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we have a habit 

we put things into boxes and 
look for patterns, a sequence

a story

a need
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it's a part of  
our nature

we draw lines and square 
things away to put these 

things into order
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it's just that

things are more 
complicated.

we only ever see part of 
the picture that way



our endings

and our 
stories

with our 
photographs

how it is

and beginnings

we forget



in memory

a world of 
uncountable 
connections

in place, and  time
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and all at once

all of it
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in a world that  
is more than us

to stop and see
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and all about us

we forget

there's always 
more to the story
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what's your story? you have followed the swallows here. south out of an 

unseasonably warm winter, into an unseasonably warm summer, south to the 

tip of africa. flying on memory and a considerable amount of money. 

these hills are memories. like pancake stacks. like bruises. like something 

stuck in your teeth. it's hard to find the words these days. nothing seems to 

fit.  you're glad for this walk. it had been a long flight. the pilot had  

apologised for the poor visibility, for not being able to show off the 

famous table mountain. still you were surprised to drive through fire 

smoke on the n2 out from the airport. no visible flames, though. no fire 

trucks either. no light but what sun could filter through. it was slow 

going. ninety minutes for a journey that should be fifty. lights on but 

for nothing. all of you on the road hugging the white lines. tail 

lights flashing as men crossed and jumped the concrete 

divide to join the others waiting on the side roads 

for work. you were surprised they  were not surprised, 

like the smoke was an ordinary thing. like standing 

on side roads, slouched, belly empty, broken like 

bullrushes, like it was an ordinary thing. you were 

glad when it was your exit. you had half a mind to 

right around and go back to the airport but then you 

started to climb and left the smoke behind. first broadway 

past the mall, right then left onto helderberg college  road, a direct 

line upwards, past electric gated houses with armed response, 

generators and boreholes. how long's it been since you were back in 

your home town? the place you tell people about that nobody 

really understands. somerset west, this money-spilling gateway 

town to the rolling hills of cape dutch wine country where fires 

cost more than lives. it wasn't the dutch who built the pass that 

lead carts out of the helderberg basin and into the fruit and wheat 

farming country beyond. that was the british. cars still follow 

that same route, though the road has been widened and tarmacked. you notice 

that when you look across at those blue, distant mountains your eyes always 

follow the sunlit string of cars on that pass. like marbles running along a rut 

in the earth.  

we are like those marbles.  

we follow the  lines, routes, and paths we cut into the earth  

until  

    we know nothing else. 

london

cape town

eleven  
hours 

and  
six  

weeks
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you've been 
thinking. 

all the way 
down  

thinking back 
over memories. 

how much do you 
remember? 

on the plane.  

like dad 
and the 

axe.  

we all had him down as a 
worrier so it was no 

surprise when he put an axe 
and three metres of rope in a 

cupboard in the upstairs  

en-suite in case of fire. 
like we could hack our 

way out of any 
problem. like this was 
a hollywood film and 

we were the heroes 

the house is 
empty now. i 

haven't been back 
since mum left it 

somehow i 
know, the 

axe  

and rope 
are 

still 

which way is it now?  

here  

wait, you're 
getting lost.  
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 turn to face the atlantic, that cup of roving steel 

blue pinched between cape point and the coast road 

you drove in high school. with friends and beers 

to the beaches and beach houses if you're lucky. 

stopping at rooi els and keeping the beer cool in  

its copper red river that turn the waves red too, 

pringle and the surfers, hermanus and the 

whales,  knysna and its dream catchers.  put 

your back to the folded mountains, to the 

helderberg, west peak, to empty louresford 

dam and the hottentots holland 

catchment area feeding the 

fruit farms and vineyards, and 

follow the track down. that 

will get you home. someone has 

made this track. it must lead 

somewhere. it cuts scalpel straight 

through planted blue gums, incision 

yellow and stitched to the treeline.  you 

have a scar from your groin to your hip 

just the same. the surgeon said that 

wouldn't hurt either. what's that now? 

cape town
somerset west

the 
airport
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he tried to keep 
it in frame

to capture it

contain it

keep it ordered
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only there was more 
than fit the frame

it went its 
own way

to remind himself 
that this was real
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and ...  into memory
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that was wet wet wet with love is 
all around. now let's hear from you. 

what's going on cape town?
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you want to know 
that i think?

go ahead, ma'am. 
you're live on air

ja, no, all i'm saying is like 
anyone with their head on 

straight can see there's 
something not right hey. 

you think 
someone's to 

blame?

there's always 
someone to blame

my cousin said it 
rained only last 
week up by him

so what about the 
water underground? 

a city doesn't just run 
out of water

hello caller
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well, the science 
is pretty clear 

listen, the weather guys 
have us at, like, four  

years drought. official. a 
little rain doesn't

the aquifers? 

ja, ja, ja. first it's 
blackouts, then it's 
covid and all that 
shit, and now this

hey, we're all entitled 
to our ideas. it's a 

free country

thank you. dankie, hey. 
keep calling in people. 
we want to hear from 

you. you're listening to 
kfm. the morning 
breakfast show

ja, i heard we are sitting 
on an ocean of water right 
here under our feet. right 

here underground

we don't get that water. it's  
the rich people who have it, the 
foreigners who come here, those 
people who, who, who ... they're 
not sharing. that's how they 

control us is it?? 
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we have one tap 
where i live. one 

nobody has turned 
anything off. it's ...  

and now they 
turn that off

ja, we know. we know the 
earth's a kak storm sir, you're live on air, 

language hey

what's changed? we've been dealing with this 
kak for feels like forever. nothing new. only 
thing new is now it's rich people feeling it 

too. that's all that's new

it's a tough time for 
everyone. things have 

changed

kak, sorry. it's just... 
it's just hard hey?

the photo albums had
been  his mother's hobby.
arranging them in the

book and writing notes
on the back. people and

places and dates

he was grateful for the 
notes. they helped him fill 
in the gaps of the story. it 

was his story but how 
much did he really know?

language sir

new caller. jan, 
what's going on? 



sorry, hey. sorry! i 
can't. i just can't. 

can't believe it  

dag nul

day  
zero

the news we 
didn't want 

when he was a boy photos 
had to be developed in a 
big machine at the mall

and then they'd take them down in 
bulk, sometimes already having 

forgotten what was on them

the rolls of film would build 
up in the kitchen drawer   

it was different now, 
looking back and seeing 
what he had forgotten

you're feeling it, 
hey? i get it

this is a day 
like no other

the day we've all 
been  dreading

that was part 
of the fun.
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i know we've all done our 
best. all of you who took 
part in the kfm drive for 

water

heroes every one 
of you

it just wasn't 
enough in the end

is this the 
new normal?

from milnerton to 
mitchell;s plain

the mother 
city is dry!

so tell us. how you 
are coping? what are 
you going to do for 

water? call us  

see? what do you 
say? everybody has 

no water she wan'us 
working that ?

w'e've all been 
doing our bit

macassar to 
constantia

it's money

but we'll get 
through this 

together



sir elton john with 
i'm still standing

this is mr

but come now, 
let's have some 

music. 

what am i 
saying?!  sir! sir 

elton john!

let's not be 
all doom and 

gloom

i know we've all done our 
best. all of you who took 
part in the kfm drive for 

water
heroes every 

one of you

it just wasn't 
enough in the end

is this the 
new normal?

from milnerton to 
mitchell;s plain

the mother 
city is dry!

so tell us. how you 
are coping? what are 
you going to do for 

water? call us  

w'e've all been 
doing our bit

macassar to 
constantia

but we'll get 
through this 

together

thes
e a

re n
ot m

em
ories

. t
hey

 are 

flat rep
roductions of l

ight, 2d
 

arrangem
en

ts of c
olour and shape. 

they
 are d

isconnec
ted

. fr
agmen

ts of 

somet
hing like t

ime. l
ike s

kipping 

stones
. i

t is your job to put 

mea
ning into thes

e a
rrangem

en
ts of 

light and dark, t
he p

anel and fr
ame. 

none o
f t

his is anything w
ithout 

you. s
o w

hat do they
 m

ea
n to you? 

you rea
d a curved

 line a
s a m

outh 

and its upturned
 corner

s and the 

curve o
f s

ilver
 grey

 as a bare 

toothed
 smile. y

ou rea
d happines

s. 

the d
arker

 abstractions you give 

up as shadows. s
hadows m

ea
n a 

sunny day. y
ou have a

 scen
e, a

 

set
ting. t

he e
stablishing shot. y

ou 

do not have a
 narrative. y

ou see 

dark patches
 on lighter

 strips, a
s 

mud on knees
, o

rganic shapes
 as 

lea
ves

. t
hei

r unnatural angles
 give 

you w
ind. y

ou do not have a
 story. 

you have t
he s

hape o
f a

 boy w
ith the 

fa
ce o

f a
 boy you have b

een
 told is 

you. y
ou have n

o m
em

ory of t
his 

momen
t. n

othing befo
re y

ou saw the 

photograph. n
ow you see 

what you 

had. y
ou see 

what you have l
ost. y

ou 

are r
em

inded
 only of f

orget
ting. y

ou 

mourn and m
ourn again. t

he w
ater

 

tap is dry. 
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cold

coffee's cold 
too

the notes were meant to help 
but some things you don't 

want to remember

other times you're 
only reminded of 

what was to come

an emptiness.  
a future crash

it can be hard to look 
back and see beyond 
 what has been lost

looking back 
can be cruel

29



it starts with 
an ending and goes from 

there. that is the story. and the 
road too. they pull like a river. 

like... what? you don't have the words. 
you have the road and it has brought you 

here to this point, steaming and wavering in the
morning heat. now what? you're not yet awake. words

are not helping. you have the road. the road is the earth  
dammed up. the road is a dry river paved black. before the road,

before words, the hills rolled and thundered like they were alive
and now there is only this flattened dead thing 

i miss you

pole needs 
putting up

ground 
is like  
rock

thunk

hey hon. 
you heard 
the news?

it's pissing down here. 

practically biblical. 

i can't imagine 
what you are going 

through.

me too. you feel
so far away

what are 
you up to?

it's the end of the world 

and i'm writing emails. 

you  doing ok? 
i should have 
come with you

it's getting 
weird out here

getting weird 
everywhere

 just 
leave it 
sheesh

it's a lot

30



look at this blue bruise of a road, going
straight like a story with its
promise of some other place, an
escape, an adventure, and you want
that, god you want that, to take
the road away from here, to
follow its hot promise. the
promise of a place for you 
at the end. the road, the 
story, these things we 
make to take us. hese 
things that only 
eat themselves  
and us. 

sorry, 
what? i 
wasn't...

you sound 
tired

been going 
through old 

photos

how's 
that?

i don't 
recognise 

anyone

jim? 
you ok?

come 
home

. . . 

not yet. i need to sort out the 
house so we can get it on the 

market. as long as there's 
water in the ground and none 
in the tap, we're sitting on 

some money here.

jim. nooo! 
that's 

terrible! 
but true

so... rain 
dance or no 
rain dance? 

two hundred 
grand at least

oh kaay. 
gotcha 

say no 
more

rain dance 
on hold

listen, i 
gotta...

i gotta go. 
call you 

later

kan ek help 
met joune?

what? sorry my 
afrikaans...

of course, like 
your mother...

ah, no... i...  

footsteps

all those 
years here but 

still...

xhosa?

ha, no i'm only 
joking... i said, 
want me to help 

with your sign?
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it  
pulls 

you 
back. like 

water 
around the 
ankles. the 

photograph 
pulls at you.  

back and forth., 
back to the 

memory of the 
moment and then  

to the memory of 
what followed. you 
are glad for for the 

find and sad for the 
loss. how can such a 

your hands too.

nothing 
brother

tu tu tu tu
get out 
of here!

pffft... 
you live 

here?

slurp 

 slurp 

 slurp 

 slurp 

what do 

you want?

nothing

then go away 
from here

jeeesh. so rude  
of me. i haven't 
said  hello... 
how are you 

lunge? 

mmmm

lunge?

footsteps

oh, that's my 

phone going 
crazy

getting all my 
messages now ... 

i'll turn the 
notifications ... 
how do you even

what's she 
sending me 

now?

oh sheeesh... 

sorry, hey

?

small thing as tHIs do 
so much? it is warm in 



you  

look at 

the photo and 

are  transported 

back to that awful day 

with her.  you are holding 

her hand and it feels cold.  her  

bracelet is  in a box beside the bed. 

there is a loud silence in that hospital. 

and a beeping as if we cannot be allowed to 

forget the passing of time. you look at the photo and 

can see only the calamity to come. you can see only the 

shadow you ignored for so long.  you are not at the beach but 

pulled forward in  time  to the hospital and the coffee you  spilled 

and mum asking the nurse in her quiet voice to help you.  you can hear 

your own voice too.   it's all right mum. you wipe your sticky hands 

yourself. the hospital had a smell that day. fresh and forever. you look at the 

photo and see only the catastrophe to come. it is a marker in the sand at low 

tide and you can only see the ocean  clawing away at the sand. she dies and 

dies again on the tide. you look at the photograph  and see only what you have 

lost.  it was only the two of you for so long and now it just you and these 

photographs, you were with her at the beach with the fish and chips and 

holding hands but at the hospital now. she dies and dies again.  back home 

after the hospital  you hold the phone  to speak to heather. she looks  worried  

and to change the subject she talks about  work, apologising. i'm sorry i 

don't  work in the theatre, she says, my stories would be so much better.  it  

does feel like the circus, though, she says, and we're the performing monkeys. 

that must be hard, you say. your voice is thin on the phone and you can't keep 

your eyes still. you're distracted. we're all distracted.  i'm sorry jim, she 

says.  are you ok?    you don't  remember replying.  you look at this photo and 

are transported. she dies and dies again. heather talks about far away 

glaciers and how we are losing them. she shows you photographs. before and 

after  and now you look at this photograph of your  mum and can only see 

after, you  only see what was lost. mum ...  

there is   beautiful mess in 
the space between things. 
everything is connected. you 
are connected in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. you are 
connected in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. you are 
connected in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. you are 
connected in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. you are in the 
space between things. 
everything is connected. 
there is a beautiful mess in 
the space between things. 
everything is connected. you 

there is   
beautiful mess in 
the space between 
things. 
everything is 
connected. you are 
connected in the 
space between 
things. 
everything is 
connected. there 
is a beautiful 
mess in the space 
between things. 
everything is 
connected. you are 
connected in the 
space between 
things. 
everything is 
connected. there 
is a beautiful 
mess in the space 
between things. 
everything is 
connected. you are 
connected in the 
space between 
things. 
everything is 
connected. there 
is a beautiful 
mess in the space 
between things. 



there is  beautiful mess in 
the space between things. 
everything is connected. you 
are connected in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. you are 
connected in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. you are 
connected in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. you are 
connected in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. there is a 
beautiful mess in the space 
between things. everything 
is connected. you are in the 
space between things. 
everything is connected. 
there is a beautiful mess 
in the space between 
things. 

there is   
beautiful mess in 
the space between 
things. everything 
is connected. you 
are connected in 
the space between 
things. everything 
is connected. there 
is a beautiful 
mess in the space 
between things. 
everything is 
connected. you are 
connected in the 
space between 
things. everything 
is connected. there 
is a beautiful 
mess in the space 
between things. 
everything is 
connected. you are 
connected in the 
space between 
things. everything 
is connected. there 
is a beautiful 
mess in the space 
between things. 
everything is 
connected. 
you are 

you look at 
the photo and 

are transported back 
to that day with her. you 

are holding your phone 
remembering a time you held your 

phone so you could catch your mum 
in frame, you wanted her to sit still, 

just for a minute mum, but she never sat 
still. she wanted to get fish and chips. 

we're at the seaside we should get fish and 
chips. and icecream. you always loved icecream 

jimmie. you can hear her voice now. and your own. 
mum it's the middle of october, i don't think there 

will be any ice cream vans. mum laughed. the fools, she 
said, it's hot enough to be july. the ocean had a smell that 
day too. fresh but not forever. the phone made the sound 
of a camera shutter and you went to  find fish and 
chips. she wanted to hold your hand and it felt good. 
the warmth of her bracelet as it settled into your 
palm. it had been just the two of you for so long. 
now it's just you, standing outside the house 
and she has left you with this photo. one of 
the last you have. you can see something 
like a a shadow on her face, a shadow of 
what was to come maybe.  back home 
after the beach, you saw heather 
looking worried. mum saw it too. 
i'm not dead yet, she said. heather 
laughed but shook her head. you 
know she had been at a 
conference where the 
difference between 1.5 and 2 
was scary. the ice cream 
had melted on your 
fingers and you felt 
sticky. mum 
couldn't resist 
wiping them 
clean. mum ...



mmmm ... those 
who could, 
have left 
already

so, what's 
it about...

people are gonna come 
this way. don't want  

to be advertising advertising?
we got 
water

you really think 
people are going to 
come all this way 
for what we got?

what's it about 
the sign?

they 
don't

eish, you've 
been away 

long

not many of us 
left, hey?

i mean from the 
neighbourhood. 

not...

we're not all 
so lucky 



this way, while we 
still have water

ah...

bring him

it can be hard 
with him

right! tea! thats 
what we need

to my mum's house. while i 
still have that too

my son...

he's always watching

it's the same back 
ho ... in the uk

it's just screens, 
screens...

jim's never 
felt connected

makes it easy 
to forget

never felt 
rooted

there's freedom  
in that

but a connection  
is missing

a connection to 
something bigger

36



  ...screens 

not tv
he looks for  

leopards
? leopards?

like on david 
attenborough

sheesh, of course. i'd 
forgotten. the wildest 

thing in the uk is 
probably badgers 

wild leopards ... i
can't even ...

you try to conjure a 
leopard from memory. 
how do you do that? 
conjure a leopard?  

it doesn't come 
naturally. you have 

learned to carry these 
wild things with  

you  like a language 
you rarely speaks  
and have lost the 

vocabulary for. what 
references do you have 
for a wild leopard?  
a child's drawing, 

documentary footage. 
what images do you 

carry with you. when 
you look they seem to 
twist and turn, curl 

just out of reach. as if 
the leopard won't let 
itself to be captured 
in this way. it has 
become so easy to 
forget the wild 

things.  you can only 
dream in a language 

you do not speak.

we think with the 
fires and this 
side so quiet

there may be ... 

there may be 
leopards again that really is 

some ... 

ah, damn it!

that is 
something

���37



please 
have a 

teasorry

tap                   tap 
tap tap taptap              tap  tap 

do you
have

coffee?

of course

and sugar?

honey?

shouldn't have 
it anyways

come on  
then, lunje

the house is a 
total mess 

i haven't...

listen hey, 
about your 

mother...

no, don't... ag, i
mean we've all lost something

38
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found some 
sugar. how 

many spoons?

three in 
coffee

here you 
are

thanks yeah, no 
worries

i haven't sat 
out here much 

coffee's 
good

it's good 

sure ... it's ... it's 
good. it's good 

         to ... ah ...     

it's nice

slurppp

your 

phone

pat pat 

pat pat

mmmmm...

42



ja, sorry...

it's heather, i 
just need to ...

my wife, 
she's... um...

missing 
you?

in her way

they're old 

messages 

though. just

came through

now 

it's funny to 
think, isn't 

it?

what is?

how text 
messages are 
technically 

messages from 
the past 

that's like 
everything

how so?

god, feels that's 
everything these days 

i speak to you

my words travel

through the air

    and into your ears

they are already past 
when they come to you

���43



like it's too late

44



not for 
him , 

though, 
is it?

look at 
him

i remember 
doing just 

that

not a care 
in the 
world

but he 
does 
care

too much? 
don't know

he has the 
time to see 

what i can't

time is 
different 

though for 
kids

i remember it 
felt like 

things would 
go on forever

i remember... i...  
i remember...

wait...
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what do you remember? what do you actually remember? you carry these things like a picked-up 

bird's nest. the imprint of what has been, the effort, the promise, the mess, the broken shell, there's no 

getting away from it. memory climbs like bramble. you turn away from the view. it carries too much 

for you. memories comes cupped in your hands like water, no, like smoke. look at the smoke in the basin 

below, folded into the folded mountains. home fires and settled in shrub fires, diesel fumes and 

factory emissions. without the cape doctor, the southeaster, the jaundiced curve of bay and the 

peaking blue mountains is all you have of the view you and mum shared until... well, until you left.   

lunje is quiet and his boy too. what has got his attention? he is 

pointing. there's a swallow swooping and diving after insects. 

  look, he says. see.      and you try. you try to see what he sees, you try to 

follow the swallow's trail, but it's no good.  

you cannot see it in isolation. you cannot see the single, swooping 

a cataract of your losses thickened by 

others that came before. you cannot 

forget it was not always like this. 

you cannot see the bird without seeing  

                 the negative space.  

the boy is different, it seems. he does 

not see only that it was better before,  

he has known nothing but this.  

swallow without seeing the tens or hundreds of 
swallows that are not there. there's something 
broken. you see more of what's missing than what's 
not.  you wish you could see with the boy's clear, 
innocent eyes. your eyes are clouded with memory,  

a swallow navigates on inheritance.  

this boy flies free.   

yours is a broken wing.
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lunje reminds you he moved down to 

the bay with his wife after an oil spill 

on the beaches of the eastern cape.  

you think sardine run. wild coast. 
backpackers. the indian ocean like warm buttered onions. cows grazing on seaweed.  he says there was oil in everything. says hecould smell it on his clothes and skin for

months. says if he ever wanted to go back he could follow his own black oil prints.   

you talk and drink coffee so your hands shake.  

the day peels into evening and the last of the heat

slopes into the pool water where you are soaking.  

forget. why this and not everything 

else? 

lunje sits with his sweet coffee 

cooling and his feet bare.  

he nods as his boy calls up to him. 

they talk with round familiarity. like 

stones in a river. the boy is everything 

we think our children will be for us. he is 

timekeeper, barometer, weather vane, 

navigator, fortune.  

the father is proud. 

you want to tell him he should be.  

the boy is coming to see you.  

he walks as if he's playing 

 a game and the rules are in song.

moved in a year before you left the country. as he
talks you draw a list of facts in your head and tell
yourself to remember. this, no doubt, you will

your feet are the colour of whiskey ice cubes.

lunje tells you more you should have 

remembered. he's been mum's neighbour for 11 years,

factfile: lunje 

son: onako, eleven 

wife? partner?: separated. 

name: ? pretended i knew it  

job: unemployed? he looks after the house. 

something about a business partner who left and 

moved to the uk. business partner owns the house 

and they lived here together  

time since business partner left: two or three 

years. 

number of times lunje showed me his photo as we 

talked: eight 

years of declared drought before the business 

partner left: three or four 

onako's school: somerset house preparatory 

school  

number of black kids at onako's school that are 

not onako: zero
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what's this in his hands? bugs! actual bugs! god, kids are so weird. it makes you 

wonder? and i wonder, i wah-wah-wah-wah wonder. oh shut up head. the kid has a point. 

all these distractions. contastant distractions. what's it like to live like this boy? 

in the moment fully. not lost in your thoughts, lost in memory. just living. in the 

moment with with his hands full of dead bugs. what does he want from you? what even 

are you going to say, all of these thoughts? you don't want to bum him out. listen sonny 

your world is fucked. sorry about that. sorry. not thinking straight. dead mum and all. 

got nothing but memories rumbling through your head.  come o now. focus. you son of a 

bitch. the boy has come to speak to you. listen dammit. focus now. pay attention. the boy... 

how  old is he? small for his age and not all fucked up like the kids back home. maybe 12? 

god. it's so hot. you can't think straight. you need a drink.  wonder how heather's getting 

on? you should call her. the boy is talking to you. listen. listen. listen. just listen. get 

out your own head and listen. listen

i found 
four dead 
beetles. four

you must 
put water 
outside

for the 
animals

animals, 
hey?

they come into your 
garden while you sleep 

you probably sleep 
more than me

have you 
seen them?

don't need to. 
it's obvious 

do they?

how so?

one: tracks two: where else can 
they go?

what for?
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it's not mine 
but tata says     

            use it

for our 
little star

it's yours 
jimmie boy, 
all yours it's for 

the stars
red sky last 

night, it'll be 
a clear one 

you're a 
lucky one 
aren't you 

jim?

and the 
moon!

lucky one

stars are a 
billion years 
old you know?

nothing new 
under the sun 

alright, 
enough you 

two!

your dad says you're 
looking for leopards

i've seen one

with your 
telescope?

with the 
telescope, yes

i remember getting a telescope for 
my birthday. years ago now 

leopards are harder 
to spot than stars

true

and they're real

stars aren't real?

nothing that 
old can be real
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how'd you like 
that lungi?  

feeling old 
enough?

feeling this heat 
that's for sure

beer?

good luck with your 
leopards big man. tell 
us what you see. we'll 

be here

so mama, we 
movin'? ewe bhuti. 

mama's been 
working her 

magic

but you listen proper hey? 
mama's in charge. no shit 
from any of you. lighty's 
come good. now we work

eh, tomorrow hey?

eh-eh-
eh-eh 

w ooo weeee

i'm just saying with 

stars the light you 

um, the light you see 

in the sky, through a 

telescope, i mean, or 

ah, just looking at 

the sky, the light you 

see is from years ago, 

like in the past, 

because, ah, it, um, it 

takes,  so, so long to 

get here, so, so, so, 

what you are seeing 

is already very, ah

very old and in fact

the star itself could

be dead, like, ah like

cold and black, but

we still seeit, 

the light, you

know? know

not believing in 
stars? kids 

these days, huh? 

i'm going to go to 
the telescope now
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You still up? 0 0 : 0 2

yup, what are you doing up?

Prepping for my lecture tomorrow

I can't sleep | 00:03 M
oops 0 0 : 0 3

You alright?

Soz. I've had a few ®

Just you? 00:05

n o w a s w i t n l u n i e

mum's neighbour. good guy

Get some sleep

no, Heath, wait. let's talk

you get it. you understand things

What do I understand?

Jim?

What do I understand Jim?

Lunje understands things too. His boy does. That
kid is fucking brilliant.

0 0 : 0 8

I don't understand things anymore



1 1 *
Nobody fucking understands anything J. Have
you ever?

00:10

Things used to make sense. 00:10 л/

What things?? 00:10

Everything.
00:11

The world.
00:11 v

When has any of that ever made sense?
00:11

It used to. There was an order to things. You
know. Like a natural progression.

00:11 Л

Now there 's more. I'm seeing that there 's more.

0 0 : 1 1

More?
00:12

More to the story. 0 0 : 1 2

This message was deleted
00:12

It's stories that are the problem.

That can't be right. Stories are great. How does
every kid in the world learn anything? Stories.
We like stories. We need them. 0 0 : 1 3

A story is just sequencing. 00:13

Exactly. Sequencing. We like that.
00:13 л

We like to put things into boxes J. We like to
name, define, order. That's what we do.

00:13

That's what we do.
0 0 : 1 4

There's nothing like stories.

Exactly! That's why we like them 00:14 / /



That's why we see them everywhere. Like faces
in toast or rock formations. We see stories,
sequences, patterns. The natural world doesn't
work like that. It's more complicated.

00:14

M o r e w o n d e r f u l .
00:14

It refuses.
00:14

Wild.

Exactly.
00:15

00:15 //



4 
▶
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come on boys! up you get, eh?
come come. let's go. engines

running. time to take whats
ours. ya! ya!



mmmm... what's... ? what time... go  back to bed you bastard 

lunje. why are you awake?  you feel like death...  like...  

head's a rattle of nails... digging and biting like 

bugs... eish, how long's it been since you drank like 

that? used to be drinking would help you sleep. 

now what? only bad dreams. not that man's fault, 

that jim. he's no bad guy. sure, he left his mama but 

we all done the same one way or the other, chasing 

money, escaping what money done. no blame, hey. just one 

of the lucky ones. like second auntie and those white 

girls. when was it? that summer second auntie in mthata 

rented her tata's broken hut to two white women from cape 

town? auntie's fence had always been broken. long as you 

could remember. and those white girls come and start 

cutting up and digging the old fence and hammering. they 

tied it to make a swing gate. remember second auntie's face 

when they said they done it to stop the dogs coming in. 

shit. auntie was biting mad. yoh, yoh, yoh, hey, how she 

sucked her teeth and, and... never knew she knew those words. 

ah, second auntie... i miss you. you made my ears bleed, hey. 

can't forget you but what's got me thinking about you 

now? those white girls... the lucky ones, hey. second 

auntie wasn't too unlucky neither. those white girls 

dropped money for their guilt, to get second auntie 

quiet, hey. worked hey. there's lucky ones... and the 

tired ones. you're doing your best. are you?  

hell you try ... you do. and he's safe  but ...  

for what future? hmmmm? for what?
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you're 

so thirsty ...   that 

drink did nothing for 

you, did shit. eish. only woke 

up that dream again. that one with 

you running to the sea and the sea 

thick and horrible and black and the 

ground you're running on is black and your 

legs are covered black too. you never save him. 

no matter how you run or how loud you yell. 

poor boy gets swallowed, eaten by another man's 

rubbish. you see him now, clear as mornings in 

mgazi. your boy, chin deep in oil and sand. he's 

calling to you, tata, tata, tata... and... and you're 

running but you can't... it's so thick, so sticky. the 

air is so hot that if you run too quick the sparks 

from your feet catch on the oil and there's fire 

everywhere. in a snap! it's got you and your boy... 

and everything.  every time the same dream.  feels 

like you stuck in a vice, like you're between two 

mirrors, pinched. you need to sleep, just breath. 

focus on your breathing. the lungs. in and out  

in ... out ... until you ...  you're drifting ... hold 

on ... hold on you fool. you have to stay here.  

you just want to  stay here. stay for 

a ...  for a ... a little ... 

    a little 

while 

longer

you are not a 

failure

just breathe
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you sure this 
is the house?

ay mama, 
sure. this 

one

hmmmmm

yes mama

snoring

snoring

brumble 
 brumble 

brumble 
 brumble

one of us 
should go 

over 
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eh? who 
are...what are 

you doing? 

ssshhhh

no. what?

you stay 
your side

bzzzt
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aargh, when will you 

ever get to sleep again? 

your head is filled 

with these pictures. 

this burnt ground, 

melted metal, twisted 

wires and springs, 

like something after 

a... and it feels so 

real... your mouth is 

dry. like... you can't 

even... eh? what's?!  

what's that?  

 is that the gate? 

eish, you told that boy.  

never open the gate to anyone.  what's 

he doing now? you  should be watching him. 

what? no. he's 12. what were you doing when you 

were 12? you're doing a good job. he's...  

eish! what the...  what the hell is going on? 

onako!? onako!? 

move your dumb fat legs. move, hey! you lazy son 

of a...  fucking drinking, that's why he left you. 

fucking old man. fat man. that's why you're 

alone. what you doing now? move. you... you... 

just move your fat ass and get to your boy. 

yoh, yoh, yoh, kuqhubekani?  

what do they want? the water?you've been 

expecting them. nothing you can do now. 

 breath, lunje, yo... yoh yoh. you're boy's ok. 

you're ok. hey 



you 
shit your 

pants there, hey? for a 
second. didn't show it though. 

got to be strong man.  you got to 
show it for your boy but what you 

really going to do, hey? you can't fight 
them. you're no match. they're half your age and 

four times your number. why you going to do? 
nothing but keep your boy safe. let them come and let 

them go. oh please,. just take what you came for and go. 

'nako, stay back! get inside! 

stay with tata 

look. it's that one from before, the dog who drank the water from 
the bowl. that's how they come here, come searching for the money 
under the ground. they'll take what they need and go. nothing to do 

but stay inside and lock the door. keep onako with you, stay 
with him and keep him safe. more than your tata did for you. 

bad dreams coming on you now even when you're not sleeping. 
just close your eyes a second and you see nothing but twisted 
metal, burnt ground, fucking new world.  rusty fucking world. 

what was it the boy was telling you? about those 
birds not flying north like they used to. or south? 

one of them. eish. that boy, yoh... he's been 
spitting stories since before he spat out his 

last baby tooth. remember how you sat on 
your teeth like they were tiger's eyes 

because your mama said they were 
precious and thought maybe they 

would bring tata home from 
the mine. remember hey?  



shit 

tata was kept digging for so long, you forgot the teeth were 

there. kept so long you thought it was the teeth that killed 

him. thought they had bad muti in them or something like that. 

like it wasn't just the years and years of breathing dust and 

chemicals, when mama asked you why you were sad and you 

finally told her, she laughed. it wasn't that she said, remember? 

the mine killed him. mama said your tata's got half the country's 

dust in his chest. buried even before he died she said. she said its 

the same of everyone by the mines. not just the miners. she said 

kids there are born small, they die early. she said the kids there 

can't even count enough to look after the cattle. they are breathing 

nothing but smoke and dust she said. remember?  

we're safe here, 'nako. safe inside. stay with me. those poor boys. 

they know what it's like. never been underground but dying like 

miners. breathing nothing but smoke all day. some die from bullets 

and knives sure but most, hey, their deaths are a slow violence.  

dead before they're even born. you feel sorry for them, but also you 

have to look after your boy. come to tata my boy. you're safe here. 

don't listen to those boys.  

tell me a story. tell me about the birds.  tell me about the wild 

things... . no, not those men outside. they're not wild, just desperate. 

hmmm? what's that, my boy? you're listening? oh, that's the water 

pump. they're pulling the water out of the ground. the tank on the back 

of that truck takes, i don't know, a thousand litres. enough to keep 

them away after this. they're just doing what they're told. that 

mama's in charge. she's mean looking, you think? face like pap 

with sauce?  

ha ha ha.  

what's wrong with my laugh?  



don't! 

don't tell onako you think her 

face catches the light like beach 

sand. you have to watch them. would 

he be jealous? maybe?  

how can you think about that now?! there 

are gangsters in your house! listen to sound 

that water pumps makes. it's so loud. their water 

pump is filling up that tank fast, making the 

truck sink heavy. fat like the president at a 

rally. those ones on the tv where people are 

waving flags and shouting and you know, hey, 

you know they all been paid to be there and the 

fat grinning men on stage have comfy bums from 

the money stuffed in their pants too. how many 

billions eaten up by those hyenas? billions for 

water, for electricity, for police, ambulance, 

doctors, for this, for that, for tomorrow. and 

those politicians just keep digging up bones to 

bury again and charge double. why are you so 

angry? you can almost hear his voice. calm down 

honey. why am i angry? there's gangsters in your 

house. why am i angry? i'm doing this all alone! 

where are you?!  

the pump churns. the truck's a pregnant cow! 

ha aha aha ah 

 but serious, don't laugh. he always said  

your laugh could wake the dead. 

70



you can't just sit here, waiting... hoping. you 

know that...sure your belly's growling like you 

swallowed a lion but you're no lion. shit. shut up chicken lion 

belly and hold tight. don't show onako. you're shitting yourself.  

be strong like your tata done. shut up and get down your mine lunje boy. 

shut up and wait. that's what you can do. when you close your eyes all 

you see is twisted metal and burnt earthy. melted plastic. wires like the 

insides of some animal. when you close your eyes all you see both what 

happened and what will happen. that past and future burning.  

wait? is that... is that their truck? have they gone? yes... they're gone. 

gone. it's quiet. only maybe... shit. maybe there is one or two dirty boys 

who stayed behind, hiding and waiting. dirty hyenas. and your lion 

belly nothing but snakes. you have to check they really are gone.  

oh shit, you do, don't you? 

do you have a weapon? what weapon? you got nothing but onako's 

cricket bat with its two red cherries on the face. you were there for 

both of them.  first time the white guy next to you said oooh, that came right out 

the screws that one, did you hear it? second time you heard it. crack!  

your hands are shaking.  

get out there old man, fat jelly belly. 'nako, stay inside...  stay.  

there. you've done it. seem them off. you can hear his voice now. ha! 

what did you see off? running around that garden like a crazy 

person. but you did your best, protecting your boy, giving it hell, 

swinging hard like gayle, like a black stokes.  

nothing to fight but the rhododendron.  

let onako laugh. good for him. 



eish, thank 

tata's ghost none of 

them had stayed on. thank tata...  

and auntie who pulled a knife thick with 

chicken blood on the stranger who came to take 

more than chicken eggs. ghosts of family are with you 

it's ok 'nako. they gone. it's back to normal now.  

this is normal, hey? look at your boy. all that talk with mama 

foley's boy last night, jim from england, all that talk about the 

water, day zero, and the fires, that's got you thinking.         

     thinking and not sleeping. maybe that's what's filled your head 

with all this metal and twisted machinery. it's what got you 

missing him. you're tired but there's no sleep tonight again. it 

feels like you're being pulled out into a fast current. you close 

your  eyes and i see burnt ground, twisted metal, melted plastic. 

but the night is cool and you can smell jasmine. you're soaked 

with sweat. there's the smell of it with the jasmine. you hate 

it when the nights go deep like boreholes, when you worry you 

have not told your boy enough about his past. he loves the 

wild things so much, i can't tell him about what we had. i 

can't tell him we had so many and so much we didn't see it 

anymore. i can't tell him what you had as a boy, how big 

and wild the world was then. you want him to see the 

magic he sees.  you have not told him about your tata too. 

not about the mines and the dead earth there growing 

nothing but gold. he has lost already more than he 

knows and even then he still has so much more to learn. 

you wish you could keep him safe from that. 

breath the jasmine. 

in the morning it will be gone. in the 

morning... it is morning. the sun is 

up and.... aw shit... 



you're a useless man, a useless man, a useless

man. what can you do in the face of this? you

have no uses. what can you do these days? what

can anyone do? run, run and keeping running. 

look after your own. 

onako!? 

are you 
awake? 

you have to do something. 

you've been doing that all this time

alone anyway

yes tata

we're, ah, 
we're going 

away

pack only 
what you 

need

ok tata

what's 
this?

where  
are you 
going? 
hmm?

get a small 
bag together

when will we 
be back?

what is it?

i... 

what's 
your 

story?

do it 
quietly

they're back and so what are you going to do about it? you

can't just sit here and take it. onako is not safe with them.

what kind of a man are you?  

what kind of a father?

    a no good one.

a broken one. not one good enough for onako.

that boy's something else. you can't do this.
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i'm taking my 
boy away

i am mother to 
all these boys

then you know

you don't 
have any 
children

you going to write it?
our future is boxed up

this is not 
how his 

story goes
for 

what?

eish... what story 
is that?
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eh, shit… she's right. you can't leave 

here. this is all you have and the only 

the world onako knows. and hey, go 

where? back to mgazi? a shack in 

khayelitsha? and what? let the wild 

tides take away your shoreline boy? he 

will drown in those flatlands. you 

know what these boys' lives are like. 

everyday fighting. fighting to 

breath, fighting for water, 

fighting for space, for respect, 

for another day, another hour, 

another ten minutes. it is 

just dumb luck, and a fool 

who said he loved you 

once, that has put you 

in this place with 

onako, this home 

where water runs 

and the air is 

clear ... she's 

right . you 

can only  

you are not 
going anywhere

why are you 
doing this?

i'm just here 
for water and us?

you'll stay. 
you'll see

see what?

you're just 
like us

i'm nothing 
like you

tcho...you're no 
different. you got 

something to hold on 
to. you're locked in. 

you're not letting go,

okanko!

okanko, come on.

tata! 
watch it. 

we're 
leaving

be careful 
the ants

hold on.



what else can you do? you're good for nothing else. 

you've done well to get what you got, to keep onako 

safe and healthy. you help him with his homework 

and do what you can and what you must. you do it 

well. this is not a time to prove anything. what 

can you prove, what do you think you are trying to 

prove. this is only one day, maybe a few days but 

then they will be gone and  you will have it back 

again. this  house you call homegift from someone 

haven't seen  

 and the for years 

we see what  

future. we can  

and that's  nothing 

is that true?   

and it's nothing  

but that's  

for nothing but  

 slivers and slices  

you just time  

to yourself   

you can worry  

you  can't forget  

what it's  

yours and ours  

and these   someone   

you haven't                

 you thoughts just go 

round and round and round and never give up and 

make me sick and you can't think for them you can't 

think about anything he is your  that is your 

everything and there  are times when you wonder 

about ending it all, you do, after he left for sure, 

when was the last time you had sex? why are you 

thinking about that. you dirty man. you're your 

head is spinning and you can't stop it. focus. do the 

right thing. what's the right thing? what's wrong 

with you? only thing you've done right. onako only 

thing. do what's right for him. do what's right for 

him. do what's right for him. do what's right for 

him. do what's right for him. do what's right for 

him. do what's right for do what's right. do right.    

yo, yo, yo, what is wrong with this man? never had to 

work a day in his life. what does he know about our 

lives. nothing about him makes sense. you want to hit 

him and talk to him at the same time. he looks like he 

has brains. brains only get in the way. there's not 

time for brains. not when there's nothing but you and 

they all depend on and, eh, you need a drink, you need to 

drink and drink and drink not water. that's money 

you're left with  

carrying cartons 

lightning they  

say and it's so  

heavy like and  

sometimes they 

look at you like 

wolves and you  

fire and oil black  

mosquitoes sucking  

whispers and  

dependent not 

nothing but  

just me, me,  me 

mama this and  

mama that makes  

you want to   

eat and shit   

and all you have  

yo, yo, yo, hey  

all you have is 

your view, your little view of nothing. the same flat 

rooftops, the same dust, same people with their fake 

smiles and pap lips, their eyes sagging with whatever 

from the shabeen or their home brew or some, eish, some 

poison that makes them devils wanting to walk on 

water and they come to you, they come to you and say 

mama, hey mama, save my son, take my son, you are the 

only one and you are the only one. what you supposed 

to do? what's this man thinking? sitting on this 

tower. what's he know? nothing. you have to do what 

you have to do. there's no one else. there's no one else. 

there's no one else. there's no one else. there's no one else.

we are locked 
in our boxes

negative thoughts 
narrow views

like looking 
though a keyhole

following a line of 
thoughts like ants

until we forget to 
look outside at all
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eish, you feel sick. you beaten down dog. 

beaten down by nothing. you can't look at 

your boy. you fat coward. black hansie. 

what else could you do though? sisi 

knows her shit. you're not going 

anywhere. you don't have what mrs 

foley's boy has. say nothing about 

your man,  that handsome son of a 

bitch, arse like a god, say nothing 

about how he got up and left, 

took the business, our life, to 

the uk. you're no swallow, no 

coming and going for you. 

you're a chicken in the corn, 

won't move until they burn 

in the fire. eish, you need a 

drink. shouldn't. but just 

one. get strength like tata 

did. like your man did. 

strength to leave, you 

useless man, you... 

tata? good 
boy inside 

now

please 
sisi,  
i beg 

inside 
onako

what are you 
begging for?  

get up man

we'll stay 
out of your 
way... just...

...leave my 
boy out of 

it.
yes. you stay. this is your 
home. your box. you got it 
good here. you got lucky. 

we make our luck, take it out 
the ground. pull it out by the 

roots. nobody's giving us 
handouts, hey. nobody!



?!

what's 
going on? 

what's that 
noise?

looks a bit 
dodgy

hmmm

!!
best not 

too this is 
not your 

story 
jim
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yawn what's 
going on?

who's that 
coming out of  
lungi's place?

shit!

hello. yes. why are 
you calling?

ah, what? 

sir, this is the 
police. what are 
you calling for?

!?
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um… there are 
people in my 
neighbour's 

house people?

occupying 
his house

is anyone 
injured?

no

killed?

jesus! 
what? no

what do you want 
us to do sir?

they are stealing 
his water

they have a borehole 
next door, and 

…

do you have a 
borehole sir?

yes but

they are 
stealing!

you cannot steal 
water that is coming 

from the ground

and if it was a 
municipal pipe?

that's different 
water

that's crazy?!

the police are very 
busy... sir
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this is 
ridiculous

where are you 
from, sir?

i was born 
here

...

hmmm...

i live in the 
uk now

and when do you 
fly away again?

what does 
that even...

what does 
that matter?

there are 
strange men...

probably 
dangerous men...

do you even 
care?

jesus christ!

pffft. good 
day sir

click! 84
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stay in your 
room onako. 

i'm going to 
speak to her
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sisi…?

sisi, i don't want 
trouble, hey?

so? what? you have water.  
now leave my 

boy and me

where is
your wife?

i've been 

thinking…

please just 
leave us be

tcho
there will be 

nothing for us

you already 
have so much

what about 
us now?

people are 
thirsty and you 
are getting rich

people are rich 
and we are 

getting thirsty

 think about your own boys.  

you remember them. every one  

at your door with nothing and 

no one and no bigger than two 

and  lips  like plastic melted in a fire. 

eish.  all drip and crack, hey. first 

came little toothspitter, the dog 

child. he was raw, hey. don't know 

where mama went. tata got his throat 

slit for two coke bottles of water. on 

a sunday, coming back from work and 

he gets his throat cut. kriiiiip. 

sacks of pap themselves. skin was dry 
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ambulance when it come said he almost lived 

because he had so few water in his body his blood was like mud. 

the boy he left behind was nine at his biggest but still pissing the 

bed and spitting teeth. spit all shades a shit too. crazy stories but 

so funny they crack you in half with laughing. that boy told you he 

don't believe in tomorrows. not at all. says he never seen them come. says 

tomorrows are like rain, old people stories. said he had no bed too. 

told you he had never slept in the night and he never known dates, 

months or days of the week, so he's thinking it's all a long stretch of 

the same. again and again. eish. you know how he feels. boy's no different 

from you. from any of you. just got the words for it and you don't. none 

of you do. how can you these days when words mean nothing to anyone? 

hey? others came after toothspitter. it was then the story came out on 

the street that you were taking in strays. and people came and asked and 

you said nothing, could say nothing. then came the flood up in kwazulu 

and your door is swinging on its hinges like a fucking tin bitch, and 

its all old people bringing their child's child, nephews, cousins, hand 

downs, whatever the fuck, all to your door. you couldn't take them all. 

so you took the ones only who looked healthy.  all of them small but 

you learned to check their teeth, look at their feet and hands to see they 

can work, feel their belly and shoulders. the floods were bad and the 

house was quickly full up. flood shit people called them. remember 

that? been years now since people were talking about them but they 

still here. problem doesn't go away like that. a problem like that, 

like all the problems we have,  stinks and brings flies. people first 

thought the flood shits didn't die with the old people because of 

some magic or something. then someone with brains said no it was 

because the kids was working in the fields when the rain and flood 

come and so it was the mothers back home who drowned. then 

because the men couldn't keep the kids, because you can't work 

with kids on you like rats and most of them had a sickness 

from the water anyway, they needed them gone. they sent 

money sometimes. eish. remember when it used to be hiv 

aids that had the kids on the street, sniffing glue, 

stealing. now it's the weather. too dry, too wet. and 

what are you going to do? none of the kids went to 

school. you tried to get them reading, to be a 

good mama and get them thinking they could 

make something of this shit. maybe make 

you a little money doing  

it too but no. they don't give a fuck. 

hey? what's all any of it  mean, hey, 

when you see no tomorrow, 

don't believe 
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in tomorrow, then when you do see it for real, you see it coming at you like a fucking 

sandstorm, like a fucking tornado about to rip you in two and leave you nothing but 

wondering. this  has kept you busy. they're off the streets being here at least. doing less harm 

that way. hard to stop them killing each other when  as well already be dead. this is them. 

and me too. born in our place and we will die in our place, neck deep in the slow choking smoke 

of our flat lands. those boys can't see anything after their own dumb heads. you can lift them 

from their sleep in graves for a moment, a breath, a glimpse, but for what? what is any escape 

when you have tomorrow as a lie?  tomorrow is a lie. tomorrow is a lie. tomorrow is a lie. 

tomorrow is a lie. tomorrow is a lie. tomorrow is a lie. tomorrow is a lie. tomorrow is a  

t                   lie. tomorrow is a lie. tomorrow  

              is a lie. 

and you...  
homemaker? what about 

you? hmmm?

i got 
lucky...



you know it. you know hat tata' s going going to say don't be scared. don't be scared onako. you 
know whawhat tata is going to say. you know 
what he is going to say because he says it all
the time. don't be scared. don't be scared my boy.
tata says it all the time. it makes you think 
maybe he's saying it more so, um... so he can hear 
the words himself and it's not just, um... not
just for you.it's nice to hear though but also 
it's nothing really, umm... it's like everybody 
is scared of something. not just me. and um... 
it's not like there's no reason to be scared. we

all have a reason to be very very scared. tata's crazy not to be scared. sure you don't like the 
sounds these men make but they are not that different from you and tata. they are scared too 
only of different things. or maybe the same things? maybe we all are we just don't know it and 
its all inside us like a kettle on the boil. like when tata had that camping kettle  on the stove 
and it screamed. or like the gulls tata shoes away at the beach. you can feel it um... deep in the 
earth too. the ground shaking. you don't tell tata this. no way. he'll think you're a looney. the 
ground shaking like it's a praying mantis, praying so hard, come save me, come save me, and the 
mantis shaking because it knows it's going to have it's head bit off. clean off. gone.  just um... 
just like that. but then you think maybe the world you see now has already had its head bit off 
and you don't know it. it's like you're um... watching these  horrible um... headless things 
walking and flying and um... just being and you don't know, you don't know they are headless or 
missing  bits or something. the boys at school used to play pretend in break time, pretending to 
fight zombies and um.... shooting them to bits. you don't like zombies, how they um ... walk 

tata?

tata?

hooo hoo

i can't 
sleep

i heard you 

talking

yawn

did you 
hear what 
we said?

will they be 
here long?

you don't 
like them

you mustn't 
be scared

i'm not

these men will 
be gone soon

i know

that's an owl

around but they are also like dead. makes you think. is the earth a zombie? is it?  how would 
you know? is it an already dead thing. this is what scares  you but you can't tell  tata that. 
you know um... tata sometimes looks sad when you talk about the wild things you see and the 
look he has tells you something is missing. like you're watching swallows but there is a hole 
in the sky that you can't see. like um ... like you're reading a book but there are pages missing 
and you don't know. only people keep saying oh that book's not like it was and you want to tell 
them shut up it's the only book i have. maybe there's holes in the sky and missing pages but 
still you want to yell to everyone: just stop and listen. maybe you can't be quiet. you want to 
yell: stop. just stop. listen and look.  sometimes you even want tata to shut up. you want to 
actually say shut up tata and listen. shut up everybody! stop! can't you hear it? listen!  
liiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiisteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeen! your head is screaming now. screaming like    
seagulls and the world is shaking. the world is shaking and the birds are screaming and 
nobody... nobody will shut up and stop long enough to hear it. i'm not scared just liiiisteeen! 
of course i am scared. why won't you liiiiiiiisteeeeeeeeeen. good night tata. yes goodnight	



and these boys?

some are no older 
than lunje's boy

younger than jim  on his  
gap year in australia

others their age

with the time

and the money

have chosen to strike, to 
beat their drums and march

that is not for 
these boys
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they have 
their place
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hoo
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hoo hoo

thunk

bz
zz
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hoo
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hey

you won't believe 
what i just saw... 

wait…

i'll send 
you a pic
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ja, an owl. 
honest

nice. did you see 
what happened at 

that festival?

what? someone flash 
their bits on the 

beebs or something?

it was in the 

guardian

rustle  rustle

is that an 
actual paper... 

paper?
i like the 

supplements 

comfort food 
recipes for 

the end of the 
world?

here it is...

rustle  

rustle

(speaker)

look at you 
and mum here

what's 
this?

it was beyond 
belief then

that… that life 
could be lost

something 
like that

that...
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night of  chaos.festival kidsriot and set tents on fire atconcert...

fresh off 
the vine

you remember 
those grapes...

remember 
their taste

too sweet 
to be  true

they were  
cheering the 

end of the 
world

jim?

they've given 
up, jim

hmmm?

are you

there?

i'm 
listening... 

i am 

it's this no planet b stuff. i told you. after
a while that's going

to affect you. the
finality of it.  the
reality. eventually
there's nothing left

but... fuck it

i know how 
they feel
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eh…
shiiiiit

jim? jim?! you 
there?

wait... 
was that...

? ?and now
jim?

jim was 
rocked

the air 
was heavy 

he dropped the 
photo and ran

needed to see 
for himself

the sound of 
gunshot is 

unmistakable

but his heart in 
his throat

thrown out 
of time

gulp

no sound
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hey ye ye...  
what's...

it was 
some kind 
of bird, an 
owl maybe

a big 
one

tch..

what the 
hell are 

you...

calm 
down, hey

we've got 
nothing for 

your boy

my boy...

i don't 
see it. 

it flew

never 
seen one

it's a son 
of a bitch

why you 
shooting 
at an owl 
anyway?

last owl in the 
world. probably . 

lucky boys. now get 
back to work... 

never seen 
one mama

police?

water means

money boys
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there's been a 
shooting

 a shooting 
sir?

yes who is 
shooting 

sir?

the men in my 
neighbour's 

garden

why are they 
shooting?

yes

there was 
this bird... 

and owl 

are you 
shooting?

no

...

they have 
guns

they are 
shooting 

sir?

that's a 
crime

for animal problems you 
need animal control

i don't want 
animal control
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so what is the 
crime?

ag, sir. this is the
emergency services. this isnot a crime. this is not aviolence against a human.you are wasting my time.

they shot 
an owl... 

at an owl what about 
the boy with 

the gun?

i mean… he. 
needs. help 

we need 
help i...
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it was october and the air was cold. you remember that. mum didn't like the cold. especially in those days. it was often too much for her but she wanted so desperately to go out to see the murmurations 
that season after we'd seen pictures of it in the paper. she wanted something for us. you wrapped up warm in multiple layers even bought mum a couple of heat pads to wear in her shoes. she had a hot 
water bottle shoved up her jumper. and off you went. it wasn't a long drive up into oxfordshire but you couldn't stop talking and apologising for the state of the services and the toilets like somehow
this was all your fault, the filth, the people, the rush, and awkwardness. she could only smile at you. otmoor nature reserve. you'd read somewhere that this was the place to
go. a wide open wetlands outside oxford. a place of respite for migrating birds. you arrived int he middle of the morning, after stopping for elevenses, tea and cake, at some terrible american diner where
you drank two coffees and smiled looked out at england together. you wondered what mum was remembering, how much of this was still familiar? how much of it had changed? she pointed out he window
as you drove, saying something you couldn't understand but nodded and agreed with anyway, her finger stabbing the glass and you wondering whether she saw something in the cut away roadside that
even you wouldn't have words for. when you arrived at otmoor, you parked up in a little dirt area, ringed by brown leaves of autumn and trees with spray paint markings, signs of future work to come 
perhaps. the board at the entrance said there were otters and egrits in the park and you told mum to keep here eyes open. she said nothing. of course. the aphasia had really set in then but she gave me a 
thumbs up and smiled wide and cold and we set off, arm in arm, into the park. the road led between two open fields where cows and sheep grazed. trees were signposted and the ground beneath you cracked 
with winter cold. you stopped a few minutes in to sit at a bench, quiet with the wagtails who came and went from bird feeders. there was an old plastic bottle suspended from string too, a honey trap 
for summering wasps, but that was quiet now. you were impatient to get on, saying when you're ready mum. come on, but she only took your hand and held it and you and the two of you sat together until
the cold came in right to our bones. it was then, that we heard it. the unmistakeable flurry of a thousand wings, a million. the air above a swirling net of black beasts, look mum, look up, you said and
like that you were in a storm of birds. and then it was gone again and away. you laughed, as if touched, and stood. the wind pinged as if was solid the moment we stepped out onto the boundary path
along the wetlands. your face  was red, nose and cheeks, like children and the hide, when it came, took away the wind and sound and we sat in a boxed in, dusk lit room, graffiti and water damaged notices
and chained away bird field guides. and then it came again. the field appeared to lift out of the ground, a great plume of black and silver life, a swirling intelligence and then gone again. mum held your
arm, shook it and pointed and pointed and it was then you saw the owl. a great honour of a bird with eyes of a poet. mum's other hand held your arm. oh mum yes look it's an owl, a owl, what a beautiful
owl, you said, look at him. you hugged close for warmth and joy. the sky behind a swirling gorgeous mess, a dream, a moment that could not last and the sky broke in two, the owl and you and mum and the
dream, the cold. that autumn sky the colour of dice and all of it a lottery, magical and miserable and mum a dream. the murmurations, a shadow on the ground, our smiling, cold faces. that was the last
time you had anything like that the last time you believed in magic. that afternoon with the sky the colour of dice. only memory now

i remember mum 
and i sitting 

together

watching the 
murmurations
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it was october and the air was cold. you remember that. mum didn't like the cold. especially in those days. it was often too much for her but she wanted so desperately to go out to see the murmurations 
that season after we'd seen pictures of it in the paper. she wanted something for us. you wrapped up warm in multiple layers even bought mum a couple of heat pads to wear in her shoes. she had a hot 
water bottle shoved up her jumper. and off you went. it wasn't a long drive up into oxfordshire but you couldn't stop talking and apologising for the state of the services and the toilets like somehow
this was all your fault, the filth, the people, the rush, and awkwardness. she could only smile at you. otmoor nature reserve. you'd read somewhere that this was the place to go. a wide open wetlands
outside oxford. a place of respite for migrating birds. you arrived int he middle of the morning, after stopping for elevenses, tea and cake, at some terrible american diner where you drank two coffees
and smiled looked out at england together. you wondered what mum was remembering, how much of this was still familiar? how much of it had changed? she pointed out he window as you drove, saying
something you couldn't understand but nodded and agreed with anyway, herfinger stabbing the glass and you wondering whether she saw something in the cut away roadside that even you wouldn't have
words for. when you arrived at otmoor, you parked up in a little dirt area, ringed by brown leaves of autumn and trees with spray paint markings, signs of future work to come perhaps. the board at the 
entrance said there were otters and egrits in the park and you told mum to  o keep here eyes open. she said nothing. of course. the aphasia had really set in then but she gave me a thumbs up and smiled 
wide and cold and we set off, arm in arm, into the park. the road led between two open fields where cows and sheep grazed. trees were signposted and the ground beneath you cracked with winter cold. you
stopped a few minutes in to sit at a bench, quiet with the wagtails who camee and went from bird feeders. there was an old plastic bottle suspended from string too, a honey trap for summering wasps, 
but that was quiet now. you were impatient to get on, saying when you're ready mum. come on, but she only took your hand and held it and you and the two of you sat together until the cold came in right
to our bones. it was then, that we heard it. the unmistakeable flurry of a thoussand wings, a million. the air above a swirling net of black beasts, look mum, look up, you said and like that you were in a
storm of birds. and then it was gone again and away. you laughed, as if toucuhched, and stood. the wind pinged as if was solid the moment we stepped out onto the boundary path along the wetlands. your
face was red, nose and cheeks, like children and the hide, when it came, took a away the wind and sound and we sat in a boxed in, dusk lit room, graffiti and water damaged notices and chained away bird
field guides. and then it came again. the field appeared to lift out of the grund, a great plume of black and silver life, a swirling intelligence and then gone again. mum held your arm, shook it and
pointed and pointed and it was then you saw the owl. a great honour ofrd with eyes of a poet. mum's other hand held your arm. oh mum yes look  it's an owl, a owl, what a beautiful owl, you said, look at
him. you hugged close for warmth and joy. the sky behind a swirling gorgeous mess, a dream, a moment that could not last and the sky broke in two, the owl and you and mum and the dream, the cold. that
autumn sky the colour of dice and all of it a lottery, magical and miserable nd mum a dream. the murmurations, a shadow on the ground, our smiling, cold faces. that was the last time you had anything
like that the last time you believed in magic. that afternoon with the sky th e colour of dice. only memory now. only memory now. hold on to the image in you mind. these murmurations

it felt like 
nothing would 

ever change
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you have lit the candle.  

the flame is soothing and you like how the 

light moves on the wall but still you feel the 

darkness behind you. you've never liked the dark. 

the light is here to help you remember. it is a soft 

light, kind, best not to attract attention from 

whatever is going on next door. you're hiding but it's the 

past you can't find. you look at these photographs and see 

yourself. you're sure that is you. you have been told that. 

you recognise the faces and have a few names and you see 

familiar places, but everything you know is because 

somebody told you how it was. now you don't even have that. 

you have no memory of these moments.  too much has passed and 

nobody is left   who can tell you their stories?  

you look but cannot see.    blank  

without stories theses images are snapshots of light caught on 

the page, moments cut from time. you are told this is you but is 

this boy really you? is this young woman really your 

 mother?       you  have no 

memory of these days. 

every new image brings a crisis of memory.  

 you see only what you have forgotten, what you have lost.  

the moment, the memory and now the story too.  

some moments are coming back to you, like a half-
caught song. you remember a sky so thick with 

stars it crumpled like wool. you have only 

twice seen a night sky full enough to 

touch and not for maybe 

twenty or  



thirty years. makes you feel old.  

two months ago you were in hospital with 

a heart attack, although nobody was worried. 

only a panic attack, they said.    only? you said. 

your heart breaks daily. is that the same for everyone? 

 there was no birdsong the day mum died.  you could count 

the swallows on one hand.  not enough  

to make a summer.  

remember visiting bobs and don in england, for the english 

summer. remember the smell of grandpa don's pipe smoke and 

his stick tilted up to the treetops. the sky was filled 

with birds when i was a boy, he said. picture it, the 

sky turned black with birds. he is the last to have seen 

that. why does that matter? why does that make you 

want to put your finger into the candle's hot wax 

and let it drip        onto the back of my hands?  

heather says we carry what our parents' lost and 

stories of what their parents lost too. it has become 

our loss. we mourn what we have never had. why is it 

your parents look so happy? remember how grandpa 

would reach into the english hedgerows and pull out 

a bird's nest. he kept the best examples in his 

collection. perfect adaptation, he said, scraping 

his pipe clean with his stick like a little beak 

and the pipe a nest for his tobacco. they'll keep 

coming back, to that same spot, he said, as long 

as they keep coming back.  

did your heart break that 

summer?  
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you 

listen for the birds 

and wonder. you googled panic 

attacks and read they were common for 

people like you, people who have a mother 

die young. you read everyone else's stories and 

felt better for it, like you were connected.  

some how     you shared 

the panic of realising  

      you    were   alone.  

you remember helping mum move a tree and she 

said it will go into shock, we have to hope it 

recovers. is that any different? the tree and 

you? you had your roots stripped and made to 

stand   alone.   

you were alone and far from home when you had 

your second panic attack. alone in a hotel in a 

faraway country. you reached for your heart. 

panic and pain. your hand held a fistful 

of shirt. you had been replanted 

without life support. just the 

thought of being alone was close 

enough to death. the third attack 

hit to the sound of david 

attenborough's voice, 

faraway and dressed 

for the cold, walking  



a shore line. his voice the 

toll of a church bell, he said: 

all of this was once ice. now the 

locals must swim for days to find a 

spot to rest ... some never do. your heart 

snapped and pinned itself to the inside of your 

chest. was this one loss to many? why do you 

care? you are alone in a shrinking world. your 

heart crumples so easily, like paper. now be 

careful with yourself     and     breath. look 

at the photographs. can you go back to 

that time? is it possible? your heart 

breaks and breaks again. you have 

none of this anymore,  remember 

the jacaranda tree in the back 

garden. so tall you never 

reached the top when 

climbing. remember 

how in the summer 

it shed its 

flowers 



giving itself a 

shadow of pink 

blossom. the ground 

writhed with bees. 

these photographs 

swarm in the candle's 

light, the memories and 

thoughts moving like bees 

with their own order. 

there was a summer a hive 

settled outside the front 

door. you a masked man come 

and took them away like a 

thief. the dog went blind that 

summer. mum was strong. you 

were outside together when you 

saw. felt like you were always 

together that summer. you and 

mum. people say you have her 

eyes. the apple 



did 

not fall far, 

they say. trees feed and 

care for their seedlings. why 

would the apple go far?   

remember how you sat together 

planting in the shade of the 

grapevine. you ate grapes 

straight from the vine, 

reaching in through 

spiderwebs for the 

sweetest ones and letting 

the juice run down your 

chin. you whispered 

thank you and wiped 

your mouth for more. 

the candlelight  

is dimming. 



sit in the dark for a moment 

and listen to the night. there 

are languages in the wind. the 

photographs cannot speak to you 

anymore. they have their own 

languages too. like talking with trees. 

you wonder what the woodland says 

that you can't hear. what would the 

woodland say? listen. what do you 

hear? what does it tell you? 



trees can  

tell you that 

there was life 

before you,  life 

that you will 

never know but 

still carry and 

mourn because 

together we have a 

long memory. you 

see what you have 

lost but look 

again. see what 

lives in you. 

maybe that is 

what trees 

say. 
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I won' t b e a b l e t o ta lk f o r a whi le

? ? ?21 :18

21:18 Л /

people are evacuating

what people are lef t

21:20 J /

21:20 J /

W h a t ?

J i m ?

21:21

21:21
I ' m

I'm alright

21:21 M

21:21 M

Missed voice call
Click to call back 21:22

I'll call in the morning 21:22 M

• You deleted this message. 21:23

• You deleted this message. 21:23

J i m ? !

?!?

21:24

21:24

Missed voice call
Click t o call back 21:24

Missed voice call
Click t o call back 21:24

Missed voice call
Click to call back

Jim call m e 21:27

Missed voice call
Click to call back

2 1 : 2 6

Missed voice call
Click to call back 21:30

Missed voice call
c l i c k t o c a l l b a c k

21:31

Jim you're scaring m e

Missed voice call
Click to call back 21:39

j u s t googled t o s e e wha t ' s happening a n d t h e r e ' s
no th ing 21:40

Are you ok? 21:40



the mountain is on fire and you are just watching it burn. 

you've been standing at this window for too long. this home is 

your refuge and your prison, you watch from the window as the 

fire grows, doubles and spreads. you do nothing. it is too big for 

you. it came from over the mountain, out of the dark like a 

carnival, a horrible circus. the light of the fire against the 

smoke is the colour of the tractor lights at the noddy christmas 

show. remember those days? you where there every year, those 

summer evenings lit up with electric lights. raw sugar on your 

fingers and wiped off on your jeans. you took fistfuls of straw 

and ran with the other strange kids. the straw was the colour of 

syrup.  the children were rabid dogs and you went with them, 

beating upon that clown, shoving straw down his trousers, 

pulling at his clothes. you could laugh easily in those days. the 

air smelled of engine fumes from the tractor. people smoked sitting 

on haybales. maybe we saw the fire even then but nobody was going 

to move, nobody was going to miss the show. the electric light of 

the fair, the stage like a burning alter. you remember the the fancy 

dress and huge, comical heads. even a blacked-up golliwog. black 

face beneath the electric lights and the sound of summer's crickets 

away in the dark. you remember asking mum, who is that person and 

she just smiled. just a bit of fun, she said. the fire was burning 

then. only it has come over the mountain now. how old were you 

then? eight or nine? come to watch the noddy christmas show, to 

ride the tractor lit golden on that late summer evening. the smell 

of fire in the hay all around us even then. look at the colour of the 

fire now. does that wake you up? look at your hands in the light of 

it, blood red. it doesn't feel real but maybe it's no surprise. feels 

like the fire has been following you, like every step away leaving 

black oil prints, the oily stuck to the soles of your shoes, stuck 

to you, and you can smell it everywhere. god, look at it go. 

everything is burning. this is it. but still you don't move. your 

feet are stuck solid in the mess you have made. your head forever 

elsewhere s if someone is yelling at you, and they have been yelling 

from before you even knew the words they were using, and only now 

you can hear them. suddenly it all comes at you, all you have 

the mountain is on fire and you are just watching it burn. you've been 

standing at this window for too long. this home is your refuge and 

your prison, you watch from the window as the fire grows, doubles and 

spreads. you do nothing. it is too big for you. it came from over the 

mountain, out of the dark like a carnival, a horrible circus. the light 

of the fire against the smoke is the colour of the tractor lights at the 

noddy christmas show. remember those days? you where there every year, 

those summer evenings lit up with electric lights. raw sugar on your 

fingers and wiped off on your jeans. you took fistfuls of straw and ran 

with the other strange kids. the straw was the colour of syrup.  the 

children were rabid dogs and you went with them, beating upon that 

clown, shoving straw down his trousers, pulling at his clothes. you 

could laugh easily in those days. the air smelled of engine fumes from 

the tractor. people smoked sitting on haybales. maybe we saw the fire 

even then but nobody was going to move, nobody was going to miss the 

show. the electric light of the fair, the stage like a burning alter. you 

remember the the fancy dress and huge, comical heads. even a blacked-up 

golliwog. black face beneath the electric lights and the sound of 

summer's crickets away in the dark. you remember asking mum, who is 

that person and she just smiled. just a bit of fun, she said. the fire was 

burning then. only it has come over the mountain now. how old were you 

then? eight or nine? come to watch the noddy christmas show, to ride 

the tractor lit golden on that late summer evening. the smell of fire in 

the hay all around us even then. look at the colour of the fire now. does 

that wake you up? look at your hands in the light of it, blood red. it 

doesn't feel real but maybe it's no surprise. feels like the fire has been 

following you, like every step away leaving black oil prints, the oily 

stuck to the soles of your shoes, stuck to you, and you can smell it 

everywhere. god, look at it go. everything is burning. this is it. but 

still you don't move. your feet are stuck solid in the mess you have made. 

your head forever elsewhere s if someone is yelling at you, and they have 

been yelling from before you even knew the words they were using, and 

only now you can hear them. suddenly it all comes at you, all you have 

missed before, the hot, rushing mass of the unavoidable. you are looking 

at a mountain on fire. dawn is six hours early but there is neither sun 

nor moon nor stars. there is only the mountain and the smoke and all of 

it glowing the colour of toothache. the fire has lifted the mountain 

from the sky. it has unflattened the night, dug depth where there was 

none, and pulled your heart up out of your throat. your mouth is dry. 

the mountain is on fire and you are just watching it burn. you've been standing at this 

window for too long. this home is your refuge and your prison, you watch from the window 

as the fire grows, doubles and spreads. you do nothing. it is too big for you. it came from 

over the mountain, out of the dark like a carnival, a horrible circus. the light of the fire 

against the smoke is the colour of the tractor lights at the noddy christmas show. 

remember those days? you where there every year, those summer evenings lit up with 

electric lights. raw sugar on your fingers and wiped off on your jeans. you took fistfuls  

 of straw and ran with the other strange kids. the straw was the colour of 

syrup.  the children were rabid dogs and you went with them, 

beating upon that clown, shoving straw down his trousers, 

pulling at his clothes. you could laugh easily in those 

days. the air smelled of engine fumes from the tractor. 

people smoked sitting on haybales. maybe we saw the fire 

even then but nobody was going to move, nobody was 

going to miss the show. the electric light of the fair, 

the stage like a burning alter. you remember the the fancy 

dress and huge, comical heads. even a blacked-up golliwog. 

black face beneath the electric lights and the sound of 

summer's crickets away in the dark. you remember asking 

mum, who is that person and she just smiled. just a bit 

of fun, she said. the fire was burning then. only it has 

come over the mountain now. how old were you then? 

eight or nine? come to watch the noddy christmas show, 

to ride the tractor lit golden on that late summer evening. 

the smell of fire in the hay all around us even then. look at 

the colour of the fire now. does that wake you up? look at 

your hands in the light of it, blood red. it doesn't feel real 

but maybe it's no surprise. feels like the fire has been 

following you, like every step away leaving black 

oil prints, the oily stuck to the soles of 

your shoes, stuck to you, and you can 

smell it everywhere. god, look at it 

go. everything is burning. this is 

it. but still you don't move. 

your feet are stuck solid in 

the mess you have made. your 

head forever elsewhere s if 

someone is yelling at you, 

and they have been yelling 

from before you even knew 

the words they were using, 

and only now you can hear 

them. suddenly it all comes 

at you, all you have missed 

The mountain is on fire.

Everything is burning

The mountain is on fire.

Everything is burning

Everything is burning

Everything is burning

Everything is burning

The mountain is on fire. The mountain is on fire.

The mountain is on fire.

Everything is burning

Everything is burning
Everything is burning

Everything is burning

The mountain is on fire.

The mountain is on fire.

The mountain is on fire.

Everything is burning
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the mountain is on fire. everything is burning. the mountain is on fire, everything is 

burning and you have still done nothing. you're eating sugar at the edge of disaster. your 

fingers are sticky with it. you feel sick and still you don't move. lick your fingers and 

lips. your throat is dry. still you don't move. the fire is closer now. you can feel its heat. 

there is a sound in the air like a thousand intakes of breath, sucking out the air.. you 

still haven't moved. everything is burning. the mountain is on fire. the colour of it is the 

colour of cough medicine, of tcp, of cordial, there are the lights of cars. white and sharp  

like the tip of a mechanical pencil. remember the pencils at school, the 

ends breaking, the shavings on the floor, the smell of the lead on 

your fingers. it reminds you of the smell of the gunshot, of 

lunje and his boy onako. you are wondering if they are ok. 

you saw the water thieves pack up and leave, running 

from the fire, squaking like seabirds, taking the water 

with them. you watched the lorry drive into the smoke, 

get eaten by the smoke, cut up the smoke with electric 

lights for a moment, then eaten again. you should think 

about lunje and his boy. but your mind is away with 

things and you don't pull away. you're fixed... and then 

comes the shout. you hear your name on the burning wind. 

like a hot ash singeing your clothes, you jump at it. you 

see the room around you thick with smoke. you haven't 

seen it change. it has come up quick and quiet like an 

ocean and you could be drowned. close and cover your 

mouth.  you must save yourself. and the boy? what is the 

boy doing? lunje is calling you. calling you out and you're 

running. finally running to the door. keep low and keep your 

mouth covered. the photographs. don't forget the 

photographs.  you grab what you can. they are all over the  

room. what will you save? what can you save? what 

memories will come with you? everything is 

pale against the fire. faces glow and feel 

hollow. hold those photos tightly. 

you are struck by all that could 

have been. it is a burning inside 

y o u . t h e f i r e p u l l s t h e 

mountain from the sky and 

cuts form into formless 

night, in every photograph, 

every moment, you see the 

cuts and contrasts that 

could have been taken. you 

see the ignored paths and 

resolutions. you missed so 

much. and now it is too 

late. what can you save?
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tata said, stay 

were you are. don't 

move, you can watch 

from the window but 

if i call you or shout 

out ... i know tata, i 

will run away with 

out the binocs.  i 

will keep safe. 

binocs are bananas. they make things come so 

close, like you could reach out and pick up the 

mountain. like you are a god, a giant with huge hairy 

hands. they make the world feel small and you feel so big 

like the world is nothing. it's not nothing. you learned in 

school how the earth is a complex system, you have 

forgetten what you learned at 

school. no time for that, they fire 

is here now. you can feel it on your 

skin, the smoke is thick like milky 

tea. tata ahd jim are geting hoses, 

faces covered like baddies. crazy. 

what?

lungi?

i'm here are you 
staying?

mmmmm..
.

me too

and your 
boy?

this is 
our place

it's crazy, i 
know, but i... i 

want to...i 
want to get 

involved

mmmmm..
.

there's a 
storeroom 
beneath the 

house

i think it will 
give us some 

protection if...

...if we 
need it

i'll send 
onako

we're going to have 
to fight this

we got 
this

let's see... this is no 
picnic fire

mmmmm..
.
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people are 
getting out 
in a hurry

they going to 
do anything?

there was 
no answer

i called the 
emergency 
services

on our own 
now

just us left

keep your 
hose high

never been 
another 

way

this is really 
happening, 
isn't it?

just lucky we 
got water 

still

got places 
to go

jim felt

strangely

calm
it was

a relief

to be face to

face with the

monster

trained on a diet of  
3 square acts a day

he knew this was how 
the story always goes

a climax, 
leading to...

a satisfying 
conclusion

making a

difference

and here i 
am on the 
front line
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look at you

you hero.

but that's only ever 
part of the picture

one part of 
the story



at least not 
how we tell it

the story 
is...

there is 
no storyand in fact...
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we crave the 
the narrative

but still 
we try

to box 
things off

it is how we 
speak to the 

world

to order

only not how 
the world 

speaks

130



and so we go back

to the story

knowing there's 
more but...

not how to 
tell it

this 
is it

i'm doing 
something 
real here

making a 
difference

this feels 
great

jim! 

jim!

frump

take 
him!

lunge?

jesus...

tata?

tataaaaaaaa

come on. we 
gotta go
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it's all 
gone

that's 
it then
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no 
signal 

nobody 
around

look at 
this 
place

138



row after row. the 

street is a chain of black 

letterbox slits and the brass 

is twisted and draped like 

unhung, on the fritz christmas 

lights. the houses behind  

are the blank faces of strangers with eyes 

hollowed out. only concrete and brick are 

standing now. paint stripped to mortar, back 

to the handiwork, and the ground around knee 

high with ash and tortured metal, melted 

glass, mounds of blackened red roof tiles, 

metal drums, tyre frames the rubbed burnt 

away, corrugated iron like mangled 

creatures. and yet things still remain  in  

memory. at the tip of your tongue and the edges  

of you and who    you 

are 

or 

were 

and the memory of it collects like dirt under 

your fingernails, like the smell of the 

woods. a faraway familiar smell. these 

streets are your navigation points, your 

magnetic poles, your way home,. you walked 

their tarmac, hopped their fences, to see 

friends, to play pool, get wasted. you ramped 

their pavements on your bike, flew manic 

down the hill with 

cardboard pegged to the 

back frame so it made 

the sound of a engine.  

you stumbled along 

them drunk or stoned 

or both. you ran down 

them with a backpack 

full of marijuana 

wrapped in newspaper. 

ran down 

them with 

thundercat 

out at arm's 

length. you held a 

girl's hand for the first time 

underneath that tree. you pissed against that 

wall, dropped fire crackers in that letterbox. 

you sold your zildjin crash cymbal at that 

gate to a kid with metronomic flimflams and 

a mum who smoked rollies and wanted to be 

friends with you. you coveted your friend's 

action figures and used them as targets for 

his pellet gun at the back of that house. the 

police stopped a party there years later. not 

one kid could stand up but you walked right 

by to show the others you weren't afraid. you 

threw up. threw eggs on the 

cor ner of that street at 

easter, time, ran 

from the  

cops 

over 

that 

way,  

high on 

shitty 

drugs and 

whooping 

and hollering 

like spider  

monkeys. like  

nothing but time 

hello?

oh hey guy. 
where'd you 
come from?
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the roots of you go deep here. some you trip up on. like you and 

gareth, the sweet naughty boy. gareth, whose father hit him for 

drinking his whiskey, you were not yet adults, no longer children. 

you drank and played games. childish game with grown up things. 

the sun was lethal then, a horror story. the hole in the ozone had 

parents panicked and you and gareth feeling like vampires, like 

death was imminent. you remember wrestling with gareth, doing 

all you could to push, to pull, to kick and swipe and throw that 

sweet naughty boy out of that ring of shade beneath the eucalyptus. 

remember how you pretended you were frying in the sun. 

ssssszzzzzzz! you were in the dirt, p ushed out into that killer sun.  

you let gareth win, you let him beat you so you could sit together 

afterwards in the moving shade and smoke a cigarette gareth had 

stolen from his dad and you hoped as you breathed that smoke that 

gareth would not be hit for this. so you let him win. those trees 

have gone now. cut down long ago and the last ones burnt out in the 

fire. you remember gareth asking, do you think we're going to die. 

what? you said. do you think we're going to die? he said it again. 

of course gareth. one day. no, he said, from the sun and shit. and 

shit? we laughed and coughed. sure as shit won't last long 

smoking these shitty cigarettes. that poor sweet naughty boy. the 

shade we had is gone but not the memory of it. there is a wind now 

coming through where the trees stood and there is a low humming 

sound, a moaning of the wind as it cuts across the split and 

shattered trunks. there is nothing now but black ash on the air. 

are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty 

cigarettes. you cover your mouth as the ash and dust comes over 

you. you cough and curse. sweet naughty boy. did you know what 

you were doing? the shade we  

 had is gone but not the memory of it. the shade we had is gone  

     but not the memory of it. the roots of you go deep here. are we 

going to die? the shade has gone not the memories. are we going to 

di? we won't last long if we smoke these shitty cigarettes. the 

roots of memory go deep here. ssssszzzzzzz! killer sun.  the shade is 

the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it. the shade has gone but not the memory of it.   

the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep
here. 

the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep
here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go 
deep here. 

are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won'tlast long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shittycigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going todie? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last longsmoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going todie? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes.   

are we going to die? we won't last long if we smoke these shitty cigarettes.

ssssszzzzzzz. killer sun 

 long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we won't last long 

smoking these shitty cigarettes. 

 are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we 
going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to 
die? we won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes. are we going to die? we 
won't last long smoking these shitty cigarettes.  

the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. 

 the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. 

the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. 

ssssszzzzzzz. killer sun.  the roots of you go deep here. the roots of you go deep here. the roots

of you go deep here. are we going to die? we won't last long smoking these shitty
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all this 
water

where's it 
coming 
from?

keep 
moving 

jim!

i remember 
this place
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jees, how 
long's it 

been?

must have 
been 17 or 18 
that day hyaa

hello?

anybody  
 hom e?

and this 
place?
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still no 
signal

is this

it?

am i.... ?



    the 

ground here, 

this earth beneath 

y o u r feet, it has become unearthly, 

scattered and scared with strips of wire, springs, 

and metal melted into fat domes like inauthentic 

mushrooms. you are naked in this muck and dripping wet, 

walking back from one old house to the other. both lost.  

water runs ahead of you like the old days. there is so much 

of it. an embarrassing abundance. your eyes go with it to the 

storm drain, the wash away, and you wish you could go with 

it. only you can't. you must stay above ground where so much of 

this is unsettling. the mountain is black behind you and smoking. 

your bare  feet and calves are already black again too, thick with 

with the splatter and pick up of ash and dirt. you feel heavy with 

it, picking your way between the detritus of the fire. you have dogs 

following you too. where have they come from? they are charcoal like 

you. halfway, up to their haunches, black. and their muzzles black. they are 

ash wolves with steel eyes and hungry. a pack has formed, dragging their tongues 

and advancing. matching your step. they move so easily, calmly. they look beyond hungry. keep an 

eye on them. you have reached the corner. from here you can see back up the road to your mother's 

house. there are no trees. the horizon is close and rumpled, broken only by ridiculous chimneys. 

you can see through the neighbourhood, right down to the house like bone through skin. you 

don't like it. the roof was taken, the paint stripped. the garage is hollowed out and there are no 

windows, no doors. the garden furniture is ash scattered to the wind. you're probably wearing 

it. and what else with it? everyone seems to have left at least. that is some relief. .  



still  

you can say 

that somehow your 

house, your mother's house, has been 

spared. either side of it is a massacre of brick and 

wood and oxidised metals. contorted steel twitches in 

the fire's windy trail. there's been a culling. these are not 

houses anymore but grotesque gassed cockroaches, all legs 

and spindle, barely a twitch. it's making you dizzy, making 

your head spin, so that you can't focus, can't think. there's too 

much, too much in your head. it's a heaviness that builds and 

sinks like a weight, down from behind you eyes, settling on your 

chest until the pain of it streaks down to your belly. you hold 

yourself, afraid you will shatter into pieces at any point. you gasp 

for air and hear yourself speaking. get you shit together jim, pull 

yourself together. get a grip. you reach for your phone in the pocket of the 

trousers you carry. still nothing. damn it. if only... if only you had signal... 

you'd phone heather, go online, book a flight, get out, get away, get ... home? this 

can't be home anymore. not this house. not this unearthyly earth. the dogs have the 

smell of you. they are hounding you, coming in and out of the smoke. they are on your trail. 

you're the last living thing.  



   there  

  is nothing but   

    smoke beneath you. as thick 

as tree bark. it has covered the town and the city beyond. 

you can only stare into it and as you stare you see layers to 

it. layers on layers. like tree rings. a 100 years thick. you have the 

taste of it on you tongue and every breath bubbles with smoke like 

you have water on the lungs. a slow drowning. even after washing 

with the water, you still have the smell of it on you. your 

fingernails are black. is this any life? you peer into the rings of smoke 

and imagine you see lights. streetlights and cars. fire trucks. there are 

people in that smoke, when heather said she didn't want kids because she 

didn't trust the world to get better, you felt shame. shame that you hadn't done 

enough and you were angry. you shouted and threw a plate against the wall. that 

wasn't how it was meant to be. you both knew you weren't angry at her, only sad. truly 

sad because she was right. it's just that's not how it was meant to be. this is not how 

it was meant to be. this is not how it was meant to be. this is not how it was meant 

to be. this is not how it was meant to be. this is not how it was meant to be. 



what 

have we done? the 

ground burns. your skin burns. 

the sun is on you like bees. there's no shade and your body is 

detaching itself. you have spent a life watching the death of this home 

and the dogs of grief are hounding you. your mother is dead and you have not 

mourned. the dogs of grief are hounding you. the house is gone and you have not 

mourned. the dogs of grief are hounding you. the earth is dying and you have not 

mourned. the dogs of grief are hounding you. cry now.  cry into this smoke. the 

dogs of grief are hounding you. cry now. cry into this smoke. the dogs of grief 



jim?

is that 
you? 

lunje... i...

what are you 
doing? why are 

you wet?

i can't 
lunje

get up 
brother

get up and get 
some clothes on.

i can't... i just... 
there's a burst 

pipe... a fountain

then take my boy to 
this fountain

it will be good 
for both of you
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mr jim?

can you 
hear me?

mr jim?
where are
we going?

shake it 
off jim

it's this 
way

this is 
amazing!

so cool!

like a real 
geyser! 

i'm going in

tata 
said...

what's 
this?

is that 
water!?

like 
yellowstone
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i'm going 
to get help

your dad's 
resting 

upstairs
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can we 
give care?

take care?

take care
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you have walked 
this road so many 

times before

and here 
you are

back again

feeling 
fragile

god, it's hot

the world is 
tumbling away 

from you

and you thought 
you had it 
together

why is it so 
bloody hot?

can you just 
keep on this 
same road?
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umm....

lost in a 
cycle of loss
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hello?

sorry...

aaaah,,,, hi 
there
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my back is killing 
me brother

too much fucking 
that pretty thing 

of yours

i wish, hey. 
been working 

too hard 

pfft

you got to 
stretch

hello?
hmm?

i need 
some help

eeeeaaargh

where'd you 
come from?

my house. 
that way.

nobody 
should be 
up there

yaaaawn

what do 
you want?

eh?

we need 
help

you all 
evacuated

yaaaawn. 

there's a man 
injured and a 

little boy... 
sergeant will 
direct you to 

a shelter

mm-hmm

�



we have 
shelter

we have 
water

you have 
water?

we just 
need 

yes. 

there is a man 
who needs 
medical 

attention

and i need to make 
a phone call

a phone 
call?

what's your 
address?

eh heh heh

we're in 
rembrandt 

road, 
spanish 

farm.

ja, i know it. top 
of the hill. you 

have water?

yes

we will send 
someone round 
for the water

thank you for 
volunteering

i need an 
ambulance

what? 

there are noambulances

there are no  
ambulances?

they are 
very busy



two metres and a stretch of 
police tape between them

may as well have been 
another planet

you won't do 
anything to 

help ?

you have more 
than us already

here i have 
water.

eeeeaaargh

please take 
some. 

there is 
goes again

this is 
crazy

crazy 
world
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sir? you 
still here?

no, i'm going. 
i'm going

you want to 
come to the 

shelter?
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god.... it's a 
long way 

back

and it's 
already so 

hot
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how come this 
house survived?

and this 
one too?

naaaah...
fuck that
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shitshitshitshitshitshitshitshitshitshitshitshitshitshitshitshit... shiiiiit.... 
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little birdie tells 
me you got water 

here, hmmm?

hoo

hoo

hoo

hoo-hoo

hoo

hoo-hoo

hoo-hoo

hoo

hoo

hoo
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it's real out there 
people. we know. water 

and fire. fire and 
water

too much 
of one

not enough of 
the other

so our lines are open, hey, all 
night. they say talk is the best 

medicine. so get in touch, send us 
your messages, your photos. we 

want to hear from you.

ja, keep them coming. 
we're in this together. 

howzit for you? 

were you affected by the 
fires? what's the water 

situation where you are?

but mostly we 
want to hear if 

you have any tips

any tricks you 
can share

side hustles that 
get the job done

let us know how you are 
coping with this unpress.... 

unpresee... what is it?

unreal. that's 
what it is unreal

unreal! here's ed 
sheeran with 
shape of you

ah ed, lovely, 
lovely ed

that was billy joel 
with we didn't start 
the fire. just a little 

fun but hey ...
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that's enough. fuck's sake. 

enough! you can't go on like 

this. neck deep in these 

photographs, in these 

places and with these 

people you think you 

remember.  you think 

you know but ... no.  

each photograph is a 

catastrophe of remembering and seeing. 

seeing what you have lost. 

remembering what you have 

forgotten. nothing remains. the 

world in these photographs is 

lost ... did it ever exist? it's 

too much. you have sat every 

night with these photos lit 

by electric light and now 

candlelight, closed in by 

fire and hunted by a gang of 

water thieves, this posse of 

children and their own 

cancerous mother, this crew 

who know the truth,  what 

they need, and how to take it. 

you can only dream of that 

certainty. you have stayed  

too long here, here in these 

photographed memories, your 

mother is dead and the world 

you shared with her is dying 

now too.  that is the truth of 

these photographs. you look 

and look again. maybe that is 

all you see now.  so, what is 

left for you here in this house?  

what is left for you at all in 

this house of passing 

moments? and this burnt out 

earth? this house overrun 

with the run over. and you? 

you are no more a part of this 

world than a rope is part of 

the neck it breaks. you miss 

your wife. and you hate her. 

you  hate her privilege 

ghaaa, your leg is killing you. what 

an idiot you are. a worthless idiot. 

can't do anything right. could have 

fucking killed yourself and 

still you lost the house. what 

kind of a man are you? no kind 

of man. and now what? how 

can't you look after your boy 

like this? so stupid. get 

yourself hurt like that. 

eish. what good are you? 

idiot. how you made 

it out that fire you 

don't know. just an 

idiot's luck. and now what? what are 

you doing here? you don't know how to 

be better. you don't know how ... just 

make it stop. make all this fucking 

stop. it's too much. too much. the 

criminals are back on your doorstep 

and you're stuck here. pathetic. how 

are you going to keep your boy safe in 

this world? what can a man like you 

do? what world are you leaving for 

him? no water in the taps. the ground 

on fire. smoke so thick it has you in 

its grip like an ocean wave. you're 

drowning. you hate these longs nights. 

is any night not long? at least your 

boy is sleeping. that is some something 

at least. some  comfort... but how long 

is that going to last? soon he will 

need more than just a warm bed, a full 

belly, a book to read at night.  

you have failed him. to 

leave him to this 

world.  

tata is worrying again.  

you can hear it in his 

breathing. you want to 

tell him it's ok. he is 

doing ok. but you don't. 

you lie still and listen. 

you used to hear owls 

in the night. but lately 

it had gone very quiet. 

and now even more so 

after the fire. you don't 

like the quiet. it feels 

too easy to break. the 

world feels thick to 

you. full and hard to 

break. but then lately 

you have also been 

thinking about 

sinkholes. under all 

the places we go  

the ground is so 

thin. like bread crust 

or eggshell. only the 

inside isn't gooey egg 

or soft-baked bread. you 

know there is a lot 

hidden from us. under the 

ground it is both 

burning hot lava and because it  is your 



his future? what will his future be like? a 

parent's dream is to see your child live a 

better life than you ... but what have you given 

for that dream? nothing.  you have only ever 

taken away.  yes, you have taken care of the now, 

you have kept him safe, and comfortable and 

free ... in the now.  you have givem him a hundred 

todays but not one tomorrow. is that him 

stirring, waking into the night as did so much 

as a little boy? he was never a good sleeper, as 

if he knew we were sleepwalking off a cliff. then 

when he did dream, he all those dreams. the one 

with birds falling from the sky? the one 

were fish crawl out of the ocean, 

coming up out of the water, gasping 

for oxygen. eish, what about the one 

where rain sets the earth burning? 

you hate to hear him talk about that 

one. you cannot tell him none of these 

 are dreams anymore? how do you do 

it and not kill him a little more 

each time? no. you can't. instead, you 

do nothing but calm him, nothing but 

help him find a way to sleep through. 

that is all you we have ever done.  

     it's not enough. he's stirring 

now, waking from  sleep. it's like he 

can hear you screaming in your head. 

     , you work hard not to 

pass on your 

troubles and  

there he goes 

reading your 

mind, seeing it  

in your  

face. 

privilege too. look at the boy in 

these photographs. he had so much then, 

so much life he took for granted. he had 

it all then. there is nothing of that left 

anymore. you would not believe it 

without these photographs. it is almost 

a physical pain to look at them. their 

edges cut into your fingertips, tiny 

feather thin cuts. death by a thousand 

cuts. look at this boy again. is that 

really you? is that who you were, what 

you had? look at you now. you rubbed 

out, bleached, rust stained, 

plastic poisoned, shit  

filled, fat clogged, pesticide 

swigging, locked down human. 

look at the life around that 

boy. there was so much of it 

then. you remember silkworms 

collected in shoeboxes and fed 

mulberry leaves. christmas 

beetles like brown buttons 

upturned in the summer light 

and you lifting them in your 

clasped hands, your hands are 

empty now, in empty prayer. i 

wish you hadn't left mum. 

i could do 

with you 

now.  

we 

could 

all do 

with you 

now.

cold, black rivers and 

the water runs through 

the rock like witch's 

cloaks. you worry 

about that. we are 

lucky to still have 

water and that is 

because it comes up 

from these deep water 

wells. sometimes when 

you close your eyes you 

can hear the water 

running far below and 

you know from science 

that water eroded the 

grand canyon into the 

grand canyon. maybe 

what really scares you 

is the time it takes for 

water to do that. it's 

scary to think of time 

like that. scary and 

little bit magic too 

like a lot  

of things. 



what can you 

do for for your boy in 

this world? is it enough 

to just be there for him? 

to help him sleep 

through? is that 

enough? it's all 

you've ever done.  

he needs you.  

you need a   

smoke.



 

onako?!

oh, you're not... course not

i'm nothing boss

eish, i thought you
were... got a light?

so, then ...  
how old  
are you?

fifteen
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no way

heh heh heh

you should 
be in school 

eh? what for?

my boy is 
almost 

your age then he 
will 
know 
soon

know what?

eh?shit, hey, once i 
believed if i worked 
hard like mama and 

got a little money, a 
little something for 
lights and food then 
that was  something, 
that would be enough, 
but now i see, hey, it's 
not worth it.  what 

good is a house with 
a roof if there's no 
air to breath, to 

water to drink? what 
good are walls if the 

fires come through all 
the time? what good 
is anything if there 

is nothing left?  

what's the point in 
living if tomorrow 
is already decided?
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should, 

should, 

should, he tells 

you. you should 

when did our  

children get so 

smart? you 

know he's right. this is no place for you and onako and things are only going to get worse. the 

more water they pull from beneath the house, the lower the levels. and when the water runs out, 

what then? this woman is not going to like that and that'll be trouble for all of us. you're not 

safe here, says the boy.. he's seen it before. poor boy. not much older than onako. in another life, 

that is onako. hurts to think it. so you hold on to nothing, cling to the wind, for what? you'll 

die here waiting and what then for your boy? you think 

you're doing right by him, making sure 

he's fed and warm and he's got books to 

read. making sure you listen... but what 

has he really got. what future has 

he got? this house isn't real, these 

streets, this place above the smoke 

and death. this isn't real. 

i'm done. you 
should go to 

bed

should, 
should, 
should

you should leave here before
mama do to you what we

done to that bird.

tata, i can't sleep.
i heard you and

that boy talking

i went outside 
to look for you

and he gave 
me these

come here 
my boy

come sit with 
your tata 



tata 

 worries 

so much . i  

can see it in 

his eyes. he 

doesn't like you 

to know it. he says 

i t ' s g r o w n u p 

problems but you can 

see he carries this heavy 

weight. you can see how he 

bends under the worry. he's 

never been the same since his 

friend left. those were good 

times. when tata's good friend 

was living in the house with us. 

but now things are different. you know 

we cannot carry on like this. tata knows 

too. you can see it in his face. we cannot 

live in the past anymore. you want to help 

tata. you want him to see what you can see. 

the beautiful things still in the world. 

you know tata is alone without his good 

friend, and the house is gone, the trees 

burnt and the sky black with smoke, but 

you also know this is not the end. instead 

there is no end and we can be part of the 

story... no, not story. there is no story. 

there is only the wild space and us a part 

of it. we are only a part of it. only a part. 

this poor boy. look at him. 

there's nothing to him. he's 

still so small and so heavy with 

thought and facts and fear. that 

other boy, the one so like onako 

but not, the smoking boy... he is 

dead right. they have no future. 

not even like we did. and onako? 

yes, he has some money in the 

bank, not a lot but some. he is a 

smart boy, good marks, good 

reports. he runs fast and 

competes in everything. but 

eish, hey, so what? when the 

world is burning? when we are 

hostage to water thieves and you 

can do nothing for your boy? you 

have not prepared him for the world he has 

ahead. how could you ever prepare him? are you 

prepared? you have been denying it for so long. 

living in the dark, sheltering your boy in the 

dark, but now you see it. now the dark is lit up. 

this is no place for your boy. this is no future for 

him. ah, look at him. look at how he smiles for you. 

how does he carry on? how does he have hope? what 

does he see that you don't? this feels like the end but 

no, this is not how your story ends. not like this. 

we are leaving here. where and for  how long, you 

will figure it out. your story is not here anymore. 

your story is away from this place. away with him 

and building something new. building a future.  180



what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? 

what's left here for 

jim?

it's not safe 
here for my boy

we need to go. you 
should come too

i know... i 
know.

how do we... 
we don't 

have a car

onako's got 
their keys!

shit, 
really? 

um... ok... i
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you? what's left here for you? what's left 
here for you? what's left here for you? 
what's left here for you? what's left here for 
you? what's left here for you? what is here 
for you now? nothing but memories. is this 
what it feels like when you're ready to move 
on? is it time? time to leave this broken 
place? time to make something new, 
something beautiful. time to make something 
out of the ashes and glass... but what and 
how and can you do it alone? are you alone? 
no. no, you are not alone. you are part of this 
wonderful, crazy, beautiful, messy ecosystem. 
you are still a part of this world and there 
is still beauty to find. there is still beauty 
to find. there is still beauty to find. there 
is still beauty to find. there is still beauty 
to find. there is still beauty to find. there 
is still beauty to find. there is still beauty 
to find. there is still beauty to find. there 
is still beauty to find. there is still beauty 

listen, hey, 
thanks for 

the messages. 
keep them 

coming. we 
know these 
nights are 

long. 

ja, hey,  listen up you 
midnight swifties... 

here's one for you. 
cruel summer

she speaks to 
my soul, i tell 
you brothers 
and sisters. 
she speaks to 

my soul

shall we have 
another song?
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look tata. 
an owl
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magic
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  brumble  
 brumble  

brumble

  brumble  
 brumble  

brumble

mama! wake up! 
they're leaving!

they still 
got hope

good for 
them

they 
got the 
truck

tell the 
boys to 
steal us 
another 

one

i know 
boy



where we 
going?

brumble  brumble  brumble

brumble  brumble  brumble

brumble  brumble  brumble

brumble  brumble  brumble

i don't 
know

just keep 
driving



brumble  brumble  brumble  brumble  brumble

look 
tata!

uncle 
jim?

wow! so 
cool.the owl is 

following us

this was 
its home.

we're 
following the 

owl i think 

 brumble  brumble
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  splutter splutterbrumble  brumble
  splutter splutter splutter

engine doesn't 
sound good

has it just 
died on us?

where'd that 
owl  go?

hmmmm

there's nothing 
around here

sun's coming 
up at least

no phone 
signal 

onako? where 
you my boy?

?
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where'd you 
go, owl?
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quiet 
tata

come this way

onako?

wait 
for us

quietly 
tata

ssssssshhhhh, 
tata. go gently. 



gently

where are 
you my boy?

onako?

there's something 
else out here, tata



come on 
tata

this way

you just need to 
go off the path

what are you 
talking about 

tata?
everything 

is here



off the 
path?

there's 

nothing

out here

oh tata! look!



onako! that's 
a leopard! 

get away from 
there! 

it's all 
right tata

come and sit 
with us

oh my 
god!..

kiss

is that ... 

a leopard?

maybe you 
should back 
away, hey?

guys?

isn't it 

something?

it sure is

it sure is 
my boy

to be found 
together 
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Abstract 

 
The climate crisis exists on a scale that far exceeds our day-to-day 

experience. At the same time, our stories have largely written the more-than-human 

world into the background in favour of anthropocentric narrative models. This 

project is an attempt to develop a workable model that can speak to the scale and 

complexity of climate change while decentring the human and accepting the disorder 

and non-linearity of the more-than-human world. The proposal is a new hybrid, 

multi-modal narrative form I call ecosystemic writing. 

To explore and demonstrate this form, the project consists of two sections: 

1.) an original work of ecosystemic writing, a novel entitled The Dark Lit Up, 2.) a 

critical enquiry, which sits in conversation with the novel. The critical enquiry has 

three main chapters, opening with a discussion around the spatial-temporal scale of 

climate change and the challenges it poses to narrative fiction. Chapters two and 

three focus on the two primary, formal responses demonstrated within The Dark Lit 

Up. Chapter two argues for the application of abstraction and narrative disruption as 

a way to provide space for the more-than-human world within a narrative structure. 

Chapter three investigates theories of photography within the context of memory 

studies and, in turn, advocates for the use of personal photography to speak to the 

role of memory in our experience of climate change and biodiversity loss. 

Throughout the thesis, the core arguments presented across these three chapters are 

supported with visual examples from the novel and page references to support the 

proposal for ecosystemic writing. 
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“Everything is connected to everything else” 

First Law of Ecology 

(Commoner xiii) 
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Introduction 

The Dark Lit Up 

I was fortunate as a child to live in a house with a large window that looked 

out onto the slopes of the Helderberg Mountain, a gentle peak of 1000 metres at the 

head of the rolling Hottentots Holland range on the southern tip of Africa. I 

remember a night sitting at that window watching an electric storm develop. The 

night was dark beneath the heavy cloud cover and the mountain was lost within it 

until a bolt of forked lightning illuminated its outline. Each flash was only a 

moment, no more than the flash of a camera, but even after it was gone an image of 

that mountain lingered for a second or two in the form of an after-image. An 

illuminated, visual memory held momentarily between my mind and eye. Then it 

was gone, and I waited for the next flash of light. I sat with that storm long into the 

night as the space between light and sound grew shorter until the storm looked to be 

caught up on the mountain itself. The next shock of lightning and crack of thunder 

was different. This time the mountain did not sink back into darkness. A part of it 

remained. A small pocket of light, silent and red, flickering like a distant star. It took 

me a moment to process what had happened, that the mountain was on fire. The dark 

was lit up. 

Thankfully, that fire did not spread far that night. The lightning was followed 

closely by heavy rain. That is not always the case. Wildfires, known locally as 

veldfires, are common across the dry mountainsides of that region in South Africa. 

Changes to the climate, namely severe drought and longer summers, have seen these 

fires grow in frequence and ferocity. So, it was no surprise that when I found myself 

back on that mountainside many years later, I was reminded of that night as I stood 
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surrounded by the after-effects of a series of recent fires. Until that point, I had 

viewed the world as having a sense of permanence and cyclical order: a dry season 

followed by a wet, a fire season followed by a period of respite. That was until the 

double challenge of my mother’s death and the unmistakable reality of the impact of 

the climate crisis on my childhood home. Nothing left felt reliable, nothing felt 

sufficient. 

The mountains and their surrounds, historically part of an area identified as 

being Mediterranean in climate, were into their third year of severe drought. The 

reservoirs were so low, the flow on public taps was turned down to a fine mist. The 

city of Cape Town was on the precipice. At the start of 2018 it was estimated that 

this city of around 5 million had less than 90 days’ worth of public water. Without 

rain, Cape Town would become the first city in the world to run dry. The 

municipality was expected to have to turn off all water mains on April 22, 2018, a 

day that became known as Day Zero. I was home in remembrance of a personal loss, 

but it felt like the world itself had shifted. As I stood before a blackened, burnt-out 

tree, I realised I did not have the words because I needed more than words. It was on 

that mountainside, at that moment, that I had the idea for this PhD project. 

In search of ways to speak with more than words, this PhD project is an 

exploration and demonstration of the use of multimodal hybridity in narrative 

fiction. The project is an exercise in developing a hybrid narrative form that uses a 

variety of modes of communication, most notably image (drawn and/or 

photographed) and text (prose and/or captions). This multi-modal hybridity is 

explored through critical analysis and creative exploration. To this end, the output 

consists of two components. Firstly, an original work of fiction, a graphic novel 

entitled The Dark Lit Up. Secondly, this critical enquiry, which sits in conversation 
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with the novel. The critical enquiry has three main chapters, opening with a 

discussion around the spatial-temporal scale of climate change and the challenges it 

poses to narrative fiction. Chapters two and three focus on the two primary, formal 

responses on show within The Dark Lit Up. Chapter two argues for the application of 

abstraction and narrative disruption to provide space for the more-than-human world 

within a narrative structure. Chapter three investigates theories of photography 

within the context of memory studies and, in turn, advocates for the use of personal 

photography as a way to unpack the role of memory in our experience of climate 

change and biodiversity loss. The core arguments across these three chapters are 

supported with examples from The Dark Lit Up. 

With the critical enquiry engaged in an exploration of the contemporary 

experience, impact, and narrativization of the climate crisis, the novel is equally 

focussed on the present-day experience. Set in the shadow of the Helderberg 

Mountain with a character returning home after the death of his mother to find a 

South Africa facing the twin threats of water shortage and forest fires, The Dark Lit 

Up is a personal story with a global focus. 

From this starting point, the novel utilises the multi-modal approach to layer 

narrative and character on top of the personal/biographical to explore the wider 

implications of climate change and biodiversity loss (drought, fires, pollution, a 

sense of disconnect from the world) across the Helderberg basin, from the wealthy 

suburbs on the mountainside down to the sand-swept and historically marginalised 

Cape Flats. While the city ultimately avoided Day Zero, the spectre of severe and 

extended drought has not left the region and these marginalised areas, often 

blanketed in smoke and fire from both wild and domestic burning, must also cope 

with the added impact of pollution. 
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In their study of this extended period of severe drought, Christina Botai et al. 

describe drought as a “creeping phenomenon whose effects evolve with time, yet the 

start and end is often only clear in the hindsight” (1). While their report concluded 

that “the ongoing drought conditions over the Western Cape Province appear to be a 

regular part of nature’s cycle” (1), they did not account for why “the Western Cape 

Province has now experienced the longest or persistence [sic] drought duration” 

(14). While more research into the root cause is needed in this case, drought as a 

phenomenon remains representative of the broader environmental crisis. The 

description of drought as a “creeping phenomenon whose effects evolve with time” 

(Botai 1) is just as appropriate for the climate crisis more broadly. Drought is a 

reminder of the scale and complexity of the natural world as a whole and the 

challenge we have in communicating the full impact of anthropogenic climate 

change across such an extended spatial-temporal scale, particularly in a country with 

a history of marginalisation and exclusion such as South Africa. 

For Botai et al., droughts embody an “inherent complexity” (1), reminding us 

of the relational exchanges and dependencies of the more-than-human world. Even 

an event marked by the absence of something is, in fact, evidence of a continual and 

complex web of active agents that interact across the world. The unpredictability of 

this creeping phenomenon is a reminder of how the more-than-human world is 

sustained by an interwoven web of connections. It is, as Nick Sousanis describes it, a 

“rhizomatically bound” (45) ecosystem of cause and effect, not always visible on a 

human scale. 

To write with the more-than-human, to speak to its scale and relationality, 

requires us to think and write differently, to build our narrative arts ‘rhizomatically’. 

Robin Wall Kimmerer reminds us of “our kindship with all of the animate world” 
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(56). Kimmerer is in no way restricting the term “animate world” to the animals and 

insects that move. She is guided by the language of her ancestors, Potawatomi, a 

language of a “world where everything is alive” (56). Objects that in the English 

language it would be impossible to see as anything other than nouns (rock, hill, 

stream, bay, etc.) are defined as verbs in Potowatomi. For Kimmerer, a bay can only 

be a noun if we see the water as dead. She writes, “when bay is a noun, it is defined 

by humans, trapped between shores and contained by the word. But the verb 

wiikwegamaa––to be a bay––releases the water from bondage and lets it live. ‘To be 

a bay’ holds the wonder that, for that moment, the living water has decided to shelter 

itself between these shores” (55). This is not a dead, trapped world defined by 

humans. As Bruno Latour reminds us, the world is “fully articulate and active” (13). 

Kimmerer is clear too. Life “pulses through all things” (55). To speak with the more- 

than-human world is to acknowledge its different articulations. 

Kimmerer’s engagement with Potawatomi shows us how the language we 

use defines how we see the world we inhabit and our position within in it. In 

English, as with most modern languages, the pronoun ‘it’ is differentiated from the 

pronouns ‘he/she’. In contrast, Potawatomi has what Kimmerer describes as a 

“grammar of animacy” (55), in which the living world, including what the English 

language would class as “inanimate” (tree, pebble, mountain), is addressed in the 

same way as family members. “Because” as Kimmerer explains, “they are our 

family” (55). We are human within a more-than-human family. 

By shifting from the dominant language form, in this case from English to 

Potawatomi, we shift the human from the centre and recognise the space we co-habit 

as being more-than-human, populated by animacy that exists outside of our 

containers, our language(s) and dominant modes of communication. Birgit Spengler 
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and Babette Bärbel Tischleder speak of “the diverse life forms and rich more-than- 

human ‘cultures’ of our multispecies world” (12). For Anna Tsing et al., the curators 

and editors of the digital project Feral Atlas, “every event in human history has been 

a more-than-human event”. The Feral Atlas project is an online collaboration with 

scientists, humanists, and artists that explores the “ecologies that have been 

encouraged by human-built infrastructures, but which have developed and spread 

beyond human control” (Tsing et al.). In the online introduction the editors elaborate 

on their notion of human history being intrinsically a more-than-human history. 

When hunter-gatherers burn the land, they cooperate with herbs that seed 

quickly and grasses that sprout after fires, attracting game. Inside us, 

intestinal bacteria make it possible for us to digest our food. Other things, 

living and non-living, make it possible to be human. Yet powerful habits of 

thought over the last centuries have made this statement less than obvious. 

With the arrival of the idea of the Anthropocene, we move away from such 

thinking to reconsider how human and nonhuman histories are inextricably 

intertwined (Tsing et al). 

While I dispute the separation here between human and nonhuman and 

instead lean into Kimmerer’s preference for a collective animacy, the editors of 

Feral Atlas are thinking ‘ecosystemically’. Our “powerful habits of thought”, most 

notably for Tsing et al. defined as a “problem with words”, encourages a 

separationist world view in which human history is elevated above the more-than- 

human world. This PhD project is an exploration of multimodality in the form of a 

disrupted hybridity of image and text, which like Potawatomi gives the more-than- 

human world a space to be and the agency to break free of the bounds our “powerful 

habits of thought” (Tsing et al.) have placed around it. The following three chapters   
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in conjunction with The Dark Lit Up are an exploration of non-hierarchical narrative 

hybridity, which speaks to an understanding of the space we share as being more- 

than-human and of which we are intrinsically connected. 

The idea for ecosystemic writing developed in serendipitous parallel to an 

essay by Elvia Wilk, which appeared online in ArtForum during the COVID 

pandemic. With the pandemic necessitating months of restricted movement and 

government ‘lockdowns’ there are accounts of people experiencing a newfound 

sense of community from that period. Wilk defines this as a “totally novel feeling-in- 

common”, which gave her a sense of being part of a wider, more interconnected 

system. She goes on to write, “when we are asked to ‘flatten the curve’ or wear 

masks outdoors, we are asked to see ourselves as both individuals with agency and a 

collective whose influence is only made en masse. We are asked to see our 

microcosms as elements constituting a macrocosm. We are made ecosystemic.” 

From here, Wilk develops the idea of what she calls “ecosystemic thinking” based on 

the notion of an ecosystem as being “a tangled web of humans and non-humans 

alike.” Similarly to Tsing et al. and the FeralAtlas project, Wilk is thinking 

‘ecosystemically’ yet still maintaining the binary encoding of human and non- 

human. To use Kimmerer’s term, there is evidence here of the more-than-human 

world being trapped “between these shores” (55) of language. To think 

‘ecosystemically’ is to explore beyond our narrative boundaries. 

The subtle, but inherent, bias in the language used is particularly interesting 

in the context of Wilk’s focus on the relative positioning of protagonist to setting 

within contemporary climate fiction. In Wilk’s terms, the protagonist as figure is 

portrayed within their environment, referred to as ground. She argues that “only a 

perspective shift in terms of figure and ground can adequately portray the
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interconnectedness that has led the world to this cataclysm, the interconnectedness 

that neoliberal capitalism continues to violently deny.” For Wilk, Jeff Van der 

Meer’s Southern Reach trilogy and Richard Powers’ Overstory “recast the traditional 

figure-ground narrative structure where a person acts against the backdrop of the 

world.” Christopher Manes approaches this idea more broadly in noting that “nature 

has grown silent in our discourse, shifting from an animistic to symbolic presence, 

from voluble subject to mute object” (17). I agree with Wilk and Manes that the 

figure/ground dynamic and relative positioning is an important element of enquiry 

and exploration and that addressing this imbalance is a necessary response. As 

Corinne Donly notes, climate change is not “a singular, temporal event … it must be 

seen as a condition that humankind dwells within” (3). Hence a move among those 

climate-engaged writers towards a ‘bringing forward’ of the ground or at least a 

move in some way towards an engagement with the environment of the narrative 

beyond merely setting or background. 

However, in addition to this rebalancing or repositioning, narrative arts can 

also look to challenge the dominant narrative modes, what Axel Goodbody and 

Adeline Johns-Putra call our “habits of thought” (2019, 237). In general, these 

adopted ‘habits’ encourage a siloed, unimodal approach. Prose remains distinct from 

comics, the drawn image is different from photography, and so on. While there are 

examples of hybridity across these narrative modes, they still tend to maintain a 

separation on the page and/or in the narrative. To think and write ecosystemically is 

to allow the narrative modes to interact, contradict, interrupt, and contribute to each 

other, as within a natural ecosystem. 

The more-than-human world is not binary but relational. It is not contained 

nor containable but messy and contradictory. It is not one single thing but many, 
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interrelated animate agents. Speaking to such complexity and relationality requires 

more than thinking ‘ecosystemically’, more than repositioning figure in relation to 

ground. It requires, what Andre Francisco Pilon describes as, “an integrated 

theoretical and practical holistic proposal” (13). To think and write ecosystemically 

requires an exploration of ways of speaking holistically to this messiness and 

contradiction, the ‘inter-relationality’ of human as integrated into the-more-than- 

human world. 

This notion of integration is at the heart of the ecosystem concept as it 

originated within the science of Ecology in 1935. Botanist and pioneer of the 

science, Alfred George Tansley developed the proposal for “a holistic and 

integrative ecological concept that combined living organisms and the physical 

environment into a system” (qtd. In Golley, 8). Kimmerer would argue against the 

distinction here between living organisms and the physical environment and while 

Tansley’s notion of the more-than-human world as an interrelated system has helped 

shape a deeper understanding of the more-than-human world, it maintains a 

distinction between ‘nature’ and ‘human’. 

Perhaps understandably in a world defined in binary terms, there remains a 

tendency across narrative art for the human (as figure) to be made distinct from the 

more-than-human (as setting or ground). In contrast, Paul Huebener makes the point 

that “resisting the assumption that the human world is separate from nature is an 

important task of the environmental humanities” (335). Huebener, along with Wilk 

and others within ecocriticism, is calling for an inclusive, even desegregated, 

literature with the roles of the human and more-than-human rebalanced. In response, 

I am advocating for an allowance of ‘space’ for the more-than-human world within 

the narrative mode and story. By giving the more-than-human world the ‘space to 
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roam’ within the narrative, the human (as figure) can be reintegrated into the setting, 

not as singular or separate but part of this much greater whole. 

While Tansley’s concept was an important paradigm shift in ecological and 

popular thought, it remains a paradigm understood on a human scale and so will 

remain limited in some way. Robert O’Neill reminds us that Tansley’s paradigm 

remains “a product of the human mind’s limited ability to understand the complexity 

of the real world” (3276). In classifying the more-than-human world as a system, or 

even a system of systems, we are still attempting to capture it within the shores of 

our language, the boundaries of our understanding. The more-than-human world 

remains undeniably, perhaps even unintelligibly, complex. “In the case of ecological 

systems,” O’Neill explains, “we are faced with hundreds to thousands of interacting 

populations. The systems vary through time in complex ways, and they are spatially 

heterogeneous at every scale” (3276). Despite these complexities, the ecosystemic 

concept remains the dominant model of understanding the ‘inter-relationality’ 

throughout the more-than-human world and it remains a useful encapsulation of an 

undeniable complexity. 

Tansley’s development of the ecosystem concept was, in part, due to what 

Frank Golley refers to as “a conceptual argument that divided plant community 

ecology into two opposing camps” (8). There is a parallel here between the historical 

divides within ecological science and the often-physical separations placed between 

the modes used across the narrative arts. From their classification by booksellers and 

publishers to the physical divisions on the page—be it white space, line markings, or 

asterisks—the narrative arts tend to remain distinct, ‘boundaried’ camps separated by 

their ‘nature.’ Put another way, our “habits of thought” (Tsing et al.), from our 

systems and codes, the language we use, maintain separationist thinking within the 
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narrative arts. Is it a comic? Is it a novel? Is it sequential art or a photo book? Is it all 

these things and none of them? 

What I am proposing is, in some way, a Tansleyian review of these narrative 

modes, in order to see them not as separate, and separated, but as part of a greater 

whole with potential for ‘inter-relationality’ and exchange. However, Tansley’s 

ecosystem principal is a system of coding, a meaning-making exercise, meant to, as 

Golley reminds us, “provide order in the complex and multidimensional science of 

ecology” (167). While the notion of ecosystem within ecology is a reminder of the 

importance of interspecies interaction and impact, it can be accused of rationalising 

‘the wild’, of forcing order and extracting agency from the living, animate world. As 

an illustration, imagine a sculptured and manicured garden. For Phil Macnaghten and 

John Urry, gardens are intended to “convey civilised images of a now-tamed nature” 

(113). However, as Camille Paglia reminds us in Sexual Persona, “nature is a primal 

power, coarse and turbulent” (3). There is a parallel here between the garden, as a 

system of ordering/taming, of giving meaning to an otherwise turbulent mess, and 

the notion of an ecosystem, which attempts to ‘freeze’ the melting flux of nature into 

a system of reasonable cause and effect. While it is an important notion and I do not 

wish to understate the importance of seeing the more-than-human world as 

interrelated and interdependent, it remains a system of ordering. 

To think ‘ecosystemically’, ecosystemic writing borrows the Tansleyian 

notion of a web of interrelated elements and yet it remains open and accepting of a 

natural disorder or disruption from the more-than-human world. As Pieter 

Vermeulen explains, “life is precisely that which cannot simply be subsumed under 

formal patterns, orders, and rhythms, [it is] a force that resists even as it encounters 

form” (11). Ecosystemic writing is an attempt to speak to this resistance, to embrace 
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the notion of an ecosystemic inter-relationality between narrative modes while 

disrupting the ordered, and ordering, systems inherent within these narrative modes. 

In effect, ecosystemic writing offers a way to break the lines, to disrupt linearity, to 

abstract, in accordance with what Donly calls “relational and ecosystemic ways of 

constructing stories” (7). To this end, ecosystemic writing can be read as speaking 

directly to the disordering impact of the climate crisis. 

As Wilk has discussed, writing fiction in response to the climate crisis 

requires a rebalancing of figure to ground, human to more-than-human. However, at 

the same time, there has been an acceptance and acknowledgement of what Andreas 

Malm and Alf Hornberg describe as “the standard Anthropocene narrative,” (63) 

which is that of “large-scale human modification of the Earth System” (63). The key 

here is the use of the term ‘human modification.’ While climate fiction is attempting 

to readdress the balance and promote the more-than-human from out of the role of 

subordinate or passive background, popular understanding of the crisis (as led by the 

sciences) is doubling down on the importance and agency of the human ‘actor’. The 

acknowledgement of the human responsibility and agency behind the crisis has been  

vital for the proliferation of environmental movements and the developing 

involvement and action from governments. However, in persisting with what Malm 

and Hornberg identify as the “popularisation of Anthropocene thinking” (63), we are 

in danger of solidifying a view of ourselves as primary, front-and-centre among a 

disenfranchised nonhuman world. In thinking and writing ‘ecosystemically’ across 

narrative modes, allowing for a disruption and abstraction of order, ecosystemic 

writing can continue the work of Powers, Van der Meer, Ghosh, Kingsolver, and 

many other climate fiction writers in addressing the relative positions of the human 

and the more-than-human within narrative fiction while allowing for more-than- 
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human agency that may not support the narrative or plot. Put another way, 

ecosystemic writing does not force the animate world to conform to the driving 

system of the narrative, the plot. It aims to allow space for the more-than-human to 

‘just be’. 

Across popular media and news outlets, climate events and natural disasters 

have often served as proxies for the wider climate emergency. Events such as 

unseasonable hurricanes or flash floods are held up as exemplars of climate change 

when, in fact, the crisis is largely a silent and insidious violence felt on a macro level 

across time and space. Barbara Adam writes that “a large proportion of the processes 

associated with the most difficult environmental problems tend to be inaccessible to 

the senses, invisible until they materialise as symptoms” (12). It is these symptoms 

that, for the most part, have dominated the climate narrative. As Adam Trexler notes, 

climate narratives have tended to take one of two forms; the story occurs in a 

“distant future when the catastrophic effects of climate change have already taken 

place” or to familiar cities within the United States or Europe, which are thrust into 

the “plausible but unpredictable idea of sudden climatic change” (Mediating 2). In 

Trexler’s view this binary exploration of climate change is ubiquitous. There are 

examples of the first of the two forms, where the catastrophe has already taken place, 

ranging from Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2006) to Jeff Lemire’s serialised comic 

Sweet Tooth (2009-2013). The second of the two forms, in which the catastrophe 

occurs as a single, sudden event in the story, are most common across mainstream 

cinema from 2012 (2009) to The Day After Tomorrow (2004). The reality of climate 

change is that it is neither the spectacle of storms and floods nor is it some distant 

prognostication. 
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The impacts of climate change are also not limited to the familiar cities of the 

United States or Europe. Nor are they evenly experienced within those cities. In fact, 

as Malm and Hornberg articulate, there are “realities of differentiated vulnerability 

on all scales of human society” (66). Referencing specific and recent examples, they 

write “witness Katrina in black and white neighbourhoods of New Orleans, or Sandy 

in Haiti and Manhattan, or sea level rise in Bangladesh and the Netherlands, or 

practically any other impact, direct or indirect, of climate change” (66). It is 

important for climate fiction to engage with this tendency to shift narratives in time 

and space in favour of the familiar. As a result, The Dark Lit Up is set outside of the 

familiar Anglo-American locations Trexler has identified and is engaged with 

questions of the impact of climate change on those traditionally marginalised 

communities. 

I feel it is also important to engage with the power of spectacle and in the 

Western Cape region, the setting for The Dark Lit Up, wildfires are a spectacular 

reminder of the power of environmental catastrophe on a region. The Dark Lit Up 

explores the role of spectacle in climate fiction through fire but fire is the second of 

the two primary, non-human antagonists. Drought stands as a proxy for the 

complexity and slow, insidious nature of climate change. Fire is a direct threat, 

almost cinematic in its status as event, and within The Dark Lit Up it serves as a 

proxy for the popular narrative structure that has the protagonist in battle with the 

wild or threatening nature. (See pg. 127–128). A conflict model often described in 

film narrative theory as “man versus nature” (Lamb 122). By engaging with this 

narrative trope, The Dark Lit Up is engaging with the wider question of how climate 

change is narrated and by extension how this affects our understanding of the crisis 

and our role within it. 
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Fire is a feature of our collective pasts as well. It is an element that has 

brought us together and taken us forward. In fact, for Malm and Hornberg “the path 

to the fossil economy was laid down when our hominid ancestors once upon a time 

learned to control fire” (66). Fire has shaped our past and our present and it will do 

the same for our future. For Stephen Pyne this is enough justification to argue 

against the concept of Anthropocene in favour of the term Pyrocene, an age, not of 

humankind, but of fire. Daniel Immerwahr goes so far as to claim that fire has 

“changed our relationship with time”. For Immerwahr, we can no longer profess to 

live only in the present. The past, present, and future exist as an ecosystem of their 

own, interwoven through our actions; “we excavate plant matter from the deep past, 

burn it in the present, and send its byproducts wafting into an uncertain future” 

(Immerwahr). Fire in The Dark Lit Up is a proxy for climate change as spectacle and 

a reflection of our tendency to visualise climate change through the imagery of fire, a 

burning earth, forest fires, and reddened skies. It is also a reminder that our 

experience of climate change cannot be projected only onto the future, nor can it be 

understood simply as the events of our present day. Like fire, the climate crisis has 

changed our relationship with time. 

Our experience of climate change is directly influenced by our collective and 

personal memories and that memory remains largely created and curated by the 

visual image. I propose that this web of time and memory, which determines our 

experience and understanding of climate change and biodiversity loss, is at the heart 

of what Michaela Fenske and Martha Norkunas call “the complex story of the 

entanglements of life” (105), which climate fiction must grapple with. My response 

is ecosystemic writing. In addition to affording the writer a hybrid format more 

suited to the scale and complexity of climate change, it empowers the ecosystemic 
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writer to explore how the creation and curation of memory affects our understanding 

of the present and determines our future, particularly in the context of a greatly 

changed and diminished world. Chapter three explores this question in more detail 

and with particular focus on the intersection of memory studies, trauma studies, and 

photography within the context of climate fiction. In part, the complexity we 

experience in communicating climate change is born out of the role of memory, 

including inherited memory or what Marianne Hirsch calls ‘postmemory’, 

particularly in our narrativization of environmental loss. The Dark Lit Up uses 

photography, particularly non-illustrative personal/family photographs, to explore 

the connection between memory and our experience of the climate crisis; an example 

of ecosystemic writing. 

Timothy Morton notes that “the ecological era we find ourselves in—whether 

we like it or not and whether we recognise it or not—makes necessary a searching 

revaluation of philosophy, politics, and art” (159). This PhD project and its proposal 

of a new form of hybrid writing was born out of a response to a personal loss 

experienced in the context of a wider, even global, loss that triggered my own 

searching revaluation. My response is ecosystemic writing, which I argue can offer 

an approach that provides space for the more-than-human to speak as it will and to 

explore our relationship to time and memory within the context of our decentralised 

and destabilised world. The multi-modality of ecosystemic writing with The Dark Lit 

Up, moving between comics and prose and between non-illustrative and non- 

sequential photography, can create an ecosystem of interrelationships, 

disagreements, and disconnections. John Bateman notes that with any multi- 

modality, “the value of a combination of different modes of meaning can be worth 

more than the information (whatever that might be) that we get from the modes 
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when used alone” (6). As with any ecological ecosystem, the total is more than the 

sum of its parts. 

Some critics, such as Stef Craps and Rick Crownshaw, have expressed doubt 

towards “the novel’s ability to meet the representational challenges posed by the 

pressing planetary problem of climate change” (1). There is no doubt that, as Pieter 

Vermeulen notes, “climate change constitutes a formal challenge to the customary 

rhythms, patterns, and scales of the novel” (9). The traditional novel is a powerful 

tool of formal exploration and has responded to cultural and social challenges 

throughout its history. However, we have been “thrown into a situation of urgent 

interconnectedness,” writes Claire Colebrook, and we must respond “against a 

complex multiplicity of diverging forces and timelines that exceed any manageable 

point of view” (Framing 53). The solution, I propose, is what Roman Bartosch and 

others call theorising “through literature” (6) and, as such, the novel The Dark Lit 

Up. 

Christopher Manes writes that “as we contemplate the fin de siècle 

environmental ruins that stretch out before us, we can at least be clear about one 

thing: the time has come for our culture to politely change the subject” (19). The 

subject, I argue, is the human standing at the centre of a silenced world. We must 

move to decentralise the human figure and to bring the more-than-human back into 

the conversation. We must speak to the role of memory and time in our 

understanding of this great crisis of our past, present, and future. We must take note 

of the day the dark lit up and find a way to speak if the words are not enough. This is 

ecosystemic writing. 
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Chapter 1 

Too Big, Too Small, Too Far Away 

Climate Change and the Scale of the Challenge for Narrative Fiction 
 

 
The oldest known organism in the world is a bristlecone pine in the White 

Mountains of California. This ancient pine is over 5,000 years old. Its life spans a 

period of unprecedented change in the world. In a reversal of the figure-ground 

dynamic discussed in Wilk’s essay on ecosystemic thinking, Paul Huebener charts 

the tree’s life against the backdrop of human history, from prehistoric construction 

through to digital documentation. He writes, the tree “sprouted as a seedling several 

centuries before the construction of the earliest Egyptian pyramids, and it is now 

listed in an online database that counts its age while keeping its exact location a 

secret” (333-4). The secrecy is for the pine’s own protection, and it means that by far 

the vast majority of earth’s human inhabitants will never see our planet’s most 

ancient resident. In fact, only a handful of scientists and conservationists are able to 

point to its precise location on a map. On top of that, only a subset of that group, 

those trained in dendrochronology, would be able to accurately confirm the pine’s 

age. Most humans will never see, touch, or be able to verify this fact; this ancient 

bristlecone pine only exists in the word and record of a self-selecting group of 

specialised gatekeepers. The rest of us will only ever access this tree, this organism 

living beyond our comprehension, through what has been recorded: the online 

database and photographic, or possibly video, image. (See fig. 1.1). Outside of this 

documentation, and the word of that small group of people who have seen and can 

verify the tree’s age, we have no access to it ourselves other than through what is 

recorded and narrated for us. In short, the only way we can create any sort of mental 
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image of this ancient being is through a multi-modal viewing, a hybrid of 

information that includes visual as well as text-based evidence. And even then, we 

are constructing a narrative, an imaginative mythology. The tree does not exist in 

any accessible spatial-temporal reality. It does not exist without narrative. 

 

Fig. 1.1 Methuselah Tree, Bristlecone pine. (Chao Yen). 
 

 
Timothy Morton argues that we are increasingly asked to think and visualise 

on a scale previously inaccessible to us and that this is only possible because of 

technological developments (Dark Ecology 25). The result, concludes Morton, is that 

we must acknowledge that “we live on more timescales than we can grasp” (23). Just 

as we are only ever witness to the top third of any tree, with the other two thirds 

hidden beneath the ground (Wohlleben and Bernard 23), much of the more-than- 

human world exists outside of our quotidian reality. Paul Huebener uses the 

bristlecone pine, in fact, as a reference point for the differing scales of the more- 

than-human world. He writes, “while the bristlecone pine is among the slowest of all 

organisms, it also participates, minute by minute, in the same ecological world that 

enacts the faster, sometimes astonishingly rapid, temporalities of hurricanes, forest 



Scott 27 
 

fires, and electrons” (333-334). Trees are a convenient and illuminating metaphor in 

this context. Tim Ingold, for example, sees this same temporal variance in a simple 

pear tree. As he explains, “the temporal rhythms of a pear tree range from its solid 

trunk, which presides immobile over the passage of human generations, to the much 

more rapid growth and decay of foliage” (168). Ingold’s example here reminds us 

that temporal variance exists within a single tree. We do not need to look further or 

compare vastly different entities; our own bodies contain the same variance. The 

physical body ages and decays on a greatly different timescale from that of a synapse 

firing in the brain as it processes visual information. While Morton talks broadly 

about how the range of this variance is made accessible through modern 

computational power, it is not simply the technology but how that technology has 

been used, specifically the technology of the photograph or data visualisation and the 

rapid and widespread distribution of these images. It is through this application of 

modern computational advancements that the variances in time are narrativized. 

Take, for example, Ingold’s use of the term ‘rapid’ in relation to the growth and 

decay of foliage. While this change is directly witnessable, or more specifically the 

outcomes of these changes are witnessable in that we can see that the tree has 

changed colour, we cannot see it changing in front of us. To see that change we must 

rely on the combination of visual reference and memory or technological aids, such 

as a time-lapse camera, which can ‘contract’ time into witnessable change. This is 

Ingold’s “rapid growth” converted into our temporal reality. 

These contrasts in relative times play out directly in our experience of 

climate change. David Wood writes: “if my tree is dying, I notice. But the earth 

slowly dying is not obvious, not something I can see at a glance out of my window 

… There is a gap between what I can see and what may really be happening” (33). 
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Wood can acknowledge the passing of the tree for he has memory of the tree before 

it was dying; however, he cannot see how other apple trees, outside of his local area, 

are dying or, say, how increases in droughts affect the quality and quantity of the 

apple harvest. Moreover, he certainly cannot see from out his window the wider 

implications of these changes on communities, human and more-than-human, near 

and far. He can only rely on what he can access in his spatial-temporal reality and 

compare that to what records he has, either in memory or physical archive, of what 

came before. 

Without access to data or visual technology, such as a photograph, we must 

rely on memory. Only through the mind’s eye can we look at a pear or apple tree and 

see change by comparing what we see today to what we remember from yesterday, 

or perhaps what we have recorded. Without an event, a marked visible change such 

as the tree falling, we can only witness this “rapid change” through comparison; 

comparison requires some form of memory, be it human, as in cognitive memory, or 

mechanical, as in photographic or statistical. 

Only on those rare occasions when the various timescales of the more-than- 

human world collapses into a moment of human understanding—a volcano erupts, 

an ice-shelf snaps, a coastal rock formation falls—can we call direct witness. One 

day that bristlecone pine in the White Mountains of California will fall and, for that 

precise moment when the change is accessible by the human senses (for those able to 

access it spatially) its life will be brought into direct human understanding. In that 

moment, it will exist on the same temporal scale as the human world. In that 

instance, it operates like a narrative event, a ‘beat’ in a screenplay. The challenge 

and opportunity for any writer of climate fiction is how to write a narrative that 

speaks to the slow and fast times of a living ecosystem such as the bristlecone pine 
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without reducing that system to a moment or keeping it locked within a momentless 

static state, as mere scenery. 

Events such as unseasonable storms, flash floods, and heatwaves occur on a 

human scale; we track a storm over days, map heatwaves to weekends and summer 

holidays. These events are moments, ‘beats’, on a human timeline. The pine is a 

reminder of the scale of the more-than-human world, extending far beyond our 

quotidian concerns. Daniel Immerwahr speaks to this directly, with fire as the 

example. In the case of fires, the impacts to communities (human and more-than- 

human alike) are more complex, more insidious and subtle, and ultimately more 

impactful than the direct damage caused by the flames. He describes the scene: 

Picture a dangerous fire and you’re likely to imagine a thicket of tall trees 

blazing in a drought-stricken climate. But a more accurate image is 

smouldering peat or scrub burning by a tropical logging road. The real threat 

isn’t catching fire, but the slow violence of breathing bad air. You’ve got a 

hacking cough, your father suffers a stroke and you watch your daughter— 

short for her age—leave school a year early. 

The Dark Lit Up uses the arrival of a wildfire into the narratives as proxy for 

the narrative arts’ tendency to reduce climate change to singular, catastrophic events. 

Yet, fire also exists in the form it takes in Immerwahr’s description; fire as a slow 

violence that affects communities over an extended period. 

The scene that Immerwahr is asking us to imagine is the reality of what 

Saffron O’Neill calls the “wicked nature of climate change” (261); it is a slow 

violence that may be overlooked. The notion of climate change as being a slow 

violence is from Rob Nixon’s analysis of the impacts of climate change on 

marginalised communities across the world, Slow Violence and the 
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Environmentalism of the Poor. As Nixon explains, “slow violence” means “a 

violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that 

is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed 

as violence at all” (2). Nixon associates the experience of climate change with other 

more localised environmental disasters such as radiation poisoning in the Chernobyl 

area or inner-city air pollutants stunting children’s lung growth.1 While this is a 

useful comparison in some respects, it is another example of how weather events—at 

best analogy or proxy—dominate the climate change narrative. Relying on event- 

based telling does not meet what Barbara Adam calls the “striking temporal 

characteristics of [the] contemporary environmental phenomena” as the scale of the 

crisis ranges “from pollution and degradation of the environment to radiation and the 

disruption of the endocrine systems in all species” (11). For Ursula Heise the scale of 

the phenomenon challenges the limits of the traditional novel and communicating the 

crisis effectively “requires the articulation of connections between events at vastly 

different scales” (qtd. in Trexler, Anthropocene 77). The challenge is finding stories 

and story modes that can speak to the diverse and competing scales of the more- 

than-human world. For Axel Goodbody and Adeline Johns-Putra: 

In order to capture the complexity of the challenges that climate change 

poses to individuals and societies, climate change novels must meet the many 

representational challenges mounted by climate change, confronting not just 

the invisibility of climate as opposed to weather, but also the gulfs between 

the standard, quantitative discourses of climate and the imaginative language 

of literature, as well as between the unprecedented scale of climate change 

effects and the human dimensions of fiction. (229) 
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That the oldest living organism is a bristlecone pine in the White Mountains 

of California, that is a quantitative scientific fact. That in 1964 Donald Rusk Currey 

cut down its predecessor, the oldest tree known at the time, to retrieve his tree corer 

is a story. It is a specific point of action on the human spatially and temporally scale; 

an event, a spectacle, that puts the more-than-human narrative onto a scale that is 

comprehensible and familiar for an audience. The reliance on spectacle within 

popular narratives is in line with Claire Colebrook’s observations. For Colebrook, 

“the human animal or human eye is torn between spectacle (or captivation by the 

mere present) and speculation (ranging beyond the present at the cost of its own 

life)” (54). It follows, therefore, that the majority of climate-related fiction, 

particularly in popular or mass-marketed media, has focussed on spectacle (most 

notably through the disaster movie) or speculation (most often as dystopian 

projections in the science fiction genre). 

The challenge for narratives focussed on the contemporary environmental 

crisis and particularly on the reality of the disparate impacts of climate change across 

place and time, is that it is, as Nixon claims, “spectacle deficient” (47). So, while the 

insertion or centring of spectacle is, perhaps, understandable an events-based 

narrative remains representative of only one side of the contemporary experience. It 

is reductive and not representative of the full scale and impact of this emergency 

across regions and generations. The question for the contemporary fiction writer 

concerned with the accurate and truthful communication of climate change, is how to 

narrativize the non-spectacle while staying within the present and away from 

speculation. As Adam Trexler writes, “the first hurdle faced by a novelist is to 

construct a fictional space where climate change presents itself as an immediate 
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problem” (Anthropocene 77). The second hurdle, I would add, is to depict the 

climate crisis without reducing it to spectacle. 

Communicating the climate crisis through fiction is also not only a question 

of the temporal scale, of spectacle (as event) and speculation (as projection). The 

crisis exists across a large and disparate spatial scale as well. Jeremy Hess et al. note 

that “the effects anticipated with climate change will not have a uniform spatial 

distribution, and place will be a major exposure determinant” (468). This lack of a 

uniformity of experience is a reminder too of Trexler’s observation of a spatial bias 

within contemporary climate fiction. As Trexler notes, contemporary climate novels 

often neglect marginalised areas in favour of what he calls “familiar cities” 

(Mediating 2), the major cities of Europe and the United States. Just as condensing 

the temporal scale in favour of an event-based narrative provides for a more 

cinematic and conventional narrative-fitting solution, the condensing of the spatial 

scale down to ‘recognised’ cities has allowed climate narratives to look away from 

the diverse and disproportionate reality of the crisis. 

The scale and complexity of the climate crisis means that we do not 

experience the crisis in its entirety. As Timothy Morton notes, the crisis is largely 

“invisible to humans for stretches of time” (Hyperobjects 1) and so “cannot be 

directly seen, but it can be thought and computed” (3). Mertens and Craps support 

Morton’s observations in their claim that “we cannot even see or experience global 

warming directly, but only the local and temporal manifestations of this vast entity 

… a hot summer or long periods of rain are not the hyperobject global warming 

itself” (Mertens and Craps 136). Mertens and Craps are drawing on Morton’s thesis 

of hyperobjects, objects he describes in part as being “massively distributed in time 

and space” (1). In attributing the climate crisis the position of hyperobject, Morton,  
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Mertens, and Craps are positioning the crisis as being consistent with the legacy of 

objects as distinct as polystyrene take-away boxes or plutonium, objects that exist on 

a timescale massively extended in comparison to human life. Morton argues that 

these “‘hyperobjects’ will be our lasting legacy” (The Ecological Thought 130). The 

climate crisis is not only on a timescale that “so massively distributed we can’t 

directly grasp [it] empirically” (Morton, Dark Ecology 11), it shares other features of 

the hyperobject, not least the sense of the ‘uncanny’ (Morton’s term) in that it can 

just as easily cause a freak heatwave as it can an unusually cool storm. As with all 

hyperobjects, climate change remains unreal while existing on a scale we cannot 

grasp.  

As Colebrook has identified, the response in narrative fiction tends to be a 

reliance on spectacle or speculation. The spectacle of “local and temporal 

manifestations” (Mertens and Craps 136) or speculation in which the impacts of this 

“vast entity” (Mertens and Craps 136) are projected forwards into a future state. The 

challenge, and opportunity, for writers of climate fiction is how to capture the scale 

and complexity of this ‘hyperobject’ within a contemporary context. I propose that 

the benefit of seeing the climate crisis as ‘hyperobject’ is that in understanding it as 

stretching beyond the quotidian, even beyond our lives, we understand it as having 

no regard for boundaries, human or otherwise. 

Climate narratives can move beyond the localised and event-based to explore 

new ways to speak to the crisis. The challenge is a challenge of form, of recognising 

and exploring what Pieter Vermeulen calls the “insufficiency of traditional modes of 

expression and representation” (9). This is where ecosystemic writing can respond as 

it engages directly, through form, with these traditional modes of expression, and 

explores how they might interact when combined into a hybrid system. Most  
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importantly, it is an example of how a hybrid system, which is not bound by the 

boundaries of these traditional modes, may speak back to Vermeulen’s notion of 

‘insufficiency’ while, at the same time, speaking forward in a new voice to the scale 

and complexity of climate change. The development of a new mode of hybridity, 

which works without boundaries while engaging in the legacy of these boundaries, 

can be one response to how the narrativization of anthropogenic climate change has, 

as Trexler describes it, kept the crisis “an abstract, remote prognostication” 

(Anthropocene 75). 

To date, the response to the challenge of narrativizing the climate crisis as 

‘hyperobject’ has been a reversion to type with a centring of the human over the 

more-than-human. For Stef Craps and Rick Crownshaw, the favouring of human 

drama is “at odds with the scale, complexity and the multiple and nonhuman 

contexts involved” (3). For Scott McCloud our inclination towards human-centred 

narratives is fundamental to human nature. He declares: “humans love humans! They 

can’t get enough of themselves. They crave the company of humans, they value the 

opinions of humans—and they love hearing stories about humans” 

(60). For McCloud, who thinks and communicates through visual metaphor, our 

fixation with the human can be seen in something as simple as our inclination to see 

a human form in even the slightest visual hint. In Understanding Comics, a comics- 

based examination of the comics form, McCloud demonstrates our tendency towards 

face pareidolia when seeing even something as simple as two black dots and a 

straight line or what may otherwise look like nothing but a rough scribble. A bias 

towards the human, form and character, is an unavoidable thread across the narrative 

arts; we have always created and shared stories about humans for humans. 

Without the “grammar of animacy” (Kimmerer 55) present within indigenous 
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languages like Potawatomi, our dominant languages carry a bias towards the 

exclusion of the more-than-human. This is the nature of the language we use to tell 

our stories. Timothy Clark argues that as “language is a decisive human 

environment… its currently dominant forms can rightly be called an environmental 

problem” (46). By limiting ourselves to the ordering systems of these dominant 

forms we are excluding the more-than-human. This idea echoes Rebecca Raglon and 

Marian Scholtmeijer’s assertion that “the environmental crisis is a crisis of meaning” 

(261). Clark goes further to argue that that all language is “solely a convention for 

representation and control” (51) and while I dispute the claim that all language is a 

convention for control (Kimmerer’s observations around the Potawatomi language 

stand as counterpoint) there is merit in Clark’s claims that “modern people ... find 

themselves locked in a culture for which discourse is seen as exclusively human” 

(51). Clark’s reading is that by excluding the voice(s) of the more-than-human, we 

are controlling the more-than-human world through exclusion. Here David Abram’s 

exploration of the exclusionary myth of human specialness is particularly relevant. 

“By denying that birds and other animals have their own styles of speech, by 

insisting that the river has no real voice and that the ground itself is mute, we stifle 

our direct experience” (263). The answer, for Abram and Clark, is an exploration of 

different modes of language (Clark 51) to “respond to the speech of the things 

themselves” (Abram 273). Ecosystemic writing can explore these different modes of 

language and their interactions to allow for the more-than-human to re-enter the 

story. This will be explored in more detail in chapter two alongside examples from 

The Dark Lit Up. 

A rebalancing of the traditional figure-ground dynamic within the narrative 

arts would go some way to allowing space for the more-than-human to ‘speak for 
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itself’. That is not to say that we can assume the ‘voice’ of the animal, tree or river. 

There is an ethical argument against any such assumption. Rather, by rebalancing the 

figure-ground dynamic the narrative arts may, at least, acknowledge the presence of 

these different voices. To do so, the more-than-human world must be ‘promoted’ out 

of its traditionally subservient role. By this, I mean that the more-than-human world 

tends to appear in narrative fiction as either passive background (woodland, hillside, 

wilderness), thematic device (desolate moors, lonely island, romantic cliffs) or 

antagonistic circumstance (storm, flood, fire). Against this, the human protagonist is 

cast, to act, enact, or react to external stimulants. To respond to the scale and 

complexity of the climate crisis we must allow for the more-than-human to just be 

without being something or meaning something.The desire for fiction to speak with 

the more-than-human world rather than be about or purely be situated within it, 

echoes the deep ecology movement’s desire for a readdressing of how the human is 

seen within nature. As early as 1973, Arne Naess identified a distinction between 

what he termed the Shallow Ecology Movement and the Deep Ecology Movement 

as: 

The Shallow Ecology movement: Fight against pollution and resource 

depletion. Central objective: the health and affluence of people in the 

developed countries. 

The Deep Ecology movement: Rejection of the man-in-environment image in 

favour of the relational, total-field image. Organisms as knots in the 

biospherical net or field of intrinsic relations. (original emphasis, 1) 

With its central objective being the health and wealth of people, the Shallow 

Ecology Movement remains anthropocentric. Within the Shallow Ecology 

Movement, the more-than-human world is prescribed the role of provider (for the  
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human) and so must be protected (for the human). This notion of the more-than- 

human as only provider has an impact on how climate change is perceived. If the 

more-than-human is to be protected only for its role as provider, then the emphasis 

on the response to climate change will be on its symptoms, the specific events, 

which could affect its role as provider and its threat to human life. Put another way, 

the Shallow Ecology Movement will focus its attention on the spectacle of a flood or 

drought, which devastate an annual harvest, a fire or storm, which destroys property, 

and so on. A shallow view sees only what Julie Doyle calls the “symptoms” of 

climate change (Here Today 2). Similarly, contemporary climate fiction remains 

largely fixed upon these symptoms, in some part as proxy for a wider crisis, but 

equally as often as the crisis itself. This is a shallow narrative view. In contrast, the 

Deep Ecology Movement builds on Tansley’s notion of ecosystem but with special 

focus on reintegrating the human into the environment— not as spectator, bystander, 

or primary agent, but as a partner in the “biospherical net or field of intrinsic 

relations” (Naess 1). Neil Evernden notes that the Deep Ecological Movement 

“concerns itself with the underlying roots of the environmental crisis rather than 

simply its physical manifestation” (102). 

Communicating the crisis in this way, as deeply layered and intersecting, is a 

challenge to both ecology science and the narrative arts. 

A popular solution to the challenge of deep ecological representation, 

particularly within the news media and alongside data visualisations within science 

publishing, is the use of photography. Doyle writes extensively on “the visualisation 

of climate change through photography” (130). Doyle claims that the visualisation of 

climate change only “calls attention to the problems associated with trying to 

communicate environmental issues that are both temporal (long term and  
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developmental) and unseen (not always visible), through a medium that privileges 

the ‘here and now’ of the visual” (130). The use of photography and data 

visualisation is an attempt to ‘deepen’ our understanding of the scale and complexity 

of climate change but, as Doyle argues, it does more to highlight the issues we have 

in communicating the crisis. 

In reducing climate change to the here and now, we are not only favouring 

the moment, the spectacle, but marginalising space in favour of the ‘here’ of the 

reader or audience member. Furthermore, Naess is specific with his description of 

the Shallow Ecology Movement as being concerned only with the fate of those in the 

developed countries. This observation of geographical exclusion foreshadows 

Trexler’s analysis of contemporary climate fiction and its “shifts of the fictional 

climate” away from “developing countries and species” (Mediating 2). This is the 

climate fiction of the Shallow Ecology Movement, biased toward familiar characters 

from developed countries. In contrast, ecosystemic writing is a direct response to the 

aspirations of the Deep Ecology Movement’s favouring of the “relational, total-field 

image” (original emphasis, Naess 1). Ecosystemic writing is an exploration of multi- 

modal hybridity to speak to this relationality and open the narrative outwards to the 

non-familiar. 

To think and write ‘ecosystemically’ is to adopt a post-structuralist rejection 

of an authoritative centre, be that the centring of the human story over the-more-than 

human or the exclusive use of one narrative mode over another. It is to think and 

write with an intention of non-bias and without exclusivity, in exploration of a 

network of non-hierarchical narrative modes. It is to write with the intention for, 

what Ursula Heise calls, “a biocentric perspective, which acknowledges the mutual 

reciprocal relationship required for a sustained ecosystem” (5). While The Dark Lit 

Up can arguably be read as having one central character or protagonist, the  
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opportunity afforded through ecosystemic writing provides for the ‘voices’ 

of other characters in this world.  

It must be acknowledged that these remain human voices across the 

narrative. The advantage afforded the writer through a multi-modal narrative is the 

possibility of layering in multiple and perhaps conflicting narrative voices. Yet, 

these remain, perhaps rightly, human voices. To speak for the more-than-human 

directly, by inserting or affording a voice to the swallow, ant, or owl, is to do the 

more-than-human a disservice. This does limit the ‘direct’ narrative voice to that of 

the human. However, within The Dark Lit Up this otherwise entirely human 

narrative is deliberately disrupted through abstraction and other physical 

interruptions on the page with the hope of highlighting the presence of another set of 

voices, that of the more-than-human, which may remain directly silent but not 

excluded.  

The introduction of a more-than-human experience through narrative 

disruption and abstraction is intended as a rejection of what Sue Campbell calls the 

“authoritative centre of value or meaning” (206-7) in favour of the idea of a non-

hierarchical network of modes. These modes can be related or unrelated, competing 

or contradicting; such is the nature of the more-than- human world. In thinking and 

writing “biospherically” (Naess 1) across narrative modes, ecosystemic writing is 

literature grown from the soils of deep ecology. 

The notion of deep ecology echoes Robert Macfarlane’s literal exploration 

of the “deep worlds” (Underland 13) we inhabit and the hidden spaces we leave 

beneath the earth—mines, caves, tunnels, catacombs. In an echo of Nixon’s 

reference to the legacy of Chernobyl, Macfarlane also draws attention to the “deep 

time legacies we are leaving” (13) such as the mega-landscaping of mining, earth  
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shifting engineering projects, and the “long dyings” (Huebener 2) of our nuclear 

waste. These actions, with their generational legacy, push human time forward into 

what is otherwise outside of our experience, even our comprehension: the long, 

deep time of trees, of rocks, of mountains—of the more-than-human. 

What is at play here is the disparity in experience between what we can call 

‘human time,’ the chronological progression of time, with that of ‘climatological 

time,’ the grand passing of time as experienced by a landscape shaped over 

millennia. While ‘human time’ assumes the presence of the mechanical clock to 

mark the passing of chronological time, a full understanding of the passing of time 

must come from a combination of observation and memory. We witness change 

through memory or documentation and we project a future based on that change; that 

is the story of our experience of time. The documentation of memory is now 

increasingly narrated visually, be it photography or film, and the most-common site 

of this ‘memory transferal’ remains the personal photograph.2 The adoption of non- 

experiential memories can provide some access to a sense of time extending beyond 

our own lives. However, no matter how well researched and how far back it extends 

a family’s history can never match the temporal extent of a rock in the Atacama 

Desert or the cliffs of Dover. Moreover, this shared memory is still tied to our 

understanding of the progression of time on the human temporal scale. 

Climatological time will always exist across a duration unimaginable within 

chronological time. For Robert Markley, climatological time “complicates and 

disrupts the connections among personal identity, history, and narrative that … 

constitute the phenomenological and historical perceptions of time” (44). Markley 

argues that even with the combined collective memory of generations, which extends 

our own lives backwards, climatological time still exists so far outside of our  
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understanding as to feel unreal. As with the more-than-human world of the present 

day, which itself can feel like an “assemblage of entanglements” (Macfarlane, 

Underland 103), climatological time can feel abstract, even nonsensical. Markley 

writes: 

The expanses of pre-human history that extend into the deep backward and 

abyss of time underscore the fact that climatological time, measured in 

millennia, exists beyond daily experiences of the weather, beyond the 

duration of individual lifetimes, beyond the accumulated memories of 

generations, and beyond the technologies of observation, inscription, and 

recording that characterize the rise of modern meteorology. (44) 

Markley’s observations are a reminder too of Naess’ notion of the Shallow 

Ecology Movement’s focus on preserving the more-than-human sphere for the 

benefit of the human alone. Markley sees the familiar expression ‘the world our 

grandchildren will inherit’ or our intentions to ‘save the world for future generations’ 

as evidence of how human understanding is “indebted to conceptions of embodied 

time, that is, to individual experiences of wind, heat, cold, rain, drought, and the 

thousand climatic shocks that flesh is heir to” (46). Markley’s references to “climatic 

shocks” echoes Colebrook’s identification of a tendency to favour spectacle within 

climate fiction. This bias towards the spectacle of weather events can therefore be 

read as a symptom of our experience of time. In response, climate fiction must 

therefore engage with the matter of time and memory in our relationship to the more- 

than-human world. I feel that with visual documentary increasingly dominant in 

society, memory as created and curated by the image is particularly interesting. It is 

with this in mind that The Dark Lit Up uses personal family photographs in its 

exploration into the links between memory, time, and the narrativization of the 

climate crisis. 
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To move away from linearity and order towards a space in which the more- 

than-human can be disordered, requires an acceptance of disruption and an act of 

imagination for, as Nick Sousanis reminds us, “imagination allows us to span gaps in 

perception” (91) and the “the image is an act of imagination” (90). Sousanis’ own 

work of comics-based research, Unflattening, is “meant to counteract the type of 

narrow, rigid thinking that Sousanis calls ‘flatness’” (www.hup.harvard.edu/books). 

His proposal is a fusion of word and image, an interplay he frames as “seeing 

through multiple eyes” (45). Throughout Unflattening, Sousanis demonstrates how 

the interaction of image with text can counteract this notion of ‘flatness’ by 

providing an “expansive way of seeing [that] corresponds to an understanding of 

ecosystems” (45). Ecosystemic writing is an extension of Sousanis’ call to arms; an 

exploration of multi-modal hybridity with the aim of speaking to the scale and 

complexity of the climate crisis, of seeing the more-than-human in its full expanse. 

To this end, The Dark Lit Up includes section of comics with particular focus on the 

comics form’s relationship to time and linearity, order and disorder. 

We experience chronological time as a linear, one-way flow. This is not the 

same as that of the more-than-human world, which is not fixed, nor linear, nor 

marked out. It is not a constant progression. Nor is it overtly ordered and sequential. 

This is in contrast with the dominant forms of the narrative arts—film, prose, 

comics—which largely rely on linearity and systems of ordering. As Ursula Le 

Guin notes, the notion of a ‘rule’ of narrative linearity in fiction has been set by, 

what she terms, the ‘Lawgivers’. She writes, “the Hero has decreed through his 

mouthpiece the Lawgivers, first, that the proper shape of the narrative is that of the 

arrow or spear, starting here and going straight there and THOK!’ (34). The hero 

encounters an obstacle, battles that obstacle, and is victorious. That is the linear  
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narrative form the ‘hero has decreed’. In response, Le Guin argues, not from an 

ecocritical point of view but from a more general critique of the dominant narrative 

form, that “the reduction of narrative to conflict is absurd” and “the natural, proper, 

fitting shape of the novel might be that of a sack, or bag” (34–35). The challenge 

when expanding the narrative outwards from arrow or spear and into the expanse of 

an all-encompassing carrier bag, the hero does sit atop a pedestal. “You put him in a 

bag and he looks like a rabbit or a potato”, notes Le Guin (35). However, that 

should not be a dissuasion. The human hero should not be separated from, indeed 

elevated above, the rabbit or potato. To embrace this desegregation is to think and 

write ecosystemically. 

To do so, the writer must explore the impact of various narrative modes on 

the telling and reading of a story. Sebastien Conard and Tom Lambeens claim that 

“there is a distinction between arts of the spectacle (theatre/film) and arts of the 

written and fixed image. The former ‘unfold in time and impose their duration on 

the spectator’ while the latter ‘let the reader manage his/her time and belong to the 

world of reading’” (93). The result is that a multi-modal application of image with 

written text (whether through the comics mode or in another hybrid form) can 

explore means of manipulating this “world of reading” to speak to the non-linearity 

of the more-than-human world. 

 Such manipulation and interference of linearity and time within comics is 

not without precedence. As Conard and Lambeens remind us, the comics form has 

many “tricks and devices” to “propel a certain reading pace” (93) and in comics 

“past and present events can even intersect, disrupting the linearity of action time” 

(99). As Thierry Groensteen points out, there is an assumption that “each panel [in a 

comic] is organised around new and pertinent information that will advance the  
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narrative” (116). This is not always the case. As Groensteen notes, “it is not true that 

each panel has as its mission progressing toward a resolution” (116). There is always 

scope for a comics sequence to linger, to wander, to digress. Ecosystemic writing 

encourages such digressions and diversion; disorder and disruption speak to the 

more-than- human world’s anti-narrative ‘nature’.3 

Ecosystemic writing is an open invitation to writers and makers to use any 

combination of narrative modes to speak with the more-than-human world and to the 

contemporary experience of the climate crisis. The Dark Lit Up uses both static 

imagery (photographs) and comics, alongside prose fiction. Karin Kukkonen makes 

the distinction between these art forms as being “verbal art” (comics) and “pictorial 

art” (the single image). For Kukkonen, verbal art “unfolds through time” while 

pictorial art is the “art of space” (37). The notion of space, or a sense of place, has 

particular relevance in the context of the global climate crisis. Not least as 

technological advancements continue to ‘shrink the world’ and bring it into our 

hands in the form of digital devices. Bruno Latour notes that “there is no distant 

places anymore” (2). Sitting inside my house in Oxford, scrolling through the news 

or social media, a wildfire in Canada can feel as if it is on my doorstep until I look 

out the window and see no smoke or feel no heat.4 There is an unreality to that 

experience. We are globally connected, tuned to the global narratives as if they are 

our own, and yet our day-to-day experience remains rooted in shared, domestic 

narratives, a family-community history. As a result, our sense of place or personal 

geography is experienced as being both bound and open. 

It is possible that human memory is, as Anne Michaels so eloquently 

describes it, “encoded in the air currents and river sediment” (53) of the local while 

being encoded into the electronic currents and data dumps of the universal. The 

application of multiple internal narratives, either directly through prose, comics, or  
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non-illustrative photographs, empowers ecosystemic writing to narrow in on the 

variety of personal experiences without hierarchy, while acknowledging their shared 

connections through the global. It is a concertina effect, collapsing and expanding 

from the local/individual to the global/shared and back again. 

A sense of place relies on the meanings we have attached to that place. A 

case in point is Ben de Bruyn’s reading of Cormac McCarthy’s post-apocalyptic 

novel, The Road. In McCarthy’s novel, a father and son walk through a ruined 

landscape that should feel more familiar. de Bruyn points out that “after the disaster, 

‘everything [is] uncoupled from its shoring’ [and] as the image of ‘shoring’ suggests, 

the human world is made and can hence be unmade” (14). de Bruyn’s observation 

that McCarthy is asking us to consider the fact that “the human world is made and 

hence can be unmade” speaks directly to a notion of the more-than-human world as 

disruptive. Ecosystemic writing aims to speak directly to this in the way that is 

allows for the ‘unmaking’ of the dominant narrative systems of order and ordering. 

As an example, The Dark Lit Up explores this ‘unmaking’ through narrative 

disruption and abstraction.5 Any form of narrative disruption can be read as an 

exploration of the notion of ‘uncoupled shoring,’ the state of being unmade. By 

‘welcoming in’ the seeming disorder of the more-than-human world, ecosystemic 

writing is a challenge to the conventions of narrative arts just as climate change and 

environmental loss is a challenge to our global systems and our sense of comfort in 

those systems and routines. 

A few years ago, a severely drought-stricken Western Europe saw water 

levels of most rivers at an all-time low and a series of marked stones on riverbeds 

across Germany were suddenly exposed. Macfarlane tells of how these marked 

stones, known as Hunger Stones, have been “used for centuries to commemorate  
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droughts and warn of their consequences” (Underland, 14). One such stone read: 

“Wenn du mich siehst, dan weine … If you see me, weep” (14). (See fig. 1.2). 

 

Fig. 1. 2 Hunger stone on the Elbe. (Robert Macfarlane). 
 

 
Around the world, the climate crisis is seeing previously hidden objects, in 

Macfarlane's terms, “rising unbidden” (14). If you see me, weep. The message is clear, and 

it is a message from our past, into our present and in reference to our future. It is a startling 

side effect of climate change, for items long hidden in Arctic ice or beneath fast-flowing 

rivers to be revealed, but it is also a reminder that much of the world exists hidden from us. 

As a result, we have tended to, in Barbara Adam’s view, place emphasis “on visible 

materiality at the expense of that which is latent, immanent and hidden from view: the bulk 

below the surface remains inaccessible” (12). Not least that which remains largely silent 

within our narrative arts: the more-than-human world itself. 

Christopher Manes notes that “nature has grown silent in our discourse, 

shifting from an animistic to symbolic presence, from voluble subject to mute 

object” (17). The climate crisis is forcing us to listen. It is pulling back the river 

waters, burning the forests, exposing our fragility to point that we can no longer 

maintain that silence. And yet, to quote Barbara Adam, we remain “locked in a 

culture for which discourse is seen as exclusively human” (131). Ecosystemic  
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writing is an attempt at what Courtney Traub calls a “more-than-human-commitment 

to the flourishing of significant forms of difference [by] acknowledging … a sense of 

‘significant otherness’ that allows for messy unknowns to remain” (527). It is just 

these messy unknowns that ecosystemic writing looks to speak to, be it through the 

disruption of the form itself (prose, comics, or photography within The Dark Lit Up) 

or the conventions of that form (plot, character, linearity, etc.). 

Macfarlane's journeys into the deep and hidden places of our world brought 

him to the conclusion that our singular, ground-level perspective is too limiting a 

view and one that does not sufficiently engage with deep space and time. He writes, 

“our flat perspectives feel increasingly inadequate to the deep worlds we inhabit, and 

to the deep time legacies we are leaving” (Underland, 13). Macfarlane’s 

observations have an echo of Sousanis’s notion of “flatness”. For Sousanis “to step 

beyond the flat and narrow, we need a kaleidoscope of views that convey both our 

dimensionality and our dynamic capability” (146). Macfarlane’s exploration of these 

liminal spaces beneath the surface also reminds us of the hidden and the unseen 

within our experience of anthropogenic climate change, be that due to its nature as a 

slow violence or its spatial disparity. Climate change, which Courtney Traub 

describes as an “ecosystemic disruption”, may well be too big, too complex, too 

interrelated, for one single narrative mode. In ecosystemic writing, each mode 

combines, contradicts, challenges and develops the others, to speak to the scale, 

complexity, and disruption of anthropogenic climate change. 

Somewhere in the White Mountains of California the oldest known organism 

is passing the time as the rivers of Germany rush over hunger stones, hidden for 

now. Families tell stories and share photographs, building memories and bringing the 

past forwards with them. The world turns and it turns into something we no longer  
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recognise and no longer see or hear. We must write and think ‘ecosystemically’ and 

speak to the messiness, the loudness, the complexity, and beauty of the more-than- 

human world. 
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Chapter 2 

Breaking the Frame 

Speaking to the More-than-Human World’s Resistance to Narrative Order 
 

 
A tourist stands looking out at the Indian Ocean from the shoreline of an 

island off the east coast of Africa. “Not exactly paradise, is it?” he says, “this 

Zanzibar?” Zanzibar. The name conjures up the image of a tropical island, complete 

with palm trees, white sandy beaches, and glassy-blue seas. Yet this archipelago of 

islands is also an active, living ecosystem. At low tide, the sea can recede up to two 

kilometres from the beach, exposing an expanse of clawing, mud-like sand, detritus, 

and scavenging crabs. It is not the passive idyll many visitors expect, but a living 

world of change, existing outside of human needs. Every day a noticeboard at the 

beach is updated with the specific time of high tide and beside it the “the best 

swimming time.” The tourist is assuaged by the sense of structure these times 

provide, in their ordering of a disordered world. 

This desire for a sense of order, of a discernible system of plotting, is at the 

heart of the human experience. As Richard Kearney notes in his exploration of the 

role of stories across human society, “every human existence is a life in search of a 

narrative” (129). “We all seek, willy-nilly, to introduce some kind of concord into 

the everyday discord and dispersal we find about us” (Kearney 4). For Kearney, this 

concord is created through storytelling. It is through our narratives that we “strive to 

discover a pattern to cope with the experience of chaos and confusion” (129). In this 

instance, at the beach in Zanzibar, the more-than-human is inserted into the human 

narrative and given order through the reduction of the complex tidal cycle down to a 

specific point on the linear timeline of the human narrative; in this case, ‘swimming 
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time.’ The tourist now has an understood ‘role’ for the ocean in their story. In effect, 

the discord and dispersal of the ocean has been reduced to fit the human. 

The human experience is that of narrativized, linear time. As Peter Brookes 

explains, “we live immersed in narrative, recounting and reassessing the meaning of 

our past actions, anticipating the outcome of our future projects, situating ourselves 

at the intersection of several stories not yet completed” (3). We live our lives through 

narrative, and it is through narrative that we explore, explain, and share. For 

Kearney, storytelling is what “gives us a shareable world” (original emphasis, 3). 

However, this shareable world remains a world shared by, with, and for humans. For 

John Yorke, whose book on scriptwriting still proliferates across undergraduate 

reading lists, the archetypal story requires “a central character—the protagonist— 

[we] identify with” (3). The implication here is that this central character must be 

human (or humanoid) for us to identify with them. The more-than-human world 

remains secondary to the human narrative in the archetypal story model. The reason 

for this, as Kearney explains, is that our myths have historically been the stories 

“people told themselves in order to explain themselves to themselves and to others” 

(3). This anthropocentric narrativization excludes the more-than-human and yet we 

do not exist in isolation from the more-than-human world. 

Ecosystemic thinking reminds us that appreciating the natural world, as 

being more than human, does not exclude the human experience from that world. In 

fact, as early as 1978, Evernden was arguing for a study of “the individual as 

component of, not something distinct from, the rest of the environment” (18). The 

notion ‘more-than-human’ does not mean ‘other-than-human,’ but rather that we 

exist as a part of that greater world. However, our storytelling structures have largely 

maintained an exclusionary relationship and perpetuated a reductionist and narrow 
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exploration of human experience as being separate from environment (Evernden 20). 

In exploring new storytelling structures and disruptions, the arts and humanities can 

move towards an inclusivity that better replicates the reality of the human as existing 

within the more-than-human world. 

True inclusivity requires an acknowledgement of difference, and so 

thinking ecosystemically requires an acceptance of the more-than-human world’s 

resistance to the ordering conventions of narrative. One such convention is the 

notion of the plot or story structure. John Yorke summarises the most common plot 

structure simply as “once upon a time, in such and such a place, something 

happened” (3). This is the essence of plot, “the very organising line, the thread of 

design, that makes narrative possible … finite and comprehensible” (4). In contrast, 

the more-than-human world is neither finite nor wholly comprehensible on the 

human spatial-temporal scale. In order to speak with the more-than-human world, to 

open the narrative arts to an inclusive model, there is a need for the narrative arts to 

explore alternative story models. 

The archetypal plot structure of set-up, inciting incident, climax, and 

resolution remains popular across mainstream film and television. There are 

exceptions and challengers working across the popular screen media but the 

conventions of this structure, as a system of ordering, remain predominant. Within 

literary traditions, Kearney does acknowledge the “innovative experiments” of 

works such as Martin Amis’ Time’s Arrow, a novel written in reverse chronological 

order. However, Kearney argues that these literary experiments still maintain a link 

to narrative conventions (126). Critics such as John Barth may claim Modernism, for 

example, is a “frustration of conventional expectations concerning unity and 

coherence of plot” (88) but Kearney insists that the thread of convention persists 
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even through these contrary literary movements. As if these experiments remain as 

“prodigal sons … linked to forebears” (126). Likewise, Peter Brookes argues that 

despite Modernism’s attempts to disrupt narrative expectations and the primacy or 

plot structure, “we still live today in the age of narrative plots” (7). We continue to 

see, tell, and share our world through the conventions of anthropogenic story 

structures and, to-date, these structures have largely been centred on a human 

protagonist contained, at least in some part, within the dominant ordering system of 

plot. 

By living immersed in narrative and for that narrative to remain immersed 

in the human world, contemporary experience largely excludes that which is seen as 

non-human and/or non-narrative. For David Abram, anthropocentric storytelling has 

created a general “lack of awareness in other animals and in the land itself” (qtd. in 

Allister, 30). Abram is writing from within contemporary North America, with and 

from the English language, and so does not have Robin Wall Kimmerer’s 

appreciation for the presence of an ‘animate world’ in the indigenous language of 

Potawatomi for example. Graham Harvey reminds us that “animism is far from 

unique among the indigenous peoples of North America” (33), citing the example of 

Ojibwe, a language similar to Potawatomi. Abram’s language bias is relevant though 

as he is writing from, and with, a primary language of popular media. Christopher 

Manes paraphrases Martin Heidegger to remind us that “all language both reveals 

and conceals” (17). The English language, devoid of the animism of languages such 

as Potawatomi and Ojibwe, reveals a human-centric marginalisation of anything 

termed ‘non-human’ and so conceals the more-than-human world. The result for 

Manes is that “nature has grown silent in our discourse, shifting from an animistic to 

symbolic presence, from voluble subject to mute object” (17). Our stories centre the 
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human narrative within a marginalised world, not only through the convention of 

plot, but in language too. 

As the more-than-human world grows increasingly silent, with less 

birdsong and less insect buzz, our popular narratives have grown equally silent. We 

have, to quote Raglon and Scholtmeijer, “convinced ourselves that nature was 

forever abundant as we beat the last passenger pigeons from their roosts, and then we 

were faced with nature's uncompromising answer—a terrible and profound silence” 

(249). That silence persists across popular narrative. Abram wonders whether the 

silencing of other animals and the land is a product of “a strange inability to clearly 

perceive other animals—a real inability to clearly see, or focus upon, anything 

outside the realm of human technology, or to hear as meaningful anything other than 

human speech” (qtd. in Allister 30). Kimmerer and Harvey would likely point to the 

marginalisation of the languages of the indigenous peoples of North America as 

evidence to why we can no longer “clearly perceive other animals” (Abram 30). I 

feel that, in addition to the specifics of language, there is also the structure of our 

stories, which requires the centring of the human protagonist within an ordered 

narrative system. The result is that the more-than-human world remains silent in 

most of our stories. To think and write ecosystemically is to explore routes to 

decentralizing the human and allow the more-than-human the space it requires to 

make what noise it will. 

Opening the narrative form to the more-than-human world requires an 

acceptance of resistance. Raglon and Scholtmeijer call for “writing about nature 

[that] builds into its narrative allusions to nature's resistance” (251). This requires an 

approach that does not relegate the more-than-human to a symbolic or metaphoric 

role (Raglon and Scholtmeijer 251). In much of our stories the more-than-human 
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world is reduced to a homogenous notion of nature, passive or at best representative 

or thematic. Raglon and Scholtmeijer advocate for an appreciation of nature as an 

agent of change or resistance. They call for stories that “have a sense of the power of 

nature to resist, or question, or evade the meanings we attempt to impose on the 

natural world” (251). We impose time onto the tides of Zanzibar and expect the 

island to perform its role as tropical paradise. The reality, as B.S. Johnson notes, is 

that “life is chaotic, fluid, and random; it leaves myriads of ends untied, untidily” 

(14). If, as Simon Barton argues, “art must imitate life” (21) and life is chaotic, fluid, 

and random, contemporary climate fiction must explore ways to communicate the 

contradictions and chaos intrinsic to the more-than-human world. 

There is a space outside order, beyond language and narrative structure. It is 

a space for the more-than-human; a space for the contradictions, disorder and 

resistance of the more-than-human world. Through the multi-modal hybridity of 

ecosystemic writing, writers and artists can explore a myriad of methods or 

approaches to speak to this resistance. The Dark Lit Up uses two primary 

approaches: abstraction and disruption. What follows is a discussion of these two 

methods with examples taken from The Dark Lit Up. Firstly, there is a discussion on 

the use of abstraction as being representative of the more-than-human world’s non- 

conforming, free exploration of space. This is followed by an analysis of narrative 

disruption as representative of the more-than-human world’s resistance to human 

meaning-making and ordering. Disruption is exhibited within The Dark Lit Up 

through three methods: modal switching, sequential breaking, and visual obscuring. 

Each is discussed in turn. 

Firstly, visual abstraction. The Dark Lit Up explores the application of 

abstraction within a narrative through abstract imagery and sequence within the 
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comics mode. Comics is particularly well-suited to the exploration of abstraction 

within narrative for, as Charles Hatfield notes, comic art is already “radically 

fragmented and unstable” (Art 1). For Hatfield, “this is their great strength” because 

“comic art is composed of several kinds of tension, in which various ways of 

reading—various interpretive options and potentialities— must be played against 

each other” (1). The result is that to navigate these tensions, the comics mode 

requires “a reader’s active engagement and collaboration in making meaning” 

(Hatfield, Alternative 33). In order to engage and collaborate, the reader must rely 

on, what Pascal Lefèvre defines as, the form’s “basic conditions [or] schemata”. For 

Lefèvre, the most important of these basic conditions is an appreciation of the 

“elliptic and fragmented nature of the medium”. The comics readers’ expectation of 

tension, of fragmentation, and the requirement for active engagement, results in a 

readership attuned to the challenge of engaging with a fragmentary or unstable visual 

arrangement. Abstraction, whether through the image itself or the arrangement of 

those images sequence, can then be read as an extension of this fragmentation, this 

instability. 

To counter this sense of fragmentation, the comics form relies on a number 

of organising principles. Most important of all is the notion of ‘sequentiality’ 

through, what Thierry Groensteen describes as, a “dialectic of repetition and 

difference” (115). In Groensteen’s definition, this notion of ‘sequentiality’ is 

maintained through a partial repetition of the content of each image (115). For 

Groensteen, sequence requires each individual image to contain some visual 

reference to the preceding image. For the most part, as Benoit Peeters and Pierre 

Sterckx point out, the object of repetition is predominantly the “character 

represented in the frame” (qtd. in Groensteen 163). This repetition of character(s) 
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from frame to frame alongside visual change is what creates the sense of sequence 

and ultimately narrative. For Groensteen, this repetition is “a principle of the vast 

majority of comics [and] a direct consequence of the story's organization around a 

central figure (conventionally designated as the ‘hero’)” (115). Groensteen is 

echoing Yorke and Kearney’s observation of an anthropocentrism in our storytelling 

models while underlining the importance of the panel as a principle of the comics 

form. 

The panel is the comics’ primary organising principle and, for Scott 

McCloud, its “most important icon” (99). In theory the outline of the panel stipulates 

the space the character can occupy. There are examples where characters and or 

other details break through the parameter of the frame, not least in abstract comics as 

will be discussed. However, for Groensteen the panel remains the characters’ 

“natural habitat, its vital space, deliminating the space of its immediate behaviour” 

(162) and so “to close the panel is to enclose a fragment of space-time belonging to 

the diegesis, to signify the coherence” (40). While the closure of the panel is (likely) 

visibly on the page, and so ‘provided’ for the reader, the act of creating the 

coherence, of connecting these fragments of space-time, is a required from the 

reader. As Neil Cohn reminds us, “nothing about two images next to each other 

demands that each represents a moment in time” (134). The onus is on the reader to 

put these images together as moments in sequence and identify connections between 

the isolated images to build out the narrative. The reader must, in McCloud’s terms, 

“collaborate” with the comics maker in a “silent dance of the seen and the unseen” 

(92). Charles Hatfield summarises McCloud’s argument and writes, “the author’s 

task is to evoke an imagined sequence by creating a visual series (a breakdown), 

whereas the reader’s task is to translate the given series into a narrative sequence by 
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achieving closure” (41). This process, of evoking sequence, is intrinsic to the comics 

medium and yet it relies on the “invocation of learned competencies” (Hatfield, 4) 

on the part of the reader because, as Hatfield asserts “the relationships between 

pictures are a matter of convention, not inherent connectedness” (41). McCloud 

likens this learned convention to a series of join-the-dots puzzles. It is this 

convention, which enables the comics maker to lead the comics reader through a 

series of images or panels and be confident they will read this arrangement of images 

as denoting a sequence and so narrative. The insertion of abstraction, either through 

the images themselves or their arrangement, relies on this convention and the 

principle of collaboration. 

Visual abstraction in comics must be read within the context of these 

learned competencies and conventions. As a result, Daniel Worden argues that the 

abstract form asks fundamental questions about “how meaning is made and what 

meanings are possible on the comics page” (63). He goes on to argue that the very 

act of looking and attempting to read or interpret abstract comics “requires us to 

think politically, about how we and our social world produce meaning, identity and 

value” (63). It is “only by seeing how we can no longer see”, as Worden describes it, 

that we can “begin to imagine the possibility of another way of living” (63). This 

recalls Nick Sousanis’ own graphical exploration of ways to “step beyond the flat 

and the narrow” and advocation for the introduction of a “kaleidoscope of views” 

(146), a metaphor that in itself conjures up the image of visual abstraction. 

Abstraction, this antithesis of order and direct meaning, is one way that ecosystemic 

writing can push at the boundaries of form and the organising principles of comics to 

speak to the disordered and resistant more-than-human world. 
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Andrei Molotiu, the abstract comics maker and collator, has defined 

abstract comics in their broad sense as “comics that contain some representational 

elements [but which] do not cohere into a narrative or even into a unified narrative 

space” or as “sequential art consisting exclusively of abstract imagery” (Abstract o- 

i). This is consistent with Paul Fischer Davies, who has articulated these two types of 

abstraction in detail. He describes the first form as being the arrangement of 

“recognisable mimetic images” in a series with no 

identifiable narrative, other than, perhaps, a loose set of 

associations (255). In this first example, the abstraction 

is created through the nature of what McCloud has 

called the transition, the link or otherwise between 

sequential panels. McCloud has identified six distinct 

panel-to-panel transition types in what he calls the 

“transition scale” (74). (See fig. 2.1). The last 

transition type, the “non-sequitur transition” (McCloud, 

70-72) is consistent with Davies’ description of 

abstraction. McCloud defines the non-sequitur 

transition as “a series of seemingly nonsensical, 

 
Fig. 2. 1 McCloud’s 
“transition scale”. (Own 
photo). 

unrelated images and/or words [which do] not do 

anything to advance a story” (72). 
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Being non-sequitur, the images combine without narrative and so, as Davies 

has defined it, this constitutes a form of abstraction. Robert Crumb’s Abstract 

Expressionist Ultra Super Modernist Comics is an example of this form of 

abstraction. (See fig. 2.2). For Davies, the second method of abstraction in comics is 

the arrangement of non-mimetically recognisable images in series (255). In this 

instance, the “images themselves are abstract” (255) and yet remain in some visible 

sequence. The retention of series or sequence through the arrangement of the images 

and/or panels in a layout indicative of a comics sequence is required for each 

individual abstract images to be ‘read’ as a narrative even without a clear narrative 

‘hook’ or perhaps even the absence of repetition. As Molotiu outlines in the 

introduction to his own work of abstract comics, Universe A, “an abstract comic 

exists as a comic, as an act of visual narration, only in the transition between panels” 

(Shenandoah). See fig. 2.3 for an example from Universe A. 

 
Fig. 2. 2 Non-sequitur transitions in Abstract Expressionist Ultra Super Modernist 
Comics. (Own photo). 
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Fig. 2. 3 Non-mimetically recognisable images in series in Molotiu’s Universe A 
(Shenandoah). 

 

 
Through his abstract graphic novel, Universe A, Molotiu explores the 

relationship between the panel and what Groensteen calls the “hyperframe” of the 

page (30). Groensteen claims that any panel-by-panel arrangement intrinsically 

indicates a “general principle of co-reference” (116) and that “every panel exists, 

potentially if not actually, in relation with each of the others” (146). Molotiu echoes 

this sentiment while emphasising the role of the page, or ‘hyperframe’, within the 

context of abstract imagery. As Molotiu explains, “the visual juxtaposition of panels 

is crucial to [abstract comics’] functioning, and that readerly phenomenon, noticed in 

representational comics, of eclipsing the rest of the page while focusing on a single 

panel is no longer an option … the abstract comics page forms a differential visual 

field inhabited and structured by differences and deferrals that can only be perceived 

within its gestalt” (Shenandoah). Molotiu’s use of the term gestalt speaks to a notion 

of an organised whole greater than the sum of its parts and, as such, has echoes of 
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ecosystemic writing. For the abstract artist and comics maker Kym Tabulo, any page 

that denotes sequence or signals to the reader a reading direction is immediately 

perceived as being a unified composition and therefore holding the suggestion of 

narrative (30). In effect, Tabulo is arguing for an ecosystemic reading of a page of 

abstract comics in which the otherwise disconnected images come together to form a 

greater whole, and in which the reader can find narrative through the observation of 

change across the page. 

Abstraction may encourage a reading at the level of the “hyperframe”, but 

the juxtaposition of panels remains fundamental to its functioning. It is the panel, or 

any visual indication of panel, that prescribes order and sequence in comics. It is the 

panel that sees readers follow their culturally dominant reading direction. The 

presence or suggestion of panels creates series, which, in turn, creates a readerly 

urge to read for narrative, to which abstraction is a direct challenge. However, the 

exchange between abstraction and narrative order is not linear. There are echoes of a 

more-than-human cycle of set and reset as narrative is read into abstraction and in 

turn that abstraction disrupts the reading. For Davies, the arrangement of abstract 

images into any semblance of sequence results in narrative being read into the 

abstract images (257). In effect, by sequencing the abstract images a sense of order is 

created and from there narrative. This, in turn, disestablishes the initial sense of 

abstraction. Jan Baetens supports Davies’s argument argue, claiming that comics 

readers have a natural inclination to observe the system on the page and their bias 

towards a certain reading direction result in the inclination to find or impose 

narrative onto any series of images. This will, in effect, ‘de-abstract’ the sequence. 

However, this is not a one-way dialogue. This imposition of narrative is challenged 

or undercut by the abstraction. This tension, as Davies and Baetens both 
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acknowledge, is just as likely to see narrative dissolved into abstraction as it is for a 

narrative to be built out of the non-mimetically recognisable. What results is a back- 

and-forth exchange of meaning as the comics reader, used to and expectant of 

sequential order and understanding of their role in finding closure, works to create 

the narrative only for it to be disrupted or challenged. 

This back-and-forth exchange mimics the relationship we have with the 

more-than-human world. Our desire for narrative overwrites the abstraction and so 

marginalises the more-than-human experience only for that anthropocentric narrative 

to be disrupted by the more-than-human world's anti-narrative, disruptive nature. 

The application of visual abstraction within ecosystemic writing speaks directly to 

this tension, and our natural inclination to implement order where we see chaos 

and/or dismiss the ‘otherwise ordered’ as chaos. 

An ancient or primary forest is just such an ‘otherwise ordered’ space. As 

Peter Wohlleben notes, “to a layperson, primary forests can look derelict and 

disorganized [but] that is not true” (214). In his seminal study The Hidden Life of 

Trees, Wohlleben explores the connections, the ordered and organised systems, that 

remain hidden to the majority of us as we walk through woodlands. There is order 

here, he claims, only different and on a scale that makes it not immediately 

perceptible to the human eye. In an extension of Wohlleben’s exploration of the 

connections trees share through filaments of mycelium (187), Robert Macfarlane 

asserts that the more-than-human world is “increasingly better understood in fungal 

terms” (Underland, 103). For Macfarlane, the more-than-human world is best 

understood “not as a single gleaming snow-peak or tumbling river in which we 

might find redemption, but rather as an assemblage of entanglements of which we 

are messily part” (103). Macfarlane’s use of fungi as metaphor has echoes of 
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Sousanis’ call for an “expansive way of seeing … which despite visual boundaries, 

remain rhizomatically bound” (45). Interconnected, hidden, and without regards for 

boundaries, abstraction can mimic these entanglements through its messy 

contradiction and challenge to the systems of comics, most notably the panel 

structure. Fungal entanglement is a visual metaphor that persists across much of the 

abstraction within The Dark Lit Up. (See pages 4–5, 19, 129–132). 

The following two examples taken from The Dark Lit Up showcase the 

application of abstraction within ecosystemic writing across multiple pages. Figure 

2.4 is a sequence of seven pages with a set comics panel layout of 4x4. Across the 

eight pages in which the ‘static’ image of a mountain diverges from realism and 

towards abstraction. From page-to-page, the abstract image ‘overcomes’ the panel 

borders until only a hint of sequence remains. By the end of this sequence, the 

reader is left with a single panel at the level of ‘hyperframe’ showing how the more- 

than-human has overcome the human meaning making system. 

 

Fig. 2. 4 Example of abstraction from The Dark Lit Up (51–58). 
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Likewise, the example in fig. 2.5 moves from sequence into direct or full-page 

abstraction as the more-than-human ‘grows out’ of the confines of the panel in direct 

resistance to the ordering convention. The presence of the panel arrangement 

encourages a sequential reading, but this is likely discarded as the arrangement 

spreads, organically across the page. With echoes perhaps of a fungal-like growth, 

the more-than-human world moves in direct contradiction to the panel structure, 

adhering to its own invisible boundaries. By the end of this sequence, the panels are 

entirely removed in favour of an organic connection between elements directly 

representative of rhizomatic entanglements. 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. 5 Example of abstraction from The Dark Lit Up (199–210). 
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The more-than-human world’s resistance to narrative order and human 

meaning making can be explored through a number of approaches within 

ecosystemic writing. Abstraction is the first of two primary approaches used within 

The Dark Lit Up. The second approach is narrative disruption. Mike Puican defines 

disruption as moments of narratorial digression. However, Puican is speaking from 

the perspective of prose writing, particularly non-fiction. In the context of 

ecosystemic writing, disruption is more closely linked to structure, the mode or 

medium on the page, rather than digressions within the narratorial voice. Within 

ecosystemic writing, disruption is defined as any interruption of the systematic order 

and/or reading flow caused by a physical shift or obstacle. By ‘physical’ I mean 

direct disruptions caused by the layout of material on the page, which challenges the 

expected “readerly flow” as defined by the narrative mode. The Dark Lit Up uses 

three methods of physical disruption: 

1. modal switching: a sudden and unannounced change from one mode to 

another, such as from comics to prose or vice versa. 

2. sequence breaking: the rearrangement or discontinuation of an expected 

sequential order, most often seen across the comics mode. 

3. obscuring: the intentional obfuscation of information on the page. 

These three methods of narrative disruption speak to the more-than-human world’s 

digression from narrative structure. For Puican, “narrative is the straight-ahead 

engine of the story [and] digression is its indirect, yet insistent, emotional heart” (1). 

Within ecosystemic writing, the “straight-ahead engine” of the linear narrative order 

stands as proxy for human ordering systems. Any digression and/or disruption of this 

order can then be read as a challenge to this system by the more-than-human world. 

In ecosystemic writing, this disruption is caused by changes on the page, in a 
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physical aspect of mode or layout, and largely distinct from the human/emotional 

narrative. 

Any disruption, whether it is a structural or an emotional digression, “halts 

the narrative progress” (Puican, 2). Puican explains that in prose this digression 

“signals there is something—a thought, a reflection, an aside—that must be stated 

before the narrator goes any further” (1). As a result, the digression is predominantly 

in the form of the narrator’s internal voice interrupting the narrative with a vital or 

urgent thought. However, Courtney Traub reminds us that the climate crisis disrupts 

at the level of our representational models. As she explains, “ecosystemic disruptions 

such as global climate change … might be understood as having agential capacities 

insofar as they inform/disrupt our understanding of the world and our 

representational models” (517). The disruption experienced as a result of the crisis 

require a narrative disruption that goes beyond the internal or human. In the context 

of ecosystemic writing, wherein narrative frameworks and conventions stand as 

proxy for human meaning-making exercises, disruptions speak to the inherent 

resistance of the more-than-human world to these structures. In this way, a structural 

or physical disruption of the narrative can be read as representative of the more-than- 

human interjecting with something, which although cannot be expressed in words, is 

nonetheless vital and urgent. In disrupting the expected reading sequence (comics 

and/or prose) through physical changes or obstacles, ecosystemic writing can be seen 

as mimicking the direct unsettlement caused by climate change. 

Disruption should not be read wholly as negative, however. Traub continues 

her argument with the assertion that any disruption is also evidence of the more- 

than-human world’s commitment to the “flourishing of significant forms of 

difference” (184). What a reader may perceive as disruptive or intrusive could, 
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therefore, also be read as the presence and acceptance of a sense of what Donna 

Haraway calls a “significant otherness” (qtd. in Traub 527) that allows for the 

“messy unknowns” (527) of the more-than-human world. Physical disruption can 

therefore be read as speaking to the very real interruptions caused by the global 

climate crisis as well as celebrating the more-than-human world’s otherness. 

Any narrative mode has an established understanding of how it must be 

read and so how it conveys meaning. In reading a prose novel, the reader settles into 

the reading of the text without a second thought. Likewise, a comics reader reads 

from panel-to-panel in a sequential order, glancing here and there perhaps, but 

generally following the principles of the form. Jeff Bezemer outlines how this 

understanding is developed and adopted within a culture over time. He uses the term 

“resources” to refer to the elements that come together to form a mode, such as 

panel, gutter, speech balloon. He writes, “the more a set of resources has been used 

in the social life of a particular community, the more fully and finely articulated it 

will have become. In order for something to ‘be a mode’ there needs to be a shared 

cultural sense within a community of a set of resources and how these can be 

organized to realize meaning”. The time required for a set of resources to be 

established into a mode means that the reading of that mode has likely become 

‘second nature’ to the extent that its ‘constructedness’ is overlooked. For Torsa 

Ghosal and Alison Gibbons, in “drawing attention to the codex that encases it, 

multimodal literature also brings into focus the real-world context in which reading 

takes place and reminds readers of their role in the narrative act” (9). Any disruption 

of the expected ‘system’ of the mode reinforces the sense of the reader as being 

involved, while reiterating the precariousness of the system they are engaged with 

and have helped maintain. 



Scott 68 
 

Ecosystemic writing utilises physical disruption as direct representation of 

the disruption of climate crisis and to give space to the more-than-human world 

outside of our system of resources and modes. The hybrid integration and disruption 

of modes within ecosystemic writing is a direct response to Stef Craps and Rick 

Crownshaw’s call for writers to “not be confined to one particular novelistic genre or 

mode” in their exploration of climate narratives (2). Yet multimodality is not enough 

in itself. Pieter Vermeulen insists that climate change “eschews representation,” so 

the only appropriate response is “the breakdown of literary form” (original emphasis, 

9). No ecosystem exists in a state of continual stability, more so under the stresses of 

the climate crisis. Narrative disruption introduces moments of breakdown; moments 

where the reader is faced with the notion of things beyond image and text. A thing 

that cannot be said can, perhaps, only ever be understood as breakdown. In 

disrupting a reader’s sense of stability or comfort within a particular mode, 

ecosystemic writing speaks to the flux of the more-than-human world and in 

acknowledgement of the threat of more severe change. 

The first method of physical disruption used within The Dark Lit Up is 

modal switching. What follows is a detailed outline of what constitutes a modal 

switch within the context of ecosystemic writing along with examples from The 

Dark Lit Up. 

Modal switching in ecosystemic writing is defined as a sudden and 

unannounced change from one mode to another, such as from comics to prose or 

vice versa. Modal switching is intrinsic to multi-modality and so it is a dynamic that 

contemporary readers of popular culture, billboards, advertising, and social media 

posts are familiar with; albeit the modes may differ. Elisabetta Adami credits Gunter 

Kress and Theo van Leeuwen for their observation that “multimodality is 
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increasingly the normal state of communication” (Adami, 451). As such, modern 

readers are adept at interpreting multiple concurrent modes. However, effective 

communication remains the primary aim of the majority of multimodal texts we 

encounter where the text is designed to lead the eye from one mode to another 

through a chain of supporting and/or developing information. While Kress and van 

Leeuwen are clear that “in a multimodal text … the writing may carry one set of 

meanings and the images another” (18); they also reiterate that the page should then 

be read as one “integrated text” (183). Within ecosystemic writing, the modes 

combined on a page or spread may appear integrated to the reader until they must 

traverse a sudden, unannounced modal switch. 

To be disruptive, modal switching must occur suddenly and without 

consideration for how a reader is led into and out of the switch. To this end, a modal 

switch will not align with a change in narrative voice, location, or time. There may 

be no clear reason for the switch; and yet the modes interact ecosystemically to carry 

the narrative through the modal switching. The impact is to the reader, who is likely 

to feel disorientated by the sudden switch and so perhaps needs a moment to adjust 

to the new mode of communication. 

Modal switching within ecosystemic writing is more than a move from one 

dominant mode to another. To speak to the disruptive nature of the more-than-human 

world, it should follow three basic principles: a.) the narrative continues into and out 

of both modes equally; b.) there are no obvious break points to signal a modal 

switching; c.) each mode is presented in a format consistent with that mode. By 

listing these three specific details, it is possible to delineate between the modal 

switching innate in a work of multi-modality and the specifics of how these switches 
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are presented disruptively within The Dark Lit Up and a work of ecosystemic writing 

more broadly. 

Comics are multimodal by nature, typically deploying the twin resources of 

image and text in a culturally established manner to convey a narrative. While the 

reader is having to ‘move’ between the two modes of image and text, the modes 

combine, and the switch is rarely meant as disruptive. However, some works of 

otherwise ‘standard’ comics have extended text segments that can be read as distinct 

from the comics sequences, in effect as prose. These are examples of switching 

‘away’ from the comics mode, but they are distinct from ecosystemic modal 

switching in that they are not disruptive but clearly signposted and consistent with 

the ‘logic’ of the narrative. A few of these examples are explored here as 

counterpoints to the disruption of modal switching within ecosystemic writing. 

Alan Moore’s Watchmen includes multi-page sections of prose between the 

main chapters, themselves told in comics form. This seminal example of the comics 

form uses these segments of prose as an aside, to narrate a character’s backstory, and 

styled as realia to replicate case files or pages from a fictitious memoir. (See fig. 2.6 

and 2.7 for examples from Watchmen). Moving into and out of these longer sections 

of text would rarely be disruptive as the switch is clearly signposted and linked to a 

natural break in the narrative. The sections of prose are also styled and arranged 

visually as artefacts within the comic rather than as a block of prose within a novel 

or non-fiction text. The impact of moving into and out of these “sub-sections” is 

unlikely to unsettle a reader and, in fact, the use of these realia as an additional mode 
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of communication is done with the aim of developing the narrative further, to deepen 

the reader’s understanding of the narrative world. 

 

Fig. 2. 6 Comics to prose modal switching in Watchmen. (Own photo). 
 

Fig. 2. 7 Pages of prose designed as case files in Watchmen. (Own photo). 
 

 
Phoebe Gloeckner’s The Diary of a Teenage Girl: An Account in Words 

and Pictures and Luke Healy’s Americana (And the Art of Getting Over It), both 

include sections of comics and longer blocks of text/prose. In neither works are the 

blocks of text styled as visual elements as they are in Watchmen and the narrative 

moves between modes equally. However, both Gloeckner and Healy start these 

blocks of prose at clearly sign-posted sections on the page; the prose text is also 
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clearly separated out from the sections of comics. In the case of Americana, a travel 

memoir recounting Healy’s attempt to walk the Pacific Crest Trail, there is clear 

visual signposting of these shifts in mode. Healy often uses white space or physical 

markers to indicate a shift in mode or intersperses images into text as illustrative. 

When there is a shift back to comics or prose, this is done smoothly through a 

‘natural’ transition. (See fig. 2.8). There is also a narrative logic to when Healy 

changes from comics to text, as Healy often uses the prose segments for sections of 

the narrative in which he is taking a break from the trail. Gloeckner’s work is not as 

clearly delineated, but the comics segments often sit alongside the prose almost as 

illustrated vignettes. (See fig 2.9). 
 

 

Fig. 2. 8. Prose sections in Americana. (Own photos). 



Scott 73 
 

 

 
Fig. 2. 9. Sample from Diary of a Teenage Girl. (Own photo). 

 
Lastly, in Cassandra Darke and Tamara Drewe, Posy Simmonds has longer 

sections of text intermingling with illustration and comics. It is a testament to 

Simmonds’ skill that the narrative moves smoothly between the modes as there is no 

signposting or clear section breaks; the move between modes is also in no way 

narratively disruptive. (See fig. 2.10). I would not expect Simmonds to want to 

disrupt the reading. Her work is an argument for the ‘flow’ possible within a work of 

multimodality; it is not disruptive nor representative of any wider global disruptions. 

These examples of comics/prose multimodality show non-disruptive switching. 

Ecosystemic writing is the exploration of disruption as a way to speak to the non- 

linearity of the more-than-human world; to allow the more-than-human world the 

‘space’ to move beyond our ordering systems and the codes we follow in writing and 

reading a narrative text. As an example, The Dark Lit Up embraces the disruption of 

shifting between modes without clear signposting or the segmenting of Healy and 

Gloeckner, nor does it attempt the fluidity of Simmonds’ work or Moore’s 

integration of modes as realia. The intention is disruption, and the acceptance of the 

more-than-human world as otherwise ordered. 
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Fig. 2.10 Sample from Cassandra Darke. (Own photo). 
 

 
Whether or not it is clearly signposted and segmented, the impact of 

switching from a pictorial-dominant (comics) page to a text-dominant (prose) page, 

or vice versa, has implications on the reading experience. I propose that this switch 

affects the reading experience in two specific aspects: access and understanding. 

Access relates to how a reader first encounters the page of prose or comics, how they 

‘enter’ the page or narrative. Understanding relates to the amount of ‘work’ the 

reader must do to create the narrative and/or develop and understanding of the plot. 

Put another way, understanding refers to the effort and time required for a reader to 

attain a basic understanding of the plot on encountering the page or spread for the 

first time. 
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There are distinct differences between how a reader ‘enters’ a page of prose 

compared to a page of comics. Before moving to the first panel in the sequence, the 

reader’s first encounter is with panels as one image contained within Groensteen’s 

“hyperframe” (30). In this moment, the sequentiality of the page or spread is 

superseded by the page-level arrangement; the page is seen as we see a painting or 

poster. After viewing/reading the page or spread at the level of the ‘hyperframe’, the 

reader will then likely follow what Neil Cohn calls their culturally defined 

“preference hierarchy” (132). Within English language texts, this hierarchy runs 

from top left to bottom right. Cohn reminds us that comics follows the same reading 

order (132). A reader is unlikely to break from the ‘preference hierarchy’ however, 

at the turn of every page, there is a moment when the reader has the whole spread 

visible to them before the reader must focus in on the first panel and work through 

sequentially from there. This moment/view is not accessible with a page of prose. 

Therefore, narrative entry is not defined by the reading direction but by the 

broader nature of the material on the page. A block of text provides little to no 

information at the level of ‘hyperframe’; it is only by reading linearly through the 

text that meaning can be gleamed. Similarly, a series of sequential panels will 

develop a narrative methodically and will need to be read as such. Yet, at the level of 

‘hyperframe’, where the panels are viewed together as a single arrangement, it is 

likely that a reader can gleam some information on the basics of setting, plot, 

characters before engaging with any ‘sequentiality’. As Sousanis explains, “the 

verbal marches along linearly, step by step, a discrete sequence of words. The visual 

on the other hand presents itself all at once, simultaneous, all over, relational” (58). 

With comics, the reader is able to access all the information, all-at-once, 

immediately on turning to that page. They are unconstrained for a moment, able to 
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navigate the page as they would an open field, by following their eye as they would 

follow their feet. With prose, after the initial page turn the reader is likely to spend 

very little time at the ‘page level’ before joining ‘the trail’, which is presented not as 

an open field but as a narrow boardwalk; from which if they go astray, they are 

likely to be lost. 

The variation in access and understanding also has a bearing on the time 

required for a reader to extract information. By this, I mean the real-world time taken 

to read each section or mode rather than the time existing within the text, the 

characters’ experience of time. While, as Sebastien Conard and Tom Lambeens note, 

comics use a variety of “‘tricks and devices’ [to] propel a certain reading pace” (93), 

and so there is variance across comics, at the most basic level a page of text requires 

more time to ‘complete’ than an image or sequence of images. The notion 

‘completion’ speaks to the physical act of finishing the text, reading it through from 

first word to last, with an understanding of the main points of the plot. At this point, 

the reading is complete; although any statements regarding this time are made with 

the assumption that reading to completion may not be the sole aim, and that time 

may well be taken across all narrative modes for the reader to linger, read, reread, 

look, and look again. However, at the base level of engagement—reading for story— 

a higher time engagement is required to extract story from a block of text. The 

comics form has an ‘all-at-onceness’ that likely provides some quickly accessible 

‘information points’. A block of text has a higher threshold of understanding: readers 

must commit to the text as it is presented, linearly and step-by-step. There is a higher 

time requirement. 

At the same time, pictorial narratives encourage the reader to ‘take time’, to 

stop and linger with the image. C.S. Lewis once described the common urge to keep 
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reading a narrative, to find out ‘what happens next,’ as “narrative lust” (qtd. in Sipe 

171). Lawrence Sipe argues that the urge to linger with an image creates a tension 

with the ‘pull’ of the story. The prose reader may need to ‘give’ more time in order 

to complete the text and extract the information they require, but a comics reader is 

likely encouraged to ‘take’ more time by lingering with an image and resisting the 

urge to read on. The differences in access and understanding between modes means 

any modal shifting is likely to feel, at least momentarily, disruptive. 

Furthermore, in the context of ecosystemic writing these tensions in time, 

between lingering and moving onwards, speaks to the experiential contrast that 

exists between the linear, chronological time of the human world and the seemingly 

atemporal climatological time. That is not to say that one mode (prose or comics) 

stands as chronological time and the other as climatological time. Both modes have 

narrative drive, although the comparative strength of that drive can be disputed. 

Does the comics form provide a slow lingering time synonymous with the natural 

world, or are we continually forced on to the next panel, continuously seeking to 

feed our need for closure? Is the prose form’s linearity fixed and confining in the 

way the workday progresses in fixed intervals, or does it offer the slow pace and 

thoughtful exploration of a walk through the countryside? There is a case to be 

argued either way and this is not to argue that one form speaks for the more-than-

human world directly. Rather what is relevant within the context of ecosystemic 

writing is the impact of switching between these modes, which draws attention to 

the contrast between the constructed, linear time of stories and our methods of 

telling them with the non-linear, slow time of the more-than-human world. 

The Dark Lit Up uses modal switching ecosystemically by accepting 

disruption and rejecting the signposting and techniques most often used within 

multi-modal texts to help transition from one mode to another. In this way, the work 
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aims to speak to the methods our narrative modes deploy to ensure structure and 

order in contradiction to the otherwise ordered more-than-human world. Modal 

switching in The Dark Lit Up explores the relative time experiences of each mode, 

whether prose, comics, or photography; asking readers to linger with the image in 

acceptance of an otherwise ordered world that requires time and a wandering eye. 

(See Fig. 2.11 and 2.12). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 2. 11. Example of modal switching from The Dark Lit Up (73). 

 

Fig. 2. 12. Example of modal switching from The Dark Lit Up (89–90). 
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The second method of physical disruption used within The Dark Lit Up is 

sequence breaking. A sequence break is caused by an element on the page 

challenging or contradicting the reader’s expectations of the mode’s structural 

principles. This effect can be created through a variety of approaches. The Dark Lit 

Up uses three methods primarily 1.) drawn images that indicates directionality or 

movement contrary to the reading direction, 2.) an arrangement of images in clear 

sequence that breaks with the expected sequential order, 3.) intentional omissions 

such as extended spaces between words or paragraphs. 

Intentional omissions are in addition to the ‘standard’ gaps expected across 

blocks of prose, the gaps between words, in margins, at the end of paragraphs, or 

chapters. These additional breaks in sequencing can be read as evidence of the 

‘constructedness’ of the elements on the page. In running contrary to a sequential 

order or using unexplained and unnecessary breaks, the reader may well find 

themselves pausing to question their insertion. For Simon Barton, these deliberate 

breaks encourage the reader to “question the time they should take reading these 

gaps and hypothesising the possible contextual reasons for their appearance” (28). 

The simple act of having to hypothesise is a challenge to the reader’s ‘narrative lust,’ 

a reminder of the maker behind the text, of the act of creation; and that this 

arrangement of text and/or image is part of a culturally defined regulatory system. 

(See pages 46–47, 67–72, and 108–110). 

On pages of otherwise standard comics arrangement, where panels are 

structured and read following the preference hierarchy, visual elements that appear 

to move outside or against that ‘sequentiality’ will likely raise similar questions and 

observations with the reader to when encountering gaps in text. In following the 
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contrary flow of that element, the reader is taken outside of what Phillip Pullman 

describes as the “tyranny of the one-way flow” (qtd. in Sipe 172). In the context of 

ecosystemic writing, this on-page challenge to narrative convention speaks to the 

more-than-human world’s disruption of our ordering systems, our regulated and 

linear story modes. The Dark Lit Up uses both drawn elements and photographs 

arranged in sequence in a way that runs contrary to the expected reading order. (See 

fig. 2.13 and fig. 2.14). In fig. 2.13 the movement of the deer is charted in a 

sequence in still images that run contrary to the arrangement of the comics panels it 

overlays. Running, first top right to bottom right and then bottom left to top right, the 

deer moves without regard for the ordering system of panels. In this sequence the 

deer also disappears into abstraction, a continuation of its rejection to order and 

direct representation. The bird flights charted across the spreads in fig. 2.14 break 

the sequential order of the comics panels, encouraging the reader’s eye to cut back 

across the sequence, as the bird as proxy for the more-than-human world will not 

conform to the ordering system and will instead ‘go its own way’. 

 

Fig. 2. 13 Example of sequence breaking from The Dark Lit Up (17–18). 
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Fig. 2. 14 Examples sequence breaking through bird flight from The Dark Lit Up 
(65–66 and 189–190). 

 

 
The third method of disruption used within ecosystemic writing is 

obscuring. By obscuring I mean the intentional obfuscation of information relevant 

to the advancement of the story. This can be done through any number of techniques. 

In The Dark Lit Up, obscuring is achieved through overlays or intersections of text 

onto text, image onto text, and/or the arrangement of text so that it flow off the edge 

of the page or into the binding between pages. With text hidden or obscured, the 

reader is again encouraged to stop, to assess, and make a call about the time required 

to decipher what is unavailable. The conscious obscuring of story elements speaks 

directly to what Phil Macnaghten and John Urry have noted as a shortcoming of 

many contemporary climate change novels. They argue that much climate change 

fiction has “not addressed the complex, diverse, overlapping and contradictory ways 

in which people sense the world around them” (104). While I do feel that climate 

fiction has advanced greatly since Macnaghten and Urry’s writing in 1998, 

anthropocentrism remains, and one response is to explore ways for fiction to speak 

more to the “messy unknowns” (Traub 527) of the more-than-human world. 

Obscuring elements on the page continues in the vein of modal switching and 
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sequence breaking to disrupt the human meaning-making elements. In this way, I 

feel obscuring can challenge the dominant anthropocentric, story-driven structure to 

speak to the complex, diverse, overlapping, and contradictory ways of seeing. (See 

fig. 2.15, 2.16, and 2.17). 

 

Fig. 2. 15. Example of obscured text from The Dark Lit Up (47–48). 

 

Fig. 2. 16 Example of text obscuring text from The Dark Lit Up (pg. 75–76). 
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Fig. 2. 17 Example of image obscuring text from The Dark Lit Up (pg. 89–90). 

 

 
Representations of the flux and contrariness of nature is one of the primary 

ambitions of ecosystemic writing. Through abstraction and disruption, ecosystemic 

writing aims to speak to, and with, the more-than-human world. This is a direct 

challenge to the narrative arts because, as Lawrence Buel reminds us, the narrative 

arts typically make a “distinction between text and referent” (qtd. in Allister 31). 

Within ecosystemic writing, the more-than-human world takes form and is directly 

present on the page, not as passive image or representation but as an agent. This 

presence, expressed through abstraction and disruption, intrudes into and occupies 

the textual space, disrupting the distinction between text and referent. 

Ecosystemic writing embraces the breakdown of the cultural conventions of 

‘sequentiality’, reading order, clarity, and linearity. The intrusion of the flux and 

messy unknowns of the more-than-human world into a narrative work supports 

Richard Mabey’s observation that “culture isn’t the opposite or contrary of nature” 

(qtd. in Smith, 1). For Mabey, culture is “the interface between us and the non- 

human world, our species’ semi-permeable membrane” (qtd. in Smith, 1). 
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Abstraction and disruption are examples of how the more-than-human world can 

seep through that semi-permeable membrane. For me, this is directly representative 

of Traub’s notion of the “porous interdependencies between human and nonhuman 

systems or persons” (517). For Traub, this interdependence exists simultaneously 

with the “partial unknowability of the nonhuman world from our vantage in a human 

social system” (517). Abstraction and disruption speak directly to this unknowability 

while simultaneously acknowledging the more-than-human world as disordered, in 

flux, resistant, but no less important. 

Timothy Clark has issued a call for the arts and humanities to “aid a sort of 

species-consciousness” (qtd. in Smith, 18). I read this as a call for a consciousness of 

human meaning-making exercises as well as an increased awareness of the more- 

than-human world as independent to, and coexistent with, the human world. For 

Abram, the human world is “locked in a culture for which discourse is seen as 

exclusively human” (51) and “by denying that birds and other animals have their 

own styles of speech, by insisting that the river has no real voice and that the ground 

itself is mute, we stifle our direct experience” (263). “Nature speaks,” as Allister 

reminds us, “but in our discourse nature is silent, a symbolic presence only, a mute 

object” (30). Ecosystemic writing is, in part, an exploration of methods and 

approaches that allow for nature to be unmuted, to be more than symbol or 

metaphor, and certainly more than setting or “best swimming time”. The result is the 

discordant, dispersed voice presented through abstraction and disruption. This is 

more-than-human storytelling, speaking in part with “the speech of the things 

themselves” (Abram 273). This is the messy, in flux, tidal voice of the more-than- 

human world. 
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Chapter 3 

Picture This 

Speaking to the Role of Memory in our Experience of Environmental Loss 
 

 
A group of people sit in attendance at a talk on climate change and its 

impacts on the polar regions. They are asked to picture a glacier. It seems a simple 

task; the group know the term glacier and they know what is expected from them. 

Yet, none of them have ever seen a glacier up close. These large slow-moving 

accumulations of ice and snow exist only in the far-off regions of the world; regions 

rarely visited by the casual tourist. So, those in the crowd must, instead, draw on 

their memory of photographs or films they may have seen. A question comes from 

the crowd, “Do you want us to picture a glacier as they are now or how we 

remember them to be?” The question speaks to our relationship with the more-than- 

human world and our increasing reliance on the visual image (film or photograph) as 

a conduit between the human and more-than-human world, particularly in the age of 

mass extinction and climate-related change. 

The glacier has long enchanted the public imagination. Robert Macfarlane 

recounts stories of travellers in the mid-19th century flocking to see these “superb 

enigmas” (Mountains 106), which “all but confounded metaphor” (113). A century 

earlier, the enigmatic pair of Richard Pococke and William Windham completed an 

expedition to the glaciers of Chamonix, France. From this expedition, Windham’s 

evocative description of the glacier was “a lake put in Agitation by strong Wind, and 

frozen all at once” (original capitalisation, qtd. in Macfarlane Mountains 113). This 

powerful and arresting image of a wild ocean frozen in time did much to inspire 
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future travellers and explorers. It may also be in part responsible for the notion of the 

glacier as a permanent, ever-present feature forever frozen all at once. 

Glaciers are not as fixed as they appear, of course. They have always 

existed in constant, albeit slow, migration downwards. However, glaciers are now 

attracting increased attention due to their fast rate of change. The glacier has become 

a visual indicator for the impact of global temperature rises caused by climate 

change. In 1997, the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) began the Repeat Photography 

Project, with the aim of re-photographing historic glacier images to document 

changes to these glaciers through juxtaposition (see fig. 3.1). The result is a visually 

arresting shorthand for the changes wrought by climate change; the ‘then and now’ 

photograph. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3. 1. Swiftcurrent Glacier: circa 1910, Morton Elod, GNP Archives - 9/27/2016, 
Lisa McKeon, USGS. 

 
Picture a glacier. With no direct experience, the group at the talk can only 

reconstruct an idea of a glacier from their collective memory bank of images. They 

may bring to mind an image of glaciers as “mighty ice rivers” (Macfarlane 

Mountains 106) and it may feel as if that is how they remember glaciers to be—a 
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collective memory of the glacier as wild places—but that is not their direct memory. 

It is an image that predates their lives; it is an inherited memory. They may picture 

the glacier as they imagine them to be now. Perhaps they imagine something like the 

images of the Swiftcurrent Glacier compiled by USGS in 2016 (see fig. 3.1). Yet, 

this is not the glacier now. It can never be. There is no static state, no glacier as it is 

now. That said, individuals in the group will still come up with an image. 

Without direct experience of the glacier, how can the group create this 

visual image? They can only draw on their collective memory and, as George 

Kouvaros explains, memory is encountered “through the life of images and things” 

(391). In this instance, the group have their collective memory of the stories and 

images they have collected through their lives, and it is through these that they will 

‘build’ their image of a glacier. As Susan Sontag notes, photography is “not so much 

an instrument of memory as an invention of it or a replacement” (Photography 165). 

Similarly, for Catherine Keenan “photographs do not only supplement memory but 

actually configure it” (60). To help illustrate the claims of Sontag and Keenan, 

Geoffrey Batchen gives his readers a simple task: “think back to childhood” and then 

asks, “can you remember it?” (15). He asks his readers to consider whether what 

they see in memory is any more than the stories they have been told or seen 

photographed from their childhood. “Has photography quietly replaced your 

memories with its own?” (15), he asks. At the same time, Marianne Hirsch asserts 

that “all pictures … represent what no longer is” (23). We remember through 

imagery, and since the advent of the camera increasingly through film and 

photography, but the image is itself an object of memory. 

That is not to say that memory exists only as photographed or documented 

in film. Groups have developed and maintained memories through written and oral 
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testimony and individuals can create and maintain memory without photography or 

recourse to a shared narrative. However, in our ever-increasing visual age the role of 

the visual document has a particular role in the creation and curation of memory. In 

particular, in the context of the climate crisis in that it stretches across a spatial- 

temporal scale outside of our day-to-day experience. To this regard, much of how we 

experience the more-than-human world, and mourn its losses, is through visual 

documentation. 

Marianne Hirsch’s exploration of the “the postmodern space of cultural 

memory” (13) has her concluding that a shared accumulation of history exists in part 

in our production and consumption of the visual image, most notably photography. 

Hirsch proposes the term “postmemory” (21) for this shared accumulation of history, 

an idea she developed through her analysis of the photographic imagery used within 

Art Spiegelman’s seminal work of memoir in the comics form, Maus I and II (see 

fig. 3.2 and fig. 3.3.), in which Spiegelman uses photographs to illicit a sense of 

permanence to the memories and events he recounts within the graphic memoirs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3. 2. Photography in Maus I (100). (Own image). 
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Fig. 3. 3. Photography in Maus II (135). (Own image). 

 

 
For Hirsch, “postmemory characterises the experience of those who grow 

up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are 

evacuated by the stories of the previous generation shaped by traumatic events that 

can be neither understood nor recreated” (21). While Hirsch developed the notion of 

‘postmemory’ in relation to children of Holocaust survivors, she does acknowledge 

that the concept “is useful to describe other second-generation memories of cultural 

or collective dramatic events and experiences” (21). There is scope here to explore 

the notion of ‘postmemory’ in the context of the climate crisis because of the role of 

photography within our understanding of the crisis and Hirsh’s own claim that 

“photographs are precisely the medium connecting first- and second-generation 

remembrance, memory and postmemory” (23). We see the photograph of the 

Swiftcurrent Glacier circa 1910 as second-generation inhabitants see a photograph of 

their ancestors’ past and adopt it as our own. For Hirsch, the photograph creates both 
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memory and distance. She claims, photographs “affirm the past’s existence and, in 

their two dimensionality, signal its unbridgeable distance” (23). We see the 

photograph of the glacier as affirmation of its existence in our past and, at the same 

time, must acknowledge its temporal distance from us. It becomes an inherited 

memory, and so we carry the weight of its loss as if it were our own. This is the 

climate crisis as ‘postmemory.’ 

In the context of climate change, the notion of ‘postmemory’ is related to 

those born into the climate crisis, specifically the age of the sixth mass extinction. 

The concept of a sixth mass extinction is disputed among ecologists, but the notion 

remains present within popular imagination and news media. Robert Cowie et al. 

describe a mass extinction event as “a short period when at least 75% of species are 

lost” (642).6 ‘Postmemory’ as a concept can be applied to contemporary 

communities living with this notion of global mass extinction and so with second- or 

third-generation memories of environmental collapse preceding our birth. Climate 

anxiety has been instilled in contemporary society by a trauma that can only be 

understood in the context of a loss that has already taken place and cannot be 

recreated. We can only experience the trauma of climate-related loss and change 

with an understanding of what has been lost, what came before, and this 

understanding has been created for us through narrative, oral testimony, written 

accounts, retrospective data visualisations and, importantly, photography. The loss 

has already occurred, but that which has been lost has been photographed. The 

traumatic event has taken place, but its past can be relived through photographs.7 

Generations today have only the stories of a previous age and the visualisations of 

climate scientists as a reference to the scale of loss that has already occurred. Our 
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relationship with the more-than-human world is shaped, in part, by a collective 

‘postmemory.’ 

To conjure an image of a glacier as they remember them to be, the group at 

the talk on climate change has only the glacier as ‘postmemory’: an inherited image 

and memory, now lost. The same is largely true for the notion of picturing glaciers 

as they are now. The group must still rely on their collective understanding as 

created by imagery to create an image of the glacier as it is at that point in time. 

However, as Sontag reminds us, there is no present within photography: by nature, 

photography remains an “exquisite index of the pastness of the past” (Mourning). By 

placing the two images of the Swiftcurrent Glacier side-by-side, the indication is that 

the viewer is sitting as direct witness to climate change. They are witness to ‘the 

state it was’ in direct comparison to ‘the state it is.’ It has become a visual trope: two 

photos alongside each other, with date stamps or simply the words ‘Then’ and 

‘Now.’ A more accurate labelling of these photographs would be ‘Then’ and ‘Then.’ 

Moreover, as Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright remind us, no photograph can ever 

remain true when the very notion of its truth is tied up in the assertion that the image 

is in any way a document of the present. 

This notion of a photograph as being a document of a present state is, in 

part, what Sturken and Cartwright call the “myth of photographic truth” (16). A 

photograph of the Swiftcurrent Glacier or the Great Barrier Reef may be printed in 

the newspaper or included online as evidence of rises in global temperatures, but 

neither of those photographs can ever be the exact present. From the moment that 

photograph was taken, the changes evidenced in that glacier or reef have already 

occurred. Change is ever-present across the more-than-human world and any 

photograph is an attempt to ‘capture’ what is otherwise in constant flux. The climate 
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crisis intensifies this change, and in this context, the photo immediately becomes an 

artefact of the past, in which loss has already occurred. In fact, Julie Doyle makes 

direct reference to this in the context of photographs of melting glaciers, which she 

calls “a representational problem [as] photographs of glaciers represent temporally 

the already seen effects of climate change” (130). This is particularly pertinent for, 

as Silke Horstkotte and Nancy Pedri emphasise, “photography [has] had a significant 

impact not only on the way reality is perceived but also on how it is narrated” (qtd. 

in Pedri Photography in Comics 9). Julie Doyle claims that “photographs of a 

changed landscape due to global warming worryingly position the viewer as looking 

onto a landscape before climate change and after” (qtd. in Nurmis 54). This, 

according to Joanna Nurmis, “promotes a reading in which climate change has 

already happened” (54). This image has been documented. This has already 

occurred. As a result, climate change may be seen to be a concern of the past or 

something that the individual, in the present, has no control over. This is why, as 

Saffron O’Neill explains, “the very images that made [research] participants have 

the greatest sense of climate change being important were also disempowering at a 

personal level. 

These images were said to drive feelings of helplessness, remoteness, and lack of 

control” (373). Rather than positioning the event in the present, it has been confined 

to the past as something no longer within our control. 

There is a parallel here between how we have come to understand climate 

change as documented (and therefore already happened) and the work of Roland 

Barthes and George Kouvaros, among others, on the relationship between memory 

and personal/family photographs. Slavoj Žižek claims that “it is our roots in the 

natural environment that prevent us from taking seriously things that we already 

know: that all this normal life we see around us can disappear” (qtd. in Nurmis 56). 
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Kouvaros and Barthes have noted a similar relationship in how we view 

personal/family photographs and their part in projecting the viewer forward into a 

future state of loss. In his analysis of W. G. Sebald’s novel Austerlitz, Kouvaros 

argues that while the photographs come to the reader from the past, they are 

“projecting us forward into a future in which the catastrophe of death has already 

occurred” (Kouvaros 404). Barthes makes the same observation in Camera Lucida. 

While looking at family photographs, he explains, “I tell myself: she is going to die. 

I shudder … over a catastrophe which has already occurred. Whether or not the 

subject is already dead, every photograph is this catastrophe” (96). For Barthes, the 

“pastness” of that photograph and, by extension, the subject of that photo forces him 

to confront the prospect of loss, whether it has occurred or not. In looking at the 

original photograph of the Swiftcurrent Glacier, circa 1910, we cannot help but 

project forwards to a place changed or disappeared, for we know “all this normal life 

we see around us can disappear” (Žižek qtd. in Nurmis 56). Sontag insists, “all 

photographs are memento mori” (qtd. in Hirsch 1); perhaps in looking at the 

photograph of the glacier, circa 1910, we can only shudder with Barthes over a 

catastrophe that has already occurred. 

The group at the talk is asked to picture a glacier and to do so they will 

draw on memory; for many these are memories shaped largely by photography. They 

reply with, “Do you want us to picture a glacier as they are now or how we 

remember them to be?” The question is redundant. They have no memory of what 

the glacier was. They have only the glacier as ‘postmemory’—an inherited memory 

of the glacier as existing in some notion of a ‘pure’ state before the impacts of 

climate change—and which, in a Barthesian reading, remains a reminder of the 

catastrophe that has already occurred. Neither do they have a notion of what a glacier 
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is now. They may have a recent photograph of a glacier in mind but, as Sturken and 

Cartwright, Doyle, Nurmis, Sontag, and others remind us, any photograph once 

taken is immediately a record of the past. Asked to picture a glacier, the group can 

likely conjure an image on request, but this mental image of a glacier will be neither 

as they remember them to be nor how they are now. The challenge this group face is 

a microcosm of our wider relationship with the more-than-human world as created 

and curated by photography. 

We inherit memory and thus an inherited sense of loss, ‘postmemory,’ 

while our understanding of the present as photographed erroneously classifies the 

more-than-human world as unchanging, the ‘false-stasis’ of Windham’s frozen lake. 

This dichotomy exists concurrently with ‘postmemory,’ enforcing an idea of 

constant change contradicting our view of the more-than-human as caught within a 

photographic false-stasis. Threaded through this is Barthes’ notion of every 

photograph repeating the catastrophe to come. 

This interchange between memory and photography has a particular bearing 

on an exploration of the narrativization of climate change as the crisis is increasingly 

communicated visually. As Karin Kukkonen notes, across contemporary culture “the 

‘dominance of the verbal’ has now been succeeded by the ‘dominance of the visual’” 

(36). Doyle supports Kukkonen’s assertion through her analysis of the use of images 

in the representation and communication of climate change across mainstream 

media. Doyle notes that “while texts are often privileged as primary means of 

climate communication, images have been considered as a powerful way to ‘bear 

witness’ to climate change” (131). For Birgit Schneider, this privileging of the image 

is in response to the relative invisibility of climate change. As she explains, “you 

cannot see global warming. Global climate change only can be perceived in a way 
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that is indirect and mediated. This is why visualizations of climate change play such 

a particular role in the discourse for they are designed to make visible the invisible” 

(5). The image, photographic or illustrative, has come to dominate contemporary 

culture and the narrativization of the climate crisis is no exception. In fact, the nature 

of the crisis has seen climate scientists, in particular, lean heavily on visual 

communication. 

Schneider is writing specifically on the role of data visualisation. She 

argues that “only through these new strategies of visualizing observations and 

measurements could the climate be made ‘evident’” (5) and, by extension, could 

some understanding of global climate change be even partly appreciated by the 

broader public. Gillian Rose’s detailed exploration of visual methodologies is an 

important reminder that “all visual representations are made in one way or another, 

and the circumstances of their production may contribute toward the effect they 

have” (27). Put another way, while the power and influence of data visualisations on 

the communication of climate change may be indisputable, the ‘constructedness’ of 

any visualisation has a bearing on how they are read and/or received. In fact, 

Schneider does highlight a concern around the risk of data visualisations becoming 

“transparent” (4). As she explains it, “the more normal these images become within 

public communication processes, the more they are subconsciously looked through 

and simultaneously taken for granted” (4). Furthermore, there is the intrinsic 

challenge in attempting to communicate so much to so many. By this I mean, the 

scale and complexity of climate change, its impacts, importance, and possible 

responses, pose a challenge for data visualisation. As Saffron O’Neill et al. explain, 

“imagery can play a role in either increasing a sense of importance of the issue of 

climate change (saliency), or in promoting feelings of being able to do something 
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about climate change (efficacy)—but few, if any, images seem to do both” (414). 

While the twin goals of saliency and efficacy remain important, Kathryn Yusoff 

reminds us of the dangers of relying solely on technical/rational reporting. As Yusoff 

explains, “rational reporting of satellite and remote-sensing data [is] suggestive of a 

‘predictive planet’” (2). This notion of a predictive planet echoes the sense of 

photography enforcing the false view of the more-than-human world as being static, 

the myth of ‘false-stasis.’ 

Instead, we live within a changeable more-than-human world. The narrative 

arts can offer a way of exploring the realities of living on this (increasingly) 

unpredictable planet. More specifically, an exploration of the role of photography 

through ecosystemic writing provides an opportunity to explore the social and 

emotional impact of living in a world unprepared for the “unpredictable … wildness 

of future events” (Yusoff 2). In contrast to the rational reporting and “matter-of-fact 

charts” (Schneider 4), The Dark Lit Up uses personal/family photographs to explore 

the role of photography as creator and curator of our understanding of climate 

change and biodiversity loss. The personal/family photograph also has a direct 

connection to the Barthesian notion of ‘every photography containing a future 

catastrophe’ or Sebald’s shuddering at the inevitable death. The photographs in The 

Dark Lit Up often focus on my mother as her death—a narrative thread that runs 

through the novel itself—speaks directly to this notion of the photograph as evidence 

of both existence and a reminder of loss. In fig. 3.4 for example, the mother 

character is pictured in one image, happy and smiling at Christmas time, while 

alongside it on the facing page, the same room is shown, starkly lit and empty of 

people and life. It is a haunting image in comparison and a reminder of the 

inevitability of loss. 
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Fig. 3. 4. Photography used in The Dark Lit Up (135–136). 

 

 
Personal/family photographs are used in The Dark Lit Up to explore the 

relationship between memory and the more-than-human world because of their 

familiarity, even if they are not the reader’s family. By nature, personal/family 

photographs remind the viewer of the notion of absence, as family and personal 

connections are always in some way transient. For Cross, family photographs can be 

used “to remind us of a structural absence” (43). In the context of family/personal 

photographs, this structural absence is present in the absence of loved ones. These 

photographs are a particularly powerful reminder of absence and of the role of 

photography in the continuation of this absence; in addition, they are a continuation 

of some aspect of presence too, as that which is lost continues to have a life in the 

photograph. See fig. 3.5 for a direct example of photography as a reminder of a 

structural absence, where the mother figure is literally cut from the photograph 

leaving only the structure of her absence. The Dark Lit Up uses these 

family/personal photographs to explore the relationship between memory, loss, and 
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photography. In removing the human figure, as in fig. 3.5, the intention is to make 

these connections more explicit through the intimacy of the personal/family loss, 

particularly that of the mother. Presented in the context of ecosystemic writing and 

with the character’s own engagement with questions of memory and his 

disconnection with the more-than-human world, this extraction of the human/mother 

figure can be read as speaking to a wider loss. By extension, the use of these 

photographs as documents of loss, is an exploration of the notion of the more-than- 

human world as being extensively photographed while being intensively removed 

from our lives. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 3. 5. Structural absence within The Dark Lit Up (46). 

 

 
One aspect of our experience of a disappearing world is the sensation of 

seeing natural phenomenon, locations, fauna, and flora documented on film but not 

recognised. The same is true of family photographs. Geoffrey Batchen notes, “we 

have all at some time searched our family albums and not recognized those we see 

within” (15). Likewise, Martha Langford recounts the experience of paging through 
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a photo album and seeing people and/or moments in her past she does not recognise. 

She makes the point that the “rediscovery of an image whose content has been 

forgotten transforms photographic experience into a crisis of memory—a mixture of 

self-doubt and mourning” (Suspended 16). The contemporary experience of climate 

change—a collective ‘postmemory’ narrated through images of a spatial and 

temporal reality that we cannot remember—results in a similar crisis of memory. We 

do not recognise what we are being shown and so are held in a state of self-doubt 

and mourning. Looking at a photograph from a time before the full impact of climate 

change—a flock of birds a thousand strong or immense migrating herds across the 

Serengeti Plain—we may experience the same double calamity we have from 

viewing family photographs. First, the calamity of doubt, of being uncoupled by an 

image we have no connection to and no memory of. Second, the calamity of 

realisation that these places, that version of reality, is lost to us. 

Personal/family photographs can explore the global through our experience 

of the personal. The application of those photos within a work of ecosystemic 

writing asks: if we can look at a family photograph and not recognize the faces we 

see, is there a parallel to how we look at images of the more-than-human world? 

This is because ecosystemic writing must, by its nature, maintain focus on the 

exploration of ways to speak to, and with, the more-than-human world. In this 

context, the personal/family photographs can be read as analogous to our 

relationship to photography of the more-than-human world. The parallels with 

Hirsch’s notion of ‘postmemory’—a personal inheritance of a global catastrophe—is 

then explored through the dynamic of the personal within the global and vice versa. 

The relationship between the personal and the global within personal/family 

photographs is evident too in their level of shared understanding; in how we can look 
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at a photograph of a family that is not our own (the global) and it will conjure mental 

images of our own family (the personal). There is a greater sense too, within 

family/personal photographs that are not our own, of the photograph being a moment 

‘cut’ from time. It exists as it is, a singular moment without narrative, or rather cut 

from narrative. For Martha Langford, taking a photograph is “the extraction of an 

image from the spatio-temporal flow” (Suspended 13). When encountering a 

photograph of yourself, a family member, or friend you know well, you are 

immediately aware of this being a moment taken from time. The person in the 

photograph comes to you from that time and is locked within that time. The 

personal/family photograph speaks to this break in the flow of time most directly 

because these images can be quickly associated to a specific time and place. The 

photographs of the Swiftcurrent Glacier, which has no features connecting it to a 

time, require the timestamps “circa 1910” and “2016” to place it on the timeline. A 

photograph of family carries intrinsic time signatures (clothing, hairstyles, car 

models) that give it an immediate placement in time. In being so definitively ‘of a 

time’, the personal/family photograph is more clearly a ‘cut’ in the spatial-temporal 

flow, an extract from that moment in time. Unlike the glacier, there is no argument 

for the family photograph as existing in a state of continuum, a stasis outside of time. 

Without the ‘then and now’ juxtaposition, when looking at a single, still 

image of the glacier in isolation, the viewer could be fooled into reading the 

photograph as evidence of the glacier as being fixed in time. As if the still 

photograph is proof of an equally still glacier. There is no possibility of this 

assumption when viewing a personal/family photograph. The use of these 

photographs in The Dark Lit Up is therefore intended to provide a reminder of the 
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illusionary nature of photography: the illusion of stasis. Personal/family photographs 

exist on a human timeline, a line of memory and story. They cannot be read as static. 

They are moments pulled from a sequence, which combine to build memory. 

Paul Heubener is under no illusion as to the importance of memory in our 

interaction with the world, human and/or more-than-human. He explains, “memory, 

like narrative, is a necessary condition for human identity and for coherent forms of 

interaction with the world [and so] we must forever fashion time into human shapes, 

just as we shape the air to fit inside our lungs” (336). Personal/family photographs 

provide the most obvious examples of how we ‘cut’ time from the spatial-temporal 

scale and fashion it into human shapes. However, a photograph of the more-than- 

human world—glacier, fox, dandelion, or riverbank—is no less ‘cut’ from time as 

any personal/family photograph. All photography is an artefact of a time and place; 

personal/family photographs only more obviously so. 

A personal/family photograph is a material artefact, a direct record of its 

time and place of origin, which gives credence to any narratives associated with that 

time, place, and photograph. George Kouvaros speaks to the impact of this 

materiality on the fictional work of W. G. Sebald. For Kouvaros, the photographs in 

Austerlitz “do not suggest that the story we are told is true. Rather, they affirm the 

materiality of the world from which this story has been drawn” (403). The inclusion 

of personal/family photographs within The Dark Lit Up therefore confirms the 

materiality of the novel’s world and so, by extension, the materiality of the climate 

crisis as experienced by the characters in the novel. 

Using personal/family photographs to engage with a wider exploration of 

the role of photography in our experience of the climate crisis also avoids what 

Saffron O’Neill has identified as the “barriers to engagement” within overt climate 
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change imagery (363). For O’Neill, “meaningful engagement ... must involve some 

degree of connection with ‘the everyday’, in both spatial and temporal terms” (393). 

There is nothing more everyday than the photo album, albeit these days a digital 

album on a phone or a reel on social media. The power of the family photograph is 

in its domesticity, its “everydayness.” This can be a comfort, a refuge, against the 

tide of time. 

Mark Allister reminds us of the power a sense of refuge plays in the face of 

unprecedented change. He writes, “when we’re scared and we want the world we 

know to remain ... refuge becomes the place that change doesn’t touch. We ‘retreat’ 

to some soothing place, literally or in memory; we seek refuge with some soothing 

person” (61). This notion of retreating to a soothing place can include retreating to 

the familiarity of the personal photo reel. It is even possible to feel a sense of refuge 

in viewing photographs that are not our own.8 The people may be unfamiliar, but the 

occasions, the moments, the clothing, they likely provide enough shared experiences 

to be familiar. 

This sense of familiarity and refuge within personal/family photographs is 

fundamental to their meaning and impact when integrated into a work of climate 

fiction. The personal/family photograph speaks to the theory of ‘postmemory’ as the 

domestic imagery renders notions of inherited stories. The familiarity of the people 

in the photographs, who exist on a human timeline, recalls Barthes’ claim for a 

photograph projecting the viewer forward to catastrophe. We experience the crisis of 

memory in seeing a photo of ourselves we do not remember, a face we cannot match 

to a name. The photographs create and curate our memories until we no longer know 

what came first. 
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The use of personal/family photographs for the exploration of the impact of 

photography on our experience of the climate crisis relies on the incorporation of 

these images into the multimodal arrangements specific to ecosystemic writing. 

Liliane Weissberg and Karen Beckman’s exploration of “the coexistence of writing 

(including but certainly not limited to fiction writing) and photography” has seen 

them identify an “uncertain energy” in their interaction on the page (13). They 

describe this energy as “the kind of energy we find in the realm of the experiment, 

the crossed border, and the bastard outcomes of surprising encounters” (13). This is a 

positive space of exploration, which speaks to the crossed borders and bastard 

outcomes required to communicate the scale and complexity of the climate crisis and 

the more-than-human world. 

While photography as factual artefact may seem to have no place in fiction, 

there is a long history of writers incorporating photography into their work. As 

Weissberg and Beckman maintain, “as long as there has been photography, writers 

have been writing with it, and writing has been challenged, complicated, and 

enriched by it” (13). Simon Barton outlines a distinction between the use of images 

within prose fiction as either “supplementary” or “narrative” (114). Supplementary 

images are the most common. These are images that exist alongside the prose but are 

not necessary for an understanding of the prose. They are merely decorative and so 

not essential.9 Barton describes narrative images as “word and picture combinations 

that do not just supplement the textual narrative. They are significantly necessary for 

the textual narrative to function” (114). They are part of the story, even essential to 

the story. One example are the segments of comics interspersed between prose in the 

work of Posey Simmonds. 
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Ecosystemic writing uses a third image type, what I call the integral non- 

narrative image. The integral non-narrative image is not supplementary: it is not 

simply illustrative of a detail already presented in text form. Nor is it supportive of 

the central narrative structure. It is integral to the structure and meaning of the novel, 

but it does not carry some or any of the story as, for example, a segment of comic or 

informational image would. An integral non-illustrative image may contradict the 

central storyline, distract from it, or narrate its own storyline independent from the 

prose and/or comics. For examples from The Dark Lit Up see pages 108–116 in 

which the text narrative is surrounded by personal/family photographs, which neither 

supplement nor co-narrate. 

Narrative images fit within the story in that they continue the story as part 

of the linear progressing. However, as Barton explains, narrative images are still 

“disruptive to the reader, since they require them to question the value and 

relationship between words and pictures and to use a different type of visual literacy 

uncommon in the reading of the conventional novels” (114). The integral non- 

narrative image requires the same level of engagement from the reader as it cannot 

be glossed over as simply supplementary, while raising deeper thematic questions 

distinct from the story. 

W. G. Sebald uses photographs in a similar way to ecosystemic writing’s 

integral non-illustrative image. The un-captioned and un-referenced photographs in 

Austerlitz or Vertigo do not supplement the narrative in an illustrative way, nor do 

they carry their own narrative (see fig. 3.6). For Kouvaros, “the photographs [in 

Austerlitz] are like points of contact—ambiguous at best—between the writing and a 

series of histories that hover just outside the perimeters of the story” (114). As such, 

Sebald’s writing sits in an ambiguous space between reality and fiction. Heidt claims 
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that Sebald’s “autoficitonal world [is] rendered precisely to cast doubt upon the 

boundaries between truth and fiction, while reaffirming the ethical imperative to 

continue to bear witness to the traumatic twentieth century”. Alexander Hemon’s 

The Lazarus Project and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly 

Close both use photographs with their prose but their work has no claims to 

autofiction, and the photographs contribute and broaden out the story world, but they 

are not strictly illustrative or narratively essential. (See fig. 3.7 and fig. 3.8). 

 

Fig. 3. 6. Photographs used in Austerlitz. (Own photo). 
 

Fig. 3. 7. Photographs used The Lazarus Project. (Own photo). 
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Fig. 3. 8. Photography used in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close. (Own photo). 

 

 
The use of often unclear or seemingly indistinct photographs by Sebald, 

Hemon, and Foer echoes Gotthold Lessing’s notion of the photograph as being a 

“fruchtbarer Moment” or “pregnant moment” (qtd. in Kukkonen 36). For Lessing, 

this one single moment “points toward both the past and the future and from which 

the audience imagines the entire story” (37). Across chapter seven (pp. 107–116), 

The Dark Lit Up uses a collage-effect to present a number of unrelated 

personal/family photographs alongside a prose segment; each image is a “pregnant 

moment” thrust together in a seemingly haphazard manner, as these moments may 

be recalled without reconstructed (see fig. 3.10). The collage speaks to the notion of 

memory as being non-sequential and often disconnected. Each photograph is a point 

on a timeline but its place on that timeline cannot easily be resolved. The layout and 

design of photographs across the pages in figure 3.9 is such that the photographs 

overlap and are only partially visible; as memory is often contradictory, competing, 

and only ever partial. The light source across these pages is a drawn candle, which 
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brings the photographs into the fictional, drawn space. The light source also means 

some of the photos remain in the dark, perhaps unremembered, signalling the 

photograph as being an unreliable narrator, reliant on the viewer to reconstruct the 

narrative. 

 

 

Fig. 3. 9. Non-sequential and unconnected photographs alongside prose in The Dark 
Lit Up (109–112). 

 
The inclusion of photography with prose requires the reader to engage with 

questions of validity: the validity of the photograph as fact and the text as fiction. 

Kouvaros’s assertion that the photograph can “affirm the materiality of the (fictional) 

world” remains true. As Nancy Pedri claims, writing from the perspective of memoir 
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narratives, photographs play “a key role in persuading readers of the authenticity of a 

particular personal experience and, by extension, its narration” (Layering). However, 

Horstkotte and Pedri argue that “in a paradoxical movement, photographs, when 

taken out of their original contexts and included in a fictional narrative, become 

fictional themselves” (8). I propose that both arguments are true. The photograph 

will affirm the fictional world, as Kouvaros claims, while the fiction will question or 

undercut the notion of the photograph as being ‘real.’ Within the context of 

ecosystemic writing, this contrast and conflict speaks to our relationship with 

photography as well as to how we experience the climate crisis and biodiversity loss: 

somewhere between fiction and non-fiction, remembered and misremembered, fixed 

and chaotic. For Batchen, “photography is too coherent and too linear in its 

articulation of time and space. It obeys the rules of nonfiction. Memory, in contrast, 

is selective, fuzzy in outline, intensively subjective, often incoherent, and invariably 

changes over time—a conveniently malleable form of fiction” (16). It is here, at the 

borders between the fuzzy and the linear, between memory and image, fiction and 

non-fiction, where we can best explore our relationship with the climate crisis. 

While ecosystemic writing does not discriminate against any variation of 

multimodal integrations, The Dark Lit Up is primarily a hybrid of prose, comics, and 

photography. The integration of photography with comics, in particular, raises a 

number of questions around authenticity across the two modes. Scott McCloud notes 

that “cartooning and photography have been theorised as opposite types of pictures 

in relation to their level of abstraction, that is, in relation to how closely they 

resemble their real-life counterparts” (qtd. in Pedri, Layering 249). Frederik Køhlert 

notes that “the mechanical process of photography is … often considered to be 

fundamentally different from the other visual arts, which foreground their 
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subjectivity by virtue of being handmade” (148). Likewise, for Rosalind Krauss the 

photograph is most-commonly seen as “an imprint or transfer of the real” (qtd. in 

Pedri, Cartooning 250). This contrasts with comics as replicating the subject in 

drawing will always be a step or two removed from the apparent objectivity of the 

photograph. Nancy Pedri has identified this trait within her analysis of graphic 

memoir. For Pedri, “the communication of truth in graphic memoir is openly caught 

up in the cartoon image’s constructed and interpretative quality” (Cartooning 248). 

It is the very nature of the drawing as an interpretive construction that, for Køhlert, 

Pedri, and McCloud, separate it from photography. 

The nonfiction work of comics writers and artists have often included 

photographs as a form of legitimization, or verification, of the drawn images. The 

Photographer: Into War-torn Afghanistan with Doctors Without Borders by 

Emmanuel Guibert, Didier Lefèvre, and Frédéric Lemercier is a particularly relevant 

case study. This work of travel-memoir journalism recounts a journey through 

Afghanistan with volunteers working for Doctors Without Borders. The work uses 

photographs and comics together with little to no visual transitions between the 

modes. The photographs are often inserted in line with the comics panels, as if they 

were panels themselves. In some instances, the photographs themselves are 

presented in sequence with a central character repeated. Thierry Groensteen has 

identified the “dialectic of repetition and difference” (115) as a key feature of 

comics. For Groensteen, the “redundancy” of repetition, in which “each image [is] 

linked to the preceding one by a partial repetition of its content” (115) is an essential 

mechanism in the creation of narrative within comics. The Photographer replicates 

this feature directly through the selection and arrangement of photographs. For 

example, in fig. 3.10 the left-hand page of the spread has a sequence of photographs 
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with a central character repeated through the first four panels/photographs (see fig. 

3.11 for detail). Arranged this way, the photographs give additional credence to the 

comics’ images and their narrative. These photographs are read as “imprints of the 

real” and so, in sequence, they are read as existing on a timeline of real events. So, 

when switching to the drawn images, which remain “constructed and interpretative” 

(Pedri, Cartooning 248), the reader is likely more accepting of the comics 

sequence’s claim of being documentary. 

 

Fig. 3. 10. Example from The Photographer. (Own photo). 

 
The right-hand page of this spread (see fig. 3.10) uses photographs outside 

of the comics sequence, as if showing the reader, the viewpoint of the characters in 

the comics. In this way, the photographs are used to “ground” the comic in reality 

and in a particular time and space. There is less repetition, less sequence, and more 

of an observational setting. This is particularly important for the art style of The 

Photographer, which tends not to include backgrounds in the drawn panels. 

The red cross over the photograph in the bottom left panel of the left-hand 

page (see fig. 3.10 and 3.11) is a reminder to the reader of the role of 
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photographer/comics maker/writer in selecting the photographs. For Pedri, such a 

direct intervention is not required for a reader to be aware of this when reading 

comics with photography. Instead, the presence of the hand-drawn indicates the 

presence of an illustrator/maker. The presence of this individual on the page, and in 

the reader’s mind, means that the photograph cannot be read as impartial or non- 

interpretive. These photographs are not presented in isolation: “The drawn hand 

makes the photographic image stand apart as a hand-selected artifact, one that is 

made to carry meaning within the cartoon universe in which it has been placed” 

(Pedri, Layering). In effect, every photograph within a comic contains the mark, 

which in The Photographer is made visible. 

 

Fig. 3. 11. Detail from The Photographer. (Own photo). 

 
In The Photographer, these drawn elements are of a different art style, 

literally a different pen, and so are read not as the ‘infiltration’ of the comics into the 

photograph but rather as a discreet aspect of photography as a mode within The 

Photographer. The markings on the photographs in The Photographer are the marks 

of the journalist-photographer selecting and rejecting photographs for publication. 
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The red cross (rejection) and red outline (selection) that is drawn onto the 

photographs within The Photographer is a direct reminder to the reader of the 

narrative process, of how selection and omission can shape the narrative. 

The Dark Lit Up explores a more integrated/direct interaction between the 

drawn and the photographed in three distinct ways. Firstly, by either drawing into or 

onto a photograph. (See fig. 3.12). These moment of what Pedri calls “the deliberate 

defacing of the photographic image by a cartooning hand” (Cartooning 264) are 

used to ‘draw through the borders’ of a photograph, to integrate them more fully 

into the comics, particularly when they are present on the page as instances of 

memory for the protagonist. (For further examples from The Dark Lit Up see pages 

37, 78, 99–100, 142, and 191–192). 

 

Fig. 3. 12. Character drawn ‘into’ a photographed landscapes in The Dark Lit Up (7 
and 12). 

 

 
Secondly, by positioning drawn elements, typically characters, inside a 

photographed setting the photograph locates that element or character in the ‘real 

world’. The use of photography in this way in The Dark Lit Up as the setting for 
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drawn characters grounds the drawn image in reality. (See fig. 3.13). At the same 

time, as components within a work of ecosystemic writing, the photographs are 

likely to be read as being more than setting. They are representative of the more- 

than-human world as documented in photographic form. The drawn image is 

“constructed and interpretative” (Pedri, Cartooning 248); it is representative of the 

human world. The combination of the two is a direct juxtaposition of these two 

worlds as well as a contrast between the ‘false stasis’ of the more-than-human world 

in photography and comics as narrative. This is particularly true because, as 

Groensteen notes, when we talk about drawing in comics, we are referring to 

“narrative drawing” (161). Groensteen defines narrative drawing as that which 

“privileges the character, the agent of the action” (162). In the context of 

ecosystemic writing, the juxtaposition of drawn character—the privileged ‘agent of 

the action’—against the seemingly static or passive photographed nature speaks to 

our privileging of the human world over the more-than-human. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 3. 13. Juxtaposition of drawn characters with photographed environment in The 
Dark Lit Up (195–196). 
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The third, and final example of drawn elements and photography interacting 

in The Dark Lit Up, is the insertion of photographic elements directly into drawn 

compositions (see fig. 3.14 for an example). The insertion of these elements, such as 

a photographed fence into a drawn element, gives these elements a materiality within 

the composition. The photographed fence in figure 3.14 is neither constructed nor 

interpretive, as Pedri claims a drawn fence would be. However, it remains, in Pedri’s 

words, a “hand-selected artifact” (Layering). The insertion of the photographed 

element reminds the reader that the image has been selected and clearly placed. Is 

the fence, this physical blockage, an undeniable imprint of the real? Or is the nature 

of it being selected and inserted a reminder that nothing within the narrative should 

be read as real? Perhaps the fence is a symbol more of the character’s sense of 

entrapment or safety behind the fence. The introduction of photographic elements 

into drawn images raises such questions. 

 
Fig. 3. 14. A photographed element inserted into a drawn sequence in The Dark Lit 
Up (99–100). 
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Personal/family photographs are imbued with an undeniable sense of time 

and place. So, in the context of ecosystemic writing, they play a particular role in the 

exploration of memory in our experience of climate change and biodiversity loss. 

The Dark Lit Up explores a variety of intersections between photography, prose, and 

comics. The novel opens with a character looking through a family album. The 

photographs are arranged in comics panels, as if in sequence, and yet there is no 

obvious repetition (as we see in The Photographer for example) and so no clear 

sequence to the images themselves (see fig. 3.15). Here the images point back to the 

disconnection of image and memory and to the narrativization required in connecting 

these images with each other and on our timeline. This arrangement of otherwise 

unconnected images is set against the background of radio chatter discussing the 

impact of the climate crisis. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3. 15. Non-sequential photographs arranged in sequence in The Dark Lit Up 
(25–26). 

 

 
Whether arranged in comics panels or as integral non-narrative images, the 

personal/family photograph in The Dark Lit Up serves as an exploration of memory 
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in the context of the global upheaval and inherited trauma of loss caused by the 

climate crisis. In an increasingly visually narrated world, the role and influence of 

photography on how we see and understand the world is an important area of 

exploration. The personal/family photograph provides an opportunity to explore 

these connections away from the factual announcements within data visualisations 

and other ‘traditional’ climate imagery. In moving outside of the climate narrative, 

The Dark Lit Up can explore the connections between the photograph and our 

experience of the contemporary reality more broadly. 

The aspiration of ecosystemic writing is to broaden our understanding of the 

relationship between the human and more-than-human world through the narrative 

arts. Photography within ecosystemic writing speaks to the role the medium plays in 

the creation and curation of memory and how that has affected the climate narrative; 

to our experience of the loss that has occurred before our birth; to the great extents of 

the earth system that we can only ever know through story and visual documentary. 

We read accounts of immense flocks of migrating birds turning the sky 

black in their thousands. We see photographs of herds of American bison that 

numbered in the millions and took hours to cross a plain. We see photographs of 

their skulls piled to unbelievable heights by hunters. We have no memories of these 

phenomena. We have only what we have inherited through their documentation. This 

is an inherited loss. We have inherited the image and through it the memory of it as 

our own. We are left mourning a loss that predates us. This is climate change and 

biodiversity loss as a ‘postmemory.’ 

The photograph creates and curates our memory, and the visual has become 

the dominant medium through which we access the more-than-human world. Like 

Barthes, we look at a photograph and are projected forward into catastrophe. We see 
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an image of the glacier circa 1910 and are pulled forward into the present along a 

continuum of loss. We have never known this glacier, nor the great flocks of 

migrating birds, the immense herds of American bison. We have only the stories of 

their loss; only the photograph to remind us of that loss. We mourn as we are told to 

mourn for something we are told we have lost. This ‘postmemory’ has come to 

dominate our experience of the present and curate our anxiety of the future. 

If we do not have direct experience of a glacier; we must conjure one from 

memory and stories. We do not have direct experience of a world before the climate 

crisis, before the extinction crisis, we must conjure this from memory, from stories. 

We seek refuge in the familiar, the photo album, but find faces we do not recognise, 

places now lost to us. Every photograph is that catastrophe. A group is asked to 

picture a glacier; they can only picture what they have seen photographed. They 

must mourn the rest. 
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Conclusion 

The Unreturnable Gift 
 
 

 
On February 2, 1970, Time magazine published an issue exploring, what 

they termed, “the emerging science of survival”. The cover included an arresting 

portrait of the American ecologist Barry Commoner. Painted in acrylic by Mati 

Klarwein, the portrait is split across two very different alternate worlds. One side in 

colour, bathed in sunlight, shows a vibrant natural landscape in full health. The other 

side is stark black and grey with images of polluting factories and nuclear fallout, a 

dead or dying world. The juxtaposition of these two alternate futures was meant as 

an acknowledgement of what was still only a growing understanding at the time; 

human life was under threat from pollution and environmental mismanagement and 

societies were at a crossroads. (See fig. 4.1). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 4. 1. Time magazine cover by Mati Klarwein. 
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After appearing on the magazine cover, Commoner published The Closing 

Circle, an ambitious attempt to raise further public awareness of the environmental 

crises at the time. Michael Egan notes that the central premise of The Closing Circle 

is that science alone cannot ‘save’ the natural world as, for Commoner, the two are 

diametrically opposed in form and approach. As Egan explains, “Commoner equated 

the ecosphere—the various ecological components that make up the world's organic 

nature—to a circle and technological progress to a straight line. Whereas the 

ecosphere works in cycles, regenerating itself, technology's progress is linear” (445). 

As early as 1972, Commoner was in effect calling for ecosystemic thinking and an 

acknowledgement of the more-than-human world’s rejection of linearity and order. 

The Closing Circle lists Commoner’s four laws of ecology, the first of 

which is a testament to Commoner’s ecosystemic way of thinking: “everything is 

connected to everything else” (qtd. in Egan 447). Julia Martin reiterates Commoner’s 

assertion in the context of the climate crisis and its impact, in particular, on the 

continent of Africa. For Martin, “the recognition of interconnectedness is the 

unreturnable gift of the Anthropocene” (177). Martin’s essay is a call for writers and 

critics to “render the binary divide irrelevant: to show, unambiguously, that it really 

is not there” (179). This is the ambition of ecosystemic writing; to explore 

alternative and disruptive narrative modes and combinations to speak to the binary 

separation of human from the more-than-human world that is maintained through 

popular narrative structures. 

In part due to our anthropocentric narrative forms and the stories we tell, 

contemporary societies have largely developed an exclusionary view of the human 

experience. Most of us to do not have the luxury of a language, as Robin Wall 

Kimmerer has with Potawatomi, in which our kinship with the animate world is 
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fundamental to the way we see and communicate our experiences. In contrast, much 

of contemporary society remains separated from the more-than-human world, 

“prisoners of [the] ancient orientations imbedded in the language we have inherited” 

(Hayakawa, qtd. in Sousanis 51). As David Hinton notes, “our cultural assumptions 

tell us in so many ways that we ‘humans’ are fundamentally other than ‘nature,’ that 

we are not kindred. That separation has led to the instrumental and exploitative 

relationship that has brought us so far into ecological collapse”. Ecosystemic writing 

is one way the more-than-human world can be given the space, the voice, it has lost 

within our stories. By accepting disruption and disorder—in The Dark Lit Up 

through direct visual abstraction, modal switches, sequence breaks, and obscuring— 

ecosystemic writing acknowledges the otherwise ordered nature of the more-than- 

human world in direct disruption of the binary divisions that maintain order and 

anthropocentricism within the narrative arts. 

In this way, ecosystemic writing is a narrative approach in line with deep 

ecology in that, as Ursula Heise outlines, “deep ecology challenges the hierarchy that 

has polarized human and nature” advocating for a “biocentric perspective” (5). Heise 

also points out a parallel between post-structuralist thought and the deep ecology 

movement. For Heise, both post-structuralism and deep ecology “critize the 

traditional sense of a separate, independent, authoritative center of value or meaning; 

both substitute the idea of networks” (original emphasis, 5). By its nature 

ecosystemic writing advocates for a similar idea of networks; a rhizomatic hybridity 

that intertwines narrative modes allowing them to interact and contradict without 

restriction. 

This rhizomatic or fungal approach continues across all modal interactions 

within ecosystemic writing. In The Dark Lit Up this includes the use of non- 
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illustrative photography, particularly family/personal photographs. The integration of 

these photographs into the narrative is intended to explore the connection between 

memory and the image in our narrativization of the climate crisis and biodiversity 

loss. More broadly, these photographs, as invocations of time and place, speak to the 

rhizomatic experience of a more-than-human world that extends on a spatial- 

temporal scale far beyond our day-to-day lives. 

The results of this exchange across the hybrid multi-modality of 

ecosystemic writing is a narrative disorder that asks the reader to be the “willing and 

conscious collaborator” that is expected from comics (McCloud 65). Like comics, 

ecosystemic writing requires what, Charles Hatfield describes as, the “reader’s active 

engagement and collaboration in making meaning” (33). Ecosystemic writing’s 

disruption of structural features such as the expected reading order, signposting, and 

visual clarity asks the reader to engage; to question their assumptions as we must 

within the wider discussion of our role within the more-than-human world. 

As seen within The Dark Lit Up, ecosystemic writing can, in part, be an 

extension of the multi-modal and collaborative medium of comics through an 

integration of additional modes. However, the intention of ecosystemic writing 

extends beyond the inclusion of additional modes of narrative. At its core, 

ecosystemic writing has the conscious intention to explore ways to speak with the 

more-than-human world and to our place within it. 

By ‘giving voice’ to the more-than-human world, ecosystemic writing 

opens the narrative to disorder, non-linearity and narrative disconnection. This 

disruption speaks directly to the broader question of the ‘narratability’ of the climate 

crisis. Ann Gardiner quotes Gerald Prince when asking: “is climate change 

ultimately unnarratable because ‘it defies the powers of the narrator’” (73). 
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Ecosystemic writing aims to decentre the human narrator or, more broadly, our 

anthropocentric ordering systems, which maintain a binary division between 

‘human’ and ‘nature’. This is not to say that the human experience is to be 

disregarded. A large focus of The Dark Lit Up, in particular, is an exploration of the 

role of photography in the creation and curation of memory and how this influences 

our experience of the climate crisis and biodiversity loss. The Dark Lit Up’s 

application of photography and exploration of memory is an example of how 

ecosystemic writing can open the narrative to the more-than-human world while 

engaging with the wider complexities of communicating the human experience of a 

crisis on the scale of climate change. 

In particular, the use of personal/family photographs within The Dark Lit 

Up is an example of how ecosystemic writing can be used to explore a theory around 

photography as creator and curator of our relationship with the more-than-human 

world. Across The Dark Lit Up photographs are used non-illustratively as instigators 

of memory. This is done with particular focus on the exploration of Marianne 

Hirsch’s notion of ‘postmemory’ and its application to the contemporary experience 

of climate change and biodiversity loss. 

As writers and theorists such as Sebald, Barthes and Sontag have 

commented, every photograph in some way contains a notion of a loss to come, of a 

memory of how things were alongside how they would become. This is what Barthes 

describes as the “catastrophe which has already occurred” (96). Sebald sees 

something similar when looking back over an album of personal photographs. He 

writes in Austerlitz, “again and again, from front to back and from back to front, I 

leafed through the album that afternoon, and since then I have returned to it time and 

again, because, looking at the pictures in it, it truly seemed to me, and still does, as if 
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the dead were coming back, or as if we were on the point of joining them” (46). The 

Dark Lit Up asks whether Sebald’s panic at seeing photographs as containing at once 

a sense of loss that has occurred and that which will still occur, can apply to our 

experience of climate change and biodiversity loss; itself largely a loss that has 

occurred and will still occur. 

The climate crisis is a diverse and complex problem that requires a 

scientific, political and social response. The narrative arts must respond too; to find 

stories that tell the contemporary reality of climate change. However, to date the 

tendency across climate fiction has been towards spectacle or speculation, by 

focussing on singular climatic events or pushing the narrative forward into a post- 

apocalyptic future. Furthermore, much climate fiction has tended to shift the 

narratives into familiar, European or North American locations. Ecosystemic writing 

aims to keep the narrative in the present and to speak to the wider experience of the 

crisis without resorting to a singular ‘narrative event’. In being set in South Africa, 

The Dark Lit Up is also an example of how ecosystemic writing, with its non- 

hierarchical structures can explore the experience of communities often sidelined 

within contemporary climate fiction. As Julia Martin reminds us, “to speak these 

days about ecology in Africa is inevitably to speak at the same time about 

disempowerment and power, exploitation and agency” (178). Ecosystemic writing is 

a response to the marginalisation of voices, human and more-than-human. It is an 

attempt to address complexity, engage with the contemporary reality of the crisis, 

and “stay with the trouble” to use Michaela Fenske and Martha Norkunas’ 

expression (105). 

The relationship between character and place is particularly relevant within 

the context of climate change. The differing experiences of the climate emergency, 
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so often linked to socio-economic and/or historical legacies of place has not yet 

played enough of a role in climate fiction. This is certainly relevant within the 

context of South Africa. Njabulo Ndebele speaks to this in the context of the 

country’s world-renowned game reserves, so often seen as examples of positive 

conservation. He writes, “South Africa's ecologies of enclosure are ghosted by 

traumas of forced removal, the destiny of the game reserve ... remains inextricably 

bound to the racial dynamics of sanctuary and trespass, memory and amnesia, 

visibility and invisibility, looking and looking away” (qtd. in Nixon 176). Ndebele’s 

focus on the historical legacies of the “ecologies of enclosure” demand further 

exploration, which is unfortunately outside the scope of this project, but his wider 

point around the dynamics of sanctuary and trespass, visibility and invisibility is a 

reminder of the context of place within The Dark Lit Up and the implication of place 

within the photographs. “Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you 

who you are,” writes José Ortega y Gassett (qtd. in Allister 13). The photographs in 

The Dark Lit Up locate the characters in place and, in so doing, ground the narrative 

in reality. 

It is clear that the climate crisis exists on a scale and complexity that 

challenges contemporary narrative structures. As Claire Colebrook notes, “the 

experience of climate change reveals multiple and incongruent systems for which we 

do not have a point of view. We are at once thrown into a situation of urgent 

interconnectedness, aware that the smallest events contribute to global mutations, at 

the same time as we come up against a complex multiplicity of diverging forces and 

timelines that exceed any manageable point of view” (Framing 52). Ecosystemic 

writing is an attempt to open the narrative form to these “multiple and incongruent 

systems” and to let the more-than-human world ‘speak’ where “we do not have a 
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point of view”. It is an attempt to not only accept disorder but to embrace it as an 

expression of, what Colebrook calls, nature’s “ambiguous, enigmatic [resistance] to 

the imposition of human meaning-making exercises” (260). 

The Dark Lit Up is a demonstration of the potential for ecosystemic writing. 

It is a work that integrates three primary modes (prose, comics and photography) to 

disrupt an otherwise traditional, linear book structure. This is not to say that this is 

the only model for ecosystemic writing. I hope that other writers, comics-makers, 

and creatives more broadly, will take up the challenge of speaking to and with the 

more-than-human world through ecosystemic writing by exploring the application of 

other narrative modes. Ecosystemic writing is an intention, a focus on decentring the 

human and bringing the more-than-human world into the narrative through a multi- 

modal application of hybridity. It is an acceptance of the more-than-human world as 

otherwise ordered and/or disruptive and a conscious engagement with structural 

tropes and biases that have traditionally marginalised voices. It is a means of 

exploration; of opening the narrative to a range of voices, human and more-than- 

human, and the complexity of our relationship with a world that can exceed our 

imagination. As Jamie Lorimer reminds us, “there are multiple forms of natural 

knowledge—not all of which are scientific or even human—informing a myriad of 

discordant ways of living with the world” (qtd. in Smith, 7). Ecosystemic writing 

aims to speak directly to this, acknowledging this “myriad of discordant ways of 

living” through the acceptance of disruption and an exploration of the scale and 

complexity of a contemporary crisis that extends beyond our lives while existing 

concurrently in memory and imagination. 

The invitation of an otherwise ordered system into the novel or comic mode 

is to acknowledge that, to a large extent, our stories have silenced the more-than- 
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human in favour of anthropocentric order. Mark Allister reminds us “nature speaks 

… but in our discourse nature is silent, a symbolic presence only, a mute object” 

(30). Ecosystemic writing is an attempt to reinstate the natural world, to bring it 

forwards from its role as setting, background or metaphor. Barry Commoner’s 

portrait cuts across the cover of that 1971 Time Magazine issue. Behind him are two 

views of the natural world. Yet, he remains the only animal visible in the image. The 

human remains centred resulting in the exclusion of that which is seen as non- 

human. This is a vision of the world, utopian and dystopian, without the more-than- 

human; a literal example of what Arne Naess has called the “man-in-environment 

image” (1). It is shallow ecology environmentalism, ‘saving’ the earth for human 

benefit. In contrast, Commoner’s foremost rule of ecology stresses the fundamental 

interconnectedness of all life on earth. Naess, a contemporary of Commoner, 

reminds us that deep ecology calls for an appreciation of the more-than-human world 

as a “biospherical net or field of intrinsic relations” (1). To think and write with an 

appreciation of this interconnectedness it is necessary to explore methods of 

speaking to and with the broadness of the full biospherical net; to have the narrative 

modes themselves be part of an ecosystem connected rhizomatically, including 

across time and memory. The climate crisis, and the related extreme biodiversity 

losses, have given us one thing. We can no longer deny our part in this broader 

world; we can no longer remain centred, straddling two versions of a future that does 

not acknowledge the presence of the full animate world. This is the “unreturnable 

gift of the Anthropocene” (Martin 177). 

This project was born out of the ashes of a wildfire that devastated the 

mountains and farmlands around my childhood home on the southern tip of Africa. 

From a time before that comes the memory of that same mountainside, struck by 
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lightning and illuminated in the night. I have never forgotten the moment the dark lit 

up. This project has grown out of the ashes of memory, from that moment of 

lightning to the more recent wildfires and water shortages, and memories brought up 

by the death of a parent. It has also grown out of a silence, a desire to find a way to 

speak for what felt too big, too small, too far away. 

I am fortunate now to live close to an old woodland. The widest oak I have 

come across I estimate to be around 300 years old. (See fig. 4.2). I often walk 

through these woods imagining the countless, invisible connections that exist 

between the trees, from their pheromones travelling through the canopy to the root 

system sending chemical or electrical messages or intertwined with mycelium. The 

woodland, as biologists like Peter Wohlleben and Robin Kimmerer have told us, is 

an unseen web of life. We need only to stop and look deeper, to see in the woodland, 

and the wider animate world, an otherwise ordered system that we have forgotten 

how to see. When my mother died, I found myself 

walking further and deeper into those woodlands, 

mourning her loss of course but also the loss of the 

biodiversity I remembered from when I was a child 

with her. What I have learnt through this project is 

that there is more remaining across this living world 

than we have the words for. Ecosystemic writing is 

my attempt to introduce a little wildness back into 

our stories, to bring the quiet roar of that woodland 

 
 

Fig. 4. 2. Oak tree, 
Shotover, Oxfordshire. 
(Own photo). 

onto the page, and to light up the spaces we have 

let go dark. 
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Notes 

 

 
1 A 2018 study, Ian Mudway et al., “Impact of London's low emission zone 

on air quality and children's respiratory health: a sequential annual cross-sectional 

study”, found that “within London's LEZ, a smaller lung volume in children was 

associated with higher annual air pollutant exposures” (e28). 

2 See Chapter three for a full analysis of the role of photography—non- 

illustrative and personal—and its relationship to memory and our experience of 

climate change. 

3 See Chapter two for further discussion of disruption within ecosystemic 

writing. 

4 The slow violence of fires is present in the far-reaching and long-affecting 

impact of smoke and so it must be acknowledged that for many the fire is still 

damaging, through smoke pollution, even while the fire may be a good distance 

away and they are under no direct threat from the flames. This slow violence is of 

particular focus within The Dark Lit Up and an element of the climate crisis that 

must not be dismissed. 

5 See Chapter two for a detailed discussion of narrative disruption and 

abstraction in The Dark Lit Up. 

6 The notion is debated. While Robert Cowie et al. do acknowledge a 

“current ongoing extinction crisis” (640), they claim that the “Sixth Mass 

Extinction” has not yet occurred. In contrast, K.R. Shivanna argues that “the rapid 

increase in human population and humanity’s greed for luxurious living have 
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resulted in marked environmental degradation, particularly in the recent decades, 

increasing species extinction a hundred or even thousand-fold compared to 

background extinctions, thus precipitating the ‘sixth mass extinction’ crisis” (93). 

The evidential presence or otherwise of the “sixth mass extinction” may well remain 

a debate within the field ecology for some time but I feel there remains a strong, 

popular sense of living through and age of “biological annihilation” (Shivanna 99). 

7 This chapter, and The Dark Lit Up specifically, is focused on the role of 

photography in the creation and curation of memory. There is room for further 

exploration of other mediums and their relationship to how climate change is 

experienced, but that it outside of the scope of this project. To focus on photography 

is not to disregard other mediums, which could be explored through ecosystemic 

writing in other projects. 

8 There is much to be explored here around how online sharing of personal 

photographs through social media, such as Instagram and TikTok, relates to the role 

of the now-historical family photo album and the broader experience of viewing and 

sharing family photographs. An exploration into the role of online/social photo 

sharing as a place of refuge would be an interesting area of exploration, which is 

unfortunately outside the scope of this project. 

9 Within the context of fiction, there could be an argument for the author’s 

photograph, inside the dust jacket for example, as being more than merely 

decorative. It could be read as playing a legitimising function for the author of that 

story. However, images used in this way are provided to the work as auxiliary 

material, separated from the narrative as a form of ‘scaffolding’ intended to promote 

and support the work. Images used in this way are not included in this discussion or 

this reason. 
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