasps of the audience and the screaming of the wounded trainers panic breaking loose people running about trying to get as far away from the scene as possible then the orca grabbed one of the trainers and pulled her into the pool by her arm splashing water and blood everywhere out of the pool and onto all the children but then the orca let go and hovered above the trainer to keep her under until she drowned and when all of it was over the orca quietly stared into the amphitheatre with its dark eyes looking straight into hers and she did not understand if the orca wanted to free her land-locked mermaid she never found out because they were going to kill the orca as it was too dangerous to be around people they said it was an orca gone mad and that it was better to die for the orca itself as well but would it be really they shot the orca in between its strange eyes with a big harpoon from the edge of the pool and then the water became really completely red with the orca’s and the trainer’s blood the children watched on wide-eyed as the trainers took their hands in and out in and out of the enormous open mouth in and out and then snap the show was over and the orca swam away disappearing underwater the audience burst out into applause children cheered and laughed again and the suspense was gone she looked around dazzled and surprised at how quickly the mood had changed her heart was beating fast and she felt nauseous why was everyone acting normal now had they not really been afraid then of the orca’s mouth shutting and killing the trainers how could they not have seen the power it had over them she was not sure not sure at all of what it meant but the orca had had some kind of look in its eyes it was not just its size and power it did not look as happy as the dolphins it did not smile and talk like the dolphins it was quiet and it obeyed but could it really live in a pool like that

the water glistened in front of her screams and shrieks were echoing around her at the appearance of the infamous blue sheet it was a dreaded Thursday afternoon and she felt sick she couldn’t tell if the other children were scared or excited perhaps it was both if only her nervous stomach would actually act out then she would get to stay home and wouldn’t have to go to school or swimming lessons shivering by the side of the pool she made sure she was the last one in the queue maybe the lesson would end before it was her turn you never knew but it didn’t because it never did she looked into the water and concentrated what was so scary about it what made it so impossible to swim underwater before she knew it she was standing at the edge of the pool shaking I’m going to do it I’m going to do it I really am I can’t stand here forever and splash you were supposed to stay underwater and swim straight through the hole but the plastic sheet may as well have been a concrete wall coming up to the surface wavering in front of it she stares at that ridiculous blue thing that they use to torture her with mad orca-eyes darkening she stares and stares while the instructors try to encourage her but I can’t just swim through a wall I simply can’t leave me alone oh if only she had a mouth like the orca if only she had its teeth and its sleek enormous body instead of this skeletal nothing of too long limbs she would scare them off with a mere grin a flap of a fin but she didn’t feel strong and fierce as these thoughts were pretending she did she was already clutching the side of the pool and could orcas throw up and would it mean they didn’t have to do shows heaving herself out of the water to just be away away from it she felt like a failure and like a weak girl who would never transform into a mermaid when they asked her about it she could only scream I can’t I can’t but the trouble was not even an orca could withstand coercion it did not matter how strong or terrified she was because one day they would make her do it
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floating on cold grey waves unknown shapes slide past in the distance shrouded in darkness crawling over seabeds covered in living things something visual and seabound as the waves pull on hands and feet like a fish nudging this inept body and then nothing but the black of sea when irregular shapes make for freezing limbs and a heap of mud concentration of shellfish pile of old fishing nets and the shivering in salty brine recalling the dreamy sea of a brain asleep the dolphin shoal with iridescent eyes the thousands of small fragments dancing through water floating weightlessly in front of sea-face as airborne dust illuminated by sunlight sometimes the particles limit vision to just a few metres each way and there every single brown speck just enough grey light seeping through the clouds and into the sea’s sandy dust cells of fish-skin fragments of scales once silver melded into mass of brownness and shreds of shells pulverised starfish suction cups diffusing over every cubic metre of coastal sea where miniscule beings dwell as colourful aquatic insects when magnified fluorescent shrimp dragonfly-shapes complete with antennae tail wings for swimming segmented bodies of aquatic woodlice so many legs microscopic millipedes of the sea cruising on waves coalescing into plankton assemblage of beings collection of living nutrients as the creatures crawl over human skin hundreds of bodies hold onto a single hair

suspended swimmer transfixed flash of silver from unseen shadows another face large-eyed a slender body twinkling even in semi-darkness long needle-snout sharp and ready to pierce skin air-swollen lungs hold breath until silver-blue eye releases a goggled gaze much more nebulous and what had those eyes seen instilled with fishy knowledge aquatically specialised and anti-terrestrial seawater absorbing wavelengths of light orange and red the first to dissipate and then only the green and blue palette of fishy vision reaching further into the depths where the predecessor of human vision is always the gaze of a fish which came first before fish-net trawler and oil drill and here a fish-eye watches as waves flow animals creep swim flow squirm and are birthed into this sea never a light of life penetrates the shallows passing from cornea to retina and expertly absorbed by big silver eye processed and interpreted by fish-brain of garfish swiftly turning to face a strange pale creature swirling through waves embodiment of fishy imagination the pelagic fish’s needle-snout ever ready in defence body encased in armour of thick diamond-shaped scales brightly enamelled and slowly drifting on in fish-dreams sometimes of green-boned predator carrying eggs yolk-filled toxic and cannibalistic even as hatchling or a fish that is basking like a log at the water’s surface gulping air strangely terrestrially given a gas bladder for lung vascularised air-breathing organ enabling gas exchange with the body so remarkably fast-growing this beak is very long and forcepslike and the fish moves on swiftly gliding away into the distance releasing the other into different rays of blue and green light 

when so many beings dream into this sea a mushroom-like body and plastic bags pulsating jellyfish spiky sea urchins flatfish with upturned faces purple starfish piled onto sand among transparent green seaweed intertwined with fishing nets there the green and orange crabs float right above the seabed before crawling into a crevice where white worms emerge from the sand retreat and then a clump of horror as a bundle of entangled sea centipedes hovers and fixes this gaze oh the frighteningly bright colours countless legs the strange knot that entwines them bright yellow purple red blue bodies swaying on the currents writhing legs as pale pink protrusions from a red and snakelike body underbelly paling white at centre eyeless creatures all worm and leg non-visual sense of physical awareness returned into saltwater waves and tentacle contraction alarmingly energetic in a wormlike way identical segments making soft bodies with legs on either side repeated twenty times and tissue glued together like boneless spines similar parts connecting while a body smooth and pale a thousand times bigger looms like some enormous predator overshadowing full worm perception intensified swaying and bright colours suggesting toxicity universal cross-species semiotics communicates unknowable species-specific ways leaving behind small clouds of dust and sand-fog finally swimming on pale limbs and goggle-enlarged eyes slowly disappear casting long shadows on the seabed

passing from wave to wave sliding past many more beings passing through slowly the sea grows brighter and closer to the coast toes scrape the soft sandy seabed fingertips and then a body washing up the waves slowly pulling it back and forth in and out of a dream now beached on the damp sand fingers sink as toes curl unfamiliarly slowly up to standing a body back in its terrestrial shape undone of snorkel nose transforming from a useless protrusion into breathing organ freed of gulping air like a garfish at the surface of the water goggle-less eyes scan the beach from strange upright position as legs start walking away from the sea through the dunes into the streets at the tram stop instead of goggles faces are transformed by a mask of black cloth within it breath the droplets of moisture held back by fabric dampening skin and the acoustics of the mask like snorkel amplify the sound of breathing too loud to be drowned out by the noise of the tram on the tracks volgende halte next stop appelstraat careful not to touch anything bodies sit in the brightly lit space blue chairs white walls yellow handles as far away from each other as possible faces disguised by clinical and colourful masks swells of dreaded noses underneath just visible eyes emerging enlarged by the effect seated figures stare ahead scanning the city and volgende halte next stop azaleaplein a robotic voice echoing through the elongated space soundwaves travelling through the tram seats shaking shoulders trembling volgende halte next stop conradkade the segmented space carries bodies through the city its distinctive parts connected by softer flexible tissue dynamic and agile the tram is perfectly adapted to the urban surroundings to the straight and winding streets the screeching wheels under its belly turning quickly tracks snaking through the streets volgende halte next stop van speijkstraat when the tower of the peace palace slips out of sight and the worm-shaped machine turns right past the hospital into the tunnel and a body’s identical segments slip away as a mind slides through resounding in the hollow space and when emerging back into the light it is time to move on shuffling awkwardly through the moving tram towards the doors finally stepping onto the platform hurrying downstairs where other segmented machines are constantly passing waiting departing

and on a mind drifts sometimes in air or water on the rhythm of a train a face encased behind dirty glass aquarium-like space where green-boned kin will suffocate and the drifting of a sea-like daydream makes for a strange sleeping-waking mask-contraction on in-breath ever slower deeper falling into a dreamy in-between where skin radiates a greenness and a yolk-filled and slow realisation of egg cell and then squeaking wheels slowly coming to a halt as the waters of the IJ shimmer northwards visible in the distance from behind a window slowly queueing through the station crowds pass through the gates onto the ferry platform legs taking this body where it should be and just on time as the boat comes into motion feet tremble under the power of the engine gliding through the ferry avoids the many bigger ships passing sideways from the middle of the IJ watching the city permeated with waterways pouring through every small opening here splitting the city in two isolating the north sometimes creating small dead-end canals the brown water fills in every blank space in foggy minds determining the shape of the city the crawling of the streets and slowly seeping into human heads and city planning a strangely fluid built space emerging in her dizziness and there in the direction of the north the enormous eye glares a low white building of strange rugged shape with sharp corners while at the centre of whiteness a dark narrow opening the pupil of the eye looking out from the structure iceberg-like emerging from the water dangerously pointed to the right extending massive triangular shapes into the sky slowly melting on an imagined summer’s day and breaking off the ice crashing into the water creating a small tidal wave flooding the station with brown water and bodies sinking when the ferry bangs loudly into the quayside 

and onward to the enormous white eye soon it envelops all uneven wooden steps and inside it is just the same whiteness with sudden dark corners angular walls encircling colours disguised behind eyelids and a fatigue of vision overflows her in white reflections then up more steps of a strange amphitheatre through a door into complete darkness for a moment then flashing lights and buzzing of machines from all directions standing in a sculpture of light projected on the floor lines of white entangling limbs blue and red dots emerging from the darkness droning of installations as shapes of light emerge like north sea creatures from waves so alienating lively constantly moving in and out of vision and dreamily into a knowledge-space murky like seawater as body roams through the room stopping blinking bumping into machines then a flashing wall shaking and beeping with a million lights the white grids and numbers against a black background sliding by too fast for eyes to follow numbers letters calculations appertaining to contemplations of silence space time infinity endless flow of data around which human life revolves drifts by in front of a face

in another room an eye is drawn into an overwhelming white light brightly flickering all other noise drowned out by the rushing of matter into the black hole at the centre of whiteness opening into a void becoming darker deeper and in her sea-dream a floating flowing again as feet stop touching ground a body drifts on strange wavelengths of light and soundwaves of humming electricity slowly drawing into the black hole absorbing until a drifting into the dark circular opening into the pupil of the eye body enfolded by unknown blackness shapeless and endless tumbling into the inverse of built space a mass of darkness like the sea constantly polluted by human things like the chemicals flushed into the ocean endless flow of data streaming into the black void a giant repository of digital rubbish series of numbers and letters floating around this body the language of machines segments of codes connecting snaking through the void arms extending into space giving in to the slow current welcoming the endlessness of the numbers the unexpected combinations of this body the black hole the data until it reaches the point of no return and a body slowly diffuses in the mass of blackness into the endless sequence of symbols until just a speck colourful particle floating against a dark background enlarged by a telescope she hovers as people watch from the earth the remnants of humanlike shape becoming dragonfly green-boned segmented spine coiling arms stretched out forcepslike skin of small numbers codes for things never understood segmenting a body further pores are silvery scales like a fish a worm a train snaking knotted to everything body gliding along in shimmering distance 
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I. 

Buried under kilometres of saltwater, hydrothermal vents envelop the deepest ocean in a black fog. Mineral-laden water spewing from submerged chimneys, like black smokers emitting fumes into the air.[endnoteRef:160] Such metaphorical chimneys structure scientific vision, provide conceptual knowledge about scientific theories, eliciting frames of reference.[endnoteRef:161] In Black Sea sediment records lie imprints of ancient plankton species, leaving behind their genetic makeup, ‘the plankton paleome.’[endnoteRef:162] The minute beings, crushed into the seafloor, are moulded into a collage of DNA sequences, a series of code. Semi-isolated, the body of brackish water is sensitive to climate-driven environmental changes, its underlying sediments representing ‘high-resolution archives of past continental climate and concurrent hydrologic changes in the basin.’[endnoteRef:163] Archives in the form of marine sediment lie buried under a soft seabed. Ancient DNA signatures reconstruct specific plankton groups, imprints becoming codes, codes becoming creatures. Pyrosequencing, researchers trace the overall plankton changes from deglaciation to recent iceless times.[endnoteRef:164] A metaphorical library of the past, a physical record of marine connections extends into the darkness.[endnoteRef:165] A cognitive device of metaphorical conceptualisation, it makes tangible the ongoing presence of a long-lost microscopic creature. It conveys the ocean’s ongoing dynamism, the many DNA signatures, the traces of life’s beginnings still hidden.[endnoteRef:166] Concealed by underwater geysers, by hundreds of metres of sediment, by a mere layer of sand. [160:  Oppermann, Serpil, ‘Storied Seas and Living Metaphors in the Blue Humanities,’ Configurations, 27 (2019), 443-461 (p. 449).]  [161:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 449).]  [162:  Middle East Technical University, ‘Black Sea Holds a Treasure of Ancient Genetic Data,’ Middle East Technical University, [n.d.] <http://old.ims.metu.edu.tr/Sayfa.php?icerik=DuyuruOku&did=721> [accessed 23 January 2023].]  [163:  Middle East Technical University, ‘Black Sea Holds a Treasure of Ancient Genetic Data.’]  [164:  Middle East Technical University, ‘Black Sea Holds a Treasure of Ancient Genetic Data.’]  [165:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 449).]  [166:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 449).] 


Dead zones extend into the seas of the world, changes in ocean chemistry resulting in large-scale oxygen depletion. Overgrowth of algae feeds on excess nutrients, slowly decomposing, absorbing oxygen. Hypoxia drives mobile beings away and suffocates all life that cannot flee. Toxic waste floats on, extending its sticky tentacles, descending on seabeds, corroding corals. Whether rock or sand, no material is left unaffected, toxins permeating soft organic bodies unhindered, unseen, unlamented. They are mistakes, in the process of being erased, too embarrassingly odd and slippery to be recorded and remembered. And then it resurfaces, the ocean’s undeniable metaphorical potency.[endnoteRef:167] It floats to the surface in the form of an image of a jellyfish too flowerlike, a starfish too delicate, a transparent deep-sea creature too luminous. Immortalising a deceptive beauty, a feigned aesthetic timelessness, such images obscure the uglier and more realistic tracks of ordinary marine life permeated by toxins. As ecocritic Serpil Oppermann argues, ‘instead of bringing humans closer to aquatic environments, visual images, narrative representations, and aesthetic expressions may create an unintentional self-distance to disconnect the human further from them. Therefore, blue humanities scholars are extremely critical of the sea as a semiotic space, which may even manifest as a textual terra incognita with some deep-sea species depicted as “alien” creatures.’[endnoteRef:168] [167:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 450).]  [168:  Oppermann, 443-461 (pp. 447-448).] 


According to Oppermann, images of the ocean are simultaneously metaphorical and literal, representing a twofold condition: ‘a regulatory ecosystem’ and ‘a story-making world.’[endnoteRef:169] Patches of dead zones tessellate, interrupted by sudden colourful patches of ‘terraqueous narrative agency.’[endnoteRef:170] Such agency materialises in dense concentrations of unusually social octopuses collecting human artefacts. Creating underwater exhibitions of beer bottles, the eight-limbed beings reconstruct their surroundings into octopus cities.[endnoteRef:171] These structures provide narrative potential for humans and nonhumans alike. Other stories emerge in the form of pressure-adapted microbes and pressure-resistant biomolecules co-evolving with deep-sea fish.[endnoteRef:172] In giant tube worms, two meters tall, deprived of a digestive system, exchanging sulphide, carbon dioxide and oxygen for sugars in a symbiotic collaboration with chemoautotrophs.[endnoteRef:173] Labelled unexpected communities of life when assuming nothing unless proven otherwise, these communities tell their own stories of marine life, of a bustling, shimmering assemblage of co-existing life forms.[endnoteRef:174] [169:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 451).]  [170:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 455).]  [171:  Oppermann, 443-461 (pp. 453-454).]  [172:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 459).]  [173:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 460).]  [174:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 460).] 














II.

Held in an undetermined state, temporarily debarred, kept from falling or sinking by some invisible support, the future of the oceans of the world lies suspended.[endnoteRef:175] Creatures, toxins and objects bob on eternal waves, suspended in chaos. Gill-bearing, scales glistening, sometimes boneless and brainless beings dwell in these depths. A fishy reign persists here. Default watery creatures, the aquatic animals proliferate in oceans, lacking human characteristics at their peril. Digitless limbs extend from their torpedo-shaped, cold-blooded bodies in which human fingers originate. Fish still harbour the genetic machinery to make fingers, but choose fins instead.[endnoteRef:176] Bodies covered in enamelled armour of silver scales unlike soft human skin, body-shapes are elongated, flattened, or laterally compressed. Cryptically coloured and shaped, many fish match their environment, some exceptions painted with bright hues of high intensity.[endnoteRef:177] Light-producing, dull-coloured, or designed for perfect camouflage, fishy expansion of nonhuman specialisms is endless. Some descendants of early fishes have been evolving for aeons longer than their terrestrial human counterparts, making some fish the most highly evolved of all vertebrates.[endnoteRef:178]  [175:  Alaimo, Stacy, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, 19 (2012), 476-493 (p. 476).]  [176:  Balcombe, Jonathan, What a Fish Knows: The Inner Lives of Our Underwater Cousins (London: OneWorld, 2016), p. 21.]  [177:  Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Fish,’ Britannica, [n.d.] <https://www.britannica.com/animal/fish> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [178:  Balcombe, p. 21.] 


Unapologetically nonhuman, the inhabitants of the ocean hover at the limits of terrestrial human comprehension.[endnoteRef:179] Until the recognition of these limits materialises in ‘an epistemological-ethical moment,’ meanings, humans, oceans, fish, all float in suspension, awaiting the suspension of anthropocentric myths.[endnoteRef:180] Suspension as a kind of buoyancy means humans are being held by invisible genealogies outlining their connections to marine life.[endnoteRef:181] This comes to the fore in human entanglement with streams of salty brine, running through human bodies, into networks of steel pipes, rivers, oceans. In plankton as the lungs of the ocean, humans breathing in oxygen released, metabolised into tissue, veins, into thoughts, movements. In origin stories linking humans to oceanic ancestors, ancient fish-signatures lingering in human DNA, perhaps biding their time until conditions are right to return to the ocean once more. Buoyancy means humans are held by ‘a maelstrom of often imperceptible substances that disclose connections between humans and the sea.’[endnoteRef:182]  [179:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 477).]  [180:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 477).]  [181:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 478).]  [182:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 478).] 


This is evident in the strange agencies of banal objects such as bottle caps, indestructible plastic killing generations of seabirds, albatross after albatross feeding the same piece of plastic to their young.[endnoteRef:183] Stories of plastic-filled avian stomachs, of white far-spanning wings suspended above oceans, suddenly collapsing, crashing into deep blue seas. Meeting their Baudelairean fate, though not literally dragged from the sky by old fishing lines, lifelong plastic ingestion produces similar results. The birds sink through oceans, but often end up graceless, bodies decomposing in the sand, fragments of colourful plastic exposed in the open, rotting stomachs. The story of such an albatross traces plastic through various bodies, dramatizing the far-flung effects of human practices.[endnoteRef:184] It reveals the agency of plastic as a predator, as humanity’s surrogate at sea, plastic bags floating, suspended in saltwater, trails of death following right behind.[endnoteRef:185] Here there is a potential to reach beyond paralysed states of suspension, to break through the endless bobbing and floating. To cut through anthropocentric ideas, suspending those instead, forging a productive buoyancy as the new foundation of interspecies relationships. A productive state of suspension floats in an eddy of diverse insights, combining human knowledge with oceanic and fishy knowledge.[endnoteRef:186] This state is positioned between all earthly environments, encompassing also benthic and pelagic realms of experience, where knowledge counter-intuitive to the anthropocentric constitutes existence. Productive buoyancy recognises evolutionary kinship between humans and oceanic creatures, as well as the estrangement of their encounters.[endnoteRef:187] It fosters posthuman, post-terrestrial modes of knowing, being and acting.[endnoteRef:188] As Stacy Alaimo reminds us, ‘there is no solid ground, no foundation, no safe place to stand. Like our hermaphroditic, aquatic evolutionary ancestor, we dwell within and as part of a dynamic, intra-active, watery world.’[endnoteRef:189] [183:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 488).]  [184:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 478).]  [185:  Alaimo, Stacy, ‘Oceanic Origins, Plastic Activism, and New Materialism at Sea,’ in Material Ecocriticism, ed. by Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), pp. 186-203 (p. 200).]  [186:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 490).]  [187:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 490).]  [188:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 489).]  [189:  Alaimo, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ 476-493 (p. 490).] 


Here, suspension conditions life. It means nothing that this is an individual fish, fish are the life of the shoal. Cluster of fish-bodies, shoal-life is constantly in flux, bodies at the edges snatched away by jaws and fishing nets, others joining. Collective being, a body formed of innumerable small bodies, similar yet unidentical. Suspension is continuation. Streamlined and spindle-shaped, anterior heads are followed by a gill apparatus. Then a heart, positioned just below the gill chamber. It slows down, beats more and more weakly, when hook pierces lip. When body is dragged up, made to gasp air. It makes gills bleed, sends heart into shock, transmitting ripples through the shoal. Collectively, the shoal feels the loss of a heart that freezes, the pain of yet another knife cutting open body cavities, carving through vital organs, muscular tissue. Of a body bleeding out, entrails slipping through cuts, slimy liquids oozing from every body part, even before the glimmering light of life has left fish-eyes. Anthropocentric blades cut straight through fishy sense, which cannot be described without including a disclaimer on the risk of anthropomorphic interpretations.[endnoteRef:190] Thousands of fish constitute the shoal, each individual body enhanced with lateral line detecting changes in water currents and pressure. Heavily innervated small canals, in skin and bone around eyes, around the jaw, over heads, down the mid-side of bodies.[endnoteRef:191] Intermittently located along these lines are tiny sensory organs. Bodies coming together, these lines interconnect, forming a collective lateral line sense around the perimeters of the shoal. This is the wisdom of the shoal, this is how fish scatter and cluster, diverting predatory attentions. This is just a shred of fishy knowledge, a loose strand of a fish story, oversimplified. It is a fleeting impression buoyed by a proffer of intimacy. [190:  Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Fish.’]  [191:  Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Fish.’] 



























III.	

Far into the deep sea darkness, in ecosystems unpenetrated by even the weakest rays of light, there dwells a benthic being. Making its living on the seafloor, it sometimes floats suspended just above it, a pink, soft cylindrical body, slow and limp, unexpectedly graceful.[endnoteRef:192] Somewhere, there exists an unmediated view of this sea cucumber, just a visual, without representation, without expectation. Somewhere in the nonhuman world, an image seeps through, uncanny, provocative in its resistance to aesthetic representations of deep-sea life. This is the sea cucumber, exactly as it is. A fisheye view of the sea cucumber’s immersion in tangled banks, the inseparability of every small link within them, connecting all the way to terrestrial environments.[endnoteRef:193] Using this lens, the scientific object of study becomes subject, dissolving boundaries between the knower and the known, watery world extending into air. Defiant and unyielding, the sea cucumber sits there, on a dull sandy seabed, its survival endangered by human practices.[endnoteRef:194] It is a wingless angel, ethereally transparent, floating through seas as if flying. Or yet another alien, a headless chicken monster which may as well inhabit Mars, a victim of the ‘out of sight, out of mind’ problem.[endnoteRef:195][endnoteRef:196] It symbolises the next frontier, the last wilderness to be colonised by masculinist narratives of colonial expansion.[endnoteRef:197] A vessel for heroic exploration, for scientific control, or a perfect specimen for aesthetic contemplation.[endnoteRef:198]  [192:  Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Sea cucumber,’ Britannica, [n.d.] <https://www.britannica.com/animal/sea-cucumber> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [193:  Alaimo, Stacy, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ in The Oxford Handbook of Ecocriticism, ed. by Greg Garrard (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 188-204 (p. 189).]  [194:  Alaimo, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ pp. 188-204 (p. 189).]  [195:  Australian Associated Press, 'Headless chicken monster': deep-sea cucumber seen in Southern Ocean for first time,’ The Guardian, 21 October 2018 <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/21/headless-chicken-monster-deep-sea-cucumber-seen-in-southern-ocean-for-first-time> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [196:  Alaimo, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ pp. 188-204 (pp. 191-192).]  [197:  Alaimo, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ pp. 188-204 (p. 193).]  [198:  Alaimo, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ pp. 188-204 (p. 193).] 


The collective weight of such representations ripples out materially, pressing down on the sea cucumber’s body. Such assertions are metaphorical yet literal, directly translated into the sea cucumber’s reality. The step from abstract metaphor to concrete negligence is easily made. The further removed from human concern the sea cucumber is represented, the more likely it is to be crushed by its metaphorical potential, to be literally dissolved by the metaphors that describe it. This knowledge is inscribed onto the sea cucumber’s body, is absorbed by it ever more deeply as toxins permeate its transparent skin. Whichever metaphor is used, the sea cucumber remains an object of the human gaze, its own perspective excluded.[endnoteRef:199] Cameras creep ever further into oceans, aestheticizing the webbed swimming fins of Enypniastes eximia, the pink bulbous body, its strange transparency and delicate movements. Capturing the creature’s bifurcated tentacles and anterior sails, just at the right moment, the animal is frozen in time and space. Materialising in a printed image capturing the eternal grace of an angelic alien, the sea cucumber becomes ecoporn. A glamorised image of natural beauty, reinforcing a culture of consumerism and instant gratification, available to all in one click. Exemplifying the Enlightenment subject-object divide, such beautiful photographs suggest an objective truth is available to all, free of context, perspectives and systems of power.[endnoteRef:200] They suggest the sea cucumber really is just an alien beauty cruising the deep seas, lacking any connection to human worlds and practices. They do not show the sea cucumber in its complex reality, obscuring its entanglements with other life forms, its intricate connections to a food chain interrupted by chemical pollution. They do not ask, and do not begin to answer, the question of what the sea cucumber really is.  [199:  Alaimo, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ pp. 188-204 (p. 198).]  [200:  Alaimo, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ pp. 188-204 (p. 198).] 


Approximately 1200 kinds of sea cucumber dwell on the seabeds of the world, in every sea, every ocean, at every depth.[endnoteRef:201] Endlessly diverse variations exist, all bodies long and cylindrical, skin sometimes warty, leathery, transparent, seemingly hairy, others covered in spikes, colourful patterns. The name sea cucumber only does justice to few, with many too smooth, thorny or multicoloured to resemble the fruit. Eyeless, brainless, faceless, the bodies are soft, limp yet fluid. The internal skeleton has developed into small calcareous structures, ossicles, in the skin. Distinctively shaped and numerous, the little bones hold together the soft mass of the sea cucumber’s body.[endnoteRef:202] Tube feet underneath allow the creature to slowly creep along the seabed. Locomotion is sluglike, Enypniastes eximia being an exception in its ability to swim.[endnoteRef:203] At the body’s anterior end is its mouth, surrounded by small tentacles reaching out, sometimes retracting back inside, scraping the seabed for nutrients. At the other end of the body, the anal opening is used to excrete waste and to breathe. Sea cucumber pharynx and nervous system, gas exchange happens through tubules connecting to the main body cavity. Some species shelter pearlfish in the anal cavity, small fish-heads protruding from sea cucumber orifices. When attacked by predators, many sea cucumbers expel their internal organs through the anus, or paralyse their attackers discharging toxins.[endnoteRef:204] Empty body cavities, tentacles weakly feeling their way across the seabed, the body lives on, slowly growing the organs anew. Entirely self-sufficient in their oceanic worlds, in their infinite diversity of which only some shreds are known to humans, sea cucumbers require nothing from humans.[endnoteRef:205] What it looks like to give a sea cucumber nothing is hard to conceptualise. It necessitates a degree of self-awareness and open-mindedness that slowly breaks down the structures of the anthropocentric world, eroding them to imagine a multispecies world operating on a diversity of perspectives. [201:  Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Sea cucumber.’]  [202:  Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Sea cucumber.’]  [203:  Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Sea cucumber.’]  [204:  Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Sea cucumber.’]  [205:  Alaimo, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ pp. 188-204 (p. 199).] 


Give me nothing. Murky waters for air, body feels its way across, sensitive to light, nerve-endings inhabiting skin. Body creeps, breathes, eats. In saltwater world, driven by an almost colourless blood, lacking haemoglobin and haemoglobin-bearing haemocytes.[endnoteRef:206] Blood vessels are translucent and distensible, shiny minute spicules embedded in vessel-walls.[endnoteRef:207] The vascular system running parallel to the digestive tract, connected to a buccal chamber behind mouth, then a narrow, contractile, red-brown pigmented oesophagus.[endnoteRef:208] Respiratory trees, water lungs, consist of a main trunk and extensive branches throughout the coelomic cavity. Oxygen and carbon dioxide diffuse between trees and coelomic fluid, bathing body’s organs including the blood vessels.[endnoteRef:209] The small intestine is built out of hundreds of lamellae, intestinal plates, highly vascularised, receiving blood from a multitude of single-chambered hearts. Hearts pump down blood from the dorsal vessel through the intestinal lamellae to vessels on the ventral side of gut.[endnoteRef:210] This body is made of trees and hearts, every single one sensitive, bustling, beating. This immediately creates more narrative potential, another opportunity to dwell on sea cucumber otherness. To drift off on a current of metaphorization, away from a shift in thinking that focusses on mutual dependencies, from a shift in politics, regulations.[endnoteRef:211] Humans need to work hard to give nothing. To not just comprehend, but to enact that sea cucumbers are entirely adequate in their watery worlds.  [206:  Herreid II, Clyde F., Vincent F. LaRussa, Charles R. DeFesi, ‘Blood vascular system of the sea cucumber, Stichopus moebii,’ Journal of Morphology, 150 (1976), 423-451 (p. 425).]  [207:  Herreid II et al., 423-451 (pp. 424-425).]  [208:  Herreid II et al., 423-451 (p. 425).]  [209:  Herreid II et al., 423-451 (p. 426).]  [210:  Herreid II et al., 423-451 (p. 426).]  [211:  Alaimo, ‘Feminist Science Studies and Ecocriticism: Aesthetics and Entanglement in the Deep Sea,’ pp. 188-204 (p. 199).] 

















IV.

Bodies forming a mesh of living connections, the blue world breathes and ripples. Composed of shoals of elongated silver fish, scattering through masses of water. Of minute plankton, algae, corals and rumbling hydrothermal vents. Of sea cucumbers, green, rugged and limp, or red and willowy, swimming through saltwater the way sea cucumbers do. Of human limbs enhanced with digits, tentatively swimming their way through saltwater worlds, their presence creating just a few dimples at the surface of the water, a small swell where unwebbed feet are kicking. Dead zones cut straight through the vital tissue, through organic threads of life, compromising the endless web, weaving it around itself. Reinforcing the loop-formed nature of all life forms, earthly beings end up chasing themselves in a mad race, biting their own in the tail.[endnoteRef:212] Strange feedback loops of animal interaction emerge, parasites jumping from one to the other, sometimes without much consequence, sometimes starting pandemics.[endnoteRef:213] No metaphor can answer to these dangerous entanglements. Late angelic aliens, flowerlike creatures float in deep blue oceans, suspended in the human imagination. Against the grain, the body of a sea cucumber showcases its nature, its unangelic earthliness, its importance as one small link in the oceanic ecosystem. Community of interacting organisms, of biotic and abiotic components, the trans-corporeal ocean assemblage holds terrestrial worlds in its myriad sticky tentacles, pushing a collective fostering of productive buoyancy. [212:  Morton, Timothy, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), p. 7.]  [213:  Morton, p. 44.] 


You feel the lack of light with your nerves, buried under layers of thick skin. Strong currents sway past you, untangle the grip of your small tube feet from the muddy seabed. Clinging on, in the way every creature with toes is familiar with, then letting go. You let yourself flow on ocean currents, away into a spiral of saltwater, a maelstrom of aquatic beings. On streams of expectation, metaphor, aesthetic representation. You let yourself be carried, but you do not yield to the currents. You stay just the way you are, sea cucumber-like. The currents carry you through the oceans of the world, but they are not strong enough to crush you. No whirlpool can harm your cleverly soft, liquid body, your resilience in patience. When the current slows down, you sit once again on a seabed, under kilometres of sea. You sit there in darkness. You feel the weight of the ocean, of all that has been said. Gently, your body quivers under the pressure of this metaphorical and literal load, absorbing strange toxins. You want nothing, you get way more than that. You feel the need to cleanse yourself, to expel that burden pressing down on you, to push it back up to the surface. You push and push, and out come metaphors and slimy toxin-compromised entrails. Slowly, the sticky mass is leaving your body, you feel lighter by the second. Then you are empty, just a shell of what you will become. Weak and limp, shrunken small body, you are ready to grow your insides anew, free of expectations. This time you will not be filled in by others. Not held any longer by your thick skin, the viscous stuff that used to be you is slowly floating upwards, bloody organs here and there snatched away by scavengers. Until it reaches the surface of the water, where human metaphors, toxins and sea cucumber organs dissolve into air.
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[bookmark: _Toc128045361]Living as Water

I.	Buoyancy

Watery worlds envelop continents, masses of blue and grey containing land, liquidising its edges. Creating a viscous in-between, liquid worlds permeate low-lying coastal areas inhabited by millions. At the tip of the European continent lies a flat land without horizon, coated in fog, where cities are built on circling waterways, creeping alleyways, the smell of stagnant water constantly in the air. Concentric canals growing ever narrower, denser, a bottomless trough of slimy brown water at their centre. Air of fog, droplets descending on canal side railings, bicycles, on pavements and doorknobs. Cities such as Amsterdam float on watery worlds, its buildings infused with the watery presence. The Netherlands is synonymous with water.
Ministry of Public Works and Water Management, Nederland Leeft met Water (Vianen: Habo DaCosta, 2002), p. 1 (my own translation).




Buoyed by water, cities are held by the force they are trying to master, domesticating watery worlds, liquidising. Eternally slippery surface of cobblestone, liquid permeates thinking, informs cultures and decision-making processes. Fog floating into human heads, it is not just cities that are buoyed by water, so are governments. In fear of watery intrusion, water is given more space.[endnoteRef:214] Planned retreat, managed flooding to prevent watery worlds from encroaching on solid worlds, from dragging them into liquidity. Conceding, so water does not take.[endnoteRef:215] Planning, reports and assessments must prevent water from suddenly running over areas deemed dry land, ruining crops and livelihoods, necessitating widespread evacuations. This is living with water – watery thinking at governmental level, thoughts informed by fog encroaching on urban canals. Policies buoyed by watery worlds just beneath them, barely concealed. Politics held by streams of water running under coastal cities, skyscrapers and lopsided houses bobbing metres below sea level. Domesticated by water, cities and governments float collectively, toil in fear of the day buoyancy becomes drowning, living with water turns into becoming water, overflowing all carefully researched government planning. [214:  Ministry of Public Works and Water Management, Nederland Leeft met Water (Vianen: Habo DaCosta, 2002), p. 6.]  [215:  Ministry of Public Works and Water Management, p. 6.] 
Have you noticed that Amsterdam’s concentric canals resemble the circles of hell? The middle-class hell of course, peopled with bad dreams. When one comes from the outside, as one gradually goes through those circles, life – and hence its crimes – becomes denser, darker.
Albert Camus, The Fall (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1963), p. 13.


The essence of the new water policy is easy to explain, but perhaps more difficult to understand. We are going to give water the space that it needs, before it takes it itself. This has positive consequences, such as more nature in our direct surroundings. But sometimes the effect will not be positive, because we will have to move or might not be able to live and work in places we would like to as easily as before. 

Ministry of Public Works and Water Management, p. 6 (my own translation).

Stacy Alaimo defines her concept of buoyancy as ‘a sense that the human is held, but not held up, by
invisible genealogies and a maelstrom of often imperceptible substances that disclose connections between humans and the sea’ (‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, 19 (2012), 476-493 (p. 478)). She researches the potential of origin stories linking humans to oceanic ecosystems and the far-flung effects of human practices to create human awareness of marine ecological crises. According to Alaimo, humans are thus ‘buoyed’ by these connections, and an awareness of this can contribute to ocean conservation. More widely applied, her concept can be interpreted creatively, inviting experimental and symbolic explorations of buoyancy.

Within watery worlds far removed from floating cities, fearful buoyancy is replaced by an embodied sense of buoyancy. Watery creatures are buoyed by ocean currents, invertebrate bodies as liquid as saltwater, not held by water, but within it, bodies nearly absorbed in their surrounding element.[endnoteRef:216] An abundant pelagic being drifts along, a scalloped bell, eight-lobed, lamented tentacles extending from under a hood of jelly.[endnoteRef:217] The centre of the body sometimes orange, yellow, even deep crimson, yet somehow still transparent, coiling entrails exposed through layers of crystalline skin. The largest of such individuals are entwined with the Arctic Ocean, quietly swimming through ice-cold waters, humanless. Enormous bells several metres in diameter, seven metres of tentacles rippling out beneath them.[endnoteRef:218] Predatory agent, tentacles enhanced with nematocysts, stinging cells immobilising zooplankton, small fish, ctenophores. Enormous cannibalistic gelatine-blob, small members of its own species are entangled in lethal tentacles, dying a slow, suspended death of paralysis. Oral arms, specialised tentacles, transporting the prey into the mouth at the centre of the bell, paralysed jelly enveloped in orange jelly-entrails, digested into willowy tentacled movements, into pulsing swimming motions.[endnoteRef:219] Wavy yellow mass of gelatinous matter, constituting the bestowal of its name, human-given. Lion’s mane fluttering in the wind, terrestrial animalisation of amber-yellow liquid body-centre hovering, pulsing. Muscular contractions like a beating heart, a blinking eye, nudging the liquid body gently forward. Minute sessile polyps budding off the bodies of young jellies, asexually, ephyrae growing into males or females, sometimes changing sex as they grow. Or fusion of egg and sperm creating an embryo, brooded in transparent guts, set loose, becoming a ciliated planula larva, miniscule hairs enabling locomotion. Alive for merely a year, the pelagic being starts as larva, becoming polyp, ephyra, medusa.[endnoteRef:220] Relying on ocean currents to drive its immobile body forward, assembling in sheltered areas towards the end of its life, it is washed up by the tides onto rocks and beaches, a suffocated oozy mass.[endnoteRef:221] [216:  Alaimo, Stacy, ‘Jellyfish Science, Jellyfish Aesthetics: Posthuman Reconfigurations of the Sensible,’ in Thinking with Water, ed. by Cecilia Chen, Janine MacLeod and Astrida Neimanis (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2013), pp. 138-164 (p. 143).]  [217:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Lion’s Mane Jellyfish,’ Britannica, [n.d.] <https://www.britannica.com/animal/lions-mane-jellyfish> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [218:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Lion’s Mane Jellyfish.’]  [219:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Lion’s Mane Jellyfish.’]  [220:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Jellyfish,’ Britannica, [n.d.] <https://www.britannica.com/animal/jellyfish> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [221:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Lion’s Mane Jellyfish.’] 
Nematocyst: specialised cell containing a venomous coiled thread that can be projected in self-defence or to capture prey.
Write! and your self-seeking text will know itself better than flesh and blood, rising, insurrectionary dough kneading itself, with sonorous, perfumed ingredients, a lively combination of flying colors, leaves, and rivers plunging into the sea we feed.
Hélène Cixous, Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa,’ Signs, 1 (1976), 875-893 (p. 889).
Sessile polyp: larval jellyfish attached to a surface.
Ephyra: a free-swimming larval jellyfish post separation from the polyp.
Ciliated planula larva: free-swimming larval jellyfish, pre-polyp-stage, covered in minute hairs enabling swimming.


Pulse, extend. Stretch out, small currents are felt through long thin appendages. Straight through them, they become like waves, slowly dancing, within, not through water. Every movement a wave. Currents pulsating, bulbously liquid centre of body powerfully contracting. This is swimming in a watery way, no terrestrial limbs, unwebbed digits. Instead becoming watery, body transparent, muscular yet layers of thin skin, delicate, lucent. Watery skin absorbing oxygen from water, transparency metabolising seawater. Soft body is a strong body in the ocean, when beached a weak blob of jelly, useless, stepped upon, torn with the smallest movement. Flowing out of mother-body, my consciousness slowly floats into me, elementary tentacles waking, coiling delicately. I start a small papule of the ocean, a speck against dark waters, snap-shot of jelly-life eternalised in a photographic image. Descending through the water column, I grow my polyp-roots, adhering. Expelled further into waves, I roll off my skin, gently. A current grips me, severs me from my body. My own body like mother, stack of selves swaying on the seabed. I utter no goodbyes to mother jellies, I float into them, they are my sea. This is how life starts, flowing on ocean currents. A medusa is not a destination, it is becoming liquid. My feelings always drift slightly behind my body, sense-endowed tentacles creating a small halo of perception around me, responsive, alert. I cannot flee, lithe but immobile body, I do not really swim. I am swim, I am sea, saltwater is within and without my body, enveloped. A vague outline all that makes me animal, oceans are buoyed within me.Blood, bile, intracellular fluid; a small ocean swallowed, a wild wetland in our gut; rivulets forsaken making their way from our insides to out, from watery womb to watery world:
we are bodies of water.
Astrida Neimanis, Bodies of Water: Posthuman Feminist Phenomenology (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), p. 1.
"Ah, there's her sea," he will say as he holds out to me a basin full of water from the little phallic mother from whom he's inseparable. But look, our seas are what we make of them, full of fish or not, opaque or transparent, red or black, high or smooth, narrow or bankless; and we are ourselves sea, sand, coral, sea-weed, beaches, tides, swimmers, children, waves .... More or less wavily sea, earth, sky-what matter would rebuff us? We know how to speak them all.
Cixous, 875-893 (p. 889).


II.	Watery Thinking

In saltwater zones, icy and elusive, jellyfish such as the lion’s mane dwell. They float there beyond human comprehension, in a realm where science and aesthetics interweave in baffling ways.[endnoteRef:222] No scientific description of the gelatinous beings seems possible without reference to their unknowable elegance, their bodies like works of art. Perhaps flimsy and superficial, jellyfish-images inspire brief moments of wonder, contemplation of watery otherness.[endnoteRef:223] Gelatinous zooplankton, with bodies so fragile in air yet so agile in water, can mean something for aquatic environmentalism. Radical images of nonhuman otherness, jellyfish are not easily anthropomorphised. No faces are suggested in bells of jelly, no cuteness emerges from creeping tentacles. Fluid, nearly invisible in dark oceans, jellies soon become unrecognisable as life. A mere nebulous glow in the distance, white edges enveloping nothing, in human imaginations jellyfish are lost at sea.[endnoteRef:224] Jellyfish are like the element they float in, hovering indistinguishable from the watery realms they inhabit.[endnoteRef:225] Translucence impossible to fully capture, unappreciated by the light-dependent human eye. See a completely black background, a white ghostly appearance drawing near the camera, jelly photographically removed from its environment.[endnoteRef:226] A flimsy skeleton, so soft it is barely there, it may as well not be. Or tentacles flowing, not apprehending what they are, a stinging apparatus, but so much more. If any comparison is made it is the analogy with the plastic bag, floating and destroying, likewise ingested by beloved sea turtles.[endnoteRef:227] Tales of overabundance of jellyfish are easier to tell than ecosystem-tales, than a kaleidoscopic sense of the lion’s mane right there, its role in its ecosystem, slowly making its way through icy seas.[endnoteRef:228] In search of something, connected to more than a sterile black background, it flows elusively. [222:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164 (p. 139).]  [223:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164  (p. 140).]  [224:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164 (p. 140).]  [225:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164 (p. 143).]  [226:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164 (p. 152).]  [227:  Marland, Pippa, ‘“You see the difference”: Reading the Stories of Matter Through the More-Than-Metaphorical,’ Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, 0 (2020), 1-23 (p. 2).]  [228:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164 (p. 160).] 
The turtles are, in a sense, eating a metaphor. However, their “error” suggests that we humans may be seeing too much difference: while we may view the plastic waste as inert, dull matter in comparison with the vital, living forms of the jellyfish, and so assume that any connection between the two is coincidental and largely figurative, the turtles appear to recognize and respond to material correspondences of pattern, texture, and movement. For the turtles, the relationship between the two material phenomena is more-than-metaphorical.

Pippa Marland, ‘“You see the difference”: Reading the Stories of Matter Through the More-Than-Metaphorical,’ Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, 0 (2020), 1-23 (pp. 2-3).
There is no direct path from gelatinous aesthetics to a blue-green environmental politics, however. As we have seen, most portrayals of jellyﬁsh abstract them from their environment, as they pose one creature against a black background. This portrait-like style encourages a sense of encounter with a distinctive creature but it discourages an understanding of the animal’s habitat. As aesthetic and taxonomic purposes converge in this style, the sea itself disappears, rendered transparent rather than substantial.
Stacy Alaimo, ‘Jellyfish Science, Jellyfish Aesthetics: Posthuman Reconfigurations of the Sensible,’ in Thinking with Water, ed. by Cecilia Chen, Janine MacLeod and Astrida Neimanis (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2013), pp. 138-164 (p. 158).


Gelatinous mass like water, a jellyfish appears as life at its minimum. Aqueously uncanny, outlines of a ghost, it unsettles human worlds buoyed by repressed watery systems just underneath cities. Radical watery antagonist, stinging tentacles constitute human fears, buoy human ideas of otherness. With their minimalist mode of being, jellyfish break down categories, simultaneously exposing them.[endnoteRef:229] The lion’s mane, photographed and contemplated, opens up a small window for consideration. Its limbs of jelly coil into human thinking, become a dancing thought floating into the margins of anthropocentrism. An opening between watery worlds and terrestrial worlds of air, tentacles reach out. Appealing to imaginations, inviting contemplations of living as water, of what it means to perceive in water as water.[endnoteRef:230] Lion’s mane’s orange-hued oscillating motions nudge perception, pulsate toward strange frameworks transcending the human as the default of condition. Dancing gelatinous spirit in watery depths, jellyfish agency is as strange as it gets, promotes flowing ideas to replace old, rigid ideas of rationality, of subject-object. It renders them extraneous, unworthy of their axiomatic status, buoyancy slowly falling away. Foundation undermined by long stinging tentacles, paralysing history of ideas, streaming out into a watery void at the centre of concentric canals, into oceans and realms of pelagic gelata. Ancient anthropocentric ideas float unbuoyed, held by cemented myth. Like cities built on sand and water, slowly sagging, sinking back into swamp, ideas easily unmasked, liquidised by the movements of the lion’s mane jellyfish. By bodies writing water, thinking water, being water, presenting a liquid buoyancy so integrated there is no exterior. The lion’s mane lives within its ecosystem, is constituted within saltwater rather than by it, inviting watery thinking. A photograph of a whitely glowing jelly-skeleton against a black background seems to show everything in transparency, see-through sea and jelly, its true meaning remaining withdrawn.[endnoteRef:231] It is within apparent translucence, within the perceived flimsiness of the jellyfish, the infinity of the salty blackness that buoyancy hides. The sum of all these parts, the void between them, constitutes the enmeshment between sea and jelly, a liquid buoyancy as a productive force of life. [229:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164 (p. 151).]  [230:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164 (p. 153).]  [231:  Alaimo, pp. 138-164 (p. 155).] 
Jellyﬁsh – being watery – exist at the edge of the “visible, the sayable, and the thinkable,” barely distinct from the seas that surround them, existing as ﬂowing, pulsing, gelatinous, and just barely organized bodies. Jellies somehow live as the very element that surrounds them. (How does this make sense? How do they make sense?)
Alaimo, p. 153.
But crucially, this watery gestationality is also decidedly posthuman, where human reprosexual wombs are but one expression of a more general aqueous facilitative capacity: pond life, sea monkey, primordial soup, amphibious egg, the moist soil that holds and grows the seed. […] We are literally implicated in other animal, vegetable, and planetary bodies that materially course through us, replenish us, and draw upon our own bodies as their wells: human bodies ingest reservoir bodies, while reservoir bodies are slaked by rain bodies, rain bodies absorb ocean bodies, ocean bodies aspirate fish bodies, fish bodies are consumed by whale bodies – which then sink to the seafloor to rot and be swallowed up again by the ocean’s dark belly. 
Neimanis, p. 3.
To be astounded or astonished is to be unmoored, cut loose from an established order of things, to ﬁnd oneself ﬂoating somewhere as yet unmapped, where unexpected, unrecognizable forms of life seem to demand some sort of recognition and response.

Alaimo, p. 151.
To avoid misunderstandings: in the future, too, we cannot make do without pumping stations, dikes, and dune reinforcements. Human safety determines the limits of the space that water is granted. But moving along with the natural development of brooks, rivers and the sea is the only way to keep our head above water in the future.
Ministry of Public Works and Water Management, p. 6 (my own translation).


Glide, contract, let body ripple. Feeling soft self held up by soft water. Liquid, a creature of gentle movements. Predatory, tentacled extensions ever ready. No ambush, I am too slow. I float, in green-blue light. Jelly-body without clear edges, a ghostly spirit, a faint otherworldly glow. Float, buoyed by ocean currents, is a way of being. I am not going, I do not make my individual way through oceans. I pulsate, subtly suggesting direction. Liquid within and without me decides where I emerge, never to stay, passing through. Stretching out, elastic tissue expanding, condensing into a ball. Immediately disbanded, think anew, entrails are coloured. Do I see them, I do not know a lion’s mane. I am pure symmetry, body composed from a centre point, roundness makes me. Layers in circles, concentrically, the same all around. Senses placed on tentacles, like eyes, feeling pressure, orientation, smell. I think roundly, in circles, single orifice at my centre. Thinking like water, liquid thoughts ripple out over tentacles. Angular thinking, instilled in hard calcium bones and rugged bodies, is impossible. Thinking is connecting, flowing, not severing. I am flow, depth, an antidote at the centre of fearful buoyancy’s flipside. I await not far from the void beneath politics, the feigned buoyancy of air, treacherous. Perhaps a link, a little liquid connection, circular perspective on cities floating next to seas and under them. Think of me waterily, liquidise brains already bathed in strange liquids. Let them seep in, let flowing begin, let go. Of a body mild and stiff, become a flow to me, abandon individual direction, you have always been watery.They <Medusae> are members of the lowest section of the Animal Kingdom, […] They are active in their habits, graceful in their motions, gay in their colouring, delicate as the finest membrane, transparent as the purest crystal. […] They have the power of emitting light, and when on a summer’s evening the waves flash fire as they break upon the shore, or glow with myriads of sparks as they curl and froth around the prow of the moving ship or under the blade of a striking oar, it is to delicate and almost invisible Medusae that they chiefly owe their phosphorescence. 
Forbes, p. 1.
The motor tissue in these Medusae is of the simplest kind, and consists, in most cases, simply of bands of the granular substance just described. […] I have paralysed one side of a Rhizostoma Aldrovandi, whose disk measured more than a foot across, by removing with a scalpel the bands of that half, whilst the other side contracted and expanded as usual, though with more rapidity, as if the animal was alarmed or suffering.
Edward Forbes, A Monograph of the British Naked-Eye Medusae with Figures of all the Species (London: Ray Society, 1848), p. 3.





III.	Orbicularity
The future future and the strange stranger are the weird and unpredictable entities that honest ecological thinking compels us to think about. When we can see that far into the future and that far around Earth, a curious blindness afflicts us, a blindness far more mysterious than simple lack of sight, since we can precisely see so much more than ever. This blindness is a symptom of an already-existing intimacy with all lifeforms, knowledge of which is now thrust on us whether we like it or not.
Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), p. 124.

Cities floating on watery worlds, a politics of aquaphobia bobs at the surface, anxious movements rippling out through oceans, into realms of jelly. Suspend fear, buoy cities on currents inhabited by aqueous lion’s manes flowing, a more balanced world emerges. Circular in nature, informed by round watery thinking like a jellyfish which is swim, is water, is a flow making sense of the world. Erasing rugged shapes, sharp corners, smoothening anthropocentric edges. Concede to human intimacy with strange things, which was always already there, though restricted by rigid structures, rationalist labels, systems of organisation claiming nothing slipped through the net. Yet water always does, always has, it is permeation, resistant to linear logic. It has always rendered daily things strange, rounding off rectangular corners, uncanny presence dripping from damp railings. Orbicularity was already there in sound, strange melodies from other worlds slipping through the cracks of the water-buoyed city, the rush of a lion’s mane’s slimy tentacles acoustically nearer than assumed, nonhuman presences droning into cities. Sound rounding spaces, a room upheld by watery worlds becomes round like a globe. Night emerges from a small round centre, core of light, developing in small concentric ripples around it, symmetrically like a jellyfish, retreating when the glow of dawn creeps through windows.[endnoteRef:232] Round windows on crooked circular canal sides, snaking around, thoughts, movements, governments meandering. To think roundly is to float like water in water, to think like a cloud of fog slowly floating into a human head. To let go of oblivion, for a thought to be a viscous tentacle reaching out into circling waterways, gripping onto sticky liquidity, entangling organic matter for metabolization into watery movement. [232:  Vian, Boris, Froth on the Daydream (London: Rapp & Carroll, 1967), p. 111.] 
At the spot where a river joins the ocean there is a barrier that is very difficult to navigate. Wrecked ships dance helplessly in the great eddies of foam. Between the night outside and the light of the lamp, memories flowed back from the darkness of the past, banging against the light and, immersed in its glow, gleaming and transparent, flaunting their white fronts and their silver backs. 
Boris Vian, Froth on the Daydream (London: Rapp & Carroll, 1967), p. 112.
When a creative scientist, artist or philosopher has been for some hours or days intent on his work, his mind often takes on an almost physical character. That is, his mind becomes his real body. His over-mind becomes his brain.
H.D., Notes on Thoughts and Vision & the Wise Sappho (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1982), p. 18.


It is to be a body, even human, conceding to floating, absorbed into true buoyancy within watery worlds. Body is a realm of water, within realm of water, become a nebulous outline against a black background. Become the gaps between a spooky white frame and black water, integrate what is withdrawn into self, for the jellyfish is not just withdrawn from human onlookers, an elusive part of it remains forever withdrawn even from itself.[endnoteRef:233] Let body pulse, feel flow of water within and without, trembles in stomach just like the wavy movements of a jelly, a lion’s mane flapping in underwater currents. Skin non-crystalline, but translucence can be a thinking process, of becoming watery in thought. Let cities be buoyed, not on fear, but on watery collaborations. Let water saturate land, terrestrial mud and cemented cultures becoming a viscous in-between. Solid-liquid world of extended coastal area, think in intertidal zones inhabited by saline smells, rush of wind, thick-stemmed samphire, salt marsh. Rounding off continents naturally, interzone of sandflats buoys cities better than seawalls do, nudging them into circular futures. Lion’s mane pushes perception, so can watery human thoughts, if attention is paid, if angularity slowly flows, loosely, becoming orbicular, developing concentrically from a centre of buoyancy, in symmetrical layers of consideration. In watery writing, a human body often floats, this is always toward orbicularity, an understanding of the human body as a body of water within a body of water, indistinguishable like a jelly. Loop-formed water world inhabited by water-humans and water-jellies, equally liquid, this is living as water, giving space without conceding, for there is no non-watery space to begin with. There is no solid ground in orbicular watery worlds, there is no need for solid foundations if we are buoyed in floating.  [233:  Morton, Timothy, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), p. 62.] 
In that over-mind, thoughts pass and are visible like fish swimming under clear water.
H.D., p. 19.
Ecological awareness is a loop because human interference has a loop form, because ecological and biological systems are loops. […] The loop form of beings means we live in a universe of finitude and fragility, a world in which objects are suffused with and surrounded by mysterious hermeneutical clouds of unknowing. 
Timothy Morton, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), p. 6.
That over-mind seems a cap, like water, transparent, fluid yet with definite body, contained in a definite space. It is like a closed sea-plant, jelly-fish or anemone. 
H.D., pp. 18-19.
If I could visualise or describe that over-mind in my own case, I should say this: it seems to me that a cap is over my head, a cap of consciousness over my head, my forehead, affecting a little my eyes. Sometimes when I am in that state of consciousness, things about me appear slightly blurred as if seen under water.
H.D., p. 18.



Watery world, absorb me. Simultaneously depth and surface, ungraspable space continually reproduced by mobile molecules, absorption is not synonymous with disintegration.[endnoteRef:234] Watery world as an event of bodies and their meanings intermingling, challenging hierarchies, binaries.[endnoteRef:235] Oceans wavy at the surface, storms raging far within, never once the same, never once pinned down. Dividing watery worlds into rectangles for industrial exploitation cannot be done straightforwardly, water and watery beings do not follow terrestrial paradigms of space, of boundaries. Watery worlds I am enveloped in suggest nonlinear, immeasurable notions of time.[endnoteRef:236] Of time loop-formed, circular, spiralling out in subcurrents, through oceans and urban waterways. A time of orbicularity, my jelly-centre is a bell-shaped human head, my arms are tentacled, nematocyst-enhanced. My thoughts are like body, bell-shaped bubbles of air emerge from single orifice at my centre, multiplying, creating bubble-webs, reaching out, forming long bubble-tentacles buoyed by watery currents. Tentacle translucent, a glow of white against a black background, nerve-endings sensitive to temperature, to touch. Willowy white limb reaches tentatively into water, into viscous solid-liquid worlds connecting to floating cities. Sense-endowed details dotted on white transparency, my tentacle curls through concentric canals, feels human feet hurrying over quaysides of cobblestone, feels the tremble of urban ferries droning through water-bodies. My symmetrical liquid body formed concentrically around a point of buoyancy, I flow in a direction, pulsing and contracting. Round air-thoughts, bubbling up slowly, to surfaces of water which buoy cities bobbing under the sea.  [234:  Steinberg, Philip and Kimberley Peters, ‘Wet ontologies, fluid spaces: giving depth to volume through oceanic thinking,’ Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 33 (2015), 247-264 (p. 252).]  [235:  Idema, Tom, ‘When the Levees Break: global heating, watery rhetoric and complexity in Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl,’ Green Letters: Studies in Ecocriticism, 24 (2020), 51-63 (p. 56).]  [236:  Steinberg and Peters, 247-264 (p. 255).] 
extend out and about us; as the long floating tentacles of the jelly-fish reach out and about him.
is accompanied by grinding discomfort of mental agony.
– to continue this jelly-fish metaphor –
long feelers reached down and through my body
set of super-feelings
these stood in the same relation to the nervous system as the over-mind to the brain or intellect
The swing from normal consciousness to abnormal consciousness

They are not of different material,

My spherical mind emerges from my water body, from a body of water, evaporating thoughts into terrestrial worlds, liquidising. Becoming water, rounding off rugged edges, creating cities buoyed within watery worlds, liquid within and without. All is swept on current, canals and salt marsh. extraneous to the gray matter of the directing brain.

Agile like a fish, life as water emerges elastically from and within taps, 	part of the
The super-feelers are

estuaries. Slowly terrestrial thinking 		decomposing 		language, nearly destroyed
bending. Words become crooked	solidly meaningless. Words are watery	 are swim and flow, pulsate	stretch out. Extend letter		write in wave. Write liquidly like jellysuper-mind,

non-logos language of circle-flow. Become a flow to me		to me jelly, as the jelly-fish feelers are the jelly-fish itself

pulse, contract. 	
Translucence in wordless thought. 
Do not go	not individually		be swim	be sea		 be nebulous cloud looming. 	Until slowly, like falling asleep, elongated

liquid jelly within and without. Rounding away, into 	
flow	pulse	extend		suggest direction	

like tentacle	bubble-formed loop		rippling out	
as water
in fine 
threads. 

H.D., p. 19.
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[bookmark: _Toc128045362]Sounding Shift

I.	Ocean Acoustics
Porous skin vibrates on rockpool current, exhaling liquid resonance. Curling onto a wave, out of her body, surging acoustically into rockpool microcosm. Currents return to me, skin absorbing, breathing. I am within rockpool breath, ebbing and flowing on collective soundwaves.

Soft rush of waves on half-exposed rock. Rays of sunlight, permeating clear saltwater, then a breathing anemone, illuminated. A faint scraping reaches otolith-ears, a throbbing of life of water. Sea urchin scratching rock, slowly and continuously, heard by itself, a sea slug, a cockle. A shell moving, visually imperceptible, but audible to a hydrophone, a marine-adapted ear. A rasping breath heard on minute rockpool waves, liquidly resonant. Within rockpool murmur, terrestrial sound fades away, wind of air drowned out by myriad of creatures rushing on little waves. Rhythmic beating of a collective rockpool heart, interrupted by sudden tapping noises, shrimp-wings flying through, whisper of transparent limbs digging into sand. Flagella situated on the inner body wall of bread-crumb sponge, whip-like hairs throbbing. Drawing in water through small pores in spongy skin, the body swells and drops, breathing water, expelling it in a small sigh. Oxygen and edible particles are metabolised into movement of shapeshifting porous skin sometimes orange, green, dotted with coral-like structures. This is sensed by the beadlet anemone, red cylindrical jelly-body, tentacles extended, blue beads ready to sting. Pushing itself into position, adhesive body attached to rock, plopping sound of a vacuum released interrupts rockpool heartbeat. A flapping tentacle against the direction of rockpool current becomes a small anomaly in sound, a slight hesitation, a catching of collective breath.Push, hear self grinding rock. In defence, blueness flows into your body, disturbing rockpool equilibrium. Cylindrically symmetrical body coils and swishes, inquisitive tentacles sucked back into you. First a climactic ripple, then gelatinous blob of redness instils unusual silence, temporarily interrupting rockpool murmur.
Whether a noise is there or not, it comes to be as sound, or as noise perhaps, only retrospectively. The Big Bang can be said to have occurred at a given moment, even if time did not exist until just after it, but it betrays itself retrospectively as humans (or others) come to understand it, and also because its evidence only comes to you over time, as the universe expands. And the Big Bang has a sound – it is the final static which can never quite be removed – so the universe itself (this universe anyway) can be imagined as noise, as residue, unexpected by-product, and the last sound will also be the first. 
Paul Hegarty, Noise/Music: A History (London and New York: Continuum, 2009), p. 4.


Beyond this rockpool, the North Sea extends, saltwater mass through which ocean currents and soundwaves travel. A visual world of open sea, pale liquid light permeating darkness. Acoustically, the breath of the marine ecosystem swells and surges, creating a collective ocean murmur, irregular noise levels coalescing into an acoustic continuum. High-pitched shrieks, sometimes low and continuous calls of cetaceans, intermittent ticking noises of fish, constantly interject into this ocean of sound, interrupting background noise of currents and shipping, creating meaning, clusters of species-specific and interspecies communication. Yet in terrestrially conditioned human imaginations, the boundary between air and water is not easily crossed. Where air stops and saltwater waves begin, it is difficult to descend without plummeting into a cold, inhospitable sea. Falling into liquid darkness, vision slowly dissipates. Blue and green shadows, then a faint glimmering, a memory of the sun. Sinking further, no light penetrates the depths. Vision becomes nothingness, remembered in flashes of bioluminescence. Embodied experience in this liquid world challenges human tendencies to ocularcentrism that equate seeing with knowing. As Sidney Dobrin argues in his book on blue ecocriticism, vision, more so than hearing, is viewed as validating experience in human cultures and societies. In seeking to know the oceans and to approach their enormous scale, we thus face a challenge on the level of perception. This is due to the epistemological primacy of imagery in human culture as well as the inadequacy of (human) vision in the deeper ocean.[endnoteRef:237] How do we suspend our focus on vision when descending into an ocean in which vision is not only different, but sometimes even irrelevant? For in zones of darkness many marine animals rely on different senses for orientation. [237:  Dobrin, Sidney, Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic Imperative (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), p. 175.] 
Reframing the ocean as an acoustic space both highlights the speciesism inherent in human perceptions and categorizations of space, and reclassiﬁes ocean habitats not as wild nature but as areas differentially affected by the pollution of modernity. […] Today, as in the 1970s, sound forms a bridge between humans and other sentient creatures: an analysis of the shared and overlapping acoustic spaces of northern oceans underscores the continuity between human beings and other creatures, suggesting an ethics of relationship that seeks through empathy to establish greater reciprocity with the more-than-human world.
Shirley Roburn, ‘Sounding a Sea-change: Acoustic Ecology and Arctic Ocean Governance,’ in Thinking with Water, ed. by Cecilia Chen, Janine MacLeod and Astrida Neimanis (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2013), pp. 106-128 (p. 107).



The notion of vision as knowing leads to the assumption that we somehow need to see the ocean to know and understand it.[endnoteRef:238] However, much of the ocean exists in midnight zones where sunlight does not descend, rendering vision meaningless. Such dark zones are much better understood with a focus on other senses such as hearing. Yet the prevalence of acoustic communication by ocean inhabitants has traditionally been underestimated. As a result of our lack of experience in listening underwater and the inability to imagine communities predominantly rooted in sound rather than vision, animals such as fish are often represented as silent, mute and devoid of communication. Yet the ocean is never silent.[endnoteRef:239] Though invisible, sound is a material process. Soundwaves can be measured, as can their material effects on ocean waves, ocean bodies. Sound constantly travels through the ocean, nearly indistinguishable from the ocean itself.[endnoteRef:240] [238:  Dobrin, p. 175.]  [239:  Dobrin, p. 166.]  [240:  Dobrin, p. 168.] 


Increasingly, ocean voices are drowned out by anthropogenic noise of shipping, military testing, trawlers and deep-sea mining. Such constantly present noise pollution leaves marine animals disoriented, wounded and dead, interrupting food chains and social structures rooted in sound.[endnoteRef:241] Yet the notion of the marine void bubbles up, makes its way back into air, easily compressed anthropocentric element, overlooking the fact that sound travels further and much more rapidly through water.[endnoteRef:242] As Shirley Roburn argues in her work on acoustic ecologies in the Arctic Ocean, a shift toward a more acoustic rather than vision-dominated approach to the oceans, acknowledging the materiality of ocean sound, grants an audible platform to ocean voices which have been sounding all along.[endnoteRef:243] This opens human minds to nonhuman soundscapes such as those of cetaceans, built on the broadest acoustic range of any mammal group.[endnoteRef:244] Enabling human conception of liquid worlds of sound beyond frequencies perceived by the human ear, imaginative receptivity takes over where human hearing stops. To recognise ambient noise in the ocean as a chronic environmental hazard renders audible the links between industrial expansion and threats to marine life.[endnoteRef:245] Fraught relationships between oil-drilling multinationals, indigenous communities and environmental organisations can be mitigated with a focus on sound as the principle encapsulating the current gaps in ocean regulation. A shared acoustic vocabulary, human and nonhuman, proposes a way out of traditional dichotomies, toward a common understanding.[endnoteRef:246] To expanding human thinking, with a collective mind’s eye slowly diffusing into a broader, more inclusive sense of perception. [241:  Roburn, Shirley, ‘Sounding a Sea-change: Acoustic Ecology and Arctic Ocean Governance,’ in Thinking with Water, ed. by Cecilia Chen, Janine MacLeod and Astrida Neimanis (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2013), pp. 106-128 (p. 107).]  [242:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 107).]  [243:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 107).]  [244:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 110).]  [245:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 107).]  [246:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 109).] 


Body elongated, flapping wings through incompressible salt-liquid. Beating slowly, rhythmic whoosh echoing. Torpedo-shaped, barnacle-covered skin is thick. Sensing vibrations, ocean stirrings, forming an acoustic map using calls and echolocation. Locating gaps in ice, breathing space. Air, take it down with me, compress it into enormous lungs. Squeak, breathe out. Float bubbles, insides resounding. Voice echoes through water, reflects off the continental shelf, off underwater swells and troughs, sending back not an image. Acoustic synthesis, musical sequence ordered by sunken mind. Rush, crackle, zoom, droning, grasp these vocal lines from start to end, the echoes at every frequency. Polyphonous ocean-scape is hum of voices and crashing of waves, marine murmur. Tapping of snouts into rocky seabeds, the round acoustic presence of a shoal of fish, they do not reach ears linearly. They travel slowly into body from a variety of locations, concentrically forming layers of cognition in brain. Hear others like her, converse without seeing, tell them where I am with my voice reflecting off the seabed. Find me in ball of sound, feel skin with skin. Eyes see the same in ocean darkness all along. Decibel-level, form, frequency and periodicity of noise make a difference, requiring ever more concentration.[endnoteRef:247] A vicious cycle of exhaustion interrupts orbicularity, turns acoustic worlds belly-up, slowly floating to the surface, evaporating into air-centric world. Lost meanings tremble and drown around me, sometimes I snatch a fragment of significance, of message reaching mind. Of kin attempting to reach kin, information on breathing spaces, feeding grounds. Without acoustic equilibrium the myth of muteness becomes truth. A graceless body follows lost acoustic messages, stranding belly-up on a sandy beach. [247:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 112).] 
What struck me then, and does so even more as I try to reimagine what I saw, was the surroundness of it all; the fact that we were incidental to this act of ancient choreography; not so much spectators as prisoners, unable to move as we were encircled by the whales and their proprietorial blows. […] We had to wait while they got on with the business of eating, of laying comprehensive claim to the world on which we merely floated. In their rising breath and dying fall all the power and poignancy of life seemed wrapped, fraught with dramatic suspension; an exchange of exhalation and inhalation which scares me to think of it. Yet that sound, which I can replay in my head even as I write, is also oddly consoling, a reminder of or common ground, a reassurance that everything will be all right, even if it will not.
Philip Hoare, Leviathan or, the Whale (London: Fourth Estate, 2009), pp. 377-378.
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II. 	Acoustic Community

Below the euphotic and disphotic zones of the ocean, no light permeates seawater. The vast majority of the ocean exists in this realm of deep darkness, where vision becomes impossible. In this midnight zone, odontocetes, toothed whales, orient themselves by waves of pressure and vibration beyond audible sound frequencies.[endnoteRef:248] They make their way through the darkness relying on an extension of mammal hearing in the form of a fatty structure enveloped in the nasal apparatus. Between blowhole and tip of snout, vibrations are sensed, recorded, collected to form an acoustic image. Acoustic lens encased in whale skin, constituting an enhanced aural capacity, or a different sense altogether, something indescribable in human language.[endnoteRef:249] Mysticetes, baleen whales, physically solitary for much of their lives, communicate across oceans using low frequency calls. Blue whales’ extremely loud, low calls mark patterns of populations, acoustic clans, separated by vast distances.[endnoteRef:250] Families and communities communicate in sound, never meeting physically, never looking each other in the eye. Nevertheless, they are intimately connected by voices reaching across oceans. [248:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 110).]  [249:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 110).]  [250:  Roburn, pp. 106-128 (p. 110).] 
It may be the Platonic heritage we all share in Western society that makes many of us constantly look for “things” rather than processes […]  It is this heritage that easily engenders the belief that a fuzzy concept such as “music” may refer to something ontologically solid in possession of Homo sapiens.[…] I would like to suggest that along the process leading from “non-music” (however defined) to what we may call “music” (however defined), so spread out in time as it is, across cultures, and quite probably, across animal species and genera, there are no borderlines or sharp transition stages.
Marcello Sorce Keller, ‘Zoomusicology and Ethnomusicology: A Marriage to celebrate in Heaven,’ Yearbook for Traditional Music, 44 (2012), 166-183 (p. 167).

In some way, noise threatens me, is part of the other I define myself against. Noise is a phenomenology of noise, insofar as it exists in relation to individuals, who define themselves as being subject to noise (a community forms around the hearing of a house or car alarm).
Hegarty, p. 4.

Human and cetacean communities thrive when acoustics are balanced, cities being acoustic communities, sound signals such as church bells standing out, conveying historical and commonly understood meaning.[endnoteRef:251] An acoustic community is ‘any sound-scape in which acoustic information plays a pervasive role in the lives of the inhabitants.’[endnoteRef:252] Yet when noise interrupts acoustic ties, auditory images are obscured, less information becomes available, numbing the listener, weakening their sense of community involvement.[endnoteRef:253] An information-rich soundscape becomes information-poor, and interactive relationships become withdrawn and alienated. Meaninglessness encroaches on auditory maps and social ties, gradually erasing long-term acoustic knowledge of environments.[endnoteRef:254] This is what an isolated blue whale, acoustically trapped by a field of Arctic oil drilling, and a human living above a nightclub or adjacent to a railway have in common. Ever-present white noise drones on monotonously, drowning out social meanings of sound, severing community ties. Significance drifts slowly within an assemblage of interruptive noise, patches of meaning sometimes reaching ears, providing a glimpse of an acoustically balanced existence. And so the blue whale floats within an acoustic prison, mind’s ear ebbing and flowing on currents of anthropogenic noise droning on unceasingly. [251:  Truax, Barry, Acoustic Communication (Norwood: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1984), p. 59.]  [252:  Truax, p. 58.]  [253:  Truax, p. 87.]  [254:  Truax, p. 88.] 


And yet cetacean voices continue to reflect off underwater surfaces, continental shelves trembling ever so slightly under the vocal impact of thousands of whale meanings encoded in soundwaves. Clicking sounds identifying physical surroundings, squeaks conveying availability of food sources, social messages, names, things humans can barely imagine. What is meaningful to a sperm whale living in darkness, hunting squid six hundred metres below the ocean’s surface? Acoustic data flows into acoustically conditioned cetacean brains, forming a synthesis in sound and meaning. This is what is known of a species famous for its vocalisations and acoustic specialisms. Yet marine animals that we may not consider ‘hearing specialists’ are also affected by anthropogenic noise, suffering from acoustic trauma.[endnoteRef:255] No audible vocalisations are uttered by such earless, voiceless jelly-forms, by slender, silver bodies of small fish, which can lead to the assumption that noise is irrelevant to their existence. Unreceptive of truly nonhuman, non-mammalian ways of being acoustic, assumptions of muteness silence fish and marine invertebrates. Such cultural conceptions of noise and marine animals directly license ongoing noise pollution, providing space for yet more oil-drilling in the melting, ever more accessible Arctic corners of the ocean. They justify political struggles over territory, a new cold war against a backdrop of melting ice and nameless Arctic inhabitants, fuelled by carbon bombs and quenchless petro-appetite.[endnoteRef:256] Ice and patches of acoustic meaning disintegrate under the vibrations of drilling, floating apart. Worlds of bustling marine murmur and indigenous ways of human life dissolve under the pressure, transformed into a foaming mass of nothingness. Becoming a true void, visually and acoustically, connections are severed, blended into a perpetual grey.  [255:  Solé, Marta, Marc Lenoir, José Manuel Fortuño, Mercè Durfort, Mike van der Schaar and Michel André, ‘Evidence of Cnidarians sensitivity to sound after exposure to low frequency underwater sources,’ Scientific Reports, 6 (2016), 1-18 (p. 11).]  [256:  The Guardian, ‘The new cold war,’ The Guardian, 2015 <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/ng-interactive/2015/jun/16/drilling-oil-gas-arctic-alaska> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 
When several whales are together, they sing the same song. However […] they do not practise unison. The term heterophony better describes what they do. […] Humpbacks do not repeat songs mechanically. As they sing, they add new twists to a song that give impulse for the tradition to continue […] And within generally accepted style constraints, individuals collaborate in shaping, year after year, the song on which other members of the group are also working. […] Among humpbacks we therefore see an oral tradition unfolding in its transformational, collective and participatory dimensions.
Sorce Keller, 166-183 (pp. 172-173).

This is the ear versus the body syndrome—the myth that the effects of sound can be measured from simply what enters the ear. It is probably a near relative, if not an actual descendant, of the classical mind/body split syndrome, since the ear seems more related to the mind than to the body for most people. This syndrome ignores the fundamental fact that sound is first and foremost a physical vibration that affects the whole body. For instance, the body contains many enclosed spaces or cavities which can resonate sympathetically to vibration, each at its own frequency. In addition, and more importantly, the body reacts to noise as it does to any stressor, an age-old reaction that associates loud noise with potential danger. […] Changes in breathing rate, muscle tension, and skin resistance also occur. What the mind may rationalize or deny, the body expresses.
Barry Truax, Acoustic Communication (Norwood: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1984), p. 89.
Epithelium: a continuous layer of protective cells, lining the outer surfaces of blood vessels and organs, as well as the inner surfaces of cavities in internal organs. Some epithelial cells play a role in sensory reception, such as in the ear.

In a melting and acoustically disturbed ocean, it is not just polar bears who end up bobbing among the pieces of an ecosystem. Holding on to a final patch of sea ice suspended in a dark and inhospitable ocean, the sea wind ruffles the bear’s white fur, enters ears, claws scraping the last foundations of solidity. But within that deep mass of liquid darkness dwell creatures whose very bodies are disintegrating under the pressure of anthropogenic noise pollution. Damage on sensory cells in fish-ears muffles hearing, numbing acoustic lives and alienating individuals from their communities.[endnoteRef:257] Similarly, shipping noise vibrates through the soft body of a Cotylorhiza tuberculata jellyfish, transparent tissue trembling under the impact, slowly crumbling under the pressure. The orange-yellow top of body culminates in a buoyant spherical head, granting the animal their nickname of ‘fried egg jellyfish.’ The dotted lower body is dazzlingly colourful, with blue and white specks pulsing, driving the liquid body forward. Connections within the round statocyst organ at the centre of the body, used for balancing and sensing, slowly disintegrate on soundwaves, impairing sensory epithelium. Significant hair cell extrusion, even complete loss, occurs after continued sound exposure in a mere matter of days.[endnoteRef:258] Ultrastructural images show the sensory epithelium of healthy Cotylorhiza tuberculata as a rugged skin covered in innumerable wires connecting to asterisk-shaped, coral-like and hairlike skin structures. Healthy tissue is a bustling assemblage of intricate interconnection, hairy chaos constituting jellyfish sense. Similar images of jellies exposed to noise pollution show an impoverished landscape, white hairs thinning, significant portions absent, exposing a bare background. Uneven grey skin emerges unprotected, little asterisk-structures coming loose, hovering, floating away on a current of severed meaning. Holes emerge in tissue where hair cells have been extruded, scars etched in skin. Finally, a porous grey tissue is all that is left, numbed and featureless.[endnoteRef:259] Microscopic holes in epithelium become holes in the jellyfish’s knowledge, compromising their chances of survival, dulling their life. Acoustically paralysed, the jellyfish floats on, the colourful body forming a contrast with their muffled sensory reception. [257:  Solé et al., 1-18 (p. 8).]  [258:  Solé et al., 1-18 (p. 8).]  [259:  Solé et al., 1-18 (p. 8).] 
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III. 	Acoustic Vocabulary
As John Cage ‘discovered,’ there is no such thing as silence, even when all sound seems to be removed. In fact, the next canonical moment in the thought of noise is silence, in the guide of Cage’s piece 4’33’’, inspired by a visit to an anechoic chamber. In this ostensibly silent room, he still heard something. He was informed that what he was hearing was ‘the nerve’s [sic] operation, blood’s circulation’ (Silence, 13). From this came the ‘silent’ piece, where the audience’s attention is drawn to all the other sounds to be heard in a concert hall (many of which are from outside the room). The world, then, is revealed as infinitely musical: musicality is about our attentiveness to the sounds of the world.
Hegarty, pp. 5-6.

Saltwater worlds are conditioned in sound, forming an acoustic vocabulary resounding beyond the limits of human hearing. Even visually, oceanic beings often float beyond human comprehension, drifting anthropocentrically and anthropomorphically in and out of human imaginations.[endnoteRef:260] The hearing range of the human ear, its underwater incompetence, can be compensated by technological mediation. Listening to a hydrophone capturing marine murmur speaks to the imagination, but merely hearing it is not enough. For human hearing expands imaginatively when minds are stretched and stimulated, when terrestrial, linear thinking lets go of notions of fixity. Imagine a jelly-life, soft mass floating as liquid within liquid, sensing vibrations in skin. Imagine a dark-spotted, smooth fish-skin, its edible insides, enveloping a brain instilled with fishy knowledge on cod dialects. Imagine a fatty bulbous structure on top of human foreheads, acoustic chamber creating a mind’s ear. Think in physical connection, recognising the rush of life at the heart of a jellyfish, a whale, a human, always reverberating.  [260:  Alaimo, Stacy, ‘Jellyfish Science, Jellyfish Aesthetics: Posthuman Reconfigurations of the Sensible,’ in Thinking with Water, ed. by Cecilia Chen, Janine MacLeod and Astrida Neimanis (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2013), pp. 138-164 (p. 139).] 


And there dissipate the limitations of human thinking when unchallenged by the pulsating motions of a jellyfish or the song of an acoustically isolated whale resonating in liquid darkness. Dwelling on enchantment, hold on to hesitation in the knowledge that there are ways of existing in sound inconceivable to human ears. Feel it now, in the pulsating movements of a lopsided jellyfish, asymmetrical due to acoustic trauma. In the collective heartbeat of a rockpool, in ongoing ocean murmur, acoustic nonhuman presence. It is not denied by human language being anthropocentric and vision-dominated. Common terms such as perspective and point of view are rooted in vision; there are no such words appertaining to an acoustic sense of the ideas they represent. Yet that does not mean that this could not be forged, or that such a sense – even such a term – does not already exist in nonhuman acoustic vocabularies. Music is there to save us from the chaos it unwittingly reveals as its other and its sources (i.e. if music is organized sound, then sound must need arranging).
Hegarty, p. 10.

Float on current of soundwaves. Eyes diffuse into their saltwater surroundings, roundness encompassing perception that envelops body in a glow of consciousness. Mind ripples out acoustically, sequence of sounds repeating itself with different resonance each time. Sometimes high-pitched, thin, low and deep, liquidly rushing on, softly, polyphonously. Forming an ocean melody, compose self within frequencies of marine murmur forming in layers around centre, delicately balancing this life’s symmetry. Voice self, atonally, set afloat unceasing white noise, repetitive drone of pollution, hear the liquid murmur that becomes audible in its wake. Hear tendencies and temporalities intersecting, drifting into mind, slithering itself around itself, resounding in a low whisper. Ocularcentrism is a loop inside anthropocentrism, Anthropocene is within Bacteriocene, is within Cyanidocene. Concentric temporalities are never a closed circle, loop-forms intertwining.[endnoteRef:261] Loops spiral into themselves like ocean currents collapsing into each other, saltwater gushing, rippling out acoustically across temporalities. Mind hears marine murmur entering from all directions, acoustic layers of cognition composing. Octaves collapse, circular tonality is constituted by more than twelve tones, resounding chromatically. Interject into tonality with a strange legato scale, sound becomes as uncanny as a feared augmented fourth, sing self into disharmony resonating through saltwater and air-bubble. Let voice liquidise, suspending myths of muteness. Become marine murmur, feel acoustic meanings drifting as clouds, let this strange loop intercept you. [261:  Morton, Timothy, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), p. 70.] 
Concentric temporalities. One of the things we need to rethink weirdly is time. If future coexistence includes nonhumans— and Dark Ecology is showing why this must be the case— it might be best to see history as a nested series of catastrophes that are still playing out rather than as a sequence of events based on a conception of time as a succession of atomic instants. […] Geological eras are nested catastrophes. Consider the air you are breathing in order to stick around for the next sentence. Oxygen is an ecological catastrophe for the bacteria that excreted it (starting about 2.3 billion years ago). The Anthropocene is a loop within a much larger loop we could call the Bacteriocene. […] The loops are not hermetically sealed from one another, which is why they happen at all. They are happening now. 
Timothy Morton, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), pp. 69-70.
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immerse this polyethylene particle this severed starfish arm this bobbing piece of disintegrating wood this grid-structured shred of interwoven nylon these traces of culture into this bubbling spiralling gyre[endnoteRef:262] where human language falls away loses meaning becomes inert condensed matter when coming upon this line tightening so delicately around fish-neck fish-eye staring into the transparent eye of an open plastic bottle shaped smoothly like its own body will they see through it expel it adopt it as their own will fish-brain nudge itself away yet already extinguished consciousness resides in bloody scales ripped compromised and very much made dead by all these things coiling around silver body these ropes and nets the limitations of human brains restraining this body so sleek so adept in ocean current which they do not know shall not know if not this gyre composes something out of all its spiralling movements about which nothing can be done these waters shall move as they always have timelessly there is no overarching consciousness dictating all my currents and these movements into other things waters will flow mercilessly and meaninglessly erasing the concept of time on streams of plastic-filled saltwater which are inside of me absorbed into this very being of your copepod body stream of words gushes uncontrollably out of this spiral of random items bathing in hydrogen-hydrogen-oxygen-sodium-chloride ion-magnesium-sulphate-dissipating-shred-of-fluoride forms a chain of expanding words always bubbling at the subtropical bend of the North Atlantic gyre this eternal circular flow naturally congregates beings and things which are distinct from the surrounding ocean into this watery spiral setting it apart from open sea where non-sea bodies and objects occur at a much lower rate this flow thus forms a denser community of matter which is not itself yet inside of it though deaths occur at an ever higher rate within self for in some parts this flow causes more to die all these things are barely able to get out of the gyre once in all being subjected to the same fate of eternal spiralling only 1% of oceanic plastic stays at the surface[endnoteRef:263] the rest cannot be accounted for is somehow made heavy and sinks further and deeper into zones which are not monitored by scientists fishing out samples of plastic-infested seawater from the ocean surface which is a depth and 99% sinks unaccounted slowly disintegrating in darkness becoming micro becoming nano entering minute fish body in a mere breath then rippling out forever through the food chain into all things their beauty lies in their inability to dissipate utterly and fully into their surroundings no matter how many years pass these polypropylene particles are immortal have mastered what humans cannot for themselves as ironically their bodies always disintegrate until not a shred can be isolated but this has nothing to do with me this timeless flow this spiralling gyre is free of responsibility does not account for anything which is itself and which is not  [262:  In this text I employ the concept of the gyre to describe ocean currents, not in the Yeatsian sense of the term. In oceanic terms, a gyre is any large system of circulating ocean currents.]  [263:  Amaral-Zettler, Linda A., Erik R. Zettler and Tracy J. Mincer, ‘Ecology of the Plastisphere,’ Nature Reviews, 18 (2020), 139-151 (p. 139).] 


and within which microbead floats bobbing and spiralling on that gyre unimaginable to its small and spherical body its larval appearance where does it come from and why is it here all it knows is its bobbing in this moment on this clockwise current its story is never to begin or end already ongoing when its material was skin and entrails of a marine invertebrate spiralling on the same gyre finally collapsing onto the seabed mixed with sediment over time the little creature was pressed ever harder into the earth by weight of oceans trillions of beings like itself and the odd mammal there a microbead’s foundations metamorphosed into kerogen which was left undisturbed for epochs and eras and aeons slowly cracking into lighter molecules of carbon and hydrogen and this was how petroleum was born a dark mixture which was named crude oil necessary for synthetic plastic production enormous drills bored into the earth for extraction long and cylindrical ducts sucked the sticky substance out of its hiding place into barrels and other hollow objects intended for containing liquid a process of refining followed heated oil was distilled into lighter fractions creating naphtha and monomers the building blocks of polymers which are made of many monomer-repeating units for our microbead when did its embodiment as this character begin was it at the beginning of earthly time or when polymerisation converted ethylene propylene and butylene into heavier hydrocarbons after this mixture was melted pelletised melted and moulded into the required shape as our microbead floats and bobs up and down its passive movements are lost on a widening spiral so much larger yet as decades pass its traces disintegrate into invisibility into saltwater transparency submerged the immortal fragments attract carbon nitrogen iron phosphorous increasing these elements’ availability in the open ocean[endnoteRef:264] forming a structure with a million others the shreds collectively alter the oceanic habitat employing the ever-onward movement of the gyre in unprecedented ways which are nearly unimaginable [264:  Amaral-Zettler et al., 139-151 (p. 139).] 

and composed of too many minute things for what is the implication of this single-celled body clutching itself onto and into this microscopic plastic nook its meaning is different to a gurgling gyre to the sea at large and to a human being but always its story remains slightly out of focus even as its body emerges crystal-clear through technological mediation some part of its narrative is lost which cannot be retrieved in full dispersed on a current of scale-shifting pathogen-harbouring and plastic-digesting interrupting voices of not knowing who it is that is speaking as these words are uttered at different wavelengths simultaneously zooming in this minute plastic particle less than 5 millimetres in length and showing definitive signs of degrading is transformed from a speck of nothing into a bustling surface with hills and valleys smooth expanses and clusters of patchiness all bobbing in a sea of particles plastic bags and bubble wrap dragging it along surrendered to the circular current of the gyre and the wider sea beyond which does not give an overview of all these things examined this particle’s crevices and open plains are revealed in the light emitted by a scanning electron microscope magnified by a dark eye straining and adjusting into an image freezing its state in time capturing its inhabitants going about their daily business grey assemblage of life on plastic is printed mounted on a wall presents itself to a two-eyed face uncomprehending of this strange story its uncharismatic protagonists and unfamiliar habits in the process of slowly crawling over minute hills over other bodies this single-celled character is caught in its role as primary producer in the plastisphere elongated stalked body is split into two flowerlike petals seemingly opening themselves image haziness reflecting their movement microalga commonly found in oceans waterways and earthly soils multiplies itself in its little plastic universe asexual multiple fission allowing for quick expansion for so many bodies just like this one to emerge out of itself splitting and regrowing self simultaneously collapsing its individual story while collectively providing nearly half of the photosynthesis taking place in the ocean so uncredited particularly when occurring in areas of high plastic concentration as phototroph this organism uses visible light as a primary energy source feeding off sunlight phytoplankton body usually drifts on currents attaches itself to benthic substrates such as fragments of wood feathers and other algae providing an important food source to plankton-feeders floating debris now offers an artificial microbial reef the plastic’s durability opening different timeframes for drifting as this man-made substrate lasts much longer than its natural counterparts[endnoteRef:265] stalked diatom dwells in a little nook in this plastic particle which has accumulated higher doses of carbon than ordinary substrates one-celled body reproducing photosynthesising exhaling oxygen for others to metabolise working at a rate impossible without human reliance on plastics without this one-celled self revealing its microscopic story-making world embodied in a single cell and rippling out into myriad cells beyond centreless these motions are minute materialising in a universe beyond ordinary perception and collapsing into an assemblage of storied bodies like mine and other bodies that are just as small but entirely different in function as some cruise the seas invasively rafting on plastic waste yet invisibility does not stop these words from swelling out of me does not stop this narrative from cascading and dragging much bigger things along with it altering not the course of oceans but their constituents the promise of things which will make all the difference lies within this single cell expanding and non-isolated getting off your track and inevitably slipping into other [265:  Zettler, Erik R., Tracy J. Mincer and Linda A. Amaral-Zettler, ‘Life in the “Plastisphere”: Microbial Communities on Plastic Marine Debris,’ Environmental Science and Technology, 47 (2013), 7137-7146 (p. 7137).] 


free-living unicellular organism with tail and seemingly wavy tentacles stalking your single cell I am one of the others yet that body that tried to articulate itself when the gyre spiralled do you remember as this body’s movements are not entirely lost on magnified images which profess to illuminate everything story-essence of single-celled being is deceptively elusive impossible to isolate for here I flow and flip my tail and coil my microscopic tentacles into the water beyond this creature which adheres itself to synthetic particle providing its habitat life-world the centre of its pulsations and incoherent utterings spherical cell-body manifesting itself as predator while flagellum swimming motions create a miniature water current on this small wave which answers to this wider current interjecting which in turn is under influence of the gyre always the gyre which answers to the sea beyond the movements of which are determined by the movement of the earth which answers to the sun choanoflagellate indirectly responds to all these things at once in a diluted manner through its devotion to its plastic universe its digestion of bacteria attracted to high concentrations of carbon which are reproducing very fast catch them in your microvilli and metabolise them inside of her and fling their sessile bodies away onto minute self-created waves encystment used to preserve this body when nutrients were scarcer retraction of flagellum is now increasingly absent from collective memory excystment a process they have never observed yet proximity to unknown others is a common phenomenon as microvilli nearly brush against the stolon of microanimal or rather a colony of jellyfish-affiliated beings glued together extending from plastic surface in a fan-like manner this one body formed of many constituent selves together forms a super-self of Hydrozoan community which now cradles the mind of this invertebrate bushy assemblage with mineralised exoskeletons and single-layered sheets encrusting plastic surface I now creep so slowly with spiny defensive zooids for legs they are employed in our larger narrative which is unknown to one of us and formulated in each and every movement contributing to the mind of the particle the mind of the plastisphere formed on a gyre of particles like them as we Bryozoa creep and graze hungrily on plastic crevice I am so permeable in this tight-packed community of so many predators and symbionts this sulphide-oxidising ectobiont is hunched over the moss animals in bushy formation stuck to polyethylene surface which is not a depth which does not harbour anything within itself apart from this disintegrating life of plastic in which jelly colony is a predator and jelly larva a heterotroph unbothered by my round cells which create pits in the plastic surface shaped like your circular body in such close proximity to these fungal hyphae which feed off non-living matter and will they one day have eaten all the particles remaining in existence in this sea of incoherent and interconnected effects

this gyre of this ocean in which the bodies of the plastisphere form an unexpected and productive community which can be ‘a crowded, surface-based micro-ecosystem in the oligotrophic open ocean that includes primary producers (for example, phototrophs), predators, symbionts and decomposers’[endnoteRef:266] and which is ‘functionally distinct from the surrounding picoplankton community in the water column’[endnoteRef:267] the very existence of the plastisphere this bustling community utilising conditions created by plastic pollution not only demonstrates the unpredictability of anthropogenic effects on oceanic ecosystems it also establishes their undeniable complexity their resilient spinning of human narratives into a story of their own for although the plastisphere lives and thrives specifically in the plastic environment these minute flagellated tailed and stolon-enhanced bodies have not evolved in response to plastic waste but rather make use of traits they already possessed for hydrocarbons and constituents of oil have always dwelled in the oceans[endnoteRef:268] plastic is a new habitat yet it is not as unfamiliar as it seems composed of components to which these microbial communities were already adjusting and here single-celled beings rewrite anthropocentric ocean stories at a microscopic level their narrative agency being embedded in their material bodily presences travelling and thriving on synthetic substrates these microscopic stories are mundane but sometimes they spread invasive species and pathogens halfway across the world or come to the rescue with plastic-degrading metabolisms[endnoteRef:269][endnoteRef:270] these smallest yet most numerous of beings are the first to adapt to new conditions forging favourable ways of coexisting with and inside of plastic perhaps one day nudging and aiding larger beings dragged along into this clockwise flow in their adaptations to the plastisphere the new condition of acidifying oceans and gyres spiralling with not just creatures but many non-living objects in this irreducible context then which cannot be held centrally in any of these minds not of a sea a gyre a plastic particle not of a microbial predator or prey to be ecocritical is to be aware of plastic-inhabiting microorganisms easily overlooked in an ocean of so many plastic-choked turtles and debris-filled albatross corpses and this creeping photosynthesising invisible body a mere cell reveals an ocean of intricate connections which can be made and adjusted these connections are severed at an alarming rate but a critical eye pays attention to this microscopic plastic nook brimming with life as its own little universe to the fact that it operates independently yet on human-created conditions and that what it needs is a consideration of its story its unimaginable complexity its embeddedness in so many narratives cascading so many scales constantly shifting is it the door opening to a plastic-integrated life-world a pioneer ecosystem spiralling into this oceanic gyre which we will follow and flow into from all directions or is the plastisphere the door closing a final shimmer of resilience before life is extinguished on the plastic spiral this current ever more synthetic on which non-plastic-adapted life is effaced none of these bodies know the answer which may be neither of these things as this circular cell exhibits active growth in microscopic plastic surface forming little pits to harbour my body’s story [266:  Amaral-Zettler et al., 139-151 (p. 142).]  [267:  Bryant, Jessica A., Tara M. Clemente, Donn A. Viviani, Allison A. Fong, Kimberley A. Thomas, Paul Kemp, David M. Karl, Angelicque E. White, Edward F. DeLong, ‘Diversity and Activity of Communities Inhabiting Plastic Debris in the North Pacific Gyre,’ Ecological and Evolutionary Science, 1 (2016), 1-19 (pp. 13-14).]  [268:  Amaral-Zettler et al., 139-151 (p. 140).]  [269:  Zettler et al., 7137-7146 (p. 7141).]  [270:  Zettler et al., 7137-7146 (p. 7144).] 


permeated as the gyre flows in clockwise direction my plastisphere at the subtropical bend slightly eastward of the centre moves along with its bodies swimming its debris churning its miniature currents picking up on smaller waves and wider spirals disappearing somewhere in this centre for what lies there but concentrations of the very same things what occurs here apart from a cycle unrelenting forever flowing and pushing into things which are not liquid but become so in their movements in their considerations of the gyre where a thought cannot stop not when timelessly this parasitic protozoan’s generation flows effortlessly into the lives of others with her dissipating self expanding right into the spherical body of this nonmotile nannochloropsis which you thought had nothing to do with it and which does not express the faintest morphological features when magnified by a scanning electron microscope featureless it is round and spinning this nondescript cell floating and yet it emerges that it does have a narrative function in this ocean in this spiralling plastisphere escaping my grasp as these words are liquefied already slipping through fishnets and fins and fingers disappearing through the gaps in all aforementioned things falling through the permeability and non-singularity of their minds in conclusion a centric diatom chain bathes in in hydrogen-hydrogen-oxygen-sodium-chloride ion-magnesium-sulphate-dissipating-shred-of-fluoride reproducing itself and always bubbling into a chain of expanding selves collapsing to emerge anew as a mind of a compromised ecosystem congregating naturally in this nonlocality and then continue and repeat immerse my body in your gurgling spiral let this bobbing piece of wood float next to the belly-up fish whose bloody scales communicate extinguished fish-mind which still seeks to swim alongside her as her mind is permeated by its stare metabolises it into herself and all follow and flow on where microbead did float a very long time ago before these generations of selves collapsed together into the storied spiral on which the concept of time was erased on a current smoothly like own body which will stare into this dark eye into your gaps in grid-structured fishnet always streaming a severed arm and circular flow which cannot be isolated and in which denser communities dwell unexpectedly to always rush on and gurgle and for something else to emerge colliding into me and then before extinguishing heralding this is worthy of consideration this spiral which always flows and narrative-immerses this body and these particles unrepresented 
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millions of pulsations further into a salty and hypoxic sea of algae my starry shape’s flourished mushrooming heralds a swelling of your skin a temporary suspension of movement while a process of growing gushes through lobed body reverberating its trembling so liquid a stretching and sighing of translucent feeling unfolds into a burgeoning body span expanding just a little further slowly growing the final crystalline skin-shreds rounding off concentric symmetry and central nerve ring I feel the sand-dust and dead matter rush into her head’s internal sea through my mouth of intergenerational potential when the shape of mother looms in my shadow your determined swimming and a quiet and fully realised fluidity materialises the perceived destination of this see-through body with its willowy pulsations her dancing movements and a bursting
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burst body of your jelly-limbs ripples out in all directions limitless this sea in flowing with the most determination seen so far in this colony of thought-polyps and word-trees congealing and freezing remembered in this fully grown body of mother’s shadow and following in her swimming motions her liquid tentacle-trail my life stages condensed into their final form begin a new cycle once again her overflowing bell floats into mother’s image and I am now mother new life and old harbouring a fertile sea at my centre set on future potential and a watery beginning of larva a simultaneous remembering of my many selves strewn behind you in her pulsations their violent contractions the polyp scraped from seabed drowned planula without foundation ephyra swallowed by unfamiliar mouth this is liquidly enveloped in my translucent skin her inner water-bodies and always in my movement inward outward in and out the tension between a rippling radiance beyond this body an aura of tentacle’s sting and an inward contraction expelling the sea from myself in a squeezing compression of her body
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immersed in grey waves free-swimming water girl drifts in a dark sea not as strange and eerie as before seal orca and shark nudged her into watery worlds through a tarpaulin sheet and then the swimming into blueness often she swam quietly and imagined the bloodthirsty monster-shark that she had seen in Jaws she was in awe of its enormous body the sharp fins gills streaked with blood the rough razorblade skin scarred from many violent hunts the unblinking eyes like glazed black marbles concealed by the darkness of the sea the shark was waiting under the outstretched grey cloak in her dream after the dolphin squeaked and the sea disguised a whole different world she floated at the surface but she could not see what was below her very well there a black fin suddenly surfacing just too far for her to be sure was that a bobbing cormorant an unexpectedly sharp wave the water stretched as far as she could see and her horizon was sea and the next horizon was sea and the next and the next so she could swim forever and never reach land without drowning yet somewhere underneath all those waves the monster was biding its time though it was not as evil as people said it was the shark had skin eyes a stomach and brain it was made of blood and cartilage and slimy insides just like a girl and it had family just like her and a feeling of being shark in skin and body drifts somewhere below the grey waves of time and in her head the ripples of a different story but there the people screamed the shark is a murderer and this enthralling story of the fish made the shark hide in the shadows disguised by thick strands of seaweed swaying on the currents as a swimming mind pieces some of this together and writes a watery creature never the same for the length of a wave

it took a long time her body rocked and swayed and finally beached itself for her fins were yet to complete themselves though the sea would take her soon enough and not put her back on land sometimes she did not know what she was becoming her mermaid’s tail had shed itself a long time ago and her digits still suspiciously unwebbed but then her limbs became so long and thin they were like tentacles which floated around her head in a strange way ever more transparent until the sea absorbed her whole body and she became a sea-ghost of a land girl turned watery a white nebulous glow in darkness pulsing ever so gently and always metamorphosing again but on that scratchy sand underneath the soles of her feet now bits of shells are making them bleed I remember the pain from a dream so long ago when my limbs stretched most painfully and my stomach swayed in a sea of nausea there with eyes wide-open and attentive standing on the pier for hours her feet are slowly submerged by the flow of advancing sea and back on the beach where the water girl strains her eyes eternally to identify every movement splash and sudden cry of the seagulls and then something must have roused the shark from its sea-dreams was it a grey seal graciously dancing through the weeds in search of fish for without warning the monster-shark charged from below and with incredible force launched itself into the sky grabbing the seal in mid-air what a white belly grey back and sharp nose oh the silver gills the seal struggled but the teeth of the shark sank deep into its flesh and it ripped the seal to shreds just like the seal had done with the fish such a long time ago when I rocked on a boat in the Wadden Sea swinging on the current of a mermaid’s life cycle and land-locked in these efforts of metamorphosis now here a glimpse of the rows of long and bloody teeth sharp like daggers and with the seal firmly gripped in the shark’s jaws both animals plummet into the water and it was as though the clouds fell from the sky into the sea for the splash reached so high and far that flocks of seagulls flew off with white feathers speckled with red and blood staining the grey sea away into the depths they went the seal limp and dead oh would she be like that one day but the shark did not pause its hungry raging teeth devouring flesh 

and there she swims into a dream of undersea clouds a twinge and tickling limb-sensations growing and dissipating on her North Sea waves as I fly into the sky of sea and white fog like seafoam caresses the hairs on her arm so delicately swim on flow and then foam envelops my body softly on a current and a descent into shoals of silver fish wishing into saltwater her girl’s body almost fully grown before another cycle of birth life and death heralds in her blueness and transparency now a strange cutting of cheek and the gills split her skin oh that enormous shark how it propelled its body through oceans so sleek and elegant and inert and flabby when beached and never will the shark be like the meek dolphins a girl like her should love and now a seam of foam running over her edges inscribing a spatial sea-sense of lateral line as her nose grows like a seaweed with unusual pores and somewhat like a shark’s ampullae of Lorenzini later when she will come back to retrieve her memory from the seabed will she see it so many thoughts and dreams are streamed into her brain by shark-seas and she does not know the location of each shark egg yellow tendrils attached to weeds rocks piles of shells debris the remnants of solidity her growth is scattered across seabeds in mermaid’s purses her patches of awareness as her body does not know the shark who swims into faraway oceans the tarpaulin sheet not an opening but a sign of impending death and the end of all things oceanic and by extension all she has ever known and the hooks piercing lip the nets entangling body oh the drowning in shallow seas sometimes so nearby as the locally extinct angel shark flew away dissipating in clouds of seafoam now she is an angel-shaped memory in the white-streaked sea of sky oh the nothingness of the greyness the death of the North Sea someday so other of her growing flowing body becoming water and now a fish that tells of her translucent head and swims into the palm of her hand gently here dreams the little dwarf lanternshark into her eyes

but sometimes her book trembled in her hands and she could not unsee the images she closed her eyes and a small shark’s face was looking into hers oh the black eyes shimmering so like her own yet much more fishy and what would be more painful to drown entangled in fishing nets lack of movement sucking out the breath from her lungs or to have your arms cut off and be thrown into the sea bleeding and drowning simultaneously perhaps a quicker way to death but that was not the question the blue shark asked her what had the eyes said in that moment wordlessly considering a dark sea and the swimming and swimming and her mind was liquid until she saw herself encased in a smooth and torpedo-shaped shark body and the shark-face said it was all right and was it the shark that was speaking when she thought she saw herself pulsing and trembling whitely in a sea of incoherent thoughts but she needed to see the images and know that people were making soup out of shark fins and the millions of sharks who died for this every year and oh the children cried for the dolphins while the sharks had their fins cut off and were thrown back into the sea left to bleed and die a painful death oh many people said that sharks could not feel the pain and that they were murderers deserving of their fate yet the small face instilled itself on her mind as the little blue shark strangely finless flew by in front of her face and slowly dancing on the currents the shark sank into her thoughts its every movement contradicting what people said about it oh it was so clear as the big dark eyes looked straight into hers bulging in pain the shark’s face spoke to her so quietly in a fishy language of sea-waves 

oh big monster-shark she saw floating below her small body her longest limbs could nearly touch it and it did not see her but electrically detected her pulsations and gentle swimming motions the shark did not mind her as its body was full of mercury and plastic eating away at the fabric of the powerful hunter literally digesting its body slowly until it collapsed until it was no more until there was not one Jaws shark left in the whole world for the biggest sharks were the most vulnerable because of the food chain oh she had dreaded that monstrous shark she had had nightmares that it would attack and eat her but now she wanted it to crowd the oceans to loom from behind every rock driving people out of the sea she wanted the powerful sharks to rule the oceans once again without chemicals in their bodies without fishing nets to get stuck in her own small North Sea which she knew the monster-shark would never visit but as she floated and swam she could see the shoals of dogfish darting around her the fish rising in numbers strange seaweed and shrimp thriving and drawing her into their strange little worlds and the beach was teeming with small hermit crabs tickling her toes in the intertidal zone and the water filtered by so many more oysters growing slowly clearer from dark brown into sandiness and here the water girl drifts on quiet waves on a rare windless day looking down into the sand below her an underwater forest with shark eggs attached to the seaweed with starfish oysters clustered together crabs scuttering away from her movements flatfish hiding in the sand what was that over there was it a glimpse of a strange winglike fin a flip of a slender tail and then was it herself or another much more angelic body that ascended the sky and returns from the clouds into the white foam of her sea as I drift and think in watery movements and absorb seas into my mind she emerges gracefully and quietly yes the first angel shark that has made her way back into the North Sea she swims by while looking the girl in the eye a serene look in her eyes like grey and brown speckled marbles and how she floats and swims and disguises herself in the sand and nudges her sea into her water girl’s tentacled body
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We should not think that its symbolic stories reduce the sea to a cultural signifier; rather, these stories are products of an imaginative impulse to visualize through poetic language terrestrial-aquatic interactions and encounters. So, the stories of the sea matter as much as its materiality, and despite creating a problematizing tension in the sea discourse, these qualities are coextensive, provoking an investigation of how marine meanings are crafted and lived in a palpable sense between the natural and the cultural, and how they affect perceptual transformations, ideological shifts, and amendments in knowledge production.

Serpil Oppermann, ‘Storied Seas and Living Metaphors in the Blue Humanities,’ Configurations, 27 (2019), 443-461 (p. 450).






Head

Despite

Soft body slowly flows into head, stomach and hearts drifting behind brain. A spherical sac buoys body, holds in place blood and organs. Face is in front, eyes emerge atop a rounded structure, swelling into saltwater, intercepting shape-shifting skins hiding under rocks. The white of eye centres around an elongated black pupil, window through which a mind looks out. Light approaches it, mind thinks up a visual overview of surroundings. Clasping itself onto throat, brain trembles slightly, moves with body as a beak scrapes a soft fleshy being out of its shell. Ink sac between gills shivers with expectation as body retreats, pushing itself into a crevice. Watch a current flow, the smallest movement of a neighbour in an adjacent den. Eyes survey the rocky outcrop bustling with movement, an anomaly in the flat, outstretched sandy seabed. Debris, collected, lies scattered across the sand. Little mounds have formed, miniature territories within shared space. A different collection encroaches on den, remains of meals of others. They are expelled with a fling of front arm acting independently, the embrained limb shooting the calcareous skeletons away, now drifting downward at the edge of the rocks. Eyes watch a small sand cloud appear where they land. effaces this sticky invertebrate arm.
so many limb-brains
(as well as global literatures)
ocean deficit
ecocriticism’s
Western literary history

is awash

Face looks into underwater world, they say gloomily, with a droopy expression. Yet no human-given names are at the forefront of mind. They say this creature is unexpected, part of an anomalous community of unusually social specimens.[endnoteRef:271] This body is imagined as being solitary, its gloomy facial expression foreshadowing its solitude. Yet more central is the meaning of a missing shell, a misplaced crab leg, a gleaming beer bottle stuck in the sand, radiating green. Eye rests on a tentacle twitching, rapidly changing colour. All these things unfold towards this body as this mind gives them meaning, as this eight-limbed consciousness becomes aware of them. Multi-limbed mind categorises aquatic dust particles drifting just out of reach, their meaning when they come closer, when they land on the sand. Collapsing together, expressively commingling with one another, the sum of this being and others forms a narrative, a voice.[endnoteRef:272] A thought implores brain, nudges curiosity toward neighbour’s arm, now purple, yellow, blue, smooth at first, then spiky. Arm extends to the fresh pink suckers at the tip of another arm, delicately curling up. Body longs to feel the softness, the elastic tissue enveloping elastic limb. The skin parting at touch, the stickiness of another’s body. Gently, arm touches arm, strokes the shapeshifting skin, places suckers on suckers. Arm and body sleep on, gills slowly breathing water. Colourful dreams reflected on skin send out octopus stories in patterns of colour, exhibiting themselves to the sea around. [271:  Scheel, David, Stephanie Chancellor, Martin Hing, Matthew Lawrence, Stefan Linquist and Peter Godfrey-Smith, ‘A second site occupied by Octopus tetricus at high densities, with notes on their ecology and behavior,’ Marine and Freshwater Behaviour and Physiology, 50 (2017), 285–291 (p. 291).]  [272:  Oppermann, Serpil, ‘Storied Seas and Living Metaphors in the Blue Humanities,’ Configurations, 27 (2019), 443-461 (p. 459).] 
limbs resurfacing from negated depths 
in chemically altered  saltwater darkening 

Seas of ink
with representations of ocean.
in oceanic adoration
flow out of this body in protest
and spill
spilled
multiple selves hover for a moment outside their camouflaged interior

and 
despair.

Sidney Dobrin, Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic Imperative (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), p. 15.
































By expanding on the models and ideas of marine sciences in creative ways, material ecocriticism asks, What if cognitive aesthetics is reconceived as the ‘cognitive vibrancy’ of sea creatures that exceeds the all-too human frames? What if there are narrative pathways for marine organisms to express themselves in contingent patterns of creativity?

Serpil Oppermann, 443-461 (pp. 451-452).











I.

arm by arm 
	this story composes itself
	     curling through grounded narratives
			  all-too-human frames

interweaving them into what flows and sticks
		            diffusing in sepia secretion

	
			

























into the stories 
narrative pathways
inscribed on oceanic flesh
the smallest movement of a limb 
holds a multitude of parallel stories
that tell themselves 
			inside of me them she
simultaneously 
voices coalescing
in each saltwater drop

Stories do not just emerge in black letters against a white background. They emerge in a spectrum of colours within oceans, backscatter of plankton and small creatures compromising the uniformity of the backdrop. Revealing background as substance rather than surface, ocean stories are told from an immersed, ecosystem-embedded position, narratives inseparable from bodies of saltwater. The oceanic world is full of living connections, each telling a small story, together forming an ever-expanding chain of narratives. When scientists observe a group of gloomy octopi living in close proximity to one another, exhibiting complex social behaviours, this is described as unusual, unexpected. Yet such communities can also be seen as ‘the narrative power of bustling, coexisting life forms,’ extending their own specific ways into their watery worlds, asserting their selfhood.[endnoteRef:273] No matter how they are described, the ocean and its inhabitants keep emerging, finding their way into human consideration through technological mediation, unsettling terrestrial, anthropocentric and grounded forms of knowledge. As ecocritic Serpil Oppermann points out in her work on the narrative agency of the ocean, the sea, ‘literally and figuratively, wants us to be attentive to its meaningfully articulate inhabitants […] such attentiveness takes the storied sea, its physicality detailed in scientific research, and their dialectical relation seriously. The storied sea today is a hybridizing mix of the Anthropocene dilemmas within which marine creatures play out entwined ecological crises and material intimacies. And, whether they live in the pelagic or benthic zone (where no sunlight penetrates), they want their voices heard, their stories recognized, and their attempts to stay alive understood.’[endnoteRef:274] [273:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 460).]  [274:  Oppermann, 443-461 (pp. 452-453).] 


To know the storied planet, drones and satellites transcend oceans and continents. Composing a god’s eye view in blue and green, all-encompassing images are formed, revealing the oceans as a blue blanket covering the earth’s surface. However, the ‘view of the earth from space reveals merely the surface of the seas, a vast horizontal expanse that is rendered utterly negligible when one considers the unfathomable depths and three-dimensional volume of the rest of the ocean.’[endnoteRef:275] Such images erase depths, heights and other subtleties. They do not ask which creatures dwell on sandy seabeds hundreds of metres beneath that static ocean surface, which narratives are embedded in their movements. They do not ask what stories can be read in eight soft arms gently curling, in cephalopods living in dense congregations of beings. For when human eyes and human-made cameras descend into oceanic depths, any sense of overview is lost, replaced by images of underwater murkiness, of the occasional strange limb making an unfamiliar movement.[endnoteRef:276] Yet descending is the only way to know ocean depth, to uncover a glimpse of an underwater story. To begin to reveal ocean narratives, ‘one must descend, rather than transcend, be immersed in highly mediated environments that suggest the entanglements of knowledge, science, economics, and power.’[endnoteRef:277]  And so these words sink through digital spaces into open oceans, mingling with saltwater and inky secretions. Slowly diffusing their human meaning, they spill into the margins of this text, swelling with strange and unexpected intimacies. [275:  Alaimo, Stacy, Exposed: Environmental Politics and Pleasures in Posthuman Times (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2016), p. 161.]  [276:  Alaimo, Stacy, ‘Violet-black,’ in Prismatic Ecology: Ecotheory beyond Green, ed. by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), pp. 233-251 (p. 235).]  [277:  Alaimo, Exposed, p. 161.] 
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II.  

a multitude of eight-armed beings 
reconstructs a rocky outcrop
‘as ecosystem engineers’[endnoteRef:278] [278:  Scheel et al., 285–291 (p. 286).] 

excavating
exhibiting 
altering its suitability for other species
ironically
lead fishing lures distinguish collection
a camera descends
		body surges upward
		elongating itself in alarm	
sharply pointed hood floating tall
		an intrusive octopus is evicted
	


		







look into gleaming red-black surface 
which is a depth
a second arm reaches tentatively
suckers feel the smooth material
its lack of fleshiness
some part of this dark eye
materially enters this being[endnoteRef:279] [279:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 236).] 

mediated arm reaches through it
emerges on a screen
enters human retina

creating ‘a narrative emergence’[endnoteRef:280] [280:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 454).] 

when human stand-ins
‘dive into the ocean to unveil the messages hidden among agentic entities’[endnoteRef:281] [281:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 454).] 









What possibilities does this eerie and entrancing hue pose for new materialist and posthumanist ecologies of the depths? And how do the prismatic bioluminescent displays of creatures in the abyss provoke recognitions of the multitude of aquatic modes of being, communicating, and knowing? Violet-black ecologies of the abyssal zones entice us to descend, rather than transcend, to unmoor ourselves from terrestrial and humanist presumptions, as sunlight, air, and horizons disappear, replaced by dark liquid expanses and the flashing spectrum of light produced by abyssal creatures.

Stacy Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ in Prismatic Ecology: Ecotheory beyond Green, ed. by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), pp. 233-251 (p. 235).













III.

Descending, familiar hues slowly disappear. Red goes first, swiftly followed by orange, yellow, finally by green and blue.[endnoteRef:282] Gloomy arms coiling towards each other from adjacent dens do not extend to these zones of deep dark. Yet other eight-limbed cephalopods swim within the abyssal violet-black, which not only absorbs all light, but also swallows terrestrial human knowledge. For here life does not depend on sunlight, which is often quoted as conditional to all life forms.[endnoteRef:283] In these depths, dread of the unseen abyss engulfs human minds, materialising directly in the endless darkness beyond the small beam of a searchlight. Turn around, swirl in any direction, and the black envelops all. A mirage of violet seems to drift at the edge of the darkness, in the corner of eye, a certain roundness confining the black. Yet when looking straight at it, any sense of edge is re-absorbed. Violet-black enshrouds body, becomes a viscous substance that slowly swallows everything, out of which there is no way back to air, sunlight, land. All around drifts the unseen, it hovers at fins and fingertips, it flows on skin and scales. A thin beam of light accentuates its monstrosity – the light illuminates nothing, reinforcing the dread of what lies just beyond.[endnoteRef:284]  [282:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 236).]  [283:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 245).]  [284:  Dobrin, Sidney, Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic Imperative (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), p. 198. ] 


This colour at this scale cannot be articulated, the limits of eyesight determining the limits of mind. Barely aware of the specificity of a four-limbed body, of a single big brain, unwebbed digits and sunlight-dependent perception. Eye approaches the unseen the way it approaches the seen, unwittingly straining to catch a glimpse of colour. Violet-black overwhelms senses with its unrelenting nonhumanness, its lack of recognition of perceived human importance. Too slowly, it bears down on this body, painfully, until disintegration starts. It burdens a human body in the way anthropocentrism licenses the violent capture of eight-limbed oceanic beings. The trapping of a soft body in a cage, chains tightening around throat and brain. Hauled up, so many seas pass by this face, a rushing of saltwater tingles skin. Exposed to air, soft flesh tightens and contracts in suffocation as body is cut into pieces even before death. As arms are severed, consciousness disintegrates, far too slowly, extinguishing in excruciating awareness of its demise. Arm by arm, self is scattered in agony, finally evaporating to emerge a slimy mess on a plate with arms sometimes still wriggling, suckers still trembling the last shreds of this octopus story.

The violet-black does not absorb, it enters body, materially penetrates it, completes the enmeshment of environment and flesh. Like a misunderstood octopus, a human body drifts in the abyssal zone, without say over its survival. This zone, constituting 78.5% of all earthly habitat, marginalises human modes of perception, effortlessly swallowing anthropocentrism and terrestrial frames of reference.[endnoteRef:285][endnoteRef:286] In the violet-black ecology, this body becomes the alien, hovering at the limits of the abyssal ecosystem’s comprehension.[endnoteRef:287] Blackness is not the same as nothingness, and descending does not mean going back in time: ‘The deep seas, once thought to house “living fossils” that terrestrial time left behind, are in fact home to sea creatures who live at a slower pace, within the cold, dark, and heavy waters.’[endnoteRef:288] In the violet-black depths, the quality of being eight-limbed is stretched and condensed into all kinds of appearances. The abyssal cephalopods are not necessarily ancient, possessing an evolutionary history just like terrestrial animals, always in the process of adapting and evolving.  [285:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 234).]  [286:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 236).]  [287:  Alaimo, Stacy, ‘States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea,’ Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, 19 (2012), 476-493 (p. 477).]  [288:  Alaimo, Exposed, p. 161.] 


Many deep-sea dwellers remain unrepresented in human systems, uncaptured by human technologies descending into seas. Of some of them, merely a few blurry images exist, as is the case for these spiderlike limbs, ghostly white against the black sea beyond. Arms extending up to eight metres into the sea around, elastic limbs pulse and flow behind mantle. Body and head obscured by large fins, the centre of mind is lost in hazy recordings made with underwater cameras. Arms start in a straight sideways line, then dropping for metres down beyond, perpendicularly, they say elbow-like. Time flows slowly like body, awaiting peers in the white nebula of head. Sometimes body drifts on undersea currents, matching the arrival of zooplankton to dance into its centre. Orifice leads to a squid’s digestive tract, hearts pound behind it a deep blue blood. Through body, through the whiteness of limbs sometimes pink, a deepened complexion is lost on imagery in which blood does not flow, body does not pulse. Soft arms sometimes caress the seabed, gently lift up a polychaete body. Mouth swallows others and awaits the next drift. Arms are for reaching, for pulsing in a certain direction. They are for stretching toward things that are not this body, a plankton cloud, a worm, an uncomprehending dark eye descended. Arms interweave this flesh with other flesh, with saltwater always filled with the smallest bodies. Arms stretch mind, reach out beyond. These limbs are the potentiality of body as it grasps a bioluminescent message of danger materialising, as it speeds to further depths. They are the mark remaining for a moment when this body has left the scene. 

Represented in black letters against a white background, or as a white body against a backdrop of black sea, this animal is more easily imagined with eight short arms joined by umbrella-tissue. It is preferred with two prominent earlike fins, a small silver body gently drifting and flapping. A body unspiderlike and comforting, a living embodiment of human nostalgia. That does not make it Dumbo, but this appearance appeals in uncontrollable ways. One of the deepest dwelling octopi, not much is known about this being in this appearance. Yet this small body, unusual fins and far-apart eyes make it famous for impersonating a fictional elephant. Elephant-morphised and anthropomorphised, this octopus is taxonomized as a cultural icon. A scientist bestowed this most nostalgic name, a metaphor for a character who is a metaphor, connected to so many things, so many human meanings 	

rippling		
and rippling					
and rippling out 	
what this body means




































is obscured by its alleged cuteness 
by a specimen collected

hauled up

transcended

dissected

	imploded
assembled

and stored

and stored

		
	yet this self

 
	 
drifting through abyssal sea	
embrained limbs holding sense 
in small beads of lucidity





		

swing of an arm 		
pouncing onto amphipod body
swallowing crustacean whole








polychaete patterns in the sand	
weight of oceans on skin
shadow of goblin shark



	

	




































nothing unmakes this knowledge

it is there as it always has been	




unrelenting






there is no softness in these eyes




no humanity 


this ipseity proves forceful	

 if enticed to descend instead of transcend






		
 
			
		


		









	
			



	











and descend	

	


					sinking words
			



drifting into abyssal seas
conceiving a violet-black ecology
in highly mediated ways	
		
reach zones of darkness

		to witness the eight-limbed				
in their watery worlds[endnoteRef:289] [289:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 234).] 



IV.

Though devoid of sunlight, the violet-black world brims with a million lights. Bioluminescent signals allow for communication in darkness, extending a language of light into violet-black waters.[endnoteRef:290] Sometimes there is a faint white glowing in the distance, or a flickering right nearby. At other moments overwhelmingly bright and colourful flashes engulf the black. Bright hues illuminate small creatures within each saltwater drop, the drifters on undersea currents. The faint backscatter, an oceanic drizzle, constitutes the collective breath of an ecosystem ebbing and flowing in shimmers of light. Immersing the human eye in bioluminescent cultures via technological mediation undermines the idea of the ocean void, inspiring the knowledge of the abyssal zone as a vibrant ecosystem. A posthuman descent into the deep sea takes on an unusual form. It is not a net scraping seabeds in search of specimens for classification, not a machine crashing into rocks and bodies. Instead it is a camera beyond perceptible light frequencies entering the deep sea unnoticed, recording blinking lights of alarm, seduction and distraction, observing unknown semiotic systems. It is an electronic jellyfish plunging into abyssal seas, lighting up, provoking bioluminescent displays.[endnoteRef:291] It is a prosthetic eye, a jelly-robot slowly learning deep sea languages of light, gradually recording the meanings of a red flash, a green-blue glow, a sudden glare. A jelly-robot’s tentacle, gently extending toward cephalopod arms, joining flesh with machine. It is jelly-robot data being interpreted by a human mind unmoored of grounded, terrestrial frames of reference. A human mind adrift in violet-black, opening itself to bioluminescent deep sea knowledge. To an anglerfish’s lure, a sea firefly’s seductive display. To a shining tubeshoulder squirting light, a sea cucumber exhaling a pink glow from its transparent body. To an octopus’s suckers twinkling blue and green [290:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 246).]  [291:  Alaimo, ‘Violet-black,’ pp. 233-251 (p. 246).] 
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While the human alterations of the geophysical landmasses of the planet can be portrayed as a spectacle, the warming and acidifying oceans, like the atmospheric levels of CO2, cannot be directly portrayed in images but must be scientifically captured and creatively depicted. The depths of the ocean resist flat terrestrial maps that position humans as disengaged spectators. Marine scientists must, through modes of mediation, become submerged, even as persistent Western models of objectivity and mastery pull in the opposite direction. The substance of the water itself insists on submersion, not separation. […] The oceans proffer a sense of the planet as a place where multiple species live as part of their material environs. As human activities change the chemical composition, the temperature, and the alkalinity of the waters, marine creatures also change.


Stacy Alaimo, Exposed: Environmental Politics and Pleasures in Posthuman Times (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2016), p. 161.








V.

As carbon dioxide is released into the air, carbon is exchanged between the atmosphere, the oceans and land. Reacting with seawater, carbon dioxide forms carbonic acid, which swiftly dissolves to form bicarbonate ions and hydrogen ions. Particularly in colder oceans, which absorb more carbon, the increased concentrations of hydrogen ions create a higher acidity of seawater.[endnoteRef:292]  [292:  Evans Ogden, Lesley, ‘Marine Life on Acid,’ BioScience, 63 (2013), 322-328 (pp. 322-323).] 

this fifth arm trembles 



In more acidic waters, creatures with calcareous skeletons are threatened, 	

slowly 			
disappearing

They rely on absorbing carbonate from water, the acid now 

permeating skin disintegrating self





beginning to dissolve their bodies, 

the skeletons and shells which hold them in place.[endnoteRef:293]  [293:  Evans Ogden, 322-328 (p. 323).] 











from centre this arm 



grips onto coral		
its  p o r o s i t y 	


	makes it so the slightest pressure

 
c r  u    s     h      e       s 		it


 







a clownfish foolishly approaches


traces shadow as body shoots through water 


























small cloud of dust descending onto sand
















peripheral vision blurring	
ocular development stalled by lack of oxygen[endnoteRef:294]			 [294:  Dobrin, p. 177.] 

		





faint amber 



out it swims						      
   	out
away from reef into dark blue unknown	


	
		











there it goes			small orange speck in dark blue

	
	this Nemo will not be found























its sense of smell no longer capable 
of recognising the right habitat		
of distinguishing a potential predator 
from its own kin[endnoteRef:295] 	 [295:  Evans Ogden, 322-328 (p. 324).] 












the real fish who does not speak English
the fish expelled from life 
due to its acidity-impaired perception



who will drift	
ironically and unlamented




remaining forever unfound



		unrepresented
		extinct
		and materially miles and miles
		of saltwater away
from any human representation of it





	as Nemo goes




































the reaching of an arm no longer suffices
food sources are absorbed in blurry outlines







clownfish, shells and corals are replaced 	
by yet more amphipods and tanaids
collective biomass is reduced[endnoteRef:296] [296:  Evans Ogden, 322-328 (p. 325).] 



	
arms

		hurt
shrivel

 			

	  					 contract		
			

and retract into body

VI.

A bright pair of eyes watches vision dissolving on acid currents. Fish have flown, octopi are starving and exoskeletons are dissolving. Still this creature sits here, body faintly swelling and dropping, exhaling water, oxygen, there is some left, some. A faint glowing far away, the sun above the surface of the water, will eye ever see it. Will body float to the surface and stare into it, counterintuitively, blinding eyes forever with a beautiful last shimmer. The sunlight that permeates the coastal seabed coats body in a thin green-blue glow. Body is in deep seas and pelagic zones. It is in coral reefs and coastal bays with rocky outcrops. These eight arms stretch out into all oceans of the world, taking on a million different forms, bearing witness to a thousand different extinctions. Resulting in an emptiness, a simplification of what used to be. This body, in its current capacity, is no longer to be, no longer. To float no longer, no longer to rush through kelp, for skin to shift and discolour. No longer for this story to be obscured by an octopus ink cloud, for its meaning to be disguised like an octopus presenting as a pile of shells. No longer for these words to belie their own semantics, to worm themselves unexpectedly into crevices. Into the margins of this sea, this sea of words, exhibiting its doubtful certainties. No longer for dreams to be reflected on skin, for cephalopod stories to emerge and bustle in manifestation of a strange narrative agency. In the Anthropocene, eight-armed stories are needed and lost, coiling tentacularly for just a shred, a shred, one arm, cut off if need be, to survive and to tell. A severed limb grows back but it is no longer the same, does not tell the same story.

This sixth arm coils, extends, forcing itself out of body. Gripping onto a whelk, just a common one. Yet there never was a whelk quite like this, undone of its fleshiness, slowly dissipating into history. Holding it close to face, see the intricate pattern spiralling inward and outward. A process of composition seemingly infinite, and yet the result is held in these arms. The shell perfectly embodies the illusion of separation, the rift between perception and how things are. Now shell spirals in suckers, twisting and spinning, its surface thinning, becoming ever more transparent. It floats in front of face, slowly every molecule dissolving on acid. The spiralling shell enthrals this mind, makes the boundaries between self and other things collapse, instilling an aesthetics of disappearance eye will see but once. Delicate and alluring, a dangerous pleasure overcomes this body as blurred vision further disintegrates what is seen.[endnoteRef:297] A small nebula of white mist is emitted from the process, slowly floating away, becoming indistinguishable from the sea around within seconds. Watching this continual, smooth transformation between what is inside and what is outside, mind starts to spiral too.[endnoteRef:298] The spiral nature of things dawns on body, which spirals with a trembling brain as it clasps onto throat, holds body afloat in its tremors. Never safely ensconced in a den, body is part of the dissolve, not a distant observer. For it is up against anthropomorphic representations, violent attacks and denial of selfhood. All these processes flow into watery world on currents of carbon and oil, altering this world and this self. As an octopus considering the spiral of a dissolving shell, mind is necessarily empathetic, aware of the limitations of own being, of the way arms stretch out beyond this small body. Aware of the flow of things, the bubbling spiral, the slow process of seas and thoughts dissolving. Until the spiral flips over, emerging the other way around, post-acidity. A thought sticks and clings to a current of a new sea and recalls remembers trembles with an expectation a knowledge of its vulnerability [297:  Alaimo, Exposed, p. 168.]  [298:  Alaimo, Exposed, p. 163.] 


sticky limbs don’t stick   
                           
to an ‘ontological and epistemological zone that is somehow outside the time and space of the anthropocene’


there is no refuge in thought
in the illusion of impermeability 	

at the crossroads of body 
and place 

floats kin		
	
unsafe 	

uncontained

arm regrows into watery surroundings
	which enter body in the same movement			

enmeshment of flesh and place 
					completes itself in this acknowledgment 


[endnoteRef:299][endnoteRef:300] [299:  Alaimo, Exposed, pp. 167-168.]  [300:  Alaimo, Exposed, p. 1.] 






	
As one figuration of the anthropocene among many others that are possible, the exquisite photographs and videos of dissolving shells may perform cultural work, portraying the shift in alkalinity as a vivid threat to delicate yet essential living creatures. Whereas the predominant sense of the anthropocene subject, en masse, is that of a safely abstracted force, the call to contemplate your shell on acid cultivates a fleshy posthumanist vulnerability that denies the possibility of any living creature existing in a state of separation from its environs. The image of the diminutive creature, with its delicate shell dissolving, provokes an intimacy, a desire to hold and protect, even as we recognize that such beings hover as part of the unfathomable seas. The scene of the dissolve demands an engaged, even fearsome activity of scale shifting from the tiny creature to the vast seas.

Stacy Alaimo, Exposed: Environmental Politics and Pleasures in Posthuman Times, p. 167.









VII.

From violet-black seas to azure skies, creative expressions emerge from all things. A story resides in a hydrogen ion drifting not on a sea but in it, in a fleshy arm regrowing itself out of a small body. Agency, creativity and eloquence emerge in endlessly diverse ways, from ‘all of nature’s constituents from subatomic particles to the stellar formations.’[endnoteRef:301] Eloquence lies in a human word, a language of underwater sound, in bioluminescent signals, in a soft eight-armed body communicating with shape-shifting skin. What does it mean when all these narratives unfold towards each other, overflowing and submerging one another? What happens when a single octopus grips onto an old beer bottle or a shell dissolving on acid, and tells a shred of a human story? Is this that shred, the fragment of meaning floating on currents of acid and carbon, on streams of plastic filling this sea [301:  Oppermann, 443-461 (p. 452).] 




of this permeable softness


this sea overflows all narratives	
if not a thought is given 
to a delicate shell dissolving
an amber fish’s extinction	
an octopus eye dimming 
if not a link is made
a recognition of kinship
a shared fleshiness		

rising 












bodies always permeated with chemicals

seawater always filled with small bodies


this porosity
the gaps between things always filled with seawater






















shift these scales


slowly forging 
a posthumanist trans-corporeality[endnoteRef:302]  [302:  Alaimo, Exposed, p. 167.] 

the necessary condition
of earthly processes		


reflect it in words



dwell in the dissolve 









































     fully adrift
intrepidly empathetic[endnoteRef:303]	 [303:  Alaimo, Exposed, p. 168.] 

reach 					
coil							
become	
something new and frighteningly immersed	
spellbound		
	coalesced
absorbed
	in dangerous pleasures[endnoteRef:304]	 [304:  Alaimo, Exposed, p. 168.] 

and countless saltwater drops



VIII.
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[bookmark: _Toc128045368]North Sea Voices


ghostly outline a few red dots on a distribution map do they represent the non-microscopic white smudge soiling my industrial seas where this body has no defined function hiding between semi-islands flooded throughout history sometimes purposefully by violent invaders she forms colonies with small non-trees of herself and branching out beyond this body this is how we grow as the waves flow the oil is sucked out from under the sea and minute mossy eyelashes whisper on underwater current below the surface forgotten depth while white noise drowns out white body overflows it on a stream of ever more ever faster capital drowning out a mossy whisper unfolding on this page admire these delta works this animal is commercially uninteresting and more easily destroyed than cherished and contemplated hear this non-eyelash limb extending from a branch untreelike yellow crown attaching it as leave veins and terrestrially biased wording unnerves this system so watery that a tree grows unrecognisably and stubbornly attached to metaphors non-fluid and a strangely rooted floating flowing makes this body dense and scattered simultaneously a light heaviness at my stem it feels so exactly sticky in a watery way hear the non-liquidity of this body colonial bryozoan laden with upright expectation narrow flexible base attaching to a substrate zooids growing on this elongated body alternately facing left and right a zooid face is microscopically illuminated clear little moss animal appearing a black dot and functional lophophore bean-shaped chamber and cone-shaped tube but this says nothing about this body pictured and remembered when it washed up still attached to seaweed adhering to driftwood it suffocated in human hands oh the life was sucked out of my membrane so slowly that I melted into generations pulverised into fragments forming a new sea of moss animal shreds sometimes surfacing in these letters or growing on weeds and other bodies grazed by soft nudibranch mouth sucking and metabolised into gelatinous ribbons beware the gilled yellow-spotted creature while this body is captured digested and drowned by so many other things and bodies and voices colliding and this non-centric self is a story unimagined by so many humans at once they forget these words flow this page is turned and this non-singular voice echoes and is muffled into a sea so grey and there it is my white fluffy body lichens of the sea and bleached Christmas trees of the oceans no a branched-out sense of body fully formed of limbs throbbing through my skinless selves yet these associations never cease no matter how much time passes think of my moss time I am somehow a being so unaware they might say drawing over her while she gives rise to planktonic larvae rain regardless some of these filter feeders are destined epibionts soft body growing on body sometimes of hard shell substrate and hydrozoan a size unmeasurable I think bushy-formed I do not creep tailless shallow water Bugulidae tentacles of this lophophore catch diatom metabolising organic cells within community of bodies already present flowing into my self’s negation by a being so enthralled by independence which makes one subject and one object this is not a tree or moss even my imagination so full of various limbs oh the soft feeling of them brushing all against each other but one story when presented as the truth makes some as powerful as gods and others as invisible as a speck of dust meanwhile these wavy sensations do brush against the current a salty filter-feeder’s twinge surrenders trembles into tenderness illuminating my soft body from the inside so brimming swelling and my edges energetically leaping for oxygen-producing nutrient breathing life into the humans of the world when a reluctance of movement my rootedness invites the

spiralling shell of this marine gastropod to spin into the story there I go so wildly interjecting into these words soon classified as an exotic species on the North Sea species list[endnoteRef:305] NSR category 2b[endnoteRef:306] signifying introduction by humans through unintended side effects such as hull fouling ballast water or shellfish transports in this case movement of oysters being the likely culprit although not so numerous are communities of Calliostoma zizyphinum who collectively took ten up to a hundred years to settle in the North Sea[endnoteRef:307] a human-defined disturbance causally referring back to itself an endless loop reproducing independently with no need to self-fertilise as hermaphrodites in this flowing saltwater where sperm meets egg without trouble forming another solid and regularly conical shell soft at first and in need of immediate defensive behaviour this little body sculpts whorls into a peripheral keel bearing two ridges permeable body encased in exoskeleton extending self into hardness feeling a synthesis in opposed tissues so unimaginable a contrast sensation of coldness ripples through me negating her internal boundaries and spotted whorls these whiskers emerge from under hood of inner shell-lips reflected over a shallow groove not often described in a feeling of a limbless body transparently stretching how stiff a sliminess can feel sometimes under hard skin colliding with pebble and does this flat shell-base make it into the books of our collective history the smooth feeling or does her body remain a footnote in reports on ever-expanding sea ports not far from here where technology serves a capitalist purpose and a repressive function to this sea fuelling this very hull fouling in the Eastern Scheldt this creature dwells within waters made salty by fear of inundation and closed off from inland freshwater flows making my sea expanding the incidence of these dark blotches on keel this hard spiral of yellow brown pale pink and violet streaks of colour on something like human bones calcareous which I have never seen myself yet intended to be exhibited to the outside in coastal zones and not usually beyond 60 metres away from land found on hard substrate somewhat protecting this being against the movements of a slithering starfish with murderous intent already its stomach fold extends towards you in its menacing way smelling with chemoreceptors in skin it picks up on this sticky body only shelled for as long as undetected now tube feet are attached to the outside of your whorls and there was nothing I could have done for a stomach fold is inserted by this starry mind secreting enzymes liquidising this self while blobby-solid musings wane a sense of tearing gruesomely as though being dissolved in something much too acid claustrophobically in another’s body aching then tearing and unable to reach this demise so much slower than it seems I dissipate into starfish digestive system slowly softness extinguishes and the stomach fold retreats to its rightful position leaving my empty world-skin in which humans might hear the sea does that sometimes not seem all that is remembered of a specimen like you so disembodied and forgotten of your softness although a narrative complete with beginning middle end writes itself onto discarded shells each time a starfish slithers whenever a dark blotch forms on shell-ridge and I hitch a ride on ballast water or was that not myself as she stubbornly attaches you to the hull of enormous ships a firmness taking hold of my body parts a vacuum holds my wholeness and the containers sometimes spill into the sea often hauled up and stacked and stored and distributed somewhere in a steel labyrinth beyond my body’s saltwater skin and my reproduction not elsewhere imagined as a truth of this coastal liquid-solid-slimy unwritten in so many books made of terrestrial trees in digital spaces implied in silence my absence her cemented mind yet on this page an opening sculpts itself spirals like a shelly being infusing the silence with a soft sound gently whispering into this sea [305:  Bos, O. G., A. Gittenberger, I.J. de Boois, M. van Asch, J.T. van der Wal, J. Cremer, B. van der Hoorn, S. Pieterse and P.A.J. Bakker, Soortenlijst Nederlandse Noordzee (Wageningen: Wageningen University, 2016), p. 61.]  [306:  Gittenberger, A., M. Rensing and K.H. Wesdorp, Non-indigenous Marine Species in the Netherlands (Leiden: GiMaRIS, 2017), p. 19.]  [307:  Gittenberger et al., p. 39.] 

while close and far away from this coast simultaneously undefined and over-defined creeps a transparent body of your flea-crayfish-lobster synthesis yet shrimplike in size and behaviour as odd as any slithering sea snail listed as non-exotic and a species in its rightful place I know no softness as you enter my body in imagination and are found anywhere they go looking for me in coastal seas and deeper zones where untypical amphipod body too slender clings to her for days awaiting the end of a state of amplexus clasped into such a firm and gracious embrace in the Eastern Scheldt the Western Scheldt and within Grevelingen[endnoteRef:308] a sea arm become freshwater transformed into saltwater lake as humans changed their minds about saline biotopes and the benthic community thrives in the photic zone above zones of dimness where oxygen becomes scarcer due to a levee installed in 1971 generations ago for this creeping collection of non-bones so floating and a hook-enchanted realisation slowly enters me through elongation oh my head’s sharp protrusions trembling sometimes a rounded back and the effort of gripping onto weeds contracts my body almost hurting as though a bigger smoother body was punctured swept away and I am what remained skeletally yet this body of water is now quite suffocating of bigger fish rarely seen cruising this strange lake not quite sealike but it is enough for this scrawny being they call a walking skeleton little segmented body of head thorax abdomen and sub-segments not often described and usually numbered in systems of classification and antennae extend in front of gnathopod before pereopod and in females a brood pouch for this particular type of being small hooks sprout from scorpionlike hind legs gripping onto weeds sponges and hydrozoan polyps from this position these scissor legs fish edible plankton from the passing sea what does this feel like for a body so light a mind so segmented and hook-centric and uninformed of walking as a hesitation of movement always overcomes me a hook curls body stretches nearly rips components apart unexpectedly grounded in this flow sometimes this current is strong enough to sweep a body a mere few centimetres in size so easily overlooked and crushed and swallowed by a beak a slithering stomach even or a toothed mouth powerfully chewing and metabolising me into something else sometimes into a stream of words in which I am unrecognisable then listen to a sea sponge covered in irregular blanket of transparency we amass atop such beings and move ourselves into an upright position waving about your pincers elegantly almost if not with greedy intent for here I feed but her telson trembles and the silence is broken which had not yet fossilised this creature when inconsistency of classification reopens the debate rearranging millions of malacostracan crustaceans into a new order to be true to their phylogeny and the sheer effort to unravel evolutionary history is not truly the only way this skeletal body comes into a human story as she controls the right algae with your feeding somehow of benefit to the larger whole yet what does her body need so small attached to sea sponge waving itself into the sea beyond existing only in embodied experience cold flow is without temperature on this shimmering amber see-through skin and there is no answer to this question but it echoes and is distorted into the sea making her notion of this body nebulous the idea of her unstable nudging a hesitation of truth allowing it to flow into briny body-minds and to remember a different potential in relationship an upholding of not knowing and a mind opening tentatively the way spongy tissue parts at touch of skeletal limb [308:  Bos et al., p. 65.] 


and there the concept of hesitation scutters off in the form of eight-limbed armoured carapace little legs rushing away from the scene and digging into the sand deeper and deeper a small disorderly pile remaining as evidence this eye watches on surprised and somewhat disgusted at this part of itself that emerged from just a shred of empathy oh what monster would make its appearance if truly this single-brained body invited others into its consideration of unknowing its thinking space with innumerable possibilities opening to a multiple truth of a fleeing shore crab page with letters cascading and a stream of crab-stories unfolding inhabit this strange greenish body sometimes sickly transparent when dead upon the sand finally unfeeling and more often than not already ripped apart by the seagull that dragged the younger bird along by its wing a sorry scene these limbs were not the only limbs left scattered on the wet and salty sand of an ebbing tide retreating and the waves spewing out so many small and murdered bodies inhabit this purging sea the stalked compound eyes enclosed by rim of short teeth these small inter-eye undulations echoing into the quiet void remember this is a crab-centric experience this body preying on the molluscs of the world a true menace when not in its rightful place such as the North Sea where larvae slip and drift out of this female body sometimes so gruesomely inconvenient as a small parasitic barnacle takes their place injects herself into you grows her tendrils through this body a pain spreads from that burdened centre beginning with intermittent shooting spasms controlling limbs intestines numbing sucking out nutrients embodying these estranged thoughts and manipulating a crab’s story this bodily experience of repressed sex something is missing a pain slowly turned into numbness into nothing and now I am just a voice that echoes through the sea I exist just to be my time erased a general non-specificity defines my actions I miss something unremembered lack of moulting and severed limbs no longer regenerating and a sickening pale yellow sac is attached to abdomen where own eggs should be what then remains of a crab so small already so forgotten in its ipseity but a shell of itself held hostage as you protect the wrong larvae even wafting them on their way nostalgically farewell my little aliens the result of full parasitic penetration of this scuttering self fused into a bizarre assemblage of willing and unwilling creatures inseparable answering only to one predetermined and parasitic truth was it this creeping body walking sideways on the beach one day quite long ago I remember my beautiful legs so young and quick in their movements a flat stretch of beach so smooth small clumps of sand erupting as I ran and your cold and bony hand that picked her up as I remember a strange upward movement and lying on my back one time shortly before my own true larvae did flow into seaweeds and ballast water onto substrate rafting across seas and packing materials moving bivalves yes chances were taken and collateral damage ensued as soft-shell clam fisheries are destroyed in California where such like her do not belong this crab is invasive and harmful and preyed upon by many but my true nemesis is carried across oceans within this very self now so sexless and free of will intruder enveloped within and merged into cerebral and ventral ganglion erasing my crabness from my body and manipulating a one-dimensional narrative and sometimes that body so odd and tall many tentacles do wrap itself around its enormous brain tendrils penetrate its very structure and a mind assumes neutrality where very specific conditions determine the beginning of the smallest thought

and on this current flows engulfing words and thoughts and North Sea beings but what really lies ahead is uncertain as this mind takes up too much space in sea in page-space while things slip through rigid and imposed demarcations colliding with a slender see-through body transparent narrative just underneath that text of far too prominent letters read translucently like this fish so many different stories which keep presenting themselves forcefully yet never undisturbed by a myriad of others is it possible to create them to imagine what lies drowned out by that louder singular story sometimes an all-encompassing silence in which fish-ears start hearing things involuntarily from the void as this attempt floats on a salty wave buoyed by a fishy face so native to this sea yet hardly visible quite forgotten and commercially unimportant in this area its body darting around in coastal waters and near estuaries a small goby categorised as seriously threatened for some time on the national red list yet its status gradually evaporated and regardless this body feeds on plankton shrimp fish larvae and barnacles still swims across this coastal seabed quietly and hardly seen a coolness within and without pushes my swimming motions away my nose bores itself into the seabed and my sandy nostril mossy cheek as I prey on fish eggs and suck them all in so smoothly the feeling of the jelly-like balancing in fish-mouth gliding into fish-throat as this undetected body drifts and a whitely glowing organ floats within transparency suspended swim bladder buoys me centrally any movement directed back into this small balloon enveloped in glazed tissue a permeable boundary for how could a little fish truly flourish without embracing other things and the sea into itself absorbing its liquidity into this small body imitating see-through potential this is its only shot a risky and fragile position for a combination of unfortunate developments can make the presence of this fish in the North Sea rare even historical and nothing will be halted for a fish like her a mere few centimetres in length and not even visible but the question of this species is held mostly in human hands when the persistence of this silver and translucent eye looks into a terrestrial paradigm to which this self is of no consequence at all and a fish swims visually through another eye into a mind swims textually through this story where a thought perhaps misguided and very flawed but nevertheless words are devoted to a creature so free held hostage only in the mind which does not imagine it this fish is slender agile and entirely self-sufficient thriving for generations without considering humans and the problem of negated fish-selfhood is perhaps a consequence of this as so many fish-guts do flow out of similar bodies so many nutrients are compromised and her polluted sludge has smeared his transparent skin this slightly spotted face her hue of blue glistening in the light of your shallow saltwater I need this contemplation fishy feeling of shimmering scales so fluid and tough blurring into the margins and there the eternal solution of forgetting is suspended by the embodied experience of a translucent display this body that is barely there and your ideas are obscured her mind hovers and falls apart this is no longer registered your fishy experiential knowledge crystallizes into imaginative bubble-flow from fish-brain where is she and their family of slender silverness as they stop to listen to an untruthful mind refusing to know things as a body this mind as transparent as this body’s fluidity for foundation saltwater flow is my category truth is a mind transparent permeated with a state of not knowing
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[bookmark: _Toc128045369]Sinking


I.	Scale

[bookmark: _Ref97548305]At the tip of the earth, sense of vision slowly slides through world-scales, melts the limitations of human bodies. Solidity dissipates on a stream of fluid oscillations, erasing border, acre, landmark. Exteriority liquidises into oceanic realms where the most solid movement is that of swimming, of a bobbing-floating without and within, sometimes bell-shaped and pulsing, sometimes suspended and motionless. A dark and fabricated eye descends into liquid depth, adjusting to underwater vision. A muffled click reverberates into darkness, initiating a process of mediation. Then data collection, digital interpretation refers to a human eye, a human brain, until the language flows from it. Letters swell within, and an internal bobbing overflows into the world, fills this page, spilling into the margins, the gaps between these words and this sea. And there it is, the green-blue globe. The depth of ocean, the faded microplastics adrift in a single drop of seawater. Zooming in further, atomic perspectives emerge, with other stories to tell, other priorities, other thoughts frozen by a camera’s click. Imagining what lies in between, a flowing rippling of scales emerges never-ending, always with space for more distance or more intimacy. This middle range is without clear points, but the elusive always-in-between is just as material as the globe-scale, the microscopic scale. Yet a land-based visualisation easily takes its distance, representing a blank surface. Erasing depth and local difference, an enticing god’s eye view appears on google earth.[endnoteRef:309] Completeness is a desired quality made risky when limited by the scope of technologies and human minds that determine which data is included, which perspectives are favoured. An always already ideological beginning clasps itself onto oceanic fluidity, its surface emerging suspended in an image capturing one of many possible scales.[endnoteRef:310] Meanwhile, underneath that blue and far too solid world-cover, a thought dwells suspended in depth, overflowing land-based epistemologies. Another story, idea-shred, fish-scale exists in bobbing-floating of this sea towards the planet’s whitening tip, where a different process altogether slows down this train of thought, this watery body’s metabolism, stretching life of water. [309:  Dobrin, Sidney, Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic Imperative (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), p. 124.]  [310:  Dobrin, p. 127.] 
A landmark is not a watermark, not an oceanmark. 
Sidney Dobrin, Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic Imperative (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), p. 5.


Zooming, then, provides artificial velocity in order to transcend the limit of the human. 
Zoom is simulacra. Zoom is a posthuman technology of mediation.
Dobrin, p. 110.
The metaphors run deep and telling in ecocritical thought, reflective of a more encompassing western, cultural ideology that values the solidity of land.


Boundary events like the Anthropocene impose a kind of geological time scale to our thinking. 


Terrestrial vocabulary hovers awkwardly where the blue reserve of saltwater meets air. Slowly metabolised into saltwater flow, the embodied experience of gravity is replaced by a sense of buoyancy, inviting aquatic meditations. Sinking happens slowly, raising the question of a liquid writing process. Seeping into an emotional encounter, new words flow into ecocritical discourse for too long unduly green. For were words such as these not always flooded with sea, spilling their ink into the oceans of the world while oil and chemicals flowed into the same waters?[endnoteRef:311] Now that blueness enters the scene more explicitly, dragging a mind affectively into the depths, a consideration of blue scales presents itself. Globe-scale, epipelagic scale. Sea-scale, abyssal scale. Wave-scale, rockpool scale. Droplet-scale, atomic scale. Each scale constitutes an arbitrary point on an infinite ripple of scales within scales, loops within loops. Subject to the flow of time, each scale is indefinite, rippling out within others, its components contingent on specific ecosystem conditions. Yet where the planet completes its spherical shape, a solid whiteness encroaches on scale-flow, and saltwater surfaces into thick sheets of ice. Rethinking scale, some creeping watery bodies emerge unexpectedly enlarged, a coldness swelling limbs of amber sea spiders. World-skin whitely crusts over deep blue, a sound of creaking and sighing reverberating as it grows. Above the wind, below currents. Breath of ice blows over the Arctic Ocean as temperatures drop and a green darkness descends into pelagic zones. A white shadow encroaches on the concept of time as an icy sea hovers and  [311:  Dobrin, p. 15.] 
harm to Earth is precisely what is happening. 
When I scale up these actions 
The Anthropocene binds together human history and geological time in a strange loop, weirdly weird. 

I’m not harming Earth!
There you are, turning the ignition of your car.
Consider how personal this can get.






slowness 					
			

a timeframe congealed		and
		I am responsible

metabolisms 

						caught tentacle
mediated swim-byas a member of this species

	
gelatinously indefinite	

		stretching before 	
densely

glued water-molecules surrendering to icy scale-shifting as time hovers sticks to coldness rests itself to emerge at the speed of ice so slow and long and tentative at first before steady movement resumes collapsing dependent bodies into strange lifespans diffused and hesitating life-scale trembles into experimental realms of living where freezing halo of pulsations glows from a red-lined bell under white and overshadowing world-skinfor the Anthropocene.
Timothy Morton, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), p. 8. 














II.	Time

unseen for undetermined stretches of time the beginnings of this golden crystalline-skinned body before ephyra signature emerged star-shaped on a lobed and ink-stricken head in translucence where her jelly-tree began shaping coiling into its own structure her tentacle stretching and paralysing the body of a green-hued fish of small scales slowly lifted by tentacles and oral arm digestion of silver tissue before even entering a central mouth and a grey fish-mist drizzles below translucent bell how many generations ago within this multiple life did a larva drop through icy seas did she adhere locating surface until a camera drilled through metre-thick ice casting light-bead into yellow darkness alerting pigmented eyespots on a soft and radially symmetrical creature pausing pulsation hovering sometimes right beneath as though gasping for air a heaviness in sinking frequently makes for a strange crawling-floating by right in front of technology-mediated eye with more direction than drifting these spiderlike motions occur in mid-winter and this icy body so unfrozen and unusually in its adult form surprises and is flooded for a moment by the image of infamous gelatinous relatives a sticky reputation when always embedded in water and a loop-formed life cycle for so heterogeneous and with lappets of whitely transparent skin extensions umbilically make body a saltwater flow glowing faintly in light and darkness remembered in words such as these as blooming into a jelly-apocalypse when seas warm and ice melts writhing waters viscous with density of such slimy and stinging beings signalling the end of time yes the words squirming the coiling tentacles entangling his seas of centuries his earthly paradise his fearful myths each jelly-limb slowly parsing his epoch appropriating Anthropocene and then the time of acidic jellified oceans awash with algae writing the remnants of oil and chemicals into the gelatinous primordial future of Medusacene reclaiming the abyss and the Medusa herselfhardened ice-scales 
crystallised words 
watery throbbing
crusting
the how of tentacular
embodied Medusacene
potential
textual creeping
swelling feeling 
freezing fingertip 
homeostatic
and species-member 
habitat


whose cultural and popularised omen is sometimes so overshadowing of an overwintering Chrysaora melanaster with its delicate red-streaked whiteness quietly pulsating into the narrative as a descended dark eye captures her trembling motions surviving winters exceptionally not as affixed polyp for the icy world-skin above is no scenery to this being the dawning of a white shadow on this sea heralds a release of icy temporality that stretches her potentiality enters into a body consisting mostly of liquid ice to begin with and a slowed metabolism at freezing point pushes longevity a world emerging in reverse to the image of Medusacene with long cold winters spent crawling-floating under sea ice linked to blooms of this watery creature when more medusae survive sometimes for several winters[endnoteRef:312] to spawn into the sea beyond sending little planula larvae on their way for how much longer will they flow into this sea ever less icy lives so slow and cold metabolisms holding onto oxygen while body mass of sea spider is increased as her soft body lingers tentacles nearly brush against scrawny legs and onwards scraping the seabed obscured by skin of ice a reversal of conditions with jelly-success and occasional gigantism exposing two of multiple ways scale and time are shaped by coldness the concepts frozen into strange proportions and slower lifetimes a cycle of feast and famine emerging from this world sometimes illuminated for twenty-four hours or in complete darkness encouraging a feeding frenzy and prolonged periods of starvation creating slow growth rates better sustained by larger-bodied animals[endnoteRef:313] or increased oxygen ballooning limbs and might her spider leg be an invasion of deep sea gigantism where similar creatures swell[endnoteRef:314] and stir this tentacle a ripple through her epithelium and nerve ring trembles into drifting of a nebulous perception-halo metabolising icy crystals into small suggestions of direction  [312:  Krajick, Kevin, ‘Under the Sea Ice: Behold the Ancient Arctic Jellyfish,’ News from the Columbia Climate School, 23 October 2017 <https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2017/10/23/under-the-sea-ice-behold-the-ancient-arctic-jellyfish/> [accessed 21 December 2022].]  [313:  Moran, Amy L., and H. Arthur Woods, ‘Why might they be giants? Towards an understanding of polar gigantism,’ The Journal of Experimental Biology, 215 (2012), 1995-2002 (p. 1996).]  [314:  Moran and Woods, 1995-2002 (p. 1999).] 
jelly-human story-shred 
with sea 
and tentacle 
intimately 
drenched in solid-liquid jelly-limbs
slipping
aquatically after all 
cohering
page-space 
narrative awareness 
flooding
structure-flow 
ocelli and nerve net 


An icy temporality, frozen. Coldness nudges a hesitation in the movement of water molecules. A stalling of dynamics, until a sticky slowness fuses all together, solidifying the surface of the Arctic Ocean. A coldness encroaches on fluidity, on the movement of a wave. Through this page, it radiates into these human hands, numbing fingertip. Slowing the movement of these words, a frozen world-skin condenses sentences. An intimacy with their subject makes them slower, heavier, uncertain, their implications swelling into the sea beyond this page. Urging a reflection on their process, words crust into the margins of this text the way ice crystals grow over seas. A frozen flow invites a consideration of previous waves of time, of historical ice sheets overtaking ocean and continent. Of waves of sand and saltwater that flowed into words such as these. Into this human language attempting to write blueness, to think with water. To give voice to a watery creature’s trembling pulsations. To enact that which seems most illogical to the function of human language. Earlier, in another story-fragment adrift within these words, the weight of oceans crushed boulders into sand. Pressing bodies into fossils, layer upon layer, an archive of time and its dependent lives embraced the earth’s crust. For a shred of these things to emerge again – a mammoth tooth, a chisel, a grain of sand originating in a single-celled body.Human language: a means ‘to transgress what appear to be the limits of imagination – to exceed the apathetically probable.’ 

Joan Retallack, ‘Hard Days Nights in the Anthropocene,’ in Ecopoetics: Essays in the Field, ed. by Angela Hume and Gillian Osborne (Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 2018), pp. 228-247 (p. 233).


Human language: a means of verbal communication between humans. 


The concept of time, sometimes so neatly wrapped up in a single object, always again tumbles on beyond the physically attainable, beyond the horizon of the coastal North Sea. An icy flow presses bodies into its crust, preserving some for posterity within itself, carcasses emerging from a melting world. Prolonging and fuelling ice-dependent lifespans, ice-time emerges with its own rules within epochs and aeons, within the world’s ever-sliding scale-flow. Thinking with ice, there is space for a repositioning, a rescaling of this narrative. Yet always that human lifetime, that human scale, limits these words and demarcates this page space. The attempt at a fluid and icy narrative challenges this in thought and text, but a human body retains its lifespan. Throughout these pages, the words flow into coastal seas and abyssal zones of darkness. Spilling into a salty sea of other creatures, other thoughts, a textual synthesis emerges from an unavoidably human mind. Yet a physical constraint makes an imaginative attempt in storytelling all the more powerful, the resulting intimacy all the more valuable. Word-flow is inseparable from world-flow. A textual story and the reflected material reality are mutually constitutive – there is no story without matter and no matter without a story.[endnoteRef:315] For watery creatures flow into these words continually, shaping them with the gentle pulsations of their bell-shaped bodies. The arctic jellyfish’s storied potential drifts into the story, while its body simultaneously becomes a figure for the narrating consciousness. Both processes are necessary – for a human-jellyfish intimacy to emerge, this human mind is jellified and the jellyfish becomes a model for this text, without denial of its situated physicality, its embodied experience. This intimacy emerges in intra-action – forging something new each time a tentacle coils into the text, each time a word swells into the sea. Nothing pre-exists the encounter – a truly interior and individual experience emerges an illusion, bobbing-floating under white world-skin, coldness slowly sucking out its breath. And on these words flow, shaping jellyfish outline. On this tentacle coils, dragging along a fingertip.  [315:  Iovino, Serenella, and Serpil Oppermann, eds, ‘Introduction: Stories Come to Matter,’ in Material Ecocriticism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), pp. 1-17 (p. 1).] 
Intra-action, a term coined by Karen Barad, ‘refers to a dynamic topology where nothing precedes another thing, nor do humans preexist relations. There is no before or after, but an ongoing process of intra-acting agencies generating the world’s “exuberant creativeness” (Meeting 177).’
Serpil Oppermann, ‘From Ecological Postmodernism to Material Ecocriticism: Creative Materiality and Narrative Agency,’ in Material Ecocriticism, ed. by Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), pp. 21-36 (p. 26). 
Icy temporality: a stretching of life and bodies, slowing the flow of energy.




III.	Melting
He, with his kind, lives a life filled to overflowing with all manner of marvels. It is like a fairy tale; but it is a hundred times more delightful because it is a hundred times less logical.







In muffled semi-darkness, underwater murmur ripples through jelly-centre. On the breath of the icy sea, mushroom-like, body drifts slowly, pulsations of bell suggesting direction. Not far above, the ice creaks and sighs, slowly thinning. Air creeping in between crystals, the solidity of the icesheet begins to disintegrate. Released, small icy fragments intrude into jellyfish-head, sending little freezing needles through nervous system. Slowing, pausing due to the change, an interruption of seasonal icy homeostasis. A rippling of underwater murmur, icy needle-stings and groaning ice decomposition make for more vibration, a heightened and frantic balancing sensation in statocyst organ. Responsively, this self, hardly more than water, conceives of a change in icy breath – a collective exhale, an ever shallower in-breath. A dissolving of darkness, a retreat of icy shadow signals through ocelli. Cautiously, pausing before an acceleration of pulsations propels body forward, into the light. Before long, a dripping ensues, twinging through crystalline tissue as through water. Slowly melting the ice-dependent world, a process of dripping imperils her specialised success story, a sea spider’s large and unusual body, the specifically icy lifespan of so many others that remain unknown to this narrative. An unceasing dripping reverberates all over the Arctic sea ice, sending strange vibrations through ice-dependent bodies and dangerous ripples through the oceans of the world. The icy temporality, seemingly so particular and remote, allows for the pace of terrestrial temporalities all over the world. As the icy world-skin melts, so does the concept of icy time, disintegrating and liquidising, absorbed by warming waves. Collapsing, time stops and starts, a haphazard acceleration crushing through decomposing ice-crust. Melting ice-time flows into a steady and ever faster dripping, resounding through crystal scale, droplet scale, wave-scale, sea-scale, world-scale. The unceasing dripping overflows the blue-green globe in sound and vision, pushes temporalities into non-sticky realms. And there, it is not just this jellyfish’s reproduction that stops, not just an Arctic sea creature that shrinks into a smaller scale and different lifespan. It is not just her tentacles that no longer ripple from a fertile centre. As these bodies’ time melts, all is absorbed on a liquefying tide inescapably strong and dragging on your spider body. There, a foreboding of absence spirals through oceanic currents.Melting: the erasure of concepts by liquefication.
Melting: the fading of directly and indirectly ice-dependent bodies.
Melting: becoming liquefied by heat.
The voice of the jellyfish is heard throughout the land demanding equality in all things.
William Beebe, ‘The Jellyfish and Equal Suffrage,’ The Atlantic, July 1914 Issue (1914), 36-47 (pp. 37-47) <The Jelly-Fish and Equal Suffrage - The Atlantic> [accessed 21 December 2022].



If organisms have conditions of existence, then aggregating them all together necessary leads to the conclusion that Life also has habitability bounds. Below a given minima and above a given maxima – which may change with evolution – Life would cease to exist. Also, given Life massively influences its environment, then […], the boundaries between Life and its environment are blurred and their interactions constitute a complicated entity: Gaia.’
Timothy M. Lenton, Sébastien Dutreuil and Bruno Latour, ‘Life on Earth is hard to spot,’ The Anthropocene Review, 7 (2020), 248-272 (p. 260).

[bookmark: _Ref119662701]The Anthropocenic melting signifies an error in the earth’s regulating system that seeks to uphold a balance of habitability for life on earth.[endnoteRef:316] A dissolving of a collectively maintained homeostasis ensues, exposing a leak within life’s efforts to retain habitable conditions in its collaboration with earthly environments. We might call this overarching mechanism – the sum of life on earth, its interactions with environments, and the relevance of this interplay for life’s persistence – Gaia.[endnoteRef:317] Yet a process of melting slides through scales, a slow and unceasing dripping of concepts resounding in warming seas, imaginatively in this mind, these words. On a scale so much larger than the body of a jellyfish, the body of a human being, melting enters thought and text, sinking terrestrial human landmarks – literally as well as metaphorically. The notion of an individual life-scale lived across less than a century. The process of growing, a thought of metamorphosis. A tree, a dune, a coastline. The solid boundaries between this body and this world. The autonomy of this individual body. The clear-cut measurability of the earth’s surface. Their prominence melts now that this human body becomes immersed in oceans of dissipating ice, in the strange story of an arctic jellyfish. A fusing of human, jellyfish and overarching time-scales blends a myriad of lives and things together in an ongoing process of melting, ever dripping into the sinking sea. Little droplets of realisation, remnants of landmarks, drift suspended within the stream. Their small scale means they can never be accounted for if not within their context, within the sea in which they dwell. Small beads of a human story bobbing-floating in the melting sea, a narrative emerges from all that has melted. Intimate with its nonhuman surroundings, it comprises a human body, a pulsating bell, a thinning world-skin of ice. Nevertheless human, it is such strangely scale-shifting and immersed stories that can freeze a fingertip, that melt this human body through this text. As the dripping resonates into seas and words, a sense of empathetic intimacy with the icy world drifts into the story. Given the vast scope of the melting process, it arrives dangerously late. Even so, an intimacy overflows this text, swells into the margins, drips off the corners of this page. Considering the nature of its subject matter prior to the writing process, this narrative – however small and incoherent – expresses a responsibility to the phenomena and beings it describes. A fluidity allows for this text to cascade ‘poethically’ – ever intimate and empathetic with its subject. Ever changed by the fluid and melting nature of its topic, this story acts ‘in an interrogative mode that attempts to invite extra-textual experience into the poetics somehow on its terms, terms other than those dictated by egoistic desires.’[endnoteRef:318]  [316:  Lenton, Timothy M., Sébastien Dutreuil and Bruno Latour, ‘Life on Earth is hard to spot,’ The Anthropocene Review, 7 (2020), 248-272 (p. 249).]  [317:  Lenton et al., 248-272 (p. 253).]  [318:  Retallack, Joan, ‘What is Experimental Poetry and Why Do We Need It?,’ Jacket Magazine, 32 (2007) <http://jacketmagazine.com/32/p-retallack.shtml> [accessed 21 December 2022].
] 
Sinking: going down below the surface of something, especially of a liquid; becoming submerged.
Sinking: for a thought to become immersed in liquid intimacy with others.
Poethics: a ‘poetics of responsibility’ – a creative venture that takes on an ethical project in the face of the environmental crisis, conceiving of writing as an ethical activity in direct interaction with its subject matter. 
Joan Retallack, The Poethical Wager (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), p. 3.



What might this text – with its sliding scales and slippery temporalities – require after so much has flowed from its icy beginnings? Earlier, a density of ice pressed down on these words, crushing and crystallising them, until they fell off the page. In melting, a listening to the ceaseless
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[bookmark: _Toc128045370]Drowning
Leucothea is a genus of comb jelly. Its name, however, is derived from a sea goddess from ancient Greek mythology. In this piece, I explore both the animal and the myth associated with the term. According to Ovid, among other authors, Leucothea was once a mortal human, Ino. In an attempt to escape a curse of madness incurred by Hera, Ino threw herself and her son into the sea. In response to Aphrodite’s pleas to save them, as Ino was her granddaughter, Poseidon transformed Ino and her son into deities.



I.	

Spiral of short chapters rushes on, confusing the narration. The sea hovers, gushes, retreats, advances. A gentle vibrancy in never-stagnant saltwater rocks the bodies within its depths. This is the home of the jellyfish. This is where she coils her tentacles, contracts her body. In this sea, Leucothea spreads her lobes, iridescent colours climbing her ciliated combs. Here, she receives me into her sticky body while the sea cucumber flies through the darkness, the shark glides through its submerged world. Here she speaks to me, whispers her gentle swimming motions into drenched human ears. Her voice enchants who listens, rushes into me as waves of oceans. Permeating this body, saturate me with salty secretions. Let me swim, drown me, accept me as your long-lost sea-child. 

Here, full watery immersion completes a process of dwelling. Before drowning, her hollow voice reverberates across oceans. The surface of the water reflects her movements, echoes her questions. What happens when the letters appear on this screen? How does the language emerge from the depths? Where is her human body in this sea of words? Considering the flow of waves, a severed starfish arm, the saturated sand, the smallest movement of a segmented and skeletal body, her sea of words swells. Gushing on always again, on coastal waves, global currents and spiralling gyres, she becomes a writing consciousness, residing in digital spaces where her human body has no limits. As the words grow, the warming sea rises, overflowing her. She is no subject, no character. She is the material process behind this story, her body the device that makes it known. In order to write the sea, she distils herself, decentres her interests. When her fingers press down on the keys, when the letters emerge from the blue radiance of a computer screen, she sinks into the sea. Into the foam of ocean, further into the depths of this language, where her body falls into the white shadow of a sea goddess. Where her lungs fill up with water, her toes grow into tentacles, and her head floats in front of body, bell-like. Where she surrenders to her own extinction and her drowned self writes the blue. 

When she writes, she throws herself into the sea. Into the freezing words and foaming waves, awakening her body. There, many medusae tingle her limbs, coil themselves around her, claim some part of her thoughts, her words. Swim, drown me, transform me, accept me as your long-lost sea-child. Leucothea spreads her wings, rainbows crawl up her combs. Immersed in the sea, many voices speak into her own. Oceanic murmur sucks her into a spiral of words, drowns her in the sunken text of flow. In watery words written before her, before the notion of Anthropocenic seas. Here flows some part of what her writing body means. It resounds in the floating of a creature with a mind as a translucent bell, limbs reaching far beyond the body. The long tentacles dance on underwater currents, body speaks in flowing motions. Swim into the red translucence of her oral arms that flutter like ribbons. Medusa’s bell is a pinkly spotted globe, the ocean bubbles in her contractions. Cixous expels the sea, draws it in, bursts her body’s sea to speak. As she coils around my wrists, nematocysts sting me, streak arms with red, speak her voice into my skin. Your body must be heard.[endnoteRef:319] The medusa inscribes her foaming breath, knows me in drowning. Her voice accentuates this body, floods it in sea-words, floats this body forward. [319:  Cixous, Hélène, Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa,’ Signs, 1 (1976), 875-893 (p. 880).] 


When she writes, she throws herself into the sea. She pours her mind through fishnets, seaweeds, shark-eye, jelly-head. Permeate thought, make this body sand-wave, reaching tentacle, lashing fin. Nylon entangles all, deprives dolphin blood, shark gills. Plummet into diving reflex, let the words pass through, thrust them into a digital space. Electronic wave without oxygen, words enter a current. Diluted, inflected in the process, a voice articulates itself through this body. A voice of oceans, powerful and encompassing so much more than this mind. Overflowing, rumbling gyre pulls body along, sacrificing it in the process. Feel her drowning in tangled thoughts, in the slow, 

heavy movement between mind and text, 
between thought and word emerging. Suspended breath, write in gasping, 
these limbs, rolling waves

flooded sea-eyes advance and retreat. 
The sharp and sunken pain of fullness. 
Lungs heavy with liquid, fall into descent. 

Bathed in a sea of language, words pass through brain, leave body through limbs. 
Here are the waves, the creatures
gently and fatally at once they sink me. 

Slowly an opening of skin as saltiness pales my edges, inner waters frothing. The words comprise surroundings, flood me. 
Immersed in the words as sea, here comes the danger. As the words emerge, she is drowning, I am sinking. 

Slipping into the sea, into a language that is foreign, secondly acquired, never the same, overwhelmingly pervasive. A gasping for breath makes the words tremble in hesitation, 
fearful of the liquid depths. 

How dark and near is the sea from above, fingers brush the rolling waves. The attempt to make the language flow is a leap into the unknown, 

into the abyss where a drowned body drifts through the darkness.













II.

As the words begin to flow from her mind, she finds herself suspended on the surface of the ocean. Balancing her body, she is bobbing on a sea of words, holding onto the shreds of a language that used to describe the breeze on her face, the wind’s song in her ears, the feeling of her feet on solid ground. Curled up on a small raft of familiar words, her body rests just above the waves. A thin, transparent surface separates her from the sea, just firm enough to hold her body without sinking. Testing the material with her hands, she looks through it. Her body sways, watches air bubbles, seafoam, a reflection of herself. A shadow, the monstrous words adrift in the depths of the sea. The waves crash against the ghostly structure, small shimmering surface above the darkness. Oarless, she floats without direction. Everywhere she looks the sea. Black, with white-tipped and silver waves that answer to wider currents, oceanic gyres, the movement of the earth, the moon. Beyond, all around, a grey and foggy horizon, directionless, elusive, without the promise of land. The wind envelops her body, whispers the names of the saline liquids within her.

As the sea rattles the raft, her body trembles, clings onto the remnants of solidity. Here come the waves. Tense, hold onto thoughts of land. 
I am flying, not sinking. 
How transparently azure is the sky in which I swim! 
Cool air on skin, caressing the hairs on arms, so delicately. 
Here comes the watery sun illuminating the green leaves glistening with rain. Contrast colours tingle eyes. Footsteps on cobblestone. The sand between toes. The sighing of the pipes in the house. The quietness in these limbs, a contentment in being this body, the familiarity of how it feels. 
The waves rumble through her musings, the sea-wind blasts into her ears. 
Words tremble
mind shudders 
voice quivers 
breaks.
The waves gush onto the raft, froth thinning the surface her hands rest on. 
Strain every muscle, hold on
how heavy is this body.
Clutch, fingers paddle nothing. 
Slime under nails melts into foamy whiteness. 
Feet plunge into the dissolving words, legs engulfed in stickiness. 
Beat all limbs, keep afloat
head above water, seek surface.
Expand lungs. 
		Up and down, sickly bobbing.
Slipping, nearly plummeting, float on jelly. 
Grip, grip the sea that swallows me. 
Catch breath, grasp anything. 
Plummet, jelly slips.
Wood, rock, sand, nothing. 
		Grip sea-swallows.
		Wings in the sky.
Seafoam glues fingers. 
Glued in water, sink in floating. 
		Submerged ear, medusa whispers,
I am flying in the abyss, swimming in the sky. 
Airborne swimmer, 
the sun shines under the sea, the air is heavy with glue. 
Clouds stroke the blue of sky as froth of waves.[endnoteRef:320]  [320:  Cixous, 875-893 (p. 889).] 

Thought overflows, stream of senseless words rushes out. 
How will I understand them? 
I cannot breathe water 
I will drown in the sea in which my voice is sinking. 
To think with the stream of fluid words, sink into the frothy sea, transform this human body. Immersed in liquid and inhospitable realms, words are absorbed, saturated, estranged, unmoored of their human beginnings. 

There are words that always already lay submerged, that slipped through the gaps between things, tumbling into the depths. Words that were forgotten, discarded into unknown waters. Somewhere in the darkness drifts a language that slowly reverberates through oceanic soundwaves, echoing off seabeds and continental shelves. There, words interject into echolocation, lateral line, electroreception. Sky, sand, woman, leaf, body, her, sea, wave. Foreign words, acquired, always flowing firstly from the minds of men who unwrote her body, drained her inner seas. She must read them, know them, make them a part of her sea. 
She makes flowers wither! 
This body, once forgotten, shamed, 
seeps out of her fingers. 
In ever stronger waves, she inscribes herself, 
saturating the page with salty secretions. 
Slimy words emerge from her body as her mind 
foam from her lips.
She writes in white ink, medusa echoes.[endnoteRef:321]  [321:  Cixous, 875-893 (p. 881).] 

Bursting into word-streams, she plunders all that she has learned. 
What’s the meaning of these waves, these floods, these outbursts?[endnoteRef:322]  [322:  Cixous, 875-893 (p. 876).] 

She dives into the words of flow. 
Expel me, outward, 
the excruciating scraping inside. 
Feet are fully submerged. 
		Full feet-merge.

Toes dull into whiteness, frozen feeling creeps through limbs. Frozen toes creep, a dull feeling of whiteness. A sense of dying as she falls into the world of Leucothea. Falling, dying into worlds. Transforming in sinking, sensation fading. Heavy, pregnant feeling of the beginnings of watery metamorphosis. Watery feeling, heavy beginnings. Drowning, scrambling over slimy fragments of a lifeboat. Scramble over slimy drowning fragments. Filling up with water, unhear own meaning. Meaning of water, hear it. Overflow me, body swells, clench every muscle, organ, limb, joint. Swell muscle, overflow body, organ, eye. Clench limb, overflow every eye, joint, muscle. Push me out, contract each cell in defiance, pulsating descent. Contract, descend in pulsing. Swim into sinking. Into the sea, into the current of language that gushes through me. The sea of language, the current inside. Beware this body’s weakness, the danger of the sea of submerged words. Already I know my own death, once before smothered by alien words. Here I drown, entering a destructive wager. Plummeting into the unknown depths, already the saltiness tickles pores, stretches pale skin. In the twinging of limbs this body remembers, mirrors a sea of older stories. In the churning birth of her ocean’s language, Leucothea speaks through gyres. 
Swim into drowning, long-lost sea-child. Long-lost drowning, swim-child. Follow shimmer, inhale. Hold breath, plummet. Inhale, hold shimmer, plummet-breath. Swim into my combs, spread out jelly-lobes. Comb swims, spreading jelly-wings. Then, once more, fall. The water, struck, is white with foam. [endnoteRef:323] Struck foam, water, drowning white. Voice of waves awakens, sink. Here comes the ocean, again, transformed. Waves, here comes the voice of ocean.  [323:  Ovid, Metamorphoses (New York: Open Road Integrated Media, 2020), p. 156.] 





























III.

Sunken toe, ghostly and minute tentacle beneath ripples. Wiggling, a coldness in between, salt pinching thinning land-skin. Straining a fish-like spine, sea-eyes look up a dome of white-streaked blue. 
World-skin of sky embraced me 
will I see it			thrust into the melted world
there flies the shark
 			inverted animal occurrence 
the cat rubs the soles of my feet 
neck sticks out of the clouds 
fish-snout nibbles seaweed-limbs
 inspects a ghostly body.
Wave up to chin, submerge my lips as the crabs descend into the sky. Bubbling air through moist gills, an amber crawling in blueness. Pincers near a cloud of shivering, seafoam closing eyes, focus within. Body, frozen, immobile, coldness clears mind, flows blood to vital organs. Brain, heart, head not yet bell-like, weakly reaching seaward. Weeds, catshark, a coiling of limbs, entangling of white, green, dotted brown. In shadow and reflection, salty eyes, there are colours beneath me, drowning mouth. Minute waves sway, air-based balance is engulfed, overflow nose and cheekbone. 

Submerged face, awaken unknown reflexes of this body, murmur of words from the sea. Murmuring reflex, awaken unknown words of sea-body. Currents gush and retreat, announcing death, initiating a metamorphosis with their whispers. Tensing, contracting, a more concentrated flow of liquids within. A mammal’s diving reflex, even older than the sea of words. Like a seal, heartbeat stalls, pumping blood ever more slowly. A beating
	being			time corrosion 
										slowing
		melting			as
							ice sheet				flowing
					scale-collapsing.
Hearing a rushing, a pleading of wave upon wave, foam floods my edges, hissing, speaking into this body from the sea. Contracting spleen bursts immobility, squeezing out red blood cells. Limbs still, an internal trembling of sea. Release oxygen to brain and heart, lungs push against the pressure. 
Hold air
eyes are sea
forehead bobs in and out 
keep air-reservoir inside
water-filled head sinks
Hair fans out in liquid green-blue, snakelike, falls out of the surface. Plummeting into the inverted sky, a voice screams through water. The voice of a goddess, born of seafoam and thrust upon the beach, speaking as the sea. Aphrodite’s lament echoes in the crashing of the waves, the gentle ocean murmur, the angry rumbling in the depths. Her body is froth, her words this salty surge. 

Swim, my sea-child, forget the sea of sky. Swim, sea inside, remember child. Tossed upon the boundless sea, flood of foam formed in the hollowed deep. Formed deep, boundless, hollowed sea of foam-flood. O Poseidon, awaken, hear my bubbling spiral. Assembled ocean froth, new life of ocean, beginning as my own. Take my froth, my own ocean, beginning of assembled life. Make her sea, replace this human form with the oceanic and tentacled, the gilled and lobed forms of the deep. Human gills in the deep, oceanic lobes of creatures. Throw my child into a foamy rebirthing, into the white translucence of Leucothea. Swim, long-lost sea-child, my kin in wateriness and drifting, into the arms of Poseidon.[endnoteRef:324]  [324:  Ovid, p. 156.] 


Pour the words into this body, this is how I sink. Make me sea, flood the land which takes no precedence here. Renew my form, make me a creature of the deep. Deep form renewed, a creature. Air-mind dims, the sun far above, rays of water-light caress hairs on arm. Water-light above the sun, rays of hairs in air-mind. Drowning into sea of words, both name and shape dissolve. Immersive environment, foam in shark-breath, the sea in eye and ear, the weeds between numbed fingers. Sea in ear-breath, foam between fingers, immersed shark and eye. Human death allows for drifting through the depths. Through the darkness of the ocean, the gloomy word-realms that slowly dance into a sunken body.

Drowned quietness of a watery mind. Flow of thought slows, settles into a pattern. A stillness inside, surrender to the current of this ocean. The weight of oceans above, crushing waterlogged body. Drowning in the words of myth, oceanic consciousness heralds metamorphosis. Drifting, sea-adapted limbs and organs stick to me, grow their words into this body through the water flow. Shark, jellyfish, octopus, seal and orca. Kelp, plankton cloud, moss animal, shrimp and others. The underwater current streams their names through sunken mind. Submerged eyes watch the creatures glide by, their traces flowing into body. A gilled creature, smooth-skinned, motioning with plastic flippers. Tentacles grown over years of immersion, of swimming as sea-child, a shadow of a human shape. Bell-like head, enlarged eyes behind glass. Armoured body, dark-haired mermaid. Hair streaming black, guide of transformation sent by sea-gods. Departing from myth, she dives into the submerged words that lie discarded on the seabed. Oh swim, transform me, take me into the wreck of salty words. Take me to the seabed, the salty wreck, remains of words. Diving into the deep, the mermaid-poet’s voice resounds, circles into trembling limbs.

Having read the book of myths, put on the body-armour. Absurd flippers, grave mask. Shark-fins, gilled snout. Here alone, go down. When the ocean begins, go down. Air is blue, bluer, green. Black I am blacking out, blood pumps with power. The sea is another story. In the deep element, it is easy to forget. Among so many crenellated fans, you breathe differently. Explore the wreck, words are purposes, words are maps. The purpose of the wreck. Words forgotten, sunken, drained from the story. Damage was done, treasures prevail. The thing you came for, the thing itself. You came, itself, the thing. The drowned face always staring. This is the place. You are here. We are mermaids, mermen. Put on the shark-fins, fish-gills. The glistening scales, sleek tail. Medusa’s bell, Leucothea’s lobes. Octopus-arm and jelly-tentacles.[endnoteRef:325] [325:  Rich, Adrienne, ‘Diving into the Wreck,’ in Diving into the Wreck (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1973), pp. 22-24.] 


A burning of cheek, splitting skin. Here grow the gill slits, keep in motion like a shark. Swimming, extract enough oxygen for words to emerge on screen. Receive the slime that glues legs together into a tail, flip and drift into swimming. Stretch lifeless toes, at first a stinging feeling, paralysis. Altering both name and shape, remove all that is terrestrial. Make me a mortal sea goddess, a new animal, whitely translucent. Tentacles grow out of feet, coiling into the sea below. Like a dolphin, increased blood volume, haemoglobin sticks to oxygen. Feel for depths, food-particle, fish-skin and unexpected connections. Eyes move sideways, a lengthening of snout and whisker. Expand bulbous potential, embrace more sea into a bell-shaped head, brain afloat. Grow combs of iridescent light along my spine, wear the fins that swim this body into the watery words. Arms stretch out behind, bones dissolving, suckers growing. A colour-shifting skin sees more than eyes, tentacled hair inspires snakelike visions. Central brain scatters, writes itself into fin, arm, tentacle, tail, clasps onto throat, pass food through me. Agile and flexible, a watery face looks back on itself, nose inspecting tail. A white translucent creature, known in some parts by the name of a sea goddess, enters a cyclical flow of life and death. When a larva sprouts from this centre, it will be as a loop of life, not written before metamorphosis. Before the land-words dissolved into this sea, and a drowned human body became intimately oceanic.

This is the death of the human body, the drowning in an oceanic consciousness. The feeling of suspension after sinking, the touch of a body like slime. Always getting heavier, sinking further, encountering medusae, mermaids, wrecks and myths. Oceans press down, weight that wrings out cells, muffled wheezing in land-lungs. Dark like night sky, a memory in eyes, touch, expel it. Come to me, Leucothea. Come to me, soft eight-limbed shape-shifter. Caressing hair turned dermal denticle, fluid dynamics of body. Teeth are skin and growing constantly from my mouth, push out and renew. Chew into skin, immersion as submerged dwelling, a belonging in salty sea of strange and fluid words. Medusae entangling, interject into gelatinous centre. Arm reaches inside of me, deposits something viscous as seafoam. Translucence glows from a skeletal body, posthuman, sea-like. Fin sparkles with a strange and watery growth, trembling movements of limbs write gestation into salty ripples. Beyond, into the waves and currents, transcribing into a digital glow. Unfolding, something grows out of me, pushes and pulls the sea of flow, the sea of language that has drowned her. Contractions squeeze body, push out a perfectly transparent and oval creature from my sea. A twinge, powerfully swimming. Small twitch at opening of sea, release. Ciliated hairs on transparent body beat away, propelling forward. The little larva of drowned text, swimming into a digital space. Birthing a wager of sunken poetics, an erratic stream of words. Drowning begins a new animal. The death of the human, promise of soaked words that are jelly-sharks, octopus arm and dolphin blood. That flow as a loop, cohering in sinking as dwelling, following larva. Sea-words sink further, growing and shapeshifting, pushing loop after loop. Drowned, write oceanically. Mind brims with sea as thought transforms into words like a watery stream, current, gyre. Textual sinking drowns structure, symbol, land-language. It flows out of something like a mouth, out of mother, those after. Indefinite in form and shape, the words are human acid octo-arm shark dead zone orca crab-pincer seaweed shellfish jelly-comb and current that engulfs them
































IV.

following larva after larva writing the sea into a digital cloud burdened female body drifts in the words above the sea around nearly dissipating her then accentuating humanness while inertia encroaches on watery flows establishes their meaning shaping their collective futures a lack of regulation scrapes seabeds empties the oceans of watery bodies at an alarming rate erases glistening fish-scales amber crawling fertile froth and shark-skin sharp as teeth hauls them up in a process of suffocation inverted drowning by air stifles the dripping of sea ice oil spills decline of fish numbers ocean acidification reverberates almost inaudibly while institutionalised bias disavows watery flows inside of her silencing their unexpected patterns sometimes when the blood streams out unceasingly all boundaries drown in red-streaked flows of liquid stick to her and other watery flows get caught in steel pipes and fish-scales gurgle in the menacing lament of the pipes the network of water and steel into canals rivers seas her blood is not hers there is no telling where it flows when it will sink into the deepest oceans a voiceless stream overflows her in those moments dilutes her and spills her body into surroundings drifting as water in water slowly growing a concentric symmetry in strange pulsations driving body forward eliminating viscous bloody matter in the process and growing into mother’s shape from a centre held back by moon-threads and a gelatinous nerve ring lines body medusa-like inner flows are repressed and the nature of the sea means everything when a discarded soundwave vibrates violently through her softest most jelly-like tissue epithelium begins to give out and permeability in sound and water-flow overwhelms all sense of individuality

that drop of foaming blood spilling from a watery centre is its own sea of proteins glucose mineral ions hormones carbon dioxide blood cells cervical cells bacteria such as lactobacilli have a mutualistic relationship with the human body feeding while protecting it from pathogens across watery flows in which this body sank into droplet-scale of dissipating blood releasing watery bodies into the ocean sunk into these drowned microbes this endless spiral of language a watery and trans-corporeal reality as she thinks her final blood-shreds into a coastal North Sea and jellified body surfaces watery human brain conceives of strange associations as fingers type on a plastic keyboard adopting language as their material and tentacularly extend far beyond herself sending arrows of stinging awareness through other watery bodies when sea-enveloped eyes look into a screen the faint irregularities of the wavelength the doubt in the moment of darkness that exists between blinks sunken tides flow through bloody insides ebbing and flowing with the motions of a saline droplet wave sea moon when moonlight catches nearly translucent body viscous threads entangle her and celestial bodies far away a glimmer illuminates crystalline skin while ripples of water and light extend in all directions from centre the connections are too many to trace when this moon-tentacle coils into body inviting an inner tide a patchy network of watery flows cascades through body-shifting scale-shifting as it gushes on holding her in nebulous glow of moonlight and watery reflection swims its thoughts into the spiralling sea beyond a small halo of perception widens dissipates until a human body is wavelike 

bead of blood expelled from mother and mother before her drifting always out of bodies into others and an intergenerational archive exists at cell-scale in each human and jelly tracing slowly to an origin story a common watery ancestor and a much feared sliminess watery gestation foamy beginnings in hollowed deep and a flowing out of a central orifice a release into the sea beyond and almost fully grown her star-shaped body completes a lobed and contracting bell arms scrape the seabed long ago obscured by skin of ice walked upon by mammoths then a watershed the North Sea of historical yellow darkness now a murkiness colours her inner waters with its sand and the sunken sediment in the depths with worms protruding from self-made honeycomb reefs these things that sea experienced as a vertebrate and jellified body at once tentacular and inert watery and human for some bloody part of her unfolding promises of generations flows away and is now sea a sunken planula larva never locating surface a polyp swept away the life wiped out by trawler the way they had scraped the will out of her with foreign objects body parts and shame the way they labelled her body with reductive ideas and a forgetting of not knowing she unmoors from herself as a watery metamorphosis of liquid mind coincides with a growing of tentacles like lion’s mane and bulbous heads egg-like her beads of blue and white a scale-shifting body-shifter nears a sea-eye of translucent knowledge metabolises herself into mother-shape flowing against the direction of acidified tides tangled fishing lines and death into a strange life cycle she is intimately sea across droplet scale human jellyfish wave tide and ocean scale the world spinning with her moon casting a pale light in darkness
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Drifting in a sea of colours, here comes the blue-green cloud. Envelop this body as smoke from air-world, catch water-breath in drowned knots of seaweed. Faint amber on submerged horizon, a glowing into eye. Skin paints an underwater palette in scattered consciousness, observes the veil of grey behind this body. Animal pulses, trembles with life adrift in soft shapeshifting. Floating awareness, waves swell through mind of limbs. Each arm and tentacle thinks through me, brain of nerves, trembling hair cell. Stinging awareness shimmers from the tip of each tentacle to the top of bell. Ebb and flow on waves, propelling body forward, holding still. Blinking, sideways cat’s eye extends calm into these movements. Gently, the sea floods gills, enters bell, exhale. A swelling, then a lessening, come within, world. I push you out again, like air from land-lungs. Baby fish, glistening silver scales and needle-snout. Little creature mirrors dorsal fin’s movements, swims with me as a soaked body re-orients itself. The shadow of a human leg in this tail. The reflection of land-arms in tentacle and octo-limb. This bell-like head and watery face. Eyebrow above salty snout, whiskers, eyes set far apart. Gelatinous forehead, the skull that dissolved into cartilage. Strange beak of protein scrapes a seabed, following trawler’s trail. Imprinted path of destruction shapes ocean current, new flow of words from decentred brain. Interwoven movement of tentacle and mind crystallises this body in the sea of words that drowned me. Gently suggesting direction, a drifting into the darkness. 

Into mottled oceanic blue, home to slow-swimming jelly-kin. Sometimes small and lobed, driven forward by giant cilia, oars propelling colour. Then long and bell-shaped, tentacles shining amber. Here comes the lion’s mane, brushing, tingling skin. I reach towards her, inside her. I swim into her thoughts flowing from a cloak of translucence. Into her inner sea, I harbour a cloak inside me, translucence reaches. Like a spell, she flows not quite the same into my skin-eyes. I flow a spell as her eye of skin-flow. A drowned face, features shining through a bell as a cap over a head. The long and reaching limbs, coiling at the tip. A gelatinous centre holding watery entrails. Luminous pink glow, shimmering white. How each movement ripples through every cell of that body. Thoughts in synthesis, swim in sea-words. Kin-creature glows into this body, guide of immersion. Oh swim, distil me, accept me as your long-lost sea-child, your kin in wateriness and drifting. Accept this water, distil your kin, a drifting sea-child. Write the words into this body. Her stare into this sideways eye, a glimmer, sting. A crushing agony, gluing of limb and thought. Of the words flowing, her oral arm caressing my octopus nature, she catches new and childlike tentacles. Motionless before me, her trembling voice immerses, then permeates every cell.

We must be in love before we can understand the mysteries of vision. Love of ocean drowned you, transformed this body. Love immersed you in octopus, jellyfish, shark and seaweed. Jellyfish of immersed love, shark-gills, octopus-arm in seaweed. Swim into my arms, sea-child, into the words flowing like fish swimming under clear water. Flow sea-arms, swim-child, under fish like water-words. Distil, expand limbs, long feelers reaching down and through the body. Meld limbs and brain, a cap grows over your forehead, affecting a little your eyes. A cap, like water, transparent, fluid yet with definite body. Water-cap, fluid body as a closed sea-plant, jellyfish, anemone. Consciousness glows from centre of love-region, larvae of salty words awaiting their release. Glow of words, await love-region’s salty release of consciousness. Cap of love-vision, womb-brain warms through body. Cap of brain, warm body, womb-vision. Swing into this overmind, swim, accept me as your sea-kin. Mind swims, sea-swing, over-kin. Set of super-feelings extends out and about you, as the long, floating tentacles of a jellyfish. Set of super-tentacles, long floating feeling. Super-feelers, vision of body and thought. Vision of overmind floods hair and brain cell. For the jellyfish-feelers are the jellyfish itself, elongated in fine threads.[endnoteRef:326] [326:  H.D., Notes on Thoughts and Vision & the Wise Sappho (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1982), pp. 18-22.] 


Salty waters, chemicals, weeds, sands, soft octo-arms, the words as sea. Oil spills, creeping worms, gelatinous skin. Acid, shark-fins, tentacles, jelly-consciousness. Suffocated words on seabeds, her mother tongue, the denial of her inner seas of blood and slime. Old stories with new bearings, myths of seaborn goddesses and snake-haired monsters. She swallows them all to write these words, remembering them with her entire body as the currents rush through her. Overflowing love-region, soaking every organ, a blurring into abnormal vision. A sense of saturation before she erupts, lungs filled with seawater. There, the words surge up her throat, overflowing mouth. Bell and tentacles tremble as she thinks her body as her mind. Thoughts flowing through jelly-feelers, she spews out a language from within. The waves awaken medusae, leucothea, mermaids. Creatures from the deep squirm and scream about her as she speaks their words into her own. Seafoam bubbling at her lips, stream of words bursts out of her. She doesn’t “speak,” she throws her trembling body forward; she lets go of herself, she flies; all of her passes into her voice.[endnoteRef:327] How many larvae have I birthed throughout these texts, long ago I saw them in the sun’s reflection. Here they come raining through the sea, pumping a still-red blood through veins in limbs and organs, more slowly than before. They ripple into the lives of other animals, into secluded bays and faraway water columns. They spiral into other words, the sea of letters that burst this body, sinking, scattering her thoughts. They drift on as creatures, stories of their own, entire worlds with seas and oceans enveloped in transparent skin, beginning always within me. And you'll see with what ease she will spring forth from that “within” – the “within” where once she so drowsily crouched – to overflow at the lips she will cover the foam.[endnoteRef:328] [327:  Cixous, Hélène, Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa,’ Signs, 1 (1976), 875-893 (p. 881).]  [328:  Cixous, 875-893 (p. 887).] 


A quiet flowing, pulsating, drifting. The things that skin-eyes will no longer see. Cats and cows, windmills and stairwells. Remember them in swimming, in unexpected shapes gliding by. I am always falling into the black, the land-sun blinds me. The sky disappears above the surface of the water. Long ago I saw the sun illuminating the air like a watery star. Say farewell to greens and yellows, to trees and the feeling of grass between fingers. There is no breeze in seawater, windless current sways me. That star becomes inessential the deeper the sinking, shreds of land-light dissipating. Further down and the surface falls out of my vision, out of the ocean. In the depths, she swims in the darkness broken by ghostly white silhouettes and glistening body-stars. Deeper into violet-black sea, pressure crushes this transformed creature, condenses her meaning. Small core of body, inner seas push against contractions. Bubbling words emerging from her lips recall the frothy beginnings of metamorphosis, the echoing voice of an oceanic consciousness. I remember the myth of a goddess, a sea-birth and foamy origin. Sunken in her words, the knowledge of a watery blue from within the sea, never to forget her body. 

A glowing at her centre, a memory, the movements of a jelly-ancestor. That watery body that requires no drowning, the pre-sunken knowledge of flow. The creature, not the myth. The gelatinous body that precedes this salty surge. She is here. The nerve-ring warming to a current-flow and worded path. Her ghostly outline, obscured by floating sediment left in trawler’s wake. A gelatinous body slowly growing its final star-shapes into fullness. Majestic, lobed, glistening bell. The medusa emerging after many larval lives, strongly contracting, swimming with more direction than ever before. She moves fluidly, like this leg-tail, jelly-arm, toe-tentacle. Brushing against the polyps missed by trawler, parts of herself still anchored to the seabed. Indefinitely polyp, she remembers them in larval beginnings at her centre, always part planula, ephyra, strobila. They live in the words that glow around the edges of my body. Here she comes, writhing with swimming creatures within. She floats in her first and oldest form. Her life as medusa emerges as a beginning, culmination of cycle is the next cycle and her mother before her, the mother she becomes. Little lives flow out of her while she hatches from the polyp of a previous life still ongoing. Swimming with waters of life at her fertile centre, translucent skin envelops a potential sticky as glue, frothy as the sea. Slime of life, foam of metamorphosis, she is more than this body. Always more than her inner sea, she scatters across oceans. There, an unusual current, the words of a transformed animal. A long-limbed and hybrid creature, floating into vision. Vibration ripples through epithelium, nerve net, establishes the swimmer’s location. Light and shape enter eyespot, contracting tip of tentacle. My presence floods every cell at once, her entire body functioning as thinking organ. Eyeless, inspecting a transformed female body that stares into her whitely skin. Her whole body is as a face of water, ghostly white features shining through a cap of translucence. Ghostly water, translucent body, a cap shining through a face. A face of concentric symmetry, concealing the central mouth in layers of skin-folds. Layers of face concealing mouth-folds, central, concentric. Jelly-lips, red or pink, white or yellow, almost invisible. Red, jelly-pink, white or yellow lips. Revealing her sensory insides, not yet numbed. Alert, pulsing with sensation, a feeling of stretching swells through her body as her tentacles reach out, entangling fin and arm. 

To then squirm as one, tentacle-knot as bells meet, a sticky crashing feeling. Swirling up through the water column, into the spiral of oceanic gyres. There comes the light again, your colours in pelagic fish-scales. Sun above the surface of the water, will she see it, will it blind her transparent eye of whiteness. Crash into her body as we plummet skyward, hold water, grasp anything, seafoam, jelly, glued digit. Coiled together, dance into the watery sun’s jelly-outline. Medusa-rays shining, colours burst into mind through this skin. She sees it in the reflection of her translucence, a veil of life concealing water. She is a ghost of the sea, the white shadow of these words. Her reflection is a sea goddess adorned with iridescent combs, a fearsome Gorgon with a head covered in writhing snakes. My words echo through the creatures, bodies, myths, reverberate always through her dwelling-place. They are inside of nebulous medusa glow and her face of saltwater. In a central mouth formed by a spiralling life cycle, a pre-drowned self. Always sunken, she envelops my body from world of air-sky. Release bubbles of breath, floating up, grasp this body, arm of starfish, human, crab. A spiralling upward, inverted process, how will she feel it. Here we surface as I push and contract her bell, your small and squeezing body. There comes the sky again with light, she utters no goodbyes to seaweeds, darkness, bioluminescent body-stars. Heads exposed to air, drift above the darkness of blue, white-capped waves sway entangled bodies, surround us in foam. I feel no resistance, her body and arms against mine, the sea caresses poisonous coiled threads on our tentacles. 

Broken surface, tentacle reaches into air-world. Finger-like, curled limb touches air, bursts her body out of the sea, into dazzling colours, sea breeze. Bell-heads bob and float together, drown in air. Some part of medusa suffocates in world of sky, water-bubble from her lips ascends. Floating on a coastal wind, thrust into the sky, she paints a cloud. Seafoam streaking blue with white, medusa-cloud and rippling limbs write her body into the atmosphere. Decoration to medusa-sun, dotted spots on tentacled rays of light. Entangled bodies hover, descending once again into the mirrored sky of sea where words are submerged algae live and drilling makes the waves shudder down this column of star-bead giving light and then a nothing-zone. Another wave of pressure distils this body, makes a burdened femininity front and centre. There, a metamorphosed land-creature is a central sea-basin dwindling in dead zone and acidified hurried breaths. Here flows the larva of sunken text who swam with me all along guiding the stream of stories the voice who always knew my other nature the mermaid water-girl breathes in my skin of colour-shifting pulsations shape-shifting limb and nudging arm-suckers mirror-skin throws her back into the sea I remember her the way pre-sunken medusa knows her polyps she is a life stage no beginning or culmination some part of the girl is always anchored to the seabed and writhing and foaming in my fertile centre as she buds off my body like an ephyra larva and there she flows her big and bioluminescent eyes catch something out of my water in gill-breath what does she make of this story its beginnings and onward loop different each time yet never-ending there she comes her bright sea-eyes watch medusa’s ghostly outline nebulous glow tentacle-hair and the child’s eyes return her gaze as water 

here swims your mother’s larva and the others before you and I flow and stumble like a child wave into the jellyfish of the sea and fall into her burden of medusa-myth eyes sting with salt and they are grey and blue with golden sparkles shimmering in bioluminescent light of midnight zone and the medusa has a head and limbs just like a child at the centre of my eyes is a full and utter darkness of violet-black like the deep sea where the transparent body of medusa with always sea-filled insides like that pupil is a window into something else her nerve net stretching through her cells a blanket of sensations here she dives away from predators the way my mind thinks through my limbs and the words that gush unceasingly out of my mouth always swimming into others and fully grown into her largest shape is the medusa who dances around me envelops me in her glowing tentacles her strange stream of submerged jelly-words and welcomes me into her bell placed over my head and how she feels so light in wateriness she is the sea of flow of nets of feeling gently rippling through inner seafoam shaking the body of a girl who swims as shadow with white orca-spots mermaid’s tail and shark-gills medusa’s glow touches me tingles my body in a warmth of undersea is she the new child finally grown or is she again that mother who first started this dream of words she flowed out of her then became her and now she swims out of herself again like a girl from a woman’s shapeshifting skin always ebbs into her sea around into medusa’s eyeless gaze a feeling of stinging awareness a heightened limb sensation falling out of jelly-skin and the feeling of my feet on solid ground before your sea-world absorbed me and sooner or later my body is like yours when I catch medusa’s gaze I freeze for just a moment before swimming on as something of a jellyfish myself a white translucence covers my head like a cap and I see clearly through layers of water and gelatinous skin my thoughts swimming away like little fish she shelters me inside of leucothea’s body adhering to her sticky cells propelling with her colourful combs a trail of foamy bubbles behind and amber papillae-spots ahead a jelly-mermaid rewrites the ancient myths and long history of kin her mind does not know but her body remembers them in water-eye shark-skin and oozy insides awaiting full growth and did leucothea and medusa feel something like the feeling of hairs swaying on arm when icy gyres rocked their bodies and a caressing of wave on skin the cilia brushed by currents and her jelly-hair is metabolised into a girl’s arms as a child’s eyes are swallowed into jelly’s eyespots

oh the deep sea of mother’s words and medusa leucothea histories my body like a net of feelings sprinkled everywhere and here I flip my mermaid’s tail almost translucent as a girl who is sea and words that keep flowing as I drift into mushrooming mercury cloud of amber streaking my scales and fish-skin on fingers long limbs and a nausea in the polluted sea finds its way into my stomach a swaying twinging contracting and expel sink further and here they are the silver shoals of so many fish the replaceable things always measured in sea of colours tonnes and capital yet one pink fin among a mossy cheek and glinting eye-yellows while some are darker smaller or bigger than others jelly-mermaid caresses each fish-scale fin and lashing tail and swirling as body of armour around her I think with my entire body in her fin her head and arms oh let them die of old age I protect the silver swimmers with my life and let the amber destruction be absorbed into my tail of scales iridescent as leucothea’s combs and the fish will breathe water and not suffocate in air-breath or underwater clouds how singular is even one fish when it looks into a girl’s eye suspended for a moment then onward swimming not once the same I overwhelm them in my musings and absorb the toxins from their bodies I am the gaze of life the eye of kinship between a strangely transformed woman child jellyfish and the sea together a growing and flowing through the ocean cloud of life and there is my mother she swims ahead in cloud of seafoam her gills expelling bubbles suckers on her limbs stick to my arm hairs and I play with her tentacles her fins and razor-sharp skin so shark-like one day she says I will be as many animals as her I will grow a seal-snout my shining mermaid’s tail will be the star of the seas as octo-limbs will squeeze me into a den and colour-shift this skin of blue white and amber cells painted by toxin-armour sticky lobes and combs propelling me through the seas I watch the larvae crawling through her skin her translucent insides froth with little lives while her old baby polyps are scattered over seabeds still part of me and all these words began within her when I am older translucence will paint me into white nebulous glow and invisible body-skin they will squirm within me all my larval lives my little ones and was that what happened in my dream when I fell asleep on a nauseating swaying deck or did the squeaking of the dolphin overflow my lips in that moment of disorientation and am I now pre-sunken like medusa and leucothea oh mother embrace expel me jelly come to me soft skin creature this happened before and always again as a loop into future past and now is within the previous and next medusa’s bell brimming with microplastics teeming microbes overgrowth of algae and violent vibrations rippling oh too strongly through mother and medusa

and a trembling spiralling as bodies gush into the foaming gyre of this ocean responding to the movements of the earth dragged into excess greenhouse gas emissions a collective crowding of ocean and atmosphere with so many things and elements and chemicals and airplanes painting white paths of destruction into the blueness of sky trawlers ploughing a trail of death into the seabed a drizzling of fragmented bodies and exoskeletons oh the forgotten moment of dying of your skeletal body shrimp-like and unanthropomorphised the slow and stinging erasure of that shell on waves of acidity the painful ripping of a moss-arm from another narration tree somewhere in this current of words and always onward mermaid mother leucothea and medusa are pulled through the ocean bearing witness now their human and gelatinous natures emerge arm-like and perceptions are decentred this ever ongoing metamorphosis spiralling on as a loop of watery words and resisting a central and dominant thinking organ pushed into zones of midnight deep sea mining a black cloud of sediment vibrating violently into saltwater ears a throbbing of my eyes shaking her tentacles increased temperatures bleaching corals eutrophication suffocates her lungs swim bladder buoys the fish and dam-substrate fuels proliferation of jelly-polyps onward into the oil spills of the world erasing all colour from my sinking sea and saturating marine bodies with a soaked sense of heaviness breathe grip on yet like the sea of words in which the writer drowns the penguins and needlefish of the sea sink in the foam of their own dwelling-places a toxic froth turned brown with pollution dissolving its fertile beginnings into oily endings and a forgetting of what came before the myths her body swallowed when a blue shark looks into the eyes of a girl a streamlined face sharp-snouted and with big surprised eyes a muffled scream reverberates through oceans as the shark falls into the sky is hauled up against the tide the gyre of this ocean plummets into world of air where pre-sunken flow evaporates an eerie moment of quiet as air bubbles burst on mermaid skin and struck by the shark’s fall the sea is red with foaming blood and a finless body drifts down into the depths a reaching of limbs hands brush dermal denticle and a child looks into dying drowning eyes and sings a song of gentle sound vibrations a kinship in their movements through empty rising oceans warming to a lifeless age

foam of life smeared with blood and oil yet foam was always an uncertain substance with froth from the mouth of a monster provoking Ino’s madness and thus the waves rumble on in fury tremble through epithelia lobes cilia and tentacles shudder with vibration of the gyre that trickling dripping of ice sheets a celestial body topped with whiteness slowly melting into the darkness of an iceless ocean fading bodies leg of sea spider arctic medusa tentacle and ice-alga clutching minute arm-trees sheltered by crystal erasing the silver stream of fish-shoals lateral lines and the movements of an albatross through white-streaked skies following a silver current of life into the gyre of this ocean overflowing low and sinking coastlines artificial land and sandscapes the plastic particles spiralling and concentrating drifting substrates little microbial lives reverberating microscopically so minute and easily forgotten if not for a community of gelatinous human fishy life oceanic sensation-net stretching as overmind a scraping beak and soft shape-shifting limbs catching all these vibrations hurdles obstructions in the way of flow expanding generationally inward out into the sea of bodies writing the ocean into our thoughts and words streaming as their own gyre a newly worded path flowing over trawler’s trail of destruction coating the dead seabed in the smallest layer of life’s potential I plant my textual polyps at the roots of overfishing depletion shape the sand along the coast the intertidal pools with our watery imaginations and there the outstretched mudflats and salt marsh sculpt a new and fluid coastline of living with water build a path of dazzling translucence thousands of wavy tentacles and pulsing body-stages with potential of survival in every cell some part of us does not make it some words always tumble into the deep erased by oil spills drowned suffocated acidified overheated and evaporated yet some voices come to aid unexpectedly as medusa pleads but look our seas are what we make of them full of fish or not opaque or transparent red or black high or smooth narrow or bankless and we are ourselves sea sand coral seaweed beaches tides swimmers children waves[endnoteRef:329] and some part of us always persists as long as finger is fin arm is tentacle and skin is sucker as long as gilled cheek and sharp snout glide through saltwater with foaming white waves still breathing oxygen before hypoxia and a propelling of sleek body with human shadow forward into a storied sea where all is jelly-like a coiling of limbs catch me in your microvilli your diatom’s circular shape holds me and hunched over the sea of words is the eye of the child there she swims and grows always within us bursting from her lips and a sinking made me wholly sea cradling her mind in every wave current gyre ocean  [329:  Cixous, 875-893 (p. 889).] 


more or less wavily sea earth sky what matter would rebuff us we know how to speak them all[endnoteRef:330] [330:  Cixous, 875-893 (p. 889).] 





[bookmark: _Toc128045372]Epilogue – Birthing


At the bottom of the Markermeer, the endless sand.[endnoteRef:331] Drowned light, clouds in mud-eyes. Beneath, old words of flow lie stifled in layers of silt. The water is thick with sediment, heavy. Shallow lake, nutrient-deprived. Waveless, no rivers replenish the Markermeer. Something was started here, but never finished. Few plants grow from the sterile silt. No shoals of fish dance over the sand. If they did, she would not see them, which is why they are not there. This is an accidental lake, a fallen nature reserve. A polder never to be, remnant of old ambitions. Ghosts of apartment blocks loom over the water, shadows of fields, roads, government reports. By-product, offshoot of Ijsselmeer. Afterthought of seas. The lake has been lifeless for decades. Yet here flow small ripples through swerving and swaying words emerging from a new creature. Here swims something of a song through the wind caressing the surface of the lake where her tentacles coil into the air. Here swells the water. Here flows the murky lake, inner sea of lion’s mane, fluids in octo-brain. Through cities, political minds, infrastructure. Permeating all, something new and hopeful surfaces, faintly shining through a cloudy and forsaken sea. [331:  The Markermeer is a lake at the centre of the Netherlands that used to be part of the Zuiderzee. In 1932 the sea was dammed in, turned into a lake and partially reclaimed as land. This section reflects on the creation of the Markerwadden, a network of artificially created sandbanks that have been built to improve the biodiversity of the lake.
] 


As she sets off, slow contractions of bell disturb the brown waters with a gentle swell. Eyes closed and half-submerged, she drifts into the mist that lingers just above the surface of the lake. Foggy horizons, sandy spray, stifled words that stall in her throat. She moves slowly, cutting through the grey and brown, the white of sky above. To the new sandbanks, where sky and water merge to glue her thoughts, to slow her words. Swim, dive into the sky of avocet, tufted duck, spoonbill. Here I fly into the lake of smelt, roach, rudd, perch, bream. Here come the carp, nibbling fin and tentacle, the tench, pike, ruffe. Here flutters the three-spined stickleback. The zander flops past, ineptly, eyes enlarged. The dreams float through her limbs, spill into the lake. Here they come, whispers mother, the odd freshwater jellyfish, the messengers of global heating. And yet they have been built, the new islands of old sediment. Again, the sand, material of moulded coastlines. Of salt marsh, dike, building with nature. Of centuries and aeons, of glacier, sea and land. Here, once again, shape-shifting sandscapes emerge by bulldozer. Sandbanks, islands, bog reinstating currents, natural shores. Calling to the birds, the fish. This is your home. Sediment, descend, cleanse the turbid waters. Bring them back to their essence, welcome the water-dwellers. Newfound waves emerge more clearly from the sandy shores. Watch them reflect the wings of the reed bunting, how delicately the small creature darts through air and reeds. 

Here the thought-polyps pause, the larvae at my centre flutter, push against the walls of their seas. Unfinished narration-trees await their telling, squirming tentacles reaching towards a million beginnings. Much more can be told of sea spiders and Arctic ice, of whale ears and symbiotic sea cucumbers. Yet there machines stir up the sediment, underwater mist enters bell. Swim into the darkness, recall the violet black of salty depths. The endless brown of the lake, feel with soft-skinned limbs through layers of sand. Here I breathe the finest sand, air-mind remembers, so softly under soles of feet. Oh the stickiness, the washing of a tentacle, ear-sand. Next, the colourful sand grains of black brown amber yellow red and green. There they lie in my sea-hands and I can taste the salt, I hear the old waves under layers and layers of sediment. The words of flow, the saline underwater smell enters sandy nostril. Oh lake-sneezes! They ripple through, beware the beak of the bulldozer. There they are, the coarser sand grains. What treasures do they hide? More stories that absorb these words, but the islands need finishing, the birds need nesting space. There is the face of a fish looking back through the birdwatching glass, the translucent green eye returning an inquisitive gaze. What do they see? Touching a transformed and sunken animal, the fish swims a million stories, carries potentials of new worlds in its unblinking eye.

Digging on, the endless sediment. Here are the salty sands, the sunken seabed. Feel it tickling skin, finding a home in eye and ear, foam in shark-breath. First one dike, a closing off from sea. The herring died, the dolphins left. Another dike, enormous land reclamations, a new province. So much covered this sea, and here it is. Land-lungs expire, the air forever caresses my waves. The salty waves of undercurrent flow beneath the sand so coarse and old. Again reborn, birthing into the new sandbanks for smelt and avocet. Salt-loving weeds grow on new shores in the midst of murkiness. And there, the Zuiderzee. The endless waterwolf, the first. The birth and death at every stage, every point in loop-formed time. Here flow repressed saltwater waves, the polyps, politics, my larvae and medusa-tremors. The Zuiderzee is here. We are here, a new salty coastline in a dead lake being born again. Into something of a life, the song blowing like the wind, the resilience in shark-breath, octo-arm, jelly-tentacle. The onward current of story, myth, of wrecks and fossils surfacing from submerged soil. Here sleep the eels, the flounder lies pressed among the skeletons of Zuiderzee herring. Here we are, still streaming a current of words. Always the sea, sculpted into a sandy coastline where salt-dwelling plants sprout from the old seabed. Foundation of new islands, new dwellings in freshwater lakes. Filter these waters, yet here is the sea. Yes, the sea of flow, the story of the sea. Oh salt-lovers! The saline words echo into a digital space. Here come the waves again with salt, immerse. Intimately sea, let me swim as sea-child, crush me into the sand of the flatfish, the jelly of this story. Let flow of foam in shark-breath, the sea in eye and ear. Dream the sea onto the shore, sleep the shore into the sea.
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