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Engineers discover new process for synthetic material growth, enabling soft robots that grow like 

plants 

 

Soft robots can navigate hard-to-reach places like pipes or the inside of the human body 

November 8, 2022 

 

A team of University of Minnesota Twin Cities scientists and engineers has developed a first-of-its-kind, 

plant-inspired process that enables synthetic material growth. The new approach will allow researchers 

to build better soft robots that can navigate hard-to-reach places, complicated terrain and, potentially, 

areas within the human body. 

The research was funded by the U.S. National Science Foundation and is published in Proceedings of 

the National Academy of Sciences. 

"This is the first time these concepts have been fundamentally demonstrated," said Chris Ellison, a 

lead author of the paper. "Robots are being used more and more in dangerous, remote environments, 

and these are the kinds of areas where this work could have an impact." 

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.eurekalert.org%2Fnews-releases%2F966142&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fengineers-discover-new-process-synthetic-material%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1830950&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1073%2Fpnas.2201776119&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fengineers-discover-new-process-synthetic-material%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1073%2Fpnas.2201776119&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fengineers-discover-new-process-synthetic-material%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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Soft robotics is an emerging field where robots are made of soft, pliable materials as opposed to rigid 

ones. Soft-growing robots can create new material and "grow" as they move. Current soft-growing 

robots drag a trail of solid material behind them and use heat or pressure to transform that material 

into a more permanent structure. However, the trail of solid material becomes more difficult to pull 

around bends and turns, making it hard for the robots to navigate terrain with obstacles or winding 

paths. 

The researchers solved this problem by developing a new means of extrusion, a process where material 

is pushed through an opening to create a specific shape. That allows the robot to create its synthetic 

material from a liquid instead of a solid. 

"We were really inspired by how plants and fungi grow," said Matthew Hausladen, first author of the 

paper. "We took the idea that plants and fungi add material at the end of their bodies, either at their 

root tips or at their new shoots, and we translated that to an engineering system." 

This new process also has applications in manufacturing and biomedicine. 

"This process, and the innovative soft robots it makes possible, arise from an open-minded and 

productive collaboration across disciplinary boundaries," said Jordan Berg, a program director in 

NSF's Directorate for Engineering. "The result is due to a match of expertise in polymer fabrication, 

mechanical design, biological inspiration and robotics, enabling the team to overcome obstacles 

hindering the emergence of a revolutionary new class of robots." 

Research areas 

Directorate for Engineering (ENG) 

Office of Emerging Frontiers and Multidisciplinary Activities (ENG/EFMA) 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/engineers-discover-new-process-synthetic-

material?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery   

https://beta.nsf.gov/eng
https://beta.nsf.gov/eng/efma
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/engineers-discover-new-process-synthetic-material?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/engineers-discover-new-process-synthetic-material?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Time and PlaceEric Ravilious (1903-1942) 

By Frank Delaney 

In many countries around the world the works of Eric Ravilious have come out of copyright this year – he 

died when his aircraft went missing off Iceland while he was making war paintings. An artist in multiple 

disciplines, his greater legacy dwells in water-colours. Frank Delaney re-visits the work of this understated, 

yet significant figure. 

PUBLISHED 

November 27, 2013 

 

Wilmington Giant (1939) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The Mainstone Press. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#frank-delaney
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In the early nineteen-eighties, for a commission about the sense of place in John Betjeman’s poetry, I worked 

with a photographer named James Ravilious. He lived in Devon, where he set forth every day to capture the 

profound countryside around him. His are the kind of photographs that Chaucer might have taken, 

monochrome and immortal. Distant windswept combes; gnarled trees; the square towers of village churches; 

beasts closer to the primitive earth than God – his work invites a leaning towards the word “timeless.” But 

James’s photographs are not timeless, and that was the first point of him - they are of their time and their time 

only; they are, indeed, what may be called, in the deepest sense, record. 

Second point: to the sense of Time add sense of Place - because neither could these photographs have been 

taken in any other country; put the words “English” and “quintessence” together and you get the idea. This 

unique confluence was, I now think, genetic; James was the son of the similarly unmistakable Eric Ravilious. 

Only Art controls Time. It can freeze it, pin its moment, accelerate it, ignore it, invent and re-invent it, spin it 

over, under, sideways, down. Consequently (imagination being truer than fact), our artists have become our 

best recorders of all our worlds. Time and Place are conjoined and frozen in the fullness of their reportage; we 

see how it was There and Then – in the house in Delft, where Vermeer’s girl reads her letter, or in the early 

twentieth-century Byleorussian village which Chagall showed from his most credible point of view, of the 

couple flying above it. The most touching are particular to their time and their place. 

Eric Ravilious likewise recorded England in that watchful, changeful moment between the world wars. He 

served both masters - his own time, in his own England. Indeed, he confirms Englishness in Art, where the 

power so often comes from restraint; the real stuff is beneath the surface. Given an already substantial body of 

work in his thirty-nine years – hundreds of wood engravings, close to 100 water colours alongside multiple 

other outputs – we can only imagine what he might have gone on to produce had the gods of war not been so 

hungry. 

Throughout, his own character emerges - composed, unhysterical, clear and unfettered. We can all quote 

Wordsworth’s famous definition of poetry in the Lyrical Ballads as ‘emotion recollected in tranquility’ but we 

overlook a more interesting note in the same Preface; ‘…The human mind is capable of being excited without 

the application of gross and violent stimulants; and he must have a very faint perception of its beauty and 

dignity who does not know this.’ 

In the super-perceptive Ravilious there are no “gross and violent stimulants,” and without blinking he put up a 

surfeit, almost, of “beauty and dignity” - and yet he never sacrificed his own stern and often lonely edge. 

And he is so individual, so recognizable at first glance, so much his own man, because, though delighting in 

the Surrealists and the Chinese, he made his point without playing for any team. Not the Fauvists, not the 

Cubists nor the Dadaists nor the neo-Impressionists, he was also too subtle for the harsher, uber-Modernist 

school of his German contemporaries. 
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Train Going over a Bridge at Night (1935) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The Mainstone Press. 

Look, though, at his 1935 water-colour Train Going Over a Bridge at Night – he knew about those other 

fellows, and the wind that blew from their direction ruffled his hair, but he wasn’t like them. He was 33 when 

he painted it, and so mature. 

‘Rav’ to many who knew him, ‘Boy’ to his pals who adored him and his cheerful ways, was born in Acton in 

1903, the youngest of four births, one of whom had died in infancy. His parenting by a mercurial, bible-

minded father and a more tranquil mother birthed the emotional range that can give an artist a useful swing. 

In his father’s early trade there’s an influence there for the taking – a drapery shop. It’s easy to see the modest 

sheens of Edwardian fabrics in Ravilious’s work. Indeed, once you know of his childhood among the 

swatches of cloth, it's astonishing to note how often his use of stippling and cross-hatching echoes domestic 

patterns, e.g., The Bedstead, 1938. 
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The Bedstead (1938) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The Mainstone Press. 

When Papa Ravilious’s fierce biblical vision failed to hold his finances steady, the family moved to 

Eastbourne. One of the French novelists (I think it was Mauriac) said, “the door slams shut on a writer at the 

age of twelve.” There’s enough evidence to suggest that Eric Ravilious saw much of what he would paint by 

then, not least the flat planes of the English Channel, and its cliffs and lighthouses, as in the 1939 

piece, Beachy Head. 
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Beachy Head (1939) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The Mainstone Press. 

In general, the trace elements in his geology shine up at us. At Eastbourne Grammar School when he was 

eleven, he made a drawing of his egg in its eggcup. The teacher gave him 8 out of 10. It merited a higher 

mark – that was a moment when his ability to create and hold an original line became apparent. Twenty years 

later, Wedgwood had him commissioned - vases, teacups, plates, the 1937 Coronation Mug of George VI and 

the gorgeous Boat Race Bowl. 

In 1919, aged sixteen, he gained a scholarship to the Eastbourne College of Art. Three years later he had 

another, to the relatively new and as yet unsung Royal College of Art. One day, through the door of his 

Chelsea classroom, walked the man who would help teach Eric Ravilious up into maturity, the much feistier, 

more damaged and brilliant Paul Nash. 

Not everybody, always and ever, worked in oils (Ravilious said it was like painting with toothpaste), but 

aren’t they essential when you’re reaching for sheer force? Maybe not: Nash had been invalided out of World 

War I, and although his body healed, his attitude bore scars that he believed we should all know about. And 

he displayed them - in scathing water-colours as lush and violent as rain forests. 
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Nash saw Ravilious early and liked him, liked his range, his refusal to be trammelled by one medium. The 

similarities between the two would eventually be more suggested than striking. In Ravilious you can see some 

Nash, but it’s the intent without, so to speak, the cocaine, the energy without the driving pain. Nash 

introduced his likeable student to the Society of Wood Engravers, a place where one could show one’s work. 

This exposure – and Nash’s good word - got Ravilious early commissions for book plates, one of the great 

minor art forms of the period. 

Wood engraving has its own mystery: think of the language. Ravilious’s tools included a “scorper,” a 

“spitsticker,” a “graver” – a scorper is a small gouging-tool for hollowing and chasing wood – they use it to 

make bowls (from “scalper” or “scauper,” a surgeon’s scraping lance); a spitsticker is a tapering kind of 

triangular scalper, again for routing, and a “graver” (more obviously) carves or scrapes the wood; archers 

used it, and antique dentists scaled teeth with it. Ancient instruments - timeless results. 

His engraving output became a major part of his artistic and economic life. Ravilious seems to have grasped 

the single outstanding quality of the form; eternal and universal, it closes the gaps between cultures and 

centuries. The work he delivered, whether for the little private presses - or the larger commercial publishers - 

who just wanted to produce glorious books - could as easily have frontispieced Boccaccio or Malory. The 

1933 work for the Golden Cockerel Press Prospectus shows Ravilious in full engraving form. 

Engraving for cover of the Golden Cockerel Press Prospectus (1933) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The 

Mainstone Press. 

And the money helped, though he did take a job as a part-time art teacher back at Eastbourne; “He had the 

eager curiosity of a young boy, and a most refreshing cool judgement. He was never our art master but rather 

the most stimulating and hard-working member of a group. He was a cheerful though absorbed person, and 

rather reserved in spite of appearing friendly… he was so unassuming and never tried to dominate us or show 

off.” 

While one of his students was observing him thus, another student married him, Tirzah Garwood. Long-

shaped and grave, she had walked straight out of a Modigliani painting – and she too loved engraving. They 

wed in London on the 5th of July, 1930 and went to Cornwall on honeymoon with Charles, i.e., Tirzah’s dog. 

By now Rav was fairly motoring, with commissions for engravings, illustrations, murals, theatre designs, and 

recognition from those who knew people. With the presence of a wife, and thus a thoughtful and like-minded 

companion, he began to paint more and more. He painted Tirzah in multiple ways; she’s riding bicycles, 

walking village streets, playing the piano and memorably as one of the Two Women Sitting in a Garden, 1933. 
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Two Women Sitting in a Garden (1933) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The Mainstone Press. 

No major formal portrait of Tirzah by her husband exists that I’ve been able to find. Other than angled ciphers 

and dark, anonymous makeweights on a landscape, human beings never provided Ravilious with a major 

subject. It was England who sat for him, in diverse poses, for a decade and more, and in his portraits of her, 

painted with deep and lasting love, reside his best work, such as Wiltshire Landscape, 1937. 
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Wiltshire Landscape (1937) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The Mainstone Press. 

Ravilious’s choice of media must surely have delayed his fuller appreciation – he has been dismissed too 

often and too long as “minor.” It was understandable: with oils as king, wood engravings amounted to, at best, 

bookplates or colophons, and water-colours remained the premise of ladies in garden clubs; ceramics reached 

no farther than the domestic or memorial. 

It’s a shallow view. If technical requirement and skill arbitrated stature, Ravilious and the others along that 

bench – Reynolds Stone, John Piper, the Nash brothers - should in all justice be called “New” Masters. Wood 

engraving is powerfully demanding; ceramics too; and water-colours require the damndest fiddling and risk 

prevention. Ravilious, for instance, discovered that he could firm up control of the paint if he dampened the 

back of the paper. And his choice was shrewd unto his particular gifts; because he worked at great speed 

water colours gave him an advantage over oils - he could tear up a picture that wasn’t going his way. 

But – aren’t water colours “mild”? Not capable of being political? If you think that, why are Ravilious’s 

landscapes so empty of people? Could it be that he was also a chronicler of the flight from the land that 

denuded the English countryside – because livings were no longer to be made as of old? And yet his England 

goes back to darker Englands, such as the great chalk horse hillsides that he painted more than once. 
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The Vale of the White Horse (1939) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The Mainstone Press. 
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Westbury Horse (1939) by Eric Ravilious - Source: The Mainstone Press. 

James Ravilious, my delightful one-time colleague, died in 1999, at the age of 60 - not as prematurely as his 

father but his death still makes me wince and turn aside in sadness. Working with him was a pleasure – and 

doubly so now, because without having known him I might never have come close to the joy of his father’s 

work, who perished off Iceland when James was only three years old. 

Retrospection decides how an artist can or ever will be considered. Writers, for instance, tend to stay in the 

shadows for a generation after death. Only when they climb out will the work be assessed and accurate 

reputation decided. One of the pleasing little miracles of this process is that, when all is said and done, the 

artist, in whatever medium, seems to settle in the most fitting place. With Eric Ravilious now in the public 

domain, we can all stand back, fold our arms and look long and pleased at this gracious and talented artist. 

 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 615  january 2023 

 

16 

Further Reading 

• The Mainstone Press (to whom much thanks for the Ravilious images included here) has been 

publishing four volumes: 

o Ravilious in Pictures: Sussex & the Downs (2009) 

o Ravilious in Pictures: The War Paintings (2010) 

o Ravilious in Pictures: A Country Life (2011) 

o Ravilious in Pictures: A Travelling Artist (2012) 

• Eric Ravilious: Artist and Designer 

By Alan Powers 

More Info and Buy 

http://www.themainstonepress.com/
http://www.themainstonepress.com/?books/ravilious-in-pictures-1-sussex-and-the-downs.html
http://www.themainstonepress.com/?books/ravilious-in-pictures-2-the-war-paintings.html
http://www.themainstonepress.com/?books/ravilious-in-pictures-3-a-country-life.html
http://www.themainstonepress.com/?books/ravilious-in-pictures-4-a-travelling-artist.html
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• Eric Ravilious: Imagined Realities 

By Alan Powers 

More Info and Buy 
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• High Street: A Facsimile Edition 

By James Richards and Eric RaviliousEdited by Gill Saunders 

More Info and Buy 
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The Public Domain Review receives a small percentage commission from sales made via the links to 

Bookshop.org (10%) and Amazon (4.5%). Thanks for supporting the project! For more recommended books, 

see all our “Further Reading” books, and browse our dedicated Bookshop.org stores for US and UK readers. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/time-and-place-eric-ravilious-1903-1942   

https://publicdomainreview.org/further-reading
https://bookshop.org/shop/pdr-foa-bookshop
https://uk.bookshop.org/shop/pdr-bookshop
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/time-and-place-eric-ravilious-1903-1942
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Anarchist Black Dragon Collective 

Issues in the Indiana Women’s Prison 
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javascript:window.print()
https://daily.jstor.org/contact-us?%5bfrom_url%5d
https://daily.jstor.org/tag/american-prison-newspaper-collection/
https://daily.jstor.org/tag/prisons/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/anarchist-black-dragon/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/dixon-digest/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/federal-sentencing-reporter/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/federal-sentencing-reporter/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/issues-in-the-indiana-womens-prison/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/perspectives-on-psychological-science/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/san-quentin-news/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/signs/
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https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/social-research/
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.32454291?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
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Indiana Women’s Prison 

Dixon Digest 

Dixon Digest, Volume 17, Issue 3, 07-01-2020 

Dixon Correctional Institute 

Book Review 

By: Review by: Cheryl Hanna 

Signs, Vol. 35, No. 4 (Summer 2010), pp. 1031-1036 

The University of Chicago Press 

Use It: And Keep It, Longer, Probably: A Reply to Salthouse (2006) 

By: Carmi Schooler 

Perspectives on Psychological Science, Vol. 2, No. 1 (Mar., 2007), pp. 24-29 

Sage Publications, Inc. on behalf of Association for Psychological Science 

San Quentin News 

San Quentin News, Volume 2016, Issue 2, 02-01-2016 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.32492495?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/651048?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40212332?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.32459149?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
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San Quentin State Prison 

Barriers to Prisoners' Reentry into the Labor Market and the Social Costs of Recidivism 

By: David F. Weiman 

Social Research, Vol. 74, No. 2, Punishment: The US Record (SUMMER 2007), pp. 575-611 

The Johns Hopkins University Press 

Anarchist Black Dragon 

Anarchist Black Dragon, Volume 1, Issue 6 

Anarchist Black Dragon Collective 

Normality behind the Walls 

By: ARE HØIDAL 

Federal Sentencing Reporter, Vol. 31, No. 1 (October 2018), pp. 58-66 

University of California Press on behalf of the Vera Institute of Justice 

https://daily.jstor.org/harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-

subjugation/?utm_term=The%20Harms%20of%20Being%20Subjugated%20and%20Doing%20the%20Subju

gation&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-

On+Software&utm_medium=email  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40971946?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274446?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26586187?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://daily.jstor.org/harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation/?utm_term=The%20Harms%20of%20Being%20Subjugated%20and%20Doing%20the%20Subjugation&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation/?utm_term=The%20Harms%20of%20Being%20Subjugated%20and%20Doing%20the%20Subjugation&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation/?utm_term=The%20Harms%20of%20Being%20Subjugated%20and%20Doing%20the%20Subjugation&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation/?utm_term=The%20Harms%20of%20Being%20Subjugated%20and%20Doing%20the%20Subjugation&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Air pollution can amplify effects of climate change, new study finds 

First research to simulate how aerosol pollution affects climate and air quality 

October 24, 2022 

 

The impacts of air pollution on human health, economies and agriculture differ drastically depending 

where on the planet the pollutants are emitted, according to a new study. 

Led by scientists at The University of Texas at Austin and the University of California San Diego, the 

study, published in Science Advances, is the first to simulate how aerosol pollution affects both climate 

and air quality for locations around the globe. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/air-pollution-can-amplify-effects-climate-change?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jsg.utexas.edu%2Fnews%2F2022%2F09%2Fair-pollution-can-amplify-negative-effects-of-climate-change-new-study-finds%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fair-pollution-can-amplify-effects-climate-change%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.science.org%2Fdoi%2F10.1126%2Fsciadv.abn7307&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fair-pollution-can-amplify-effects-climate-change%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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Aerosols are tiny solid particles and liquid droplets that contribute to smog and are emitted from 

industrial factories, power plants and vehicle tailpipes. They impact human health, agriculture and 

economic productivity in unique global patterns when compared with carbon dioxide emissions, which 

are the focus of efforts to mitigate climate change. 

Although CO2 and aerosols are often emitted at the same time during the combustion of fuel, the two 

substances behave differently in Earth's atmosphere, said co-lead author Geeta Persad of the UT 

Austin Jackson School of Geosciences. 

"Carbon dioxide has the same impact on climate no matter who emits it," said Persad. "But for these 

aerosol pollutants, they tend to stay concentrated near where they're emitted, so the effect they have on 

the climate system is very patchy and very dependent on where they're coming from." 

The researchers found that, depending on where they are emitted, aerosols can worsen the social costs 

of carbon — an estimate of the economic costs greenhouse gasses have on society — by as much as 

66%. The scientists looked at eight key regions: Brazil, China, East Africa, Western Europe, India, 

Indonesia, the United States and South Africa. 

"This research highlights how the harmful effects of our emissions are generally underestimated," said 

Jennifer Burney of UC San Diego, co-lead author. "CO2 is making the planet warmer, but it also gets 

emitted with a bunch of other compounds that impact people and plants directly and cause climate 

changes in their own right." 

The work, which was supported by the U.S. National Science Foundation, is a collaboration among 

Persad and Burney, who are physical scientists, and economists and public health experts. Co-authors 

include Marshall Burke, Eran Bendavid and Sam Heft-Neal of Stanford University and Jonathan 

Proctor of Harvard University. 

Aerosols can directly affect human health and the climate independently of CO2. They are associated 

with health impacts when inhaled, and can affect climate by influencing temperature, precipitation 

patterns and how much sunlight reaches the Earth's surface. 

Research areas 

Directorate for Geosciences (GEO) 

Division of Atmospheric and Geospace Sciences (GEO/AGS) 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/air-pollution-can-amplify-effects-climate-

change?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery  

  

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1715557&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/geo
https://beta.nsf.gov/geo/ags
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/air-pollution-can-amplify-effects-climate-change?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/air-pollution-can-amplify-effects-climate-change?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Industry Threatens Water Supplies And Coastal Ecology Near Corpus Christi 

Environmentalists have seized on water supply as a “chokehold” to block fossil fuels on the rugged 

South Texas coast. 

by DYLAN BADDOUR 

REPUBLISH THIS ARTICLE FOR FREE 

All of the Texas Observer’s articles are available for free syndication for news sources under the 

following conditions: 

• Articles must link back to the original article and contain the following attribution at the top of 

the story: 

 

• This article was originally published by the Texas Observer, a nonprofit investigative news 

outlet. Sign up for their weekly newsletter, or follow them on Facebook and Twitter.” 

• Articles must include Texas Observer alongside author byline (first name / last name / Texas 

Observer) 

• Articles cannot be rewritten, edited or changed beyond alignments with house style books. 

Partners must notify syndication@texasobserver.org to make style changes. 

• Photos, illustrations and other art may be available for syndication but must be confirmed. 

• Promotional materials distributed by your outlet, including all social media work, must include 

cites for the Observer and our reporter. Outlets must also tag the Observer in all social media 

posts. 

• Please notify us by email that the article will be republished at syndication@texasobserver.org. 

MODE: 

TOGGLE DAY/NIGHT MODE 

This story is part 2 of Drifting Toward Disaster, a Texas Observer series about life-changing challenges 

facing Texans and their rivers. It is published in partnership with Inside Climate News, a nonprofit, 

independent news organization that covers climate, energy and the environment. Sign up for the ICN 

newsletter here. 

https://www.texasobserver.org/author/dylan-baddour/
https://mailchi.mp/texasobserver/newsletter-signup?utm_source=syndication&utm_medium=navbar&utm_campaign=tag_manager
https://www.facebook.com/texasobserver/
http://twitter.com/texasobserver
mailto:syndication@texasobserver.org
mailto:syndication@texasobserver.org
https://www.texasobserver.org/tag/drifting-toward-disaster/
https://insideclimatenews.org/
https://insideclimatenews.org/newsletter/
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Tip us—and tell us your river stories! 

Five years ago, when ExxonMobil came calling, city officials eagerly signed over a large portion of their 

water supply so the oil giant could build a $10 billion plant to make plastics out of ethane gas.  

A year later, they did the same for Steel Dynamics to build a rolled-steel factory.  

Never mind that Corpus Christi, a mid-sized city on the semi-arid South Texas coast, had just used up 

the resources laid out in its 50-year water plan 13 years ahead of schedule. Planners believed they had a 

solution: large-scale seawater desalination. 

According to the plan presented in 2019, the state’s first plant needed to be running by early 2023 to 

safely meet industrial water demands that were scheduled to come online. But Corpus Christi never got 

it done. 

That hasn’t stopped the city and its port authority from pursuing plans to develop a next-generation 

industrial sector around Corpus Christi Bay and make this region a rival to Houston, home to the 

nation’s largest petrochemical complex, 200 miles up the Gulf Coast.   

As efforts to cut carbon emissions fall far behind the timetables set during decades of global accords, 

Corpus Christi is building out a sector to sell oil and gas from Texas shale fields on global markets for 

decades to come.  

All that’s missing is fresh water. Now the commitments city officials made over the past five years are 

coming due. Exxon’s plastic plant started operations this year and will eventually consume 25 million 

gallons per day, even as the region’s latest water plan foresees demand exceeding supplies in this 

decade.  

https://forms.gle/VmtHaaGqnNY9ogiA6
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13FYYsvgvbu7-zMfImnNFYPKs42QZ_72o/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-H5fSJydznLHqHbI0j4U4BS1rYXnQzhS/view?usp=share_link
https://www.texasobserver.org/corpus-christi-hillcrest-pollution-lawsuits/
https://www.cctexas.com/departments/water-department/mary-rhodes-pipeline-i-ii
https://www.cctexas.com/departments/water-department/mary-rhodes-pipeline-i-ii
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oAdL5nyb5G-uOzWZYVqWgqVHcQyQBEOR/view?usp=sharing
https://photos.app.goo.gl/trQEKSuBzDVLW88WA
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Oq_mtcOFgnShLDcsY_ymjv4Oi3Cg42AJ/view?usp=share_link
https://www.iea.org/reports/global-energy-review-2021
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/10/1129892
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1rpBQ93SXAWXIpYmEEbcTV1LtT9_1l1D3/view?usp=share_link


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 615  january 2023 

 

27 

A PRICKLY PEAR CACTUS GROWS NEAR SALTWATER MARSHES ON MUSTANG ISLAND 

NEAR CORPUS CHRISTI.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

This summer, severe drought and heat pushed Corpus Christi into water use restrictions. Plans for 

desalination remained years away from completion, hung up on questions from state and federal 

environmental regulators—the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality and the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency—over the ecological consequences of dumping hundreds of millions 

of gallons of salty brine per day into Corpus Christi Bay.  

“I would love nothing more than to get right in front of their faces—the state, TCEQ, EPA, all of those 

agencies—and say, ‘Hey people! Do you realize that we need this permit now? We provide water for 

500,000 people,” Corpus Christi mayor Paulette Guajardo told the city council in July, answering 

complaints over years of delays. “This is of urgency. We have to have this permit.” 

Today, the pursuit of desalination has become an increasingly desperate race to meet incoming 

demands. The number of proposed plants has grown to five—two for the City of Corpus Christi, two 

for the Port of Corpus Christi and one for a private polymer manufacturer.  

Last month, the TCEQ issued its first wastewater discharge permit to a plant proposed by the port, 

despite a challenge from the EPA signaling what could be a long legal fight ahead. 
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Regulators and scientists worry that each plant’s discharge of tens of millions of gallons of hyper-salty 

wastewater per day could disrupt major reproductive cycles for a host of aquatic species, which rely on 

the half-salty waters of the coastal bays for their larvae to mature.  

All together, environmentalists say, the five plants’ discharge, coupled with the water pollution and 

ocean freighter traffic from the industrial boom they would unleash, may constitute a near-fatal blow 

for life in Corpus Christi Bay—so named by a Spanish explorer in 1519—whose once-teeming 

ecosystems nursed coastal communities for thousands of years before the city of the same name was 

founded. 

DOLPHINS SURFACE WHILE A CRUDE TANKER DOCKS AT AN ENBRIDGE EXPORT 

TERMINAL ON CORPUS CHRISTI BAY.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

While plant developers have produced studies showing their discharge won’t affect ambient salinity or 

wildlife, Paul Montagna, the Endowed Chair for Hydroecology at the Harte Institute for Gulf of 

Mexico Studies at Texas A&M University in Corpus Christi, doesn’t buy it. 

“I don’t see how you can add brine to a salty system and not increase the salinity, I just don’t 

understand how that could happen,” he said from his corner office at the university, with two-story 

windows looking out to the bay. “I’ve read the engineering studies and I just don’t get it.” 

https://portofcc.com/wp-content/uploads/DesalinationBrineDischargeModelingReport_10212019_Final.pdf
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Montagna agrees that Corpus Christi needs desalination, he just wants the brine piped one or two miles 

offshore and released into the open Gulf instead of the shallow, almost stagnant bay. The idea 

is supported by scientists but dismissed by developers as too expensive.  

Other activists hope to block desalination altogether with the aim of holding up the buildout that has 

unfolded here in recent years, fueled by a spate of new pipelines carrying oil and gas from the Permian 

Basin and the Eagleford Shale since 2010, and by Congress’ lifting of the oil export ban in 2015, which 

has made Corpus Christi the nation’s top port for crude exports. One piece remains for the growth to 

continue.  

“That’s the chokehold,” said Isabel Araiza, a professor of social work at Del Mar College and founder 

of a group called For the Greater Good. “In order to bring heavy industry in they’re going to need 

water.” 

SPEAKING OUT AGAINST DESALINATION 

Corpus Christi is no stranger to water scarcity. In its earliest days, horse carts hauled in water by the 

barrel. In the 1950s the city rationed its reservoir amid historic drought.  

By the 1980s, planners knew Corpus Christi was on track to outgrow its water supply, the Nueces River 

system,and they launched an ambitious effort to engineer a solution.  

The plan, presented in 1993, called for a pair of pipelines, 101 miles northeast to Lake Texana then 40 

miles further to Texas’ Colorado River, which would deliver up to 68 million gallons of water per day 

and meet the region’s needs through 2050. The first needed to be running by 2007; the second by 2029.  

When the plan was presented, reservoirs were 100 percent full. Then three consecutive drought years 

saw them fall to 25 percent. The city was suddenly in an emergency, so it rushed its first pipeline to 

completion by 1998.  

In 2011, Texas’ driest year on record stressed water supplies again and Corpus Christi built its second 

pipeline in 2016.  

The water plan was finished. No further supplies were in the works. That didn’t stop Corpus Christi 

from offering 25 million gallons per day to ExxonMobil for its proposed $10 billion plastics plant in 

2017, when the city was supplying an average of 80 million gallons a day to several cities of the region 

and all its industrial customers. The new plant would begin operations in 2022. 

 

https://www.harteresearch.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/HRI%20Desalination%20Science%20Statement.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oAdL5nyb5G-uOzWZYVqWgqVHcQyQBEOR/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YvL08WofVy1r6j_3g1neDwgwt9qzVQZm/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13FYYsvgvbu7-zMfImnNFYPKs42QZ_72o/view?usp=share_link
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DOWNTOWN CORPUS CHRISTI STANDS ABOVE CORPUS CHRISTI BAY.DYLAN 

BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

Six days after Exxon accepted the offer, Corpus Christi authorized an application for state funding to 

develop preliminary plans for a seawater desalination plant.  

When Steel Dynamics came seeking water in 2018, Corpus Christi offered another 6 million gallons a 

day, citing “plans for additional water sources in the planning and implementation phase.” 

https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/News/Newsroom/News-releases/2017/0419_ExxonMobil-and-SABIC-select-San-Patricio-County-proposed-petrochemical-project-US-Gulf-Coast
https://drive.google.com/file/d/15siBmfuqpev50Eg0pZ6mhyVA7Q0XBFfn/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-H5fSJydznLHqHbI0j4U4BS1rYXnQzhS/view?usp=share_link
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CORPUS CHRISTI DRAWS TOURISTS TO ITS BAYS AND BEACHES.DYLAN 

BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

But that wasn’t exactly true. Preliminary plans had yet to be shared with city council, and 

implementation remained years away at best.  

When the plans were presented in 2019, they noted upcoming supply commitments to Exxon and Steel 

Dynamics.  

“Large increases in water demand are projected to occur in 2022,” the city’s presentation said. “Based 

on supply and demand projections, the first desalination plant needs to be operational (supplying 

water) in early 2023.” 

The council voted unanimously to adopt the plan. Activists quickly pushed back. Araiza, the activist 

leader of For the Greater Good, stood outside Fry’s Electronics on Black Friday speaking out against 

desalination.  

“It’s for industry, not for us. And we pay for it,” she remembers telling shoppers.  

https://corpuschristi.granicus.com/player/clip/1253?view_id=2&redirect=true&h=946c59e55be7e96ea02d5ec7b79a2a31
https://corpuschristi.granicus.com/player/clip/1253?view_id=2&redirect=true&h=946c59e55be7e96ea02d5ec7b79a2a31
https://photos.app.goo.gl/Hixz9mFsbxhb7Qcz7
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Araiza’s family had been in the area for a century. On her dad’s side she was the first generation in 

memory not to pick crops. Growing up in the 1970s she rode buses across Corpus Christi during a 

belated integration of white and Hispanic schools. She earned a Ph.D. from Boston College, then 

returned home to organize and teach.  

Araiza hoped to engage the public in such big decisions about the city’s future, which she said were too 

often made by small cliques of business elites for their own benefit. 

“What’s happening with industry and water is symptomatic of a bigger problem,” she said. “Our way 

of life is problematic: consumerism, disposable products, single use plastics.” 

KIEWIT OFFSHORE SERVICES MANUFACTURES OIL RIGS ON CORPUS CHRISTI 

BAY.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

Araiza joined a growing activist movement that was heaping challenges on the desal plans, forcing a 

slate of environmental permit applications to go through tedious administrative reviews.  

“Water was the Achilles heel,” said Errol Summerlin, a retired legal aid lawyer and co-founder of the 

Coastal Alliance to Protect our Environment. “If we fought these desal facilities we could influence 

industry’s final decision to settle here.” 
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Soon the plans were falling far behind schedule, and in April 2021 the Corpus Christi water 

department hosted the city council at the Texas State Aquarium to address complaints about progress.  

Council member Mike Pusley, a retired petroleum geologist and former Exxon employee, was not 

impressed. The original plans were no longer sufficient, he said.  

“I can assure you that within the next five years, you’re going to have several Exxons here, and you’re 

not going to be ready with a plan. We’re not going to be ready. We’re not going to be ready at all with 

the water,” he said.  

‘HOW DID THEY GET AHEAD OF US?’ 

While city planners stumbled, the water supply was shrinking. Ten million gallons per day had been 

recalled from Corpus Christi’s first water pipeline, diverted to another massive plastics plant up the 

coast. The Colorado River fell too low for the second pipeline to draw. The city’s reservoirs fell to 40 

percent of capacity as drought and heatwave grew acute this summer. 

At a city council meeting this July, officials announced residential watering restrictions: anyone caught 

running a sprinkler outside of their one allocated night per week would be fined $500.  

Pusley was upset. For years the city had been chasing plans for desal plants. The first was supposed to 

be nearing completion, but construction hadn’t even begun. Meanwhile, Exxon was beginning to draw 

water. The Port of Corpus Christi Authority had jumped into the race and claimed a clear lead, 

threatening the city’s historic monopoly on the regional water supply.  

“It’s taking way too long for this to happen. The port has out-warriored us, they’ve out-lobbied us, 

they’ve out-engineered us,” Pusley told the city council meeting. “How did they get ahead of us? We’re 

the regional water supplier.” 

“They spent more money on lawyers and lobbyists,” responded Mike Murphy, chief operating officer 

for the Corpus Christi water department, who moved to the city in 2021. 

(The port’s lobbyists and lawyers wouldn’t secure their first controversial permit, issued by the 

Industry-friendly TCEQ over the EPA’s objections, until September.)    

“This drought we’re in right now, there’s no solution for it but conservation,” Corpus Christi City 

Manager Peter Zanoni told the council. Zanoni moved to the city in 2019.  

Conservation, however, only applied to residential users. According to a 2018 city ordinance, high-

volume industrial users can pay $0.25 per thousand gallons consumed for exemption from restrictions 

during drought. Most pay it. While citizens face fines for sprinkler use, large facilities continue 

consuming millions of gallons per day. 

https://m.facebook.com/citygov/videos/special-desalination-workshop-for-mayor-and-city-council-april-26-2021/4155454797818752/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=3128&v=XRRalP33PGo&feature=emb_title
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1637xf6L5J91gb20TttHY8cPJOThGG9yH/view?usp=sharing
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That ordinance began: “A committee of large volume industrial customers determined that the value of 

their industrial processes creates a need to provide a water supply that will be resistant to drought 

despite further increases in industrial demand.” 

A PROLIFERATION OF ENERGY AND INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS 

It was part of a broader plan to expand industry around Corpus Christi, the eighth largest city in 

Texas, with 330,000 people, 64 percent of whom are Hispanic. Known for beaches, fishing and an aging 

refinery sector, the city sits isolated on a rugged coastline, the only seaside city along 300 miles between 

Houston and the Rio Grande.  

The natural beauty and peaceful isolation drew Montagna, the Texas A&M professor, to stay and raise 

his family here. A New Yorker by birth, he had bounced through Washington State and Alaska before 

he found South Texas in 1986 and never left.  

EXXONMOBIL’S NEW ETHANE CRACKER BEGAN OPERATIONS IN EARLY 2022 AND WILL 

EVENTUALLY USE UP TO 25 MILLION GALLONS OF WATER PER DAY.DYLAN 

BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 
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“It’s pretty hard to find such a long stretch of relatively pristine coast,” he said. “Where else in the 

whole country?”  

Today times are changing. Recent years have seen a proliferation of energy and industrial projects 

around Corpus Christi and all along the Texas coast. It started more than a decade ago, when the 

fracking boom unlocked a wealth of oil and gas in Texas shales. A few new pipelines carried the bounty 

to Houston, the old “energy capital of the world,” but many more ran to Corpus Christi. 

After Congress lifted the oil export ban in 2015, huge terminals went up to load shale oil and gas into 

ocean-going freighters on the coast.  

“I think there has been more change in this region in the last four years than there had been in the last 

20,” Montagna said.  

Valero and FlintHills expanded refineries. Cheniere Energy built the region’s first facility to compress 

and export natural gas with plans to double its output. Vostalpine built a plant that makes iron 

briquettes. Three huge, adjacent crude export terminals cropped up on the bay, operated by Enbridge 

Inc., FlintHills and Buckeye Global Marine Terminals. Elon Musk wants to build a lithium refinery.  

A GREAT BLUE HERON STANDS IN FRONT OF CRUDE OIL TANKS AT A TRIO OF NEW 

https://www.enbridge.com/about-us/liquids-pipelines/export-terminals
https://www.enbridge.com/about-us/liquids-pipelines/export-terminals
http://crp.ports.moranshipping.com/Pages/Terminal%20Information.aspx?TID=6&PID=1
https://buckeyeglobalmarine.com/project-view/texas-hub/
https://www.caller.com/story/news/local/2022/09/09/tesla-seeking-tax-breaks-for-lithium-refinery-on-texas-gulf-coast/68012416007/
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A FISHERMAN CARRIES HIS GEAR ON A JETTY IN THE GULF OF MEXICO AT NORTH 

PADRE ISLAND, ACROSS THE BAY FROM CORPUS CHRISTI, ON A WEDNESDAY 

AFTERNOON IN OCTOBER.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

 

EXPORT TERMINALS ON CORPUS CHRISTI BAY.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE 

NEWS 

This year, Exxon opened its plastics plant, turning ethane, a form of natural gas, into ethylene and 

polyethylene, building blocks for plastics, on 1,300 acres across the bay from Corpus, in San Patricio 

County. 

When the plant uses its ground flare—sportsfield sized units for burning off chemicals—Elida Castillo 

can see the sky glow orange from her house in the small town of Taft, about eight miles away, near a 

cemetery where her great, great grandparents are buried. Sometimes, she said, the sheriff posts on 

Facebook saying not to be alarmed. No one ever tells the community what chemicals are being burned.  

https://gulfcoastgv.com/
https://www.caller.com/story/news/local/2022/09/03/gulf-coast-growth-ventures-texas-plant-flaring-investigated/65469146007/
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In the last few years, new concrete and steel plants have also cropped up around town, bringing air, 

noise and light pollution. This year, Castillo  launched the Texas branch of Chispa, a project by the 

League of Conservation Voters, to push back. 

“Our aim is to block the infrastructure that industry needs to cut our roots and establish its own roots 

here,” said Castillo, who launched a Texas branch of Chispa, a national Latino organizing project, to 

push back against development.  

TAFT RESIDENT ELIDA CASTILLO SAYS NO ONE EVER TELLS PEOPLE IN HER 

COMMUNITY WHAT CHEMICALS ARE BEING BURNED IN EXXONMOBIL’S PLASTICS 

PLANT.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

While decisions are made in Corpus Christi, most of the new projects have been built across the bay in 

San Patricio County, where Castillo lives. Her comments at Corpus Christi city council meetings are 

limited to one minute, while city residents get three.  

Castillo also gets little representation at the port, a political subdivision that owns, leases and develops 

land on both sides of the bay, in Nueces and San Patricio counties. It is managed by seven appointed 

commissioners: three by Corpus Christi, three by Nueces County and one by San Patricio County.   
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The port is pursuing its own $650 million expansion plan, including a 75-foot-deep channel running 11 

miles into the Gulf to enable the world’s largest oil tankers to enter Corpus Christi Bay. A colossal, new 

billion-dollar bridge (by the same builders of a bridge that collapsed in Florida in 2018) will allow them 

into Corpus Christi Harbor and its port.  

The two desalination plants proposed by the port would produce up to 80 million gallons per day.   

The port declined to answer questions about projects in the pipeline, industrial water demand 

projections or plans for desalination.  

“We are not engaging with media,” said Lisa Hinojosa, director of communications for the Port of 

Corpus Christi Authority, in the lobby of an upscale waterfront conference center attached to the 

port’s new, four-story, $41 million headquarters. 

PAUL HORN/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanantonio/news/2022/08/15/port-corpus-christi-plan.html
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(Port CEO Sean Strawbridge, a former director of the Port of Long Beach in California who came to 

Corpus Christi seven years ago and made $650,000 in 2021, told a meeting of the Ingleside City Council 

in August last year that the port began pursuing desal plans after he “got a call” from someone who 

“decided to invest here and they’ve got a large project going on. Basically said, ‘What the heck is going 

on with your water situation down there?’ And the port commission decided to take a leadership role.”) 

Environmental activists here admit they seldom get popular support for their opposition to oil. The 

refineries have provided many families a path out of poverty here. Locals often cheer on industrial 

growth for the money it brings and officials are proudly pro-business.  

Esteban Ramos, whose Spanish ancestors settled here in the 1700s, believes desalination can pave the 

region’s way to prosperity that will keep families whole.   

“Everybody wants to say, ‘You’re only doing this for industrial purposes.’ But the answer is, it’s not 

that simple,” said Ramos, director of water resources with the city. “This is generational growth.” 

Both of his parents were teachers and Ramos saw their best students skip town for San Antonio, Austin 

or Houston, leaving longing parents and leaderless neighborhoods without their brightest youth. 

Corpus Christi’s top employment sectors are office administration, food service and freight 

transportation.  

A big, new, drought-resistant water supply can unlock job growth in higher paying fields.  

“Corpus needs its own identity and we have this opportunity, we just don’t need to be afraid,” Ramos 

said. “What’s keeping you from making a true, realistic living, having a family and those children 

staying here? Why are we afraid of that?” 

A CENTURY OF RISING SALINITY 

Whether the port and the city ultimately get the permits they need for their desalination plants will 

depend upon forthcoming environmental assessments of Corpus Christi Bay, where the deadly effects 

of rising salinity are not theoretical—they are the lived experience. 

These placid, shallow waters, sheltered from the Gulf by more than 200 miles of barrier island, once 

teemed with shrimp and oysters that nourished bayside communities for millenia. Today dolphins still 

splash and great herons still stalk the wetlands, but the bounty of shellfish is gone. 

https://govsalaries.com/strawbridge-sean-c-135439873
https://boxcast.tv/view/ingleside-city-council-meeting---630-pm---august-24-2021-718212
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MULLET SWIM IN THE SHALLOW WATER OF CORPUS CHRISTI BAY NEAR 

INGLESIDE.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

In Nueces Bay, an inland appendage of Corpus Christi Bay, oysters disappeared in the late 1930s. Two 

dams on the Nueces River, and two railroads across its delta, were reducing fresh water flows. Efforts 

to save the oysters came too late.  

“Oysters did not come back when fishing and dredging ceased because the salinities were too high,” 

a 2011 report from the Harte Research Institute for Gulf of Mexico Studies at Texas A&M said.   

Fifty years later, the shrimp were vanishing too. Two much larger dams stopped any freshwater at all 

from reaching the bays. Local shrimpers begged for state intervention. Texas ordered water released 

from Corpus Christi reservoirs to the bay. Again, it was too late.  

The mid-90s drought ravaged city water supplies, leaving nothing to spare for the shrimp. Nueces Bay 

died then. Rather than a half-salty marshland where the river meets the sea, it became the reverse: a 

wide shallow mudflat where stagnant ocean water evaporates, leaving extra-salty water and few living 

things.  

It was saltier than seawater,” said Montagna. “It became evident that the bay wasn’t producing shrimp 

or oysters anymore.” 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hfmHzq3KZ10DK_uWlhp_WiKMTKSeoqNr/view?usp=share_link
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A GREAT EGRET HUNTS ACROSS THE BAY FROM A NEW CRUDE EXPORT 

COMPLEX.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

The bays, formed by rivers that flowed to the ocean until the 21st Century, distinguish Texas’ coast 

from the successful examples of seawater desalination in California, where plants release brine into the 

deep, open Pacific. In Corpus Christi, developers want to discharge into a shallow, almost stagnant 

body. It takes one year for the contents of Corpus Christi Bay to be replaced by new water, Montagna 

said. The brine is going to accumulate, he said. 

All manner of ocean fish and crustaceans rely on the shelter and moderate salinity of the bays to 

mature. Less salt in the water means more oxygen, which larvae need to survive. Without the bays, 

species can’t reproduce.  

“They literally grow there,” Montagna said. “The life cycle requires these low salinity nursery habitats. 

And it’s not only about the salty waste. Some of the freshwater will pass though plants and refineries 

then re-enter the bay as industrial discharge laced with toxins.  

STRANDED ASSETS AND BROWNFIELDS 
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Exxon’s new plastic plant is permitted to dump up to 13 million gallons a day of polluted wastewater, 

including 8,000 pounds of suspended solids (mostly plastics), and 1,000 pounds of oil and grease. A 

draft permit for Valero allows discharge up to 2.4 million gallons a day of “treated process 

wastewater,” including “chromium-containing wastewater.” Another for Flint Hills allows 6.9 million 

gallons a day of utility wastewater, including “contaminated water generated at other facilities,” and 

also removes limits on copper and zinc. Another for Steel Dynamics allows 1.2 million gallons a day of 

“coil coating process wastewater.” 

CHENIERE HAS PLANS TO DOUBLE THE OUTPUT OF ITS NEW LNG EXPORT TERMINAL 

ON LA QUINTA CHANNEL, CORPUS CHRISTI BAY. IT CURRENTLY RUNS THREE 

COMPRESSION TRAINS, VISIBLE AS CHIMNEY ROWS.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE 

NEWS 

“This is going to be bad for the world,” said Patrick Nye, a former petroleum geologist, looking over 

the bay from the spacious balcony of the waterfront beach house his parents built in Ingleside On The 

Bay in the 1960s.  

Nearby, across a green vibrant marshland, a tanker docked at the continent’s largest crude export 

terminal, which Nye had watched take shape in recent years.  
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He pointed down to the shallow water where, he said, he played as a child on a wide, dry beach before 

the rising sea consumed it, forcing his parents to build a concrete seawall in its place. 

Born in 1954, the son of a state appellate court justice, Nye played on the Texas Tech University tennis 

team then went into oil exploration.  

“A lot of my peers would disagree,” he said. “But I believe climate change is here.” 

A CRUDE TANKER DOCKS AT THE ENBRIDGE TERMINAL AMID SALTWATER 

WETLANDS.DYLAN BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

He left oil and gas more than 20 years ago to start his own wind power venture, which has continued to 

expand. Thousands of white wind turbines spin today in the sprawling fields outside Corpus Christi.  

He thinks the global market for fossil fuels is preparing to peak, and he’s not alone. Although decades 

of international protocols, climate accords and ambitious emissions reductions goals have not 

succeeded in reversing the growth in oil demand, even oil producers now acknowledge the crest is 

coming.  



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 615  january 2023 

 

44 

Exxon is ramping up plastic production near Corpus Christi while the world’s two largest 

markets, China and India, implement bans on single-use plastics.  

For now, Russia’s war in Ukraine is keeping oil prices high and energizing the coastal buildout in 

Texas.  

“It’s a gold rush to get as much in place before the whole thing craters,” Nye said. 

While he hopes for a future with less fossil fuel, less plastic and less air pollution, those changes in 

global markets raise grim prospects for Corpus Christi, conjuring visions of other places where 

industrial booms have come and gone, like the sprawling collection of discarded refineries in 

Oklahoma.    

A 

DOLPHIN PLAYS IN THE WAKE OF A TUGBOAT AT CORPUS CHRISTI BAY.DYLAN 

BADDOUR/INSIDE CLIMATE NEWS 

 

Or like the abandoned coal mines of West Virginia. Or parts of Ohio, one the first great oil states, 

where the good times left a legacy of “stranded assets” and “brownfields.”  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-environment-plastic-idUKKCN21S09P
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/india-bans-single-use-plastic-combat-pollution-2022-07-01/
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“That’s their business model,” said Jim Klein, who teaches history at Del Mar College. “My worry is: 

that’s what will happen to Corpus Christi. 

Correction 11/4 1:00pm: A previous version of this article incorrectly stated that Paul Montagna wanted 

brine waste piped 12 miles offshore for discharge. Montagna wanted the brine piped one or two miles 

offshore. 

SUPPORT INDEPENDENT JOURNALISM 

Do you think free access to journalism like this is important? The Texas Observer is known for its 

fiercely independent, uncompromising work— which we are pleased to provide to the public at no 

charge in this space. We rely on the generosity of our readers who believe that this work is important. 

You can chip in for as little as 99 cents a month. If you support this mission, we need your help. 

LEARN MORE 

DYLAN BADDOUR is an Austin writer for Inside Climate News. His work has appeared in the 

Washington Post, The Guardian, Reuters, VICE News, BBC, Al Jazeera and more. He previously 

worked for the Houston Chronicle. 

 

https://www.texasobserver.org/corpus-christi-water-exxon-desalinization/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-

b86d500bb1-34691563&mc_cid=b86d500bb1&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f   

https://www.texasobserver.org/join/?utm_source=bottom+page+ask&utm_medium=site&utm_campaign=ongoing&utm_id=membership
https://www.texasobserver.org/author/dylan-baddour/
https://www.texasobserver.org/corpus-christi-water-exxon-desalinization/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-b86d500bb1-34691563&mc_cid=b86d500bb1&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f
https://www.texasobserver.org/corpus-christi-water-exxon-desalinization/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-b86d500bb1-34691563&mc_cid=b86d500bb1&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f
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Philosophy of Furniture 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

In the internal decoration, if not in the external architecture of their residences, the English are supreme. The 

Italians have but little sentiment beyond marbles and colours. In France, meliora probant, deteriora sequuntur 

- the people are too much a race of gadabouts to maintain those household proprieties of which, indeed, they 

have a delicate appreciation, or at least the elements of a proper sense. The Chinese and most of the eastern 

races have a warm but inappropriate fancy. The Scotch are poor decorists. The Dutch have, perhaps, an 

indeterminate idea that a curtain is not a cabbage. In Spain they are all curtains - a nation of hangmen. The 

Russians do not furnish. The Hottentots and Kickapoos are very well in their way. The Yankees alone are 

preposterous. 

How this happens, it is not difficult to see. We have no aristocracy of blood, and having therefore as a natural, 

and indeed as an inevitable thing, fashioned for ourselves an aristocracy of dollars, the display of wealth has 

here to take the place and perform the office of the heraldic display in monarchical countries. By a transition 

readily understood, and which might have been as readily foreseen, we have been brought to merge in simple 

show our notions of taste itself 

To speak less abstractly. In England, for example, no mere parade of costly appurtenances would be so likely 

as with us, to create an impression of the beautiful in respect to the appurtenances themselves - or of taste as 

regards the proprietor: - this for the reason, first, that wealth is not, in England, the loftiest object of ambition 

as constituting a nobility; and secondly, that there, the true nobility of blood, confining itself within the strict 

limits of legitimate taste, rather avoids than affects that mere costliness in which a parvenu rivalry may at any 

time be successfully attempted. 

The people will imitate the nobles, and the result is a thorough diffusion of the proper feeling. But in 

America, the coins current being the sole arms of the aristocracy, their display may be said, in general, to be 

the sole means of the aristocratic distinction; and the populace, looking always upward for models,,are 

insensibly led to confound the two entirely separate ideas of magnificence and beauty. In short, the cost of an 

article of furniture has at length come to be, with us, nearly the sole test of its merit in a decorative point of 

view - and this test, once established, has led the way to many analogous errors, readily traceable to the one 

primitive folly. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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There could be nothing more directly offensive to the eye of an artist than the interior of what is termed in the 

United States - that is to say, in Appallachia - a well-furnished apartment. Its most usual defect is a want of 

keeping. We speak of the keeping of a room as we would of the keeping of a picture - for both the picture and 

the room are amenable to those undeviating principles which regulate all varieties of art; and very nearly the 

same laws by which we decide on the higher merits of a painting, suffice for decision on the adjustment of a 

chamber. 

A want of keeping is observable sometimes in the character of the several pieces of furniture, but generally in 

their colours or modes of adaptation to use Very often the eye is offended by their inartistic arrangement. 

Straight lines are too prevalent - too uninterruptedly continued - or clumsily interrupted at right angles. If 

curved lines occur, they are repeated into unpleasant uniformity. By undue precision, the appearance of many 

a fine apartment is utterly spoiled. 

Curtains are rarely well disposed, or well chosen in respect to other decorations. With formal furniture, 

curtains are out of place; and an extensive volume of drapery of any kind is, under any circumstance, 

irreconcilable with good taste - the proper quantum, as well as the proper adjustment, depending upon the 

character of the general effect. 

Carpets are better understood of late than of ancient days, but we still very frequently err in their patterns and 

colours. The soul of the apartment is the carpet. From it are deduced not only the hues but the forms of all 

objects incumbent. A judge at common law may be an ordinary man; a good judge of a carpet must be a 

genius. Yet we have heard discoursing of carpets, with the air " d'un mouton qui reve," fellows who should 

not and who could not be entrusted with the management of their own moustaches. Every one knows that a 

large floor may have a covering of large figures, and that a small one must have a covering of small - yet this 

is not all the knowledge in the world. As regards texture, the Saxony is alone admissible. Brussels is the 

preterpluperfect tense of fashion, and Turkey is taste in its dying agonies. Touching pattern - a carpet should 

not be bedizzened out like a Riccaree Indian - all red chalk, yellow ochre, and cock's feathers. In brief - 

distinct grounds, and vivid circular or cycloid figures, of no meaning, are here Median laws. The abomination 

of flowers, or representations of well-known objects of any kind, should not be endured within the limits of 

Christendom. Indeed, whether on carpets, or curtains, or tapestry, or ottoman coverings, all upholstery of this 

nature should be rigidly Arabesque. As for those antique floor-cloth & still occasionally seen in the dwellings 

of the rabble - cloths of huge, sprawling, and radiating devises, stripe-interspersed, and glorious with all hues, 

among which no ground is intelligible-these are but the wicked invention of a race of time-servers and 

money-lovers - children of Baal and worshippers of Mammon - Benthams, who, to spare thought and 

economize fancy, first cruelly invented the Kaleidoscope, and then established joint-stock companies to twirl 

it by steam. 

Glare is a leading error in the philosophy of American household decoration - an error easily recognised as 

deduced from the perversion of taste just specified., We are violently enamoured of gas and of glass. The 

former is totally inadmissible within doors. Its harsh and unsteady light offends. No one having both brains 

and eyes will use it. A mild, or what artists term a cool light, with its consequent warm shadows, will do 
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wonders for even an ill-furnished apartment. Never was a more lovely thought than that of the astral lamp. 

We mean, of course, the astral lamp proper - the lamp of Argand, with its original plain ground-glass shade, 

and its tempered and uniform moonlight rays. The cut-glass shade is a weak invention of the enemy. The 

eagerness with which we have adopted it, partly on account of its flashiness, but principally on account of its 

greater rest, is a good commentary on the proposition with which we began. It is not too much to say, that the 

deliberate employer of a cut-glass shade, is either radically deficient in taste, or blindly subservient to the 

caprices of fashion. The light proceeding from one of these gaudy abominations is unequal broken, and 

painful. It alone is sufficient to mar a world of good effect in the furniture subjected to its influence. Female 

loveliness, in especial, is more than one-half disenchanted beneath its evil eye. 

In the matter of glass, generally, we proceed upon false principles. Its leading feature is glitter - and in that 

one word how much of all that is detestable do we express ! Flickering, unquiet lights, are sometimes pleasing 

- to children and idiots always so - but in the embellishment of a room they should be scrupulously avoided. 

In truth, even strong steady lights are inadmissible. The huge and unmeaning glass chandeliers, prism-cut, 

gas-lighted, and without shade, which dangle in our most fashionable drawing-rooms, may be cited as the 

quintessence of all that is false in taste or preposterous in folly. 

The rage for glitter- because its idea has become as we before observed, confounded with that of 

magnificence in the abstract-has led us, also, to the exaggerated employment of mirrors. We line our 

dwellings with great British plates, and then imagine we have done a fine thing. Now the slightest thought 

will be sufficient to convince any one who has an eye at all, of the ill effect of numerous looking-glasses, and 

especially of large ones. Regarded apart from its reflection, the mirror presents a continuous, flat, colourless, 

unrelieved surface, - a thing always and obviously unpleasant. Considered as a reflector, it is potent in 

producing a monstrous and odious uniformity: and the evil is here aggravated, not in merely direct proportion 

with the augmentation of its sources, but in a ratio constantly increasing. In fact, a room with four or five 

mirrors arranged at random, is, for all purposes of artistic show, a room of no shape at all. If we add to this 

evil, the attendant glitter upon glitter, we have a perfect farrago of discordant and displeasing effects. The 

veriest bumpkin, on entering an apartment so bedizzened, would be instantly aware of something wrong, 

although he might be altogether unable to assign a cause for his dissatisfaction. But let the same person be led 

into a room tastefully furnished, and he would be startled into an exclamation of pleasure and surprise. 

It is an evil growing out of our republican institutions, that here a man of large purse has usually a very little 

soul which he keeps in it. The corruption of taste is a portion or a pendant of the dollar-manufac sure. As we 

grow rich, our ideas grow rusty. It is, therefore, not among our aristocracy that we must look (if at all, in 

Appallachia), for the spirituality of a British boudoir. But we have seen apartments in the tenure of Americans 

of moderns [possibly "modest" or "moderate"] means, which, in negative merit at least, might vie with any of 

the or-molu'd cabinets of our friends across the water. Even now, there is present to our mind's eye a small 

and not, ostentatious chamber with whose decorations no fault can be found. The proprietor lies asleep on a 

sofa - the weather is cool - the time is near midnight: arc will make a sketch of the room during his slumber. 
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It is oblong - some thirty feet in length and twenty-five in breadth - a shape affording the best(ordinary) 

opportunities for the adjustment of furniture. It has but one door - by no means a wide one - which is at one 

end of the parallelogram, and but two windows, which are at the other. These latter are large, reaching down 

to the floor - have deep recesses - and open on an Italian veranda. Their panes are of a crimson-tinted glass, 

set in rose-wood framings, more massive than usual. They are curtained within the recess, by a thick silver 

tissue adapted to the shape of the window, and hanging loosely in small volumes. Without the recess are 

curtains of an exceedingly rich crimson silk, fringed with a deep network of gold, and lined with silver tissue, 

which is the material of the exterior blind. There are no cornices; but the folds of the whole fabric (which are 

sharp rather than massive, and have an airy appearance), issue from beneath a broad entablature of rich 

giltwork, which encircles the room at the junction of the ceiling and walls. The drapery is thrown open also, 

or closed, by means of a thick rope of gold loosely enveloping it, and resolving itself readily into a knot; no 

pins or other such devices are apparent. The colours of the curtains and their fringe - the tints of crimson and 

gold - appear everywhere in profusion, and determine the character of the room. The carpet - of Saxony 

material - is quite half an inch thick, and is of the same crimson ground, relieved simply by the appearance of 

a gold cord (like that festooning the curtains) slightly relieved above the surface of the ground, and thrown 

upon it in such a manner as to form a succession of short irregular curves - one occasionally overlaying the 

other. The walls are prepared with a glossy paper of a silver gray tint, spotted with small Arabesque devices 

of a fainter hue of the prevalent crimson. Many paintings relieve the expanse of paper. These are chiefly 

landscapes of an imaginative cast-such as the fairy grottoes of Stanfield, or the lake of the Dismal Swamp of 

Chapman. There are, nevertheless, three or four female heads, of an ethereal beauty-portraits in the manner of 

Sully. The tone of each picture is warm, but dark. There are no "brilliant effects." Repose speaks in all. Not 

one is of small size. Diminutive paintings give that spotty look to a room, which is the blemish of so many a 

fine work of Art overtouched. The frames are broad but not deep, and richly carved, without being dulled or 

filagreed. They have the whole lustre of burnished gold. They lie flat on the walls, and do not hang off with 

cords. The designs themselves are often seen to better advantage in this latter position, but the general 

appearance of the chamber is injured. But one mirror - and this not a very large one - is visible. In shape it is 

nearly circular - and it is hung so that a reflection of the person can be obtained from it in none of the ordinary 

sitting-places of the room. Two large low sofas of rosewood and crimson silk, gold-flowered, form the only 

seats, with the exception of two light conversation chairs, also of rose-wood. There is a pianoforte (rose-

wood, also), without cover, and thrown open. An octagonal table, formed altogether of the richest gold-

threaded marble, is placed near one of the sofas. This is also without cover - the drapery of the curtains has 

been thought sufficient.. Four large and gorgeous Sevres vases, in which bloom a profusion of sweet and 

vivid flowers, occupy the slightly rounded angles of the room. A tall candelabrum, bearing a small antique 

lamp with highly perfumed oil, is standing near the head of my sleeping friend. Some light and graceful 

hanging shelves, with golden edges and crimson silk cords with gold tassels, sustain two or three hundred 

magnificently bound books. Beyond these things, there is no furniture, if we except an Argand lamp, with a 

plain crimson-tinted ground glass shade, which depends from He lofty vaulted ceiling by a single slender gold 

chain, and throws a tranquil but magical radiance over all. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/philosophy-of-furniture   

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/philosophy-of-furniture
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Sales of handguns have exploded in recent years. AP Photo/Sue Ogrocki 

6 charts show key role firearms makers play in America’s gun culture 

Published: May 26, 2022 11.27pm BST 

Author 

1. Michael Siegel 

Visiting Professor of Public Health and Community Medicine, Tufts University 

Disclosure statement 

Michael Siegel receives funding from the 97 Percent Foundation. 

Partners 

 

https://theconversation.com/institutions/tufts-university-1024
https://theconversation.com/institutions/tufts-university-1024
https://theconversation.com/institutions/tufts-university-1024
https://newsroom.ap.org/detail/TexasHandguns/51de393bcbaf4e07a240de3b54da6981/photo?Query=Texas%20rifle&mediaType=photo&sortBy=arrivaldatetime:desc&dateRange=Anytime&totalCount=351&currentItemNo=11
https://theconversation.com/profiles/michael-siegel-275000
https://theconversation.com/profiles/michael-siegel-275000
https://theconversation.com/institutions/tufts-university-1024
https://theconversation.com/institutions/tufts-university-1024


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 615  january 2023 

 

51 

Tufts University provides funding as a founding partner of The Conversation US. 

View all partners 

 

We believe in the free flow of information 

Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under Creative Commons licence. 

Republish this article 

Americans have blamed many culprits, from mental illness to inadequate security, for the tragic mass 

shootings that are occurring with increasing frequency in schools, offices and theaters across the U.S. 

The latest, which occurred on May 24, 2022, at a Texas elementary school and left at least 19 children and 

two teachers dead, was the 213th mass shooting this year – and the 27th that took place in a school. 

Yet during much of America’s ongoing conversation about the root causes of gun violence, the makers of 

guns have typically escaped scrutiny. As a public health researcher, I find this odd, because evidence 

shows that the culture around guns contributes significantly to gun violence. And firearm manufacturers have 

played a major role in influencing American gun culture. 

That’s beginning to change, particularly since the US$73 million settlement between the families of victims 

of the 2012 Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting and the maker of the rifle used in the massacre. This 

may open the door for more lawsuits against firearm manufacturers. 

To help support this much-needed discussion, I’d like to share some critical facts about the firearm industry 

that I’ve learned from my research on gun violence prevention. 

https://theconversation.com/institutions/tufts-university-1024
https://theconversation.com/global/partners
http://time.com/5160917/florida-school-shooting-donald-trump-mental-health/
https://theconversation.com/19-children-2-adults-killed-in-texas-elementary-school-shooting-3-essential-reads-on-americas-relentless-gun-violence-183811
https://www.npr.org/2022/05/24/1101050970/2022-school-shootings-so-far
https://medicine.tufts.edu/people/faculty/michael-siegel
http://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/22/3/216.long
http://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/22/3/216.long
https://apnews.com/article/sandy-hook-school-shooting-remington-settlement-e53b95d398ee9b838afc06275a4df403
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2017.05.002
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Surging handgun sales 

The U.S. is saturated with guns, and has become a lot more so over the past decade. In 2020 alone, U.S. gun 

manufacturers produced 11.1 million firearms, up from 5.4 million in 2010. Pistols and rifles made up about 

75% of the total. 

In addition, only a small number of gun-makers dominate the market. The top five pistol manufacturers alone 

controlled over 70% of all production in 2020: Smith & Wesson; Sig Sauer; Sturm, Ruger & Co.; Glock and 

Kimber Manufacturing. Similarly, the biggest rifle manufacturers – Sturm, Smith & Wesson, Springfield, 

Henry Rac Holding and Diamondback Firearms – controlled 61% of that market. 

But all that only tells part of the story. A look at the caliber of pistols manufactured over the past decade 

reveals a significant change in demand that has reshaped the industry. 

The number of manufactured large-caliber pistols able to fire rounds greater than or equal to 9 mm has soared 

over the past 15 years, rising from just over half a million in 2005 to more than 3.9 million by 2020. The 

number of .38-caliber pistols – small handguns designed specifically for concealed carry – jumped to a record 

1.1 million in 2016 and totaled 660,000 in 2020, compared with 107,000 in 2005. 

This indicates a growing demand for more lethal weapons, especially those focused specifically on self-

defense and concealed carry. 

The production of rifles has also increased, doubling from 1.4 million in 2005 to 2.8 million in 2020, though 

down from a record 4.2 million in 2016. This is driven primarily by a higher demand for semi-automatic 

weapons, including assault rifles. 

Explaining the stats 

So what can explain the jump in the sale of high-caliber handguns and semi-automatic rifles? 

Gun-makers have become very effective at marketing their wares as necessary tools for self-defense – perhaps 

in large part to offset a decline in demand for recreational use. 

https://www.atf.gov/resource-center/2020-annual-firearms-manufacturers-and-export-report-afmer
https://www.atf.gov/about/docs/undefined/afmer2016webreport508pdf/download
https://thenewpress.com/books/last-gun
https://thenewpress.com/books/making-killing
http://www.vpc.org/studies/militarization.pdf
https://thenewpress.com/books/making-killing
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For example, in 2005, Smith & Wesson announced a major new marketing campaign focused on “safety, 

security, protection and sport.” The number of guns the company sold soared after the switch, climbing 30% 

in 2005 and 50% in 2006, led by strong growth in pistol sales. By comparison, the number of firearms sold in 

2004 rose 11% over the previous year. 

There’s strong survey evidence that gun owners have become less likely to cite hunting or sport as a reason 

for their ownership, instead pointing to personal security. The percentage of gun owners who told Gallup that 

the reason they possessed a firearm was for hunting fell to 40% in 2019 from almost 60% in 2000. The share 

that cited “sport” as their reason fell even more. 

Meanwhile, Gallup found that 88% of gun owners in 2021 reported self-defense as a primary reason, up from 

67% in 2005. 

‘Stand your ground’ laws flourish 

Another possible explanation for the uptick in handguns could be the widespread adoption of state “stand 

your ground” laws in recent years. These laws explicitly allow people to use guns as a first resort for self-

defense in the face of a threat. 

Utah enacted the first “stand your ground” measure in 1994. The second law wasn’t adopted until 2005 in 

Florida. A year later, “stand your ground” laws took off, with 11 states enacting one in 2006 alone. Another 

15 have passed such laws since then, bringing the total number of states that have them on the books to 28. 

These laws were the result of a concerted National Rifle Association lobbying campaign. For example, 

Florida’s law, which George Zimmerman used in 2013 to escape charges for killing Trayvon Martin, was 

drafted by former NRA President Marion Hammer. 

It’s not clear whether the campaign to promote stand-your-ground laws fueled the surge in handgun 

production. But it’s possible that it’s part of a larger effort to normalize the ownership of firearms for self-

defense. 

This overall picture suggests that a marketing change fueled an increased demand for more lethal weapons. 

This, in turn, appears to have fostered a change in gun culture, which has shifted away from an appreciation 

of the use of guns for hunting, sport and recreation and toward a view that guns are a necessity to protect 

oneself from criminals. 

https://www.thefreelibrary.com/Smith+%26+Wesson+launches+aggressive+strategy.-a0135568802
http://ir.smith-wesson.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=90977&p=irol-sec&secCat01TF.1_rs=21&secCat01TF.1_rc=10&control_selectgroup=Annual%20Filings
http://ir.smith-wesson.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=90977&p=IROL-secToc&TOC=aHR0cDovL2FwaS50ZW5rd2l6YXJkLmNvbS9vdXRsaW5lLnhtbD9yZXBvPXRlbmsmaXBhZ2U9NDI3NTAzMSZzdWJzaWQ9NTc%3d&ListAll=1
http://ir.smith-wesson.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=90977&p=IROL-secToc&TOC=aHR0cDovL2FwaS50ZW5rd2l6YXJkLmNvbS9vdXRsaW5lLnhtbD9yZXBvPXRlbmsmaXBhZ2U9NDI3NTAzMSZzdWJzaWQ9NTc%3d&ListAll=1
http://ir.smith-wesson.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=90977&p=IROL-secToc&TOC=aHR0cDovL2FwaS50ZW5rd2l6YXJkLmNvbS9vdXRsaW5lLnhtbD9yZXBvPXRlbmsmaXBhZ2U9NTA1MTUzOCZzdWJzaWQ9NTc%3d&ListAll=1
http://ir.smith-wesson.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=90977&p=irol-SECText&TEXT=aHR0cDovL2FwaS50ZW5rd2l6YXJkLmNvbS9maWxpbmcueG1sP2lwYWdlPTM2MzU2OTEmRFNFUT0xJlNFUT0zMSZTUURFU0M9U0VDVElPTl9QQUdFJmV4cD0mc3Vic2lkPTU3
http://news.gallup.com/poll/1645/guns.aspx
http://news.gallup.com/poll/1645/guns.aspx
https://everytownresearch.org/reports/shoot-first/
https://everytownresearch.org/reports/shoot-first/
https://everytownresearch.org/reports/shoot-first/
https://www.cnn.com/2013/06/05/us/trayvon-martin-shooting-fast-facts/index.html
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/03/05/the-nra-lobbyist-behind-floridas-pro-gun-policies
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How and whether this change in gun culture is influencing rates of firearms violence is a question I’m 

currently researching. 

https://theconversation.com/6-charts-show-key-role-firearms-makers-play-in-americas-gun-culture-183900 

 

Life Advice for Book Lovers: Finding Solace in the Sad and Sapphic 

Book Recommendations for the Troubled Soul 

By Dorothea  

 

Welcome to Life Advice for Book Lovers, Lit Hub’s advice column. You tell me what’s eating you in an 

email to deardorothea@lithub.com, and I’ll tell you what you should read next. 

_______________ 

Hi Dorothea, 

https://theconversation.com/6-charts-show-key-role-firearms-makers-play-in-americas-gun-culture-183900
https://lithub.com/author/dorothea/
https://lithub.com/when-in-need-what-to-read-introducing-our-new-advice-column-for-book-lovers/
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I’m a late-in-life baby queer. After 30 years of dating men and even marrying one of them, I had my first 

relationship with another woman. As you can probably guess how this is going to go, I fell hard. It was like 

being thrown back to the emotional capacity of a 16 year old. Everything felt SO. And with nearly the same 

speed and intensity that it began, it’s over. I’m nursing my very first baby queer broken heart. And the only 

thing that feels good is having it ripped out of my chest and stomped on by some doomed sapphic love. I’ve 

exhausted the bibliographies of Jeanette Winterson, Eva Balthasar, Melissa Febos, and Eileen Myles, and 

even The Matrix by Lauren Groff offered some temporary relief. But this glutton for punishment is on the 

search for more. Please give me some intellectual, sad, doomed sapphic fiction to greedily consume with red 

wine, please and thank you. 

Many thanks, 

Hi, I’m new here.  

* 

Dear New Here, 

Ugh, I hurt for you. And I’m excited for you, too. I’m sorry this relationship didn’t pan out the way you 

wanted it to, though I can’t help but think of that tired saying: it’s better to have loved and lost than to have 

never loved at all. Yes, eye rolls abound, but so many not-notable people come into our lives and exit without 

leaving so much as a footprint. This was no run-of-the-mill love. How incredible to brush up against 

something that changes you! 

Luckily, there is no shortage of sad sapphic literature. (I’m relieved to hear that you’ve already explored the 

Jeanette Winterson canon, for she is usually my first stop in matters of the heart.) 

Another personal favorite is Qiu Miaojin’s Notes of a Crocodile, a severely underrated, experimental queer 

coming-of-age tale set in 1980s Taipei that asks a lot of questions about art and liberation along the way, if 

that’s of interest! We follow an anonymous lesbian narrator into the jaws of a doomed love. (Listen: “I was 

about to get knocked out of the ring. It was clear from that moment on, we’d never be equals. How could we, 

with me under the table, scrambling to summon a different me, the one she would worship and put on a 

pedestal? No way was I coming out.”) 

I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention Anne Garréta’s Not One Day, which a lovely bookseller in Brooklyn hand-

sold to me years ago; the urgency with which they pushed the book into my hands told me all I needed to 

know, and now I turn it over to you. The premise is not one day without a woman—the writer’s daily 

scribblings are an act of devotion. It’s a propulsive and intimate excavation of exes, bodies and lust, the maze 

of memory, and the ways we conjure up the past. 

Though you have requested fiction, might I also recommend Jenn Shapland’s My Autobiography of Carson 

McCullers, if you haven’t yet come across it? No stress if you don’t have a particular affinity for Carson 

McCullers—it’s really a memoir of self-discovery and an exploration in the ways we tell (and fail to tell) 

queer love stories. 

https://bookshop.org/a/40/9781681370767
https://bookshop.org/a/40/9781941920541
https://bookshop.org/a/40/9781951142292
https://bookshop.org/a/40/9781951142292
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Let’s not forget the quintessential lesbian break-up novel: Sarah Schulman’s After Delores, which (as its title 

implies) mourns a lost love in a way that is noir-New-York, a little sexy, and a little funny, too. It’s a story 

that both lingers in the memory of the relationship and that dares to ask what comes next. There’s never a map 

or right path to follow in romance—but that’s especially true for queer lovers, who are so often writing their 

own scripts. It’ll speak to your current ache and also the profoundly scary feeling of forging your own way 

forward. 

The band-aid is off, the floodgates are open, and the world feels a little bigger now, doesn’t it? 

From one literary glutton for punishment to another, cheers!! 

XOXO, 

Dodo 

advice columnAnne Garrétabook recommendationsDear DorotheaJenn ShaplandLife Advice for Book 

LoversQiu MiaojinSarah Schulman 

 

 

 

Dorothea 

Dorothea is a writer, reader, and sympathetic listener. She runs the Life Advice for Book Lovers column at Lit 

Hub. She hopes you're having a nice day. If not, though, you can always send her your gripes at 

deardorothea@lithub.com. 
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https://lithub.com/tag/sarah-schulman/
https://lithub.com/author/dorothea/
https://lithub.com/author/dorothea/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 615  january 2023 

 

57 

 

 

View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Environment influences coral's resilience to acidification 

Study looks at how coral samples from Australia's Great Barrier Reef fare in acidic conditions 

October 24, 2022 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/environment-influences-corals-resilience?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
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Corals are especially vulnerable to damage from ocean acidification, and rising CO2 levels jeopardize the 

future of coral reefs globally. However, a new study by researchers at the University of Pennsylvania and the 

University of Queensland report that certain corals may do better than others at withstanding ocean 

acidification. 

The U.S. National Science Foundation-supported study was published in Proceedings of the Royal Society B. 

Using samples from the Great Barrier Reef, the researchers studied how coral from environments with greater 

CO2 variability respond to increasing acidification. 

Ocean acidification threatens coral because it breaks down the rocky, calcified skeletons that give coral its 

distinctive structure, says Katie Barott of Penn, senior author of the study. When water CO2 levels surge, 

corals can no longer grow or maintain their skeletons. 

While ocean acidification is a consequence of climate change, there are also regular fluctuations in water pH 

that occur regardless of greenhouse gas emission levels. These fluctuations are driven by respiration from the 

coral and photosynthesis from the coral's symbiotic algae. 

In the ocean, coral from the reef flat normally grows long, wide branches, whereas coral from the reef slope 

normally grows dense, consolidated branches. But after eight weeks in lab treatment tanks, the researchers 

started to "see shifts in how they were calcifying," says Barott. 

The scientists found that the surface area of the coral's skeletons — a metric of how long the branches grew 

— changed in response to their new environment. In the tanks that simulated the reef flat, parts of the coral 

skeleton began to grow longer, and in the tanks that simulated the reef slope, parts of the coral skeleton began 

to grow shorter. 

However, many other features of the coral's growth and calcification stayed true to its original environment. 

These results suggest that, while coral can partially adapt to new changes in environmental acidity, its 

behavior is still constrained by its native environment. 

The researchers believe that reef flat coral's exposure to natural pH variability primed it to endure more 

extreme acidification. "Those cells are dealing with big pH disturbances every day," says Barott. "So, they 

must have a toolkit for that." 

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fpenntoday.upenn.edu%2Fnews%2Fenvironment-influences-coral-resilience-acidification&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fenvironment-influences-corals-resilience%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1923743&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1098%2Frspb.2022.0941&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fenvironment-influences-corals-resilience%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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Barott and her team are still figuring out what exactly that toolkit is. In the next phase of their research, they'll 

explore which specific proteins and genes underlie the reef flat coral's resilience against acidification. 

Research areas 

Directorate for Geosciences (GEO) 

Division of Ocean Sciences (GEO/OCE) 

Topics 

• Biology 

• Chemistry & Materials 

• Earth & Environment 

Image credit & caption 

Scientists are finding that certain corals may do better than others at withstanding ocean acidification. 

Credit: Kristen Brown 
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https://beta.nsf.gov/news/environment-influences-corals-resilience?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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A Wizard from Gettysburg 

by Kate Chopin 

 

It was one afternoon in April, not long ago, only the other day, and the shadows had already begun to 

lengthen. 

Bertrand Delmandé, a fine, bright-looking boy of fourteen years, - fifteen, perhaps, - was mounted, and 

riding along a pleasant country road, upon a little Creole pony, such as boys in Louisiana usually ride 

when they have nothing better at hand. He had hunted, and carried his gun before him. 

It is unpleasant to state that Bertrand was not so depressed as he should have been, in view of recent 

events that had come about. Within the past week he had been recalled from the college of Grand 

Coteau to his home, the Bon-Accueil plantation. 

He had found his father and his grandmother depressed over money matters, awaiting certain legal 

developments that might result in his permanent withdrawal from school. That very day, directly after 

the early dinner, the two had driven to town, on this very business, to be absent till the late afternoon. 

Bertrand, then, had saddled Picayune and gone for a long jaunt, such as his heart delighted in. 

He was returning now, and had approached the beginning of the great tangled Cherokee hedge that 

marked the boundary line of Bon-Accueil, and that twinkled with multiple white roses. 

The pony started suddenly and violently at something there in the turn of the road, and just under the 

hedge. It looked like a bundle of rags at first. But it was a tramp, seated upon a broad, flat stone. 

Bertrand had no maudlin consideration for tramps as a species; he had only that morning driven from 

the place one who was making himself unpleasant at the kitchen window. 

But this tramp was old and feeble. His beard was long, and as white as new-ginned cotton, and when 

Bertrand saw him he was engaged in stanching a wound in his bare heel with a fistful of matted grass. 

"What 's wrong, old man?" asked the boy, kindly. 

The tramp looked up at him with a bewildered glance, but did not answer. 

"Well," thought Bertrand, "since it 's decided that I 'm to be a physician some day, I can't begin to 

practice too early." 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin
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He dismounted, and examined the injured foot. It had an ugly gash. Bertrand acted mostly from 

impulse. Fortunately his impulses were not bad ones. So, nimbly, and as quickly as he could manage it, 

he had the old man astride Picayune, whilst he himself was leading the pony down the narrow lane. 

The dark green hedge towered like a high and solid wall on one side. On the other was a broad, open 

field, where here and there appeared the flash and gleam of uplifted, polished hoes, that negroes were 

plying between the even rows of cotton and tender corn. 

"This is the State of Louisiana," uttered the tramp, quaveringly. 

"Yes, this is Louisiana," returned Bertrand cheerily. 

"Yes, I know it is. I 've been in all of them since Gettysburg. Sometimes it was too hot, and sometimes it 

was too cold; and with that bullet in my head - you don't remember? No, you don't remember 

Gettysburg." 

"Well, no, not vividly," laughed Bertrand. 

"Is it a hospital? It is n't a factory, is it?" the man questioned. 

"Where we 're going? Why, no, it 's the Delmandé plantation - Bon-Accueil. Here we are. Wait, I 'll 

open the gate." 

This singular group entered the yard from the rear, and not far from the house. A big black woman, 

who sat just without a cabin door, picking a pile of rusty-looking moss, called out at sight of them: - 

"W'at 's dat you 's bringin' in dis yard, boy? top dat hoss?" 

She received no reply. Bertrand, indeed, took no notice of her inquiry. 

"Fu' a boy w'at goes to school like you does - whar 's yo' sense?" she went on, with a fine show of 

indignation; then, muttering to herself, "Ma'ame Bertrand an' Marse St. Ange ain't gwine stan' dat, I 

knows dey ain't. Dah! ef he ain't done sot 'im on de gall'ry, plumb down in his pa's rockin'-cheer!" 

Which the boy had done; seated the tramp in a pleasant corner of the veranda, while he went in search 

of bandages for his wound. 

The servants showed high disapproval, the housemaid following Bertrand into his grandmother's room, 

whither he had carried his investigations. 

"W'at you tearin' yo' gra'ma's closit to pieces dat away, boy?" she complained in her high soprano. 

"I 'm looking for bandages." 
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"Den w'y you don't ax fu' ban'ges, an' lef yo' gra'ma's closit 'lone? You want to listen to me; you gwine 

git shed o' dat tramp settin' dah naxt to de dinin'-room! W'en de silva be missin', 'tain' you w'at gwine 

git blame, it 's me." 

"The silver? Nonsense, 'Cindy; the man 's wounded, and can't you see he 's out of his head?" 

"No mo' outen his head 'an I is. 'T ain' me w'at want to tres' [trust] 'im wid de sto'-room key, ef he is 

outen his head," she concluded with a disdainful shrug. 

But Bertrand's protégé proved so unapproachable in his long-worn rags, that the boy concluded to 

leave him unmolested till his father's return, and then ask permission to turn the forlorn creature into 

the bathhouse, and array him afterward in clean, fresh garments. 

So there the old tramp sat in the veranda corner, stolidly content, when St. Ange Delmandé and his 

mother returned from town. 

St. Ange was a dark, slender man of middle age, with a sensitive face, and a plentiful sprinkle of gray in 

his thick black hair; his mother, a portly woman, and an active one for her sixty-five years. 

They were evidently in a despondent mood. Perhaps it was for the cheer of her sweet presence that they 

had brought with them from town a little girl, the child of Madame Delmandé's only daughter, who 

was married, and lived there. 

Madame Delmandé and her son were astonished to find so uninviting an intruder in possession. But a 

few earnest words from Bertrand reassured them, and partly reconciled them to the man's presence; 

and it was with wholly indifferent though not unkindly glances that they passed him by when they 

entered. On any large plantation there are always nooks and corners where, for a night or more, even 

such a man as this tramp may be tolerated and given shelter. 

When Bertrand went to bed that night, he lay long awake thinking of the man, and of what he had 

heard from his lips in the hushed starlight. The boy had heard of the awfulness of Gettysburg, till it was 

like something he could feel and quiver at. 

On that field of battle this man had received a new and tragic birth. For all his existence that went 

before was a blank to him. There, in the black desolation of war, he was born again, without friends or 

kindred; without even a name he could know was his own. Then he had gone forth a wanderer; living 

more than half the time in hospitals; toiling when he could, starving when he had to. 

Strangely enough, he had addressed Bertrand as "St. Ange," not once, but every time he had spoken to 

him. The boy wondered at this. Was it because he had heard Madame Delmandé address her son by 

that name, and fancied it? 

So this nameless wanderer had drifted far down to the plantation of Bon-Accueil, and at last had found 

a human hand stretched out to him in kindness. 
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When the family assembled at breakfast on the following morning, the tramp was already settled in the 

chair, and in the corner which Bertrand's indulgence had made familiar to him. 

If he had turned partly around, he would have faced the flower garden, with its graveled walks and 

trim parterres, where a tangle of color and perfume were holding high revelry this April morning; but 

he liked better to gaze into the back yard, where there was always movement: men and women coming 

and going, bearing implements of work; little negroes in scanty garments, darting here and there, and 

kicking up the dust in their exuberance. 

Madame Delmandé could just catch a glimpse of him through the long window that opened to the floor, 

and near which he sat. 

Mr. Delmandéhad spoken to the man pleasantly, but he and his mother were wholly absorbed by their 

trouble, and talked constantly of that, while Bertrand went back and forth ministering to the old man's 

wants. The boy knew that the servants would have done the office with ill grace, and he chose to be cup-

bearer himself to the unfortunate creature for whose presence he alone was responsible. 

Once, when Bertrand went out to him with a second cup of coffee, steaming and fragrant, the old man 

whispered: - 

"What are they saying in there?" pointing over his shoulder to the dining-room. 

"Oh, money troubles that will force us to economize for a while," answered the boy. "What father and 

mé-mère feel worst about is that I shall have to leave college now." 

"No, no! St. Ange must go to school. The war 's over, the war 's over! St. Ange and Florentine must go 

to school." 

"But if there 's no money," the boy insisted, smiling like one who humors the vagaries of a child. 

"Money! money!" murmured the tramp. "The war 's over - money! money!" 

His sleepy gaze had swept across the yard into the thick of the orchard beyond, and rested there. 

Suddenly he pushed aside the light table that had been set before him, and rose, clutching Bertrand's 

arm. 

"St. Ange, you must go to school!" he whispered. "The war 's over," looking furtively around. "Come. 

Don't let them hear you. Don't let the negroes see us. Get a spade - the little spade that Buck Williams 

was digging his cistern with." 

Still clutching the boy, he dragged him down the steps as he said this, and traversed the yard with long, 

limping strides, himself leading the way. 
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From under a shed where such things were to be found, Bertrand selected a spade, since the tramp's 

whim demanded that he should, and together they entered the orchard. 

The grass was thick and tufted here, and wet with the morning dew. In long lines, forming pleasant 

avenues between, were peach-trees growing, and pear and apple and plum. Close against the fence was 

the pomegranate hedge, with its waxen blossoms, brick-red. Far down in the centre of the orchard 

stood a huge pecan-tree, twice the size of any other that was there, seeming to rule like an old-time 

king. 

Here Bertrand and his guide stopped. The tramp had not once hesitated in his movements since 

grasping the arm of his young companion on the veranda. Now he went and leaned his back against the 

pecan-tree, where there was a deep knot, and looking steadily before him he took ten -paces forward. 

Turning sharply to the right, he made five additional paces. Then pointing his finger downward, and 

looking at Bertrand, he commanded: - 

"There, dig. I would do it myself, but for my wounded foot. For I 've turned many a spade of earth 

since Gettysburg. Dig, St. Ange, dig! The war 's over; you must go to school." 

Is there a boy of fifteen under the sun who would not have dug, even knowing he was following the 

insane dictates of a demented man? Bertrand entered with all the zest of his years and his spirit into the 

curious adventure; and he dug and dug, throwing great spadefuls of the rich, fragrant earth from side 

to side. 

The tramp, with body bent, and fingers like claws clasping his bony knees, stood watching with eager 

eyes, that never unfastened their steady gaze from the boy's rhythmic motions. 

"That 's it!" he muttered at intervals. "Dig, dig! The war 's over. You must go to school, St. Ange." 

Deep down in the earth, too deep for any ordinary turning of the soil with spade or plow to have 

reached it, was a box. It was of tin, apparently, something larger than a cigar box, and bound round 

and round with twine, rotted now and eaten away in places. 

The tramp showed no surprise at seeing it there; he simply knelt upon the ground and lifted it from its 

long resting place. 

Bertrand had let the spade fall from his hands, and was quivering with the awe of the thing he saw. 

Who could this wizard be that had come to him in the guise of a tramp, that walked in cabalistic paces 

upon his own father's ground, and pointed his finger like a divining-rod to the spot where boxes - may 

be treasures - lay? It was like a page from a wonder-book. 

And walking behind this white-haired old man, who was again leading the way, something of childish 

superstition crept back into Bertrand's heart. It was the same feeling with which he had often sat, long 

ago, in the weird firelight of some negro's cabin, listening to tales of witches who came in the night to 

work uncanny spells at their will. 
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Madame Delmandé had never abandoned the custom of washing her own silver and dainty china. She 

sat, when the breakfast was over, with a pail of warm suds before her that 'Cindy had brought to her, 

with an abundance of soft linen cloths. Her little granddaughter stood beside her playing, as babies will, 

with the bright spoons and forks, and ranging them in rows on the polished mahogany. St. Ange was at 

the window making entries in a note-book, and frowning gloomily as he did so. 

The group in the dining-room were so employed when the old tramp came staggering in, Bertrand close 

behind him. 

He went and stood at the foot of the table, opposite to where Madame Delmandésat, and let fall the box 

upon it. 

The thing in falling shattered, and from its bursting sides gold came, clicking, spinning, gliding, some of 

it like oil; rolling along the table and off it to the floor, but heaped up, the bulk of it, before the tramp. 

"Here 's money!" he called out, plunging his old hand in the thick of it. "Who says St. Ange shall not go 

to school? The war 's over - here 's money! St. Ange, my boy," turning to Bertrand and speaking with 

quick authority, "tell Buck Williams to hitch Black Bess to the buggy, and go bring Judge Parkerson 

here." 

Judge Parkerson, indeed, who had been dead for twenty years and more! 

"Tell him that - that" - and the hand that was not in the gold went up to the withered forehead, "that - 

Bertrand Delmandé needs him!" 

Madame Delmandé, at sight of the man with his box and his gold, had given a sharp cry, such as might 

follow the plunge of a knife. She lay now in her son's arms, panting hoarsely. 

"Your father, St. Ange, - come back from the dead - your father!" 

"Be calm, mother!" the man implored. "You had such sure proof of his death in that terrible battle, 

this may not be he." 

"I know him! I know your father, my son!" and disengaging herself from the arms that held her, she 

dragged herself as a wounded serpent might to where the old man stood. 

His hand was still in the gold, and on his face was yet the flush which had come there when he shouted 

out the name Bertrand Delmandé. 

"Husband," she gasped, "do you know me - your wife?" 

The little girl was playing gleefully with the yellow coin. 
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Bertrand stood, pulseless almost, like a young Actæon cut in marble. . 

When the old man had looked long into the woman's imploring face, he made a courtly bow. 

"Madame," he said, "an old soldier, wounded on the field of Gettysburg, craves for himself and his two 

little children your kind hospitality." 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin/short-story/a-wizard-from-gettysburg   
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How Black Radio Changed the Dial 

Black-appeal stations were instrumental in propelling R&B into the mainstream while broadcasting news of 

the ever-growing civil rights movement. 

 

B.B. King stands on the back of a truck to raise money for WDIA's Wheelin' On Beale March of Dimes 

charity for pregnancy and baby health, c. 1955, Memphis, TN 

  

Getty 
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By: Ashawnta Jackson  

 “Among the many social and economic changes being wrought in this country as a result of the civil rights 

movement has been the development, within the broadcast industry, of Negro radio,” wrote media historian 

Richard S. Kahlenberg in 1966. The development was newsworthy, Kahlenberg explained, because just 

twenty years earlier, there were no Black-appeal stations. Some stations carried programming specifically 

focused on Black listeners, but none devoted 75% or more of their air time to that audience. By the time 

Kahlenberg was writing his article, there were more than 100 Black-appeal stations on the air. This rise of 

Black radio signaled a huge shift in media, advertising, and community outreach. 

Black-interest radio sprung from early programming slots reserved for Black listeners of white-owned 

stations. As mass communications scholar Bala Baptiste writes, “In the late 1940s and early 1950s, some 

stations in the United States sold time slots to blacks, who independently created radio programs and in turn 

sold commercial time to black businesses.” Those who wanted to reach Black voters would buy 15 or 30 

minutes and give it to “an African American to conduct a talk show,” Baptiste explains. Some might buy the 

time to play music, but they woud also promote products alongside the tunes. 

But the real shift happened with WDIA in Memphis, Tennessee. 

Though there had been Black performers on the radio before, Black DJs were a new, expanding world. 

WDIA was operating as a country station, but, following an ownership change in 1947, it changed to all 

Black-interest programming, the first in the nation to do so. It was a bold move, not because Black people 

weren’t listening to the radio, but because the lifeblood of all stations was advertising. And as historian 

Tanya Teglo writes, the new owners “realized it would be difficult to keep the station running because of the 

racial attitudes of sponsors.” 

Retailers hesitated to advertise their products on Black shows because they “were afraid of their products 

being stereotyped and a white audience not wanting to purchase them,” Teglo explains. However, the white 

owners of WDIA soon understood that if they focused on Black listeners, the advertisement could also be 

uniquely targeted. The owners expected “the deejays to know how to make their audiences want to buy 

certain products.” Before any station could get any sponsors, though, it had to have listeners. Black radio had 

also figured out ways to attract listeners, ushering in the era of Black disc jockeys. 

Though there had been Black performers on the radio before, Black DJs were a new, expanding world. At 

the end of World War I, Kahlenberg explained, “there was scarcely a handful” of Black DJs. One New 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/ashawnta-jackson/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24766394?mag=how-black-radio-changed-the-dial
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24766394?mag=how-black-radio-changed-the-dial
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24396522?mag=how-black-radio-changed-the-dial
https://daily.jstor.org/how-black-radio-changed-the-dial/?utm_term=How%20Black%20Radio%20Changed%20the%20Dial&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27069333?mag=how-black-radio-changed-the-dial
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27069333?mag=how-black-radio-changed-the-dial
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Orleans station, for example, hired white DJs and trained them to “imitate the black hip talk of the period,” 

writes Baptiste. This came after Vernon Winslow, a very light-skinned Black DJ, applied for a radio job. The 

station owner liked his work, but when he asked Winslow if he was Black, the interest waned immediately: 

“I’d tear my station down before I’d put you behind the microphone,” the owner announced. “Get the hell  
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As Kahlenberg pointed out, once stations transitioned to majority Black-interest programming, most of the 

on-air talent and management was Black as well. Ownership was an entirely different issue, though, as only 

five Black-owned stations existed in the US in 1966. But all Black-appeal stations, whether white or Black-

owned, were instrumental in propelling R&B into the mainstream and broadcasting news of the ever-growing 

civil rights movement. The more well-funded stations in larger markets “consistently broadcast live remote 

coverage of civil rights news developments,” Kahlenberg wrote. But this wasn’t unique to radio stations 

broadcasting for Black Americans, he explained. Several “standard stations” bought and carried live coverage 

of civil rights protests that originated with Black-owned stations. 

Nonetheless, Black radio functioned as the foundation of the African American community. As Teglo notes, 

stations like WDIA gave Black people “a voice and access to resources that may have otherwise been 

unobtainable.” 
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Why This Poet Declared War on Her Own Book 

 

When M. NourbeSe Philip’s work on a slave ship massacre was translated without her consent, she didn’t 

recognize it anymore. Who ultimately owns the stories we tell? 

BY CONNOR GAREL 

ILLUSTRATION BY STEPHANIE SINGLETONPublished 10:40, Oct. 27, 2022 
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THEY KILL THE WOMEN and the children first. This is the most cost-effective decision. The captain 

knows by heart the commodity value of a child, knows the women will be worth less than the men at the 

auction block. So he picks the obvious choices: he orders the crew to push them, the women and the children, 

through the cabin windows and into the Atlantic. 

It’s September 1781, and having departed the Guinea Coast for a sugar port in Jamaica, the Zong is 

overloaded with enslaved Africans. Because the captain lacks navigational and command experience, the 

voyage will take eighteen weeks instead of the usual six; the ship will run low on drinking water; slaves and 

crew members will take ill and die; the captain will become desperate. Soon enough, he will compensate for 

his mediocrity with quick and murderous calculations. Over the course of ten days, to conserve resources, he 

and his crew will sacrifice Africans to the sea—according to some sources, it may have been as many as 150. 

When the ship docks in Jamaica, the captain will file an insurance claim for the loss of his “cargo.” 

Here is how a massacre enters history: as a story of property destruction. 

Kate Beaton’s New Book Grapples with the Human Cost of the Oil Sands 

Judy I. Lin’s Recipe for YA Success: Fantasy and a Cup of Tea 

Horror, Horror Everywhere: New Books Are Shaking the Genre to Its Core 

In 2008, the Toronto-based writer M. NourbeSe Philip published a dizzying, fragmented book-length poem 

entitled Zong!: As Told to the Author by Setaey Adamu Boateng, a seven-year archival project that bears 

witness to those atrocities and attempts, as the author says, to “defend the dead.” She composed and 

rearranged the text using words sourced exclusively from the two-page legal case report of the insurance 

claim she tracked down in the University of Toronto’s law library. In time, Zong! became a widely studied 

work of contemporary literature, performed dozens of times in at least nine countries and excerpted in arts 

galleries globally. Critics have described it as a masterpiece. 

In early 2016, Philip received an enthusiastic email from a woman called Renata Morresi, a translator and 

poet who teaches American literature at the University of Padua in Italy. Morresi wanted to 

translate Zong! into Italian. Her academic research focused on, among other subjects, “slavery and its 

‘unconventional’ representations,” and she had been recently awarded Italy’s national prize for translation. 

She thought Zong! could be valuable to Italians who were striving to make sense of their own contemporary 

crisis. That year alone, CNN reported, an estimated ninety migrants from North Africa and other Arab 

countries were drowning every week in the Mediterranean in their bid to escape violence, poverty, 

persecution, and war. Morresi did not, at the time, have a publisher for the translation or a contract or 

anything in the way of a plan, and Philip felt the emails gave the enterprise the feel of an unserious project. 

She advised Morresi to contact Wesleyan University Press, the book’s American publisher, which owned 

rights to Zong! 

“I don’t know whether you speak Italian,” Morresi wrote to Philip, “but if you feel like we can discuss the 

drafts (it would certainly be an invaluable help for me).” 
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The next time Philip heard from anyone about the Italian translation of Zong! was five years later, when a 

small Italian publisher called Benway Series emailed the proofs with an invitation to the book’s online launch. 

It came as a surprise. Neither Morresi nor Wesleyan had informed her that a formal agreement was signed and 

subsidiary rights to her book transferred. By then, two other translators had joined the project. The translation 

was supported by the Canada Council for the Arts, a public funder that serves Canadian artists and arts 

organizations, but the $13,350 it paid Benway Series had likewise changed hands without the artist’s 

knowledge. (Part of the CCA’s literary translation program serves international publishers.) 

The lack of transparency confused her: it’s professional practice to involve the poet in any translation work. 

She emailed Suzanna Tamminen, the director and editor-in-chief at WUP, to confirm a contract had been 

signed, before congratulating the translators on their hard work. “I am honoured,” she wrote to Benway. “It is 

so important that this work reach European countries, many of which are the ground zero of the trauma that is 

ongoing.” 

And then she saw what they had done to her book. 

LITERARY TRANSLATION is an unforgiving balancing act. The Italian saying “traduttore, traditore”—or, 

“translator, traitor”—captures how any translation is destined to obfuscate the true meaning of the original, 

sealing the fate of what Miguel de Cervantes in the seventeenth century called a work’s “original luster.” The 

consequence is both reader and author are betrayed. Vladimir Nabokov famously translated his own novels 

into Russian to avoid seeing them “degraded and botched by vulgar paraphrases.” He was deeply 

contemptuous of Constance Garnett, a translator who basically brought Russian literature to the English-

speaking world, because by favouring readability, she often elided an author’s idiosyncrasies. If translators 

seem inclined to fatalism, in other words, it’s because they’re tortured by the idea that their aptitude will be 

measured by how invisible they can make themselves. 

The translator’s presence in Zong!, though, was not quite the object of Philip’s distress; Philip is not a 

Nabokovian purist. Translators have worked on her books before, with her approval. The problem was of 

another nature. Among the myriad reasons Zong! has become such a widely studied work are its disjunctive, 

distinctive visual qualities—a kinetic form charged with spiritual intent. The poetry sweeps across 180 pages 

in the manner of vocal jazz or a disordered musical constellation. As if carried off by waves, words float away 

from each other, swirl around, casting off letters like articles of clothing; syllables gurgle or stutter, refuse 

meaning. Isolated phrases, seemingly at random, tilt into cursive or italics. Submerged at the bottom of each 

page are imagined African names for the drowned, whose deaths were originally recorded as “negroe man” or 

“negroe woman.” 

It had taken Philip years to find this form. It wasn’t until after a 2006 sojourn to Ghana, the departure point of 

the slave ship, that the book’s organizational principle began to slowly reveal itself. That principle became 

associated with a figure she called Setaey Adamu Boateng, who represented the ancestral voices she believed 

were speaking through the pattern she was painstakingly creating on the page. “Every word or word cluster,” 

she wrote in the book’s closing essay, “is seeking a space directly above within which to fit itself.” Those 

spaces are critical for Philip, because they are intended to represent the very air the enslaved were denied as 

they sank. “The text is attempting to revivify and recuperate what was lost in those last breaths,” Philip told 

me. “That, for me, is nonnegotiable.” 
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When Benway Series sent her the proofs in June 2021, the first thing Philip noticed was that this 

nonnegotiable rule had been broken. The PDF on her computer screen felt cluttered and claustrophobic. The 

Italian phrases often nearly grazed the lines beneath them. The formal protocols she had painstakingly 

established to turn Zong! into what she called a “mourning song” had not been respected. Morresi had 

attempted to capture the poetry’s pictorial shape, but the translator not only missed the logic behind why the 

text had been arranged that way, she also failed to consider how that arrangement might need to change when 

adapted into a foreign language. “What I am committed to is that it’s a dynamic action,” said Philip, referring 

to Zong! ’s form. “The words have to be positioned in such a way that they breathe.” 

When Philip raised these concerns in an email to Benway Series, she was rebuffed. Morresi, wrote the book’s 

editors, was “extremely skilled and multi-award-winning,” and a first draft of the translation had been 

anonymously peer reviewed “in very positive terms.” WUP’s head emailed to say it wasn’t part of the normal 

process to send authors permission updates about their books, and that, anyway, “expanding the critical 

discourse on the book in this way helps to ensure [it] remains on reading lists for years to come.” Morresi 

emailed to note that any differences between the source text and its translation were attributable to Italian’s 

cumbersome morphology: the words inevitably run longer, which made it difficult to adhere to Philip’s 

unique spacing rules. She would have reached out directly to ask questions, Morresi said, but she assumed 

Philip wasn’t interested, and she didn’t want to disturb her. 

Morresi, to an extent, was right. Because translators always work creatively within the constraints of their 

own languages to convey the poetic force of the original, some degree of loss and transformation is inevitable. 

And it’s true that Italian produces longer words than English. But, since a big part of Philip’s issue with the 

translation was the spacing between words, it wasn’t altogether clear why that rule could not have been 

preserved with a different page format or font size. 

After weeks of fruitless discussions, as it became obvious Philip would not consent to the translation, Benway 

Series went ahead with publication. In late August 2021, when Philip received word that the press was 

preparing to distribute the book, she demanded the publisher destroy it and scrub all mention of the title from 

their website. WUP’s Tamminen, now swayed by Philip’s concerns, supported the request. Benway Series 

refused. In an email signed by two editors, the press argued they had done everything according to the letter 

of the law. Philip went public on social media and drew the support of more than 1,200 people—among them, 

poets, editors, scholars, publishers, translators, and readers—who petitioned to have the “flawed” translation 

recalled and destroyed. 

Benway posted a rebuttal on its website, in Italian, that described Philip’s demands as reminiscent “of 

authoritarian and fundamentalist regimes around the world” and said her accusations of racism were 

“offensive, not so much to us . . . as much as for all the victims of that gruesome violence.” 

It seemed to Philip that Benway Series expected her to be grateful for their attention, that the virtuousness of a 

small Italian press ought to be celebrated rather than contested. But she couldn’t understand why nobody there 

thought to contact her about the translation. “Even if there weren’t those underpinning spiritual, historical 

reasons why the structure of Zong! is important,” she said, “as an artist and as a poet, surely my work must be 

respected.” 
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IT’S DIFFICULT TO KNOW what legal recourse Philip had in this scenario. One interesting precedent might 

be what happened in 1982, when someone messed around with the artist Michael Snow’s work and ended up 

with a lawsuit. The developers and architect of the Toronto Eaton Centre had, years prior, commissioned 

Snow to make a permanent artwork they could hang in the skylit atrium, and in 1979, he completed the now 

world-famous Flight Stop, a Styrofoam and fibreglass flock of sixty Canadian geese paused midflight. To 

decorate for the Christmas season of 1982, the mall’s marketing director tied red bows around the necks of the 

hanging geese. They didn’t ask Snow’s permission and dismissed his subsequent protests as a tantrum. The 

artist filed an injunction to have the ribbons removed, arguing that the integrity of his work had been harmed; 

in a landmark Canadian decision, the Ontario Superior Court found the mall operators liable for violating the 

artist’s moral rights. 

Moral rights stem from the Berne Convention, the leading international copyright treaty which states that 

even if an artist cedes economic rights to their work, they retain the legal grounds to “object to any distortion, 

mutilation or other modification” done to that work. One option, therefore, might have seen Philip 

file a lawsuit against Benway Series in Canada and, if she won, go to an Italian court to help enforce it. 

Neither of these actions would have been easy to pull off. 

While Italy appears to provide substantial legal protections to writers and artists, there’s very little Canadian 

case law on the subject, even though the Snow ruling raised the bar for moral rights infringement. “What it 

did was set a precedent that in order to win in a case of moral rights, you had to prove that it damaged the 

honour and reputation of the artist,” said Martha Rans, a Vancouver-based lawyer who specializes in 

copyright law. But there’s a caveat: you need a reputation big enough that any damage to it can be quantified. 

“It becomes very difficult to mount a case,” said Rans, “because Canada doesn’t have a lot of what might be 

considered high-profile artists.” 

Which means winning a legal suit would be challenging for an “unembedded, disappeared poet and writer in 

Canada”—as Philip describes herself in her nonfiction collection Blank: Essays and Interviews. Philip’s first 

novel, Harriet’s Daughter, was published in England in 1988, after a string of rejections from Canadian 

presses that felt the all-Black cast of characters was unsuited for the local market. When Zong! was published, 

in 2008, it was almost unanimously ignored by Canadian reviewers, though it received widespread academic 

attention south of the border. And, until last year, when she was given a $50,000 Molson Prize by the CCA 

for her “invaluable contributions to literature,” Philip had yet to win any major prizes in Canada, despite 

having worked here for four decades as a writer. It seems ironic that while Philip’s work is notable enough to 

be taken up by a foreign publisher, she might be hard pressed to defend her moral rights in her own country. 

None of this, of course, changes Philip’s belief that Benway Series severed her from her own book and that 

key decisions about the Italian translation had been made in rooms to which she had no access. This also isn’t 

the first time Zong! has found itself vulnerable to mistreatment. In 2017, Lebanese artist Rana Hamadeh 

emailed Philip for permission “to mention Zong! and point towards it” in an upcoming exhibition at the Witte 

de With Center for Contemporary Art in Rotterdam. Philip, whose sister was at the time dying of cancer, was 

unable to reply until a month later, at which point she explained she couldn’t adequately respond to 

Hamadeh’s request. “What I didn’t realize,” Philip said, “was that she had already used the work.” 

Six weeks later, Hamadeh’s experimental opera, The Ten Murders of Josephine, opened. To many observers, 

it borrowed substantially from Philip’s research into the slave ship massacre as well as from the typographic 
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layout she had created to bear witness to it. (WUP reportedly complained to the Witte de With Center that 

Hamadeh’s work constituted “an adaptation of Zong! ”) As The Ten Murders of Josephine picked up plaudits 

and went on to win a major arts prize from the Dutch government, seemingly the only attribution to Philip 

remained a passing remark in the visitors’ guide at the museum. The irony, as the scholar Kate Siklosi wrote 

in The Puritan, an online literary magazine, was that “Hamadeh’s work doesn’t just take an archive of erasure 

as its subject matter—by erasing Philip’s work, her work contributes to an ongoing archive of erasing Black 

presence and subjecthood.” 

Months after Philip called for the Italian edition’s destruction, Benway Series hosted a performance 

of Zong! at an art gallery in Milan. A video on the publisher’s website shows a white ethnomusicologist 

playing traditional African instruments in a room decorated by photographs, each depicting a waxy Black face 

that seems threatened to be swallowed by the darkness around it. “And the performer—she was reading from 

the book, which, even in the Italian translation, still has the words broken up,” said Elena Basile, who 

translates between English, French, and Italian. “And what she was doing in the performance was putting the 

words back together, making them intelligible. She was reconstructing the sentences that the poem itself is 

undoing.” 

BEFORE IT BECAME a symbol of civilizational cruelty, the Zong bore the Dutch name Zorg, which 

translates, coincidentally, to care. It’s one of many small, chilling ironies tucked into the fabric of the 

cataclysm. 

The Italian publisher never did back down. WUP, in a bid to remove the copies of the book from circulation, 

succeeded in buying up stock from some of the Italian bookstores that carried the title; other stores refused to 

sell. The book is now out of print, and as a result, the translation rights have reverted to WUP. 

Philip sees her situation as a neat metaphor for something universal: the set of practices that keep dooming 

Black artists to the status of disposability. “It’s like when the West goes into Africa, sees the art, sees the 

culture, then literally seizes the physical artifacts and brings them home,” she said. How else to explain 

Benway’s expectation that, for $150, they could buy the rights to a book about the slaughter of 150 Africans, 

usurp its form, and deny the poet any ownership over the result? “It’s a move right out of the colonial 

playbook.” 

CONNOR GAREL 

Connor Garel writes about culture. His work has appeared in BuzzFeed, Canadian Art, Fashion, and Vice. 

STEPHANIE SINGLETON 

Stephanie Singleton is a Toronto-based freelance illustrator. 

FUND THE JOURNALISM WE NEED NOW 

We need you now more than ever. In turbulent times, it is crucial that reliable media remains available to 

everyone. That is why we depend on your support to keep our journalism accessible and independent. From 

https://thewalrus.ca/author/connor-garel/
https://thewalrus.ca/author/stephanie-singleton/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 615  january 2023 

 

77 

vaccine misinformation to political polarization, the challenges our society is facing today are too important 

for half-truths. 

 

At The Walrus, the future of journalism is funded by engaged citizens like you. Together, we can preserve the 

integrity of Canadian media and ensure that our democracy thrives. Will you join us? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With thanks, 

Jennifer Hollett 

Executive Director, The Walrus 

https://thewalrus.ca/why-this-poet-declared-war-on-her-own-book/ 
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THIS INVENTED NATION 

On Mircea Cărtărescu's novel Solenoid. 

By Federico Perelmuter 

 

SOLENOID 

MIRCEA CĂRTĂRESCU 

TRANSLATED FROM THE ROMANIAN BY SEAN COTTER 

DEEP VELLUM, 672 PP. 

Wolf! cries the boy. Innovation! croaks the critic. People like me are mostly full of shit, so take the following 

with a grain of salt.  

https://astra-mag.com/contributors/federico-perelmuter
https://store.deepvellum.org/products/solenoid
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Solenoid, Mircea Cărtărescu novel from 2015, newly translated into English by Sean Cotter, is something of a 

masterpiece. Written as the diary of a failed poet turned disillusioned teacher in the eighties in 

Bucharest, Solenoid synthesizes and subtly mocks elements of autofiction and history fiction (more on this 

later) by way of science fiction. The result is unlike any genre in ambition or effect, something else altogether, 

a self-sufficient style that proudly rejects its less emancipated alternatives. This isn’t pure fiction — David 

Shields would throw Reality Hunger, his 2010 manifesto for “reality-based art,” at my head for claiming such 

a thing exists — but fiction enamored with itself, that recycles its techniques in pursuit of self-

emancipation. Solenoid is fiction about fictionality, which recasts Cârtârescu’s previous work and, from a 

new blueprint, Frankensteins a world beyond promises of authenticity or haunted fragments of the past. 

Cărtărescu’s fiction has always begun with the events and atmospheres of his life. His first story 

collection, Nostalgia, won a barrage of awards and was published in English by New Directions in 

2005; Blinding, the first in a masterful trilogy, came out with Archipelago in 2013, also in Cotter’s tasteful 

and perceptive translation. Nostalgia mostly deals with the experience of childhood, though its most famous 

short story, “The Roulette Player,” takes Russian Roulette towards its Gogolian, carnivalesque 

extreme. Blinding centers dreaming and Cârtârescu’s mother, two focal points of the author’s oeuvre. The 

other books in the butterfly-shaped Blinding trilogy center the narrator and the narrator’s father, respectively, 

though they’ve yet to be translated into English. Solenoid in turn moves past adolescence into adulthood, the 

horrors of routine, love, and non-exceptionality. The question at the center of this novel could perhaps be 

formulated thus: what madness lies hidden in the unremarkable? 

I can only offer a roughshod plot summary. Solenoid is sprawling and mostly plotless for its first four hundred 

or so pages, which invoke a Proustian working-class childhood fantasia in the wintry streets of the 

impoverished Bucharest of the sixties, around the time Nicolae Ceaușescu came to power. The novel begins 

with a brilliant bit of ironic foreshadowing: our first-person narrator, literally navel-gazing, discovers what 

appear to be an infinite number of small pieces of twine, like sections of narrative, protruding from his belly 

button. They’re reminiscent, too, of an actual solenoid, a coil-shaped magnet used (most famously by Tesla) 

to conduct electrons across clearly defined paths. Attempting to explain why that odd string-related 

experience inspired his diary, he says: “I want to write a report of my anomalies,” a log of rarities like this one 

— not the first, certainly, or the last. This diary, mind you, is not literary (“a novel would muddy the facts, 

would make them ambiguous”) since our narrator is, above all, a failed poet who will soon fill hundreds of 

pages with mundanities. In college, following a childhood and adolescence spent reading loaned books in the 

half-light, he writes a long, epic poem titled The Fall, meant as a magnum opus. His reception at the main 

literary gathering in Bucharest is nothing short of atrocious and he vows to never write again. 

A sense of half-reality lingers upon these pages. The Fall greatly resembles Cărtărescu’s most well-known 

book of poems, The Levant, which he published in 1990, and had previously read at a workshop named like 

the one in the book, the “Workshop of the Moon.” Even the poem’s original writing — longhand, with little 

editing — resembles Cărtărescu’s own authorial process. This is no autobiography, though; as he’s written 

elsewhere, the reception of The Levant in the workshop was rapturous and catapulted him towards his 

successful literary career. Our narrator is counterfactual; Cărtărescu’s shadow. He is an unsuccessful writer 

consigned to a life of ignominy, teaching in Bucharest’s Colentina neighborhood, where Cărtărescu himself 

worked for a time, living in a house on Maica Domnolui Street, where the author also lived. The very things 

that made Cărtărescu the writer of today are repurposed, and now reflect their opposite, constructing a failed 

imaginary writer. Not mundane, by definition, but almost. 
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Fiction infinitely redoubles our world. Letters, stories, memories, diaries, treatises — nothing is safe, 

everything shall be made useful and new. Unimaginative and conservative critics often fear the intrusion of 

“reality-based art” into what they imagine to be invention’s purified province. In Reality Hunger, Shields 

suggested that non-realist reality has been the dominant aesthetic of the internet era: texts (his analysis ranges 

from novels to stand-up comedy) appeal to history, photography, biography, to what we take to be “real,” to 

build themselves. Some contemporary authors, like W.G. Sebald, V.S. Naipaul, Olga Tokarczuk, Fleur 

Jaeggy, or Benjamín Labatut position their work across the supposed boundaries between the literary and the 

historical or scientific, a genre I term history fiction (not to be confused with historical fiction à la Hilary 

Mantel). Autofiction, whatever it is or was, crisscrosses the alleged truth of autobiography with fiction’s 

sophisticated artifice. Think of Karl Ove Knausgaard, Rachel Cusk, Sheila Heti, Teju Cole, Mario Levrero, 

and so forth.  

For Shields, readers of nonfiction are “always and everywhere dogged by epistemological insecurity,” forced 

to imagine virtual texts and alternative accounts. “Reality-based” fiction destabilizes the comfortable universe 

of realist fiction by importing non-fiction’s neurotic relationship to “reality,” and inspiring critical reaction 

around the questions of historical distortion and excessive disclosure. Critics, in turn, became enforcers. They 

police generic boundaries, responding with rage or contempt to fiction’s brutalizing of veracity, accusing 

authors of sophistry for their lack of historical context or the misappropriation of facts. Some have altogether 

exchanged criticism for truism, as evidenced in The Drift’s recent forum on “contemporary literature,” which, 

among other vapid provocations, included the redundantly tepid “literature is cyclical,” and “soon we will be 

blessed with some new form to shit on.” There was also a review of a government document as though 

politics and literature were one and the same (using a nationalist, collective ‘we’ that half-self-conscious 

critics surrendered in the 80s) and extensive discussion of books published decades earlier, more a sign of 

critical abdication than literary scarcity. With exceptions, critics find little to say of contemporary fiction’s 

all-important relationship to reality, it seems, except when writers mess with history books or their spouses. 

Autofiction, meanwhile, bores even as it enchants, and often incites befuddlement when it makes writers 

inseparable from narrators. Any committed reader of fiction will know that for history one should read 

historians, and that if writers want to give themselves familial headaches or divorces for what they write, they 

should feel free. There’s ethics at the border between writing and life — regarding credit, for instance, or 

money — but if you, a reader, can’t handle fiction, then don’t.  

In any case, I agree with some of The Drift forum’s prognoses  — autofiction is dying out, history 

fiction endures for now, and realism is still kicking. Solenoid’s avowedly half-real, semi-historical approach, 

however, evades this provincial contemporary triad through which U.S. critics insist on reading even their 

best authors. A dialectical step forward, or at least a bloody good read, Solenoid combines Knausgaard-esque 

ambition, Borgesian sophistication, and Nabokovian delirium to puncture whatever critical paradigms one 

attempts to impose. 

Solenoid fictionalizes reality into a psychedelic, imaginative virtuality. Cărtărescu gestures towards science 

fiction and fantasy, toward autofiction and “reality-based fiction,” and then away, towards a record of 

anomalies in which reminiscence veers inevitably into dreams and delirium. 

Solenoid’s constellation of half-realities extends toward concrete history, too, in the Sebaldian spirit. As an 

adolescent, the narrator became obsessed with The Gadfly, the late-nineteenth-century romantic revolutionary 

novel written by Ethel Lilian Voynich. He searches for another copy of the book, which he eventually 

discovers by chance, and reencountering it proves transcendentally important: “The Gadfly would become my 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v44/n07/adam-mars-jones/quantum-influencers
https://jewishreviewofbooks.com/literature/11274/fictional-revisionism/
https://www.thedriftmag.com/welcome-to-the-party/
https://www.thedriftmag.com/room-for-more/
https://www.thedriftmag.com/room-for-more/
https://www.thedriftmag.com/nothing-happens/
https://www.thedriftmag.com/the-spirit-of-revival/
https://newleftreview.org/issues/ii131/articles/ryan-ruby-privatized-grand-narratives
https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/tao-lin-is-recovering-from-himself
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/08/13/total-recall
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/14/books/review/autofiction-my-dark-vanessa-american-dirt-the-need-kate-elizabeth-russell-jeanine-cummins-helen-phillips.html
https://www.thedriftmag.com/a-loss-of-resolution/
https://newleftreview.org/issues/ii131/articles/ryan-ruby-privatized-grand-narratives
https://blgtylr.substack.com/p/bobos-in-ikea
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madeleine.” Ethel’s sister Mary Ellen married Charles Howard Hinton, the nineteenth century British 

mathematician who coined “tesseract” as the name of a four-dimensional cube. Borges’s short story “Tlön, 

Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” narrates how a mysterious cabal of generations of scholars creates an apocryphal tome 

of the Encyclopædia Britannica for “Tlön,” a fictitious planet which acquires “real” import by virtue of its 

inclusion in the encyclopedia. The letter detailing this organization’s actions is found enclosed within one of 

Hinton’s books. The narrator, faced with this dense network of literary and historical references, wonders if 

parallel dimensional realities could explain his “anomalies.” Cărtărescu is responding speculatively to Proust 

and Sebald: what if literature, history, and the magic of memory were in fact other worlds? 

Solenoid’s solipsistic fantasies coalesce around the “boat-shaped” house on Maica Domnolui Street, which 

the narrator buys early in the novel. In the 1920s, the house’s prior owner invented a new solenoid and made a 

fortune healing people with it. He claims that the house sits upon a uniquely intense magnetic field. To 

channel that energy, he built a gigantic solenoid capped with a chair-like device in a tower attached to the 

house. The previous owner made other modifications to the house, too: the narrator comes to realize that with 

the press of a button, the house’s beds allow their occupants to levitate slightly. He uses this mostly for sex 

with Irina, his colleague. The narrator’s dreams become increasingly outlandish, ever more imaginative and 

expansive, as though he were in a parallel dimension. But this dream-dimension is terrible, too, soaked in 

Bucharestian melancholia (“the saddest city on the face of the earth”) and the narrator’s own solitude.  

The enchanted and tragic drive of history as our narrator experiences it devolves into ancestral magic and 

divinity, and he heads to a library to investigate. He intuits some deeper meaning there, some explanation for 

his “anomalies.” In the borrower’s slip for the copy The Gadfly he gets from the library, the narrator 

discovers a hidden telephone number. Palamar, the librarian of his youth, picks up the phone and confesses to 

having left the clue a decade earlier, knowing that our narrator would find it and unleash “a chain of events… 

which had been planned in times immemorial and which cannot (any longer) be stopped.” What were diffuse 

intimations snap into sharp focus: our narrator finds himself “at the frontier of the holarchy, where two worlds 

mirror each other along an asymptotic spiral on a scale neither one of us can imagine.” His visions are 

intimations of uncountable other worlds, which he is uniquely capable of accessing. What Shields called 

“reality-based art” falters against Solenoid’s rejection of reality’s solid edge, its disinterest in the real as a 

tautology or an explanation. Reality zigzags into itself and its others, as though Cărtărescu has settled his 

literary universe in the cracks between realism, autofiction, and history fiction and far beyond their realm. 

Shields, we could even say, prefers short books (“about 174 pages”) for this very reason — they’re less 

threatening, less destructively ambivalent. In a final Kafkaesque turn, our narrator turns into a mite. 

Borges’s narrator in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” discovered Uqbar, a nation within Tlön, in “the conjunction 

of a mirror and an encyclopedia.” Two parallel and deceitful recreations of the world, visual and textual, play 

off each other in what we later learn is a grandiose con, the great conspiracy of Tlön, a planet fabricated in a 

many-tomed encyclopedia. Cărtărescu world of fiction is similarly built of both reality and literature, darkness 

and light, forever intermingled and unfolding into every direction. An invented object: like the encyclopedia, 

the library, Bucharest, Buenos Aires, the boat-shaped house, death itself and the enchanted solenoids. The 

mesmerizing beauty of creation, of reality giving way to itself: that, above all, lies behind the doors 

of Solenoid.  

 Federico Perelmuter is a writer from Buenos Aires.  https://astra-mag.com/articles/this-invented-nation/   

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi0w87ss7P6AhVxrJUCHahhDmEQFnoECCEQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fsites.evergreen.edu%2Fpoliticalshakespeares%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2Fsites%2F226%2F2015%2F12%2FBorges-Tl%25C3%25B6n-Uqbar-Orbius-Tertius.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0yu1lf-VivQYrYuSw7zEoh
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi0w87ss7P6AhVxrJUCHahhDmEQFnoECCEQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fsites.evergreen.edu%2Fpoliticalshakespeares%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2Fsites%2F226%2F2015%2F12%2FBorges-Tl%25C3%25B6n-Uqbar-Orbius-Tertius.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0yu1lf-VivQYrYuSw7zEoh
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Deepest scientific ocean drilling sheds light on Japan's next great earthquake 

Tectonic stress in Japan's Nankai subduction zone is less than expected 

Scientists who drilled deeper into an undersea earthquake fault than ever before have found that the tectonic 

stress in Japan's Nankai subduction zone is less than expected, according to researchers at The University of 

Texas at Austin and the University of Washington. 

The U.S. National Science Foundation-supported findings, published in the journal Geology, are a puzzle 

because the fault produces a great earthquake almost every century and was thought to be building for another 

big one. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/deepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-light?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jsg.utexas.edu%2Fnews%2F2022%2F09%2Fdeepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-light-on-japans-next-great-earthquake%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fdeepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-light%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jsg.utexas.edu%2Fnews%2F2022%2F09%2Fdeepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-light-on-japans-next-great-earthquake%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fdeepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-light%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=2132608&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1130%2FG49639.1&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fdeepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-light%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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"Scientific ocean drilling has shown that the risk of magnitude 9 earthquakes at Nankai and other subduction 

zones is much greater than previously modeled and demonstrates in this study that distribution of subduction 

zone stress remains poorly understood,” said Kevin Johnson, a program director in NSF's Division of Ocean 

Sciences. “Only by direct observation through scientific ocean drilling can be subduction zone stress be 

directly determined." 

"This is the heart of the subduction zone, right above where the fault is locked, where the expectation was that 

the system should be storing energy between earthquakes," said Demian Saffer, director of the University of 

Texas Institute for Geophysics, who co-led the scientific mission that drilled the fault. "It changes the way 

we're thinking about stress in these systems." 

Although the Nankai fault has been stuck for decades, the study shows that it is not yet showing major signs 

of pent-up tectonic stress. According to Saffer, that doesn't alter the long-term outlook for the fault, which last 

ruptured in 1946 — when it caused a tsunami that killed thousands — and is expected to do so again during 

the next 50 years. 

Instead, the findings will help scientists home in on the link between tectonic forces and the earthquake cycle 

and potentially lead to better earthquake forecasts, both at Nankai and other megathrust faults such as 

Cascadia in the Pacific Northwest. 

"Right now, we have no way of knowing if the big one for Cascadia — a magnitude 9 scale earthquake and 

tsunami — will happen this afternoon or 200 years from now," said Harold Tobin, a researcher at the 

University of Washington, who is the first author of the paper. 

"But with more direct observations like this, we can start to recognize when something anomalous is 

occurring and that the risk of an earthquake is heightened in a way that could help people prepare." 

Research areas 

Directorate for Geosciences (GEO) 

Division of Ocean Sciences (GEO/OCE) 

https://beta.nsf.gov/geo
https://beta.nsf.gov/geo/oce
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Image credit & caption 

The scientific ocean drilling vessel Chikyu, which performed the deepest drilling of a subduction zone 

earthquake fault. 

Credit: Satoshi Kaya 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/deepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-

light?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery  

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/deepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-light?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/deepest-scientific-ocean-drilling-sheds-light?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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The Polyhedral Perspective 

By Noam Andrews 

When geometrical solids took hold of the Renaissance imagination, they promised the quintessence of the 

third dimension in its pure and unadulterated form. Noam Andrews discovers how polyhedra descended from 

mathematical treatises to artists’ studios, distilling abstract ideas into objects one could see and touch. 

 

Woodcut by Ugo da Carpi, after Raphael, Archimedes, ca. 1520 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#noam-andrews
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/exhibition/renaissance-impressions
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Archimedes hesitates, transfixed by the rhombicuboctahedron hovering on the edge of the page, like a strange 

species never before encountered in nature. His body, rendered in layered chiaroscuro print, appears in a pose 

of almost vigorous, if haltingly arrested, contemplation. In Ugo da Carpi’s (1480–1532) dramatic rendering 

after Raphael, human and geometrical body are staged as a study in contrasts. At once rational, ordered, and 

finite, the rhombicuboctahedron is also out of this world. It stands both for itself and for the idea of itself, so 

much so that it appears to flicker in and out of focus, as if in excess of the real. Swathed in a cascade of 

wrinkled and tangled cloth, the philosopher is captured on the cusp of apprehending the crux of knowledge 

made palpable as a discrete object. He grips a tabula rasa in his left hand, grappling with the decision of 

whether to divert his gaze in order to ensnare it. Perhaps he wonders if, in so doing, he would run the risk of 

the polyhedron, and all it represented, vanishing beyond the reaches of his imagination. 

Polyhedra are a spectral yet constant presence in the history of Western culture. Emblems of essence, they 

encompassed two major groups in the early modern period — the Platonic or regular solids (corpora 

regulata) and the Archimedean or semiregular solids (corpora irregulata): the latter forms derived by slicing 

up, truncating, or embellishing the former. There have only ever existed five completely regular and 

symmetrical polyhedra. No more, no less.1 To artists, mathematicians, and philosophers at the turn of the 

sixteenth century, these regular solids — the pyramid (four triangular faces), cube (six square faces), 

octahedron (eight triangular faces), dodecahedron (twelve pentagonal faces), and icosahedron (twenty 

triangular faces) — radiated a tantalizing promise of divine symmetry, order, and perfection that spanned 

from the building blocks of matter to the proportions of the human body and the structure of the universe. The 

maturation of perspectival geometry had only made the representation of the solids a more pressing issue that 

verged on the realm of the existential. The capacity to produce disegni (drawings/designs), as theorized by 

Giorgio Vasari (1511–1574) and others, resulted from years of artistic training required to fully transmit onto 

the page “an apparent expression and articulation of the conceit that one has in the mind”.2 Likewise, to 

successfully represent polyhedra in three dimensions was to boldly venture beyond the gauze separating the 

world of appearances from the world of causes and to return with an artifact that could be tangibly 

appreciated. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn2
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Transformations of platonic solids (hexa- and icosahedron), from Wenzel Jamnitzer’s Perspectiva Corporum 

Regularium (1568) — Source. 

While the history of art and architecture has traditionally couched the Renaissance in terms of achievement 

and genius, the history of science and mathematics has conjured an ulterior reality of clashing ideals and 

concepts, a period swamped in irregularity, only beginning to grapple with the measurement and definition of 

newly discovered lands, trading in rumors of monstrous foreign creatures, consumed by the verification of 

data sets and the purging of translation errors from newly printed classical texts. The story of the early 

struggle to visualize the solids collapses these historical vistas and disciplinary registers. In a matter of 

decades at the advent of the sixteenth century, a form of Platonism — clothed in Christian, humanist garb — 

collided head on with perspective in all its novel complexity and contradiction. The force of this meeting 

would dislodge the solids from the text of Elements, Euclid’s epoch-defining treatise on geometry, and 

reconstitute them as the quintessence of the third dimension in its pure and unadulterated form. 

The most popular, medieval version of Euclid’s text belonged to the mathematician Campanus of Novara (ca. 

1220–1296), who had reworked earlier manuscripts of Elements, some of which had been translated into Latin 

from Arabic in the twelfth century. Written and compiled around 1250, Campanus’ Elements was reissued in 

1482 by Erhard Ratdolt (1442–1528), a publisher from Augsburg working in Venice, and was notable for 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Perspectiva_Corporum_Regularium_(SLUB)BB
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being the first printed book of mathematics to lay out explanatory diagrams to accompany Euclid’s technical 

terminology. Like the early publishers of Vitruvius’ De architectura, which had been rediscovered in the 

fifteenth century as a manuscript without illustrations, Ratdolt surely would have recognized the marketing 

opportunity that adding images to a classical text could provide. But unlike Vitruvius, whose explicit 

references to architectural descriptions and drawings left ample room for artistic intervention, the Euclidean 

paradigm was premised upon the painstakingly detailed instructions necessary to precisely construct 

geometrical figures. 

 

The opening page from a copy of Erhard Ratdolt’s edition of Euclid’s Elements (Euclid Liber elementorum in 

artem geometrie) held by the University of Toronto’s Thomas L. Fisher Library (1482) — Source. 

Envisioned as the sort of diagrams recognizable in any modern mathematical textbook, Ratdolt’s portrayal of 

the solids ran aground on the inhospitable shores of the third dimension. Three factors had converged to 

frustrate the solids’ effective realization: the difficulty of comprehending the final books of Euclid, the 

mechanical production of the woodblock prints based on a nascent technology, and the conceptual difficulty 

of understanding what the geometrically composed third dimension would look like on the page. 

https://www.maa.org/press/periodicals/convergence/mathematical-treasure-ratdolts-euclids-elements
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Page from a copy of Erhard Ratdolt’s edition of Euclid’s Elements, held by the Bavarian State Library, 

attempting to depict three-dimensional figures (1482). This particular copy came from Munich and was 

donated by Ratdolt to the Carmelite monastery in Augsburg in 1484 — Source. 

The use of perspective to depict polyhedra had been experimented with before, most notably by Paolo Uccello 

(1397–1475) in his stellated dodecahedron on the marble floor of the basilica of San Marco in Venice.3 But 

the first printed text to theorize their construction and manipulation in the science of perspective was Pacioli’s 

influential edition of De divina proportione (1509). While the images would yield to future refinement, the 

book’s prints ignited a broad interest in how geometry was visualized. Yet De divina proportione also 

reflected the perspectival glitches the solids proffered.4 While the two earlier manuscript versions dazzle with 

vivid color drawings by Leonardo da Vinci or his circle, the woodblock-printed solids in the published edition 

were roughly and unconvincingly rendered with clumsy crosshatching and awkward shading. The dashed 

lines representing indirect light on the leftmost face of the Octaedron planum solidum, to take a representative 

specimen, do not read against the uneven distribution of shading across the solid's two darker faces.5 And the 

dark shading patterns, meant to articulate the edges of the solid, efface the very three-dimensionality the artist 

was trying to achieve. Similarly confused is the Octaedron elevatum solidum, where the orienting of contour 

lines conflicts with the object’s edges. The creator of these inchoate images, operating with a limited 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/gdcwdl.wdl_18198/?sp=7&st=gallery
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn3
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn5
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repertoire of stock textures (dashed, solid, and blank), had evidently deployed his patterns with only the most 

basic knowledge of how to bring each solid to life, unable to capture the way shadows cast their presence 

upon a subject. In the interval between geometry and its image, the caprices of pictorial description were 

already divulging their indiscriminate impact on the transmission of mathematical knowledge. 

 

Illustrations of a truncated icosahedron (ycocedron abscisus vacuus) and a sphere with seventy-two sides 

(eptvaginta dvarvm basivm vacvvm) by Leonardo da Vinci or his circle for the manuscript of Luca 

Pacioli’s De Divina Proportione, completed in Milan, ca. 1496–98 — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/de-divina-proportione/page/177/mode/1up
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Octaedron planum solidum and Octaedron elevatum solidum as figured in Luca Pacioli’s De Divina 

Proportione (1509) — Source. 

The desire to depict substance, and substantiveness, was born out of the unique priorities of perspectival 

representation in the Italian Renaissance. Whereas Euclid’s instructions for three-dimensional construction 

required deciphering several pages of highly technical Latin, within the visual realm — a realm newly 

essential to the pursuit of geometrical knowledge — significant contributions could be made by artists and 

geometers. On the heels of the success of De divina proportione, physical models of Platonic solids were 

adopted as commonplace objects in the Renaissance studiolo, particularly for instruction in geometrically 

modulated perspective. While few physical models from the period remain, their casual ubiquity is preserved 

through passing mention in texts and in various visual depictions of Renaissance scholars and artists at work. 

Vittore Carpaccio’s (1460–1520) sketch of a scholar displays several polyhedral objects hanging from strings 

above a workspace, possibly astrolabes, armillary spheres, or indeed models of the Platonic solids. The 

scholar holds a book with his left hand and a compass in his right, presumably gazing through the open 

window upon the celestial scene he is measuring. Newe geometrische vnd perspektiuische Inuentiones (1610) 

by Johannes Faulhaber (1580–1635), a mathematician from Ulm and associate of René Descartes, includes a 

similar image in which the Platonic solids are clearly depicted as tangible objects hanging from hooks above 

the door of a workshop where a man is pictured setting out a perspectival drawing of a cube.6 Faulhaber 

situates the solids as integral components of a network of measurement devices that includes rulers, 

astrolabes, and compasses, suspending them adjacent to a Düreresque apparatus, drafting surface, and 

reference book opened to a page with a perspectival pyramid on one side and a generic architectural scene on 

the other. 

https://onb.digital/result/10B22146
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn6
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Vittore Carpaccio, A Philosopher in his Study Engaged in Geometrical Measurements, 1502 — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Carpaccio_-_A_Philosopher_in_his_Study_Engaged_in_Geometrical_Measurements,_1502-07.jpg
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Engraving from Johannes Faulhaber’s Newe geometrische vnd perspektiuische Inuentiones (1610), showing 

Platonic solids hanging in a workshop — Source. 

The presence of reference books in such images was common, but the engraving of the philosopher Diogenes 

by Giovanni Jacopo Caraglio (ca. 1500/1505–1565) after a drawing by Parmigianino (1503–1540) adds a 

further layer of scholarly consultation — and in doing so perhaps offers a critique. In the copperplate 

engraving, Diogenes points toward a reproduction of a dodecahedron as he also consults an open book whose 

pages are concealed from view. While the twelve-sided solid can be identified as being from Pacioli’s De 

divina proportione, the book on the stand is not so easy to pinpoint, though its size suggests it could be the 

recently published Elements, populated with Ratdolt’s diagrams. With his stick pointed toward Pacioli’s text, 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/6d2b5010-c59f-0136-af6d-01323497ced3
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Caraglio’s Diogenes might inadvertently disclose the inadequacy of Ratdolt’s depictions: how the more fully 

realized perspectival images of De divina proportione were critical for grasping the reality of the solids.7 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn7
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An engraving of the philosopher Diogenes by Giovanni Jacopo Caraglio, after Parmigianino, ca. 1527 

— Source. 

Wielded, brandished, held limply or with vigor, the trope of the pointed stick or compass introduced 

didacticism into portrayals of mathematical learning. Both literal and metaphorical, the stick hints at the 

divide between culture and nature, the need for guidance, discipline, and punishment. In the spatiality it 

engenders, the viewer is conscripted into a performance of knowledge, becoming witness to the act of 

transmission. Two masterful paintings of stick-bearing figures, further explicate how polyhedra were used as 

complementary participants in the acquisition of knowledge. 

In de’ Barbari’s Portrait of Luca Pacioli, the mathematician, resplendent in a habit of the Franciscan order, 

stares intently at a suspended glass rhombicuboctahedron, half-filled with water to dramatize the volume of its 

container and de’ Barbari’s painterly skill in perspective. Each of Pacioli’s hands unseeingly traces the 

contours of the same information: a chalk drawing of a tetrahedron inscribed in a circle on his right and the 

corresponding text from Ratdolt’s Elements on his left. Pacioli is flanked by an aristocratic apprentice or 

student whose gaze is directed askance at the viewer, its vector pulling focus to a wooden model of a 

dodecahedron resting on Pacioli’s desk. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/357255
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Jacopo de’ Barbari, Portrait of Luca Pacioli, ca. 1500 — Source. 

In a similar vein, Der Nürnberger Schreibmeister Johann Neudörffer mit einem Schüler (1561) by Nicolas de 

Neufchâtel (ca. 1524–after 1567) depicts the “writing master” Neudörffer training his attention upon the 

vertex of a skeletal, wooden dodecahedron. To his left, a student takes notes, presumably attempting to draw 

the dodecahedron. Behind them both, a wooden cube is suspended with its vertices pointing up. On close 

inspection of the painting, the cube appears to have been hung on a painted nail protruding from the rear wall 

of Neudörffer’s workshop. Neudörffer presumably will hang his new dodecahedron next to the cube once he 

finishes working on it. 

Both stick-bearing scenes take place in the contiguous space of the studiolo or Werkstatt, artificially darkened 

by each painter to spotlight the actions of the main protagonists. Unlike Carpaccio or Faulhaber, or the many 

others who produced cluttered depictions of contemporary workshop activity, de’ Barbari and Neufchâtel 

make use of a stripped-down and fathomless backdrop to ensure that their paintings will be read as allegories 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pacioli.jpg
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of pedagogy and not merely as depictions of more everyday mathematical practice. All extraneities have been 

eliminated in order to emphasize the essential components of study and teaching. At once real and unreal, the 

painterly polyhedra occupy a hybrid reality halfway between mental constructs and objects made physical. 

 

Nicolas de Neufchâtel, Der Nürnberger Schreibmeister Johann Neudörffer mit einem Schüler (The 

Nuremberg writing master Johann Neudörffer with a student), 1561 — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Der_N%C3%BCrnberger_Schreibmeister_Johann_Neud%C3%B6rffer_mit_einem_Sch%C3%BCler_-_1561.jpg
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Models were useful for helping to visualize ancient Greek geometry and as stereometric drawing aids. But if 

polyhedra served the purpose of clarifying Euclid, they did so primarily through their presence in printed 

editions of his Elements and in Pacioli’s De divina proportione, often available for consultation in the study 

or workshop of an artist/mathematician. In turn, these printed images began to exert their own magnetic pull. 

As cases in point, Fra Giovanni da Verona’s intarsia in the monastery of Monte Olivetto Maggiore near Siena 

and in the church of Santa Maria in Organo, Verona, both completed around 1520, display a seventy-two-

sided sphere, an icosahedron, a truncated icosahedron, two elevated icosidodecahedra, a cuboctahedron, and a 

cube with equilateral pyramids affixed to each face, all derived from De divina proportione. 

The technical mastery on display in the works above obscure the more challenging impasses of polyhedral 

geometry in the first decades of the sixteenth century. Not everyone agreed that the effort of producing 

geometric corpora was worth the result. For Vasari, when the representation of geometry in perspective was 

the central purpose of an image and not subservient to the realization of a greater pictorial whole, the loss of 

labor and time of such intense and misspent concentration was wont to drive an artist to melancholy. 

For although these are ingenious and beautiful, yet if a man pursues them beyond measure he does nothing 

but waste his time, exhausts his powers, fills his mind with difficulties, and often transforms its fertility and 

readiness into sterility and constraint … not to mention that very often he becomes solitary, eccentric, 

melancholy, and poor.8 

Perhaps such resignation weighs down Dürer’s iconic angel in Melencolia I (1514), one of the best-known yet 

elusive images in the history of art, whose posture hints at the difficulty of reconciling the world of abstract 

geometrical knowledge with the concrete reality of objects, models, and visualizations. Eluding definitive 

analysis as it captures the hermetic spirit of an age in a claustrophobic panoply of symbolic artifacts — the 

magic square, the starving dog, the bat carrying the engraving’s title, the scattered tools — Melencolia 

I remains unique by virtue of the sheer density and labyrinthine structure of its self-referential ambiguity. It 

manages to convey Dürer’s complete mastery over the medium and somehow to represent access to his 

unconscious, as if, in its delirious precision and masterful array of intellectual conceits, the image had opened 

up a vista to a primal scene of memory and loss in excess of its own aspirations. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Abbazia_di_Monte_Oliveto_Maggiore_(Coro)oo
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn8
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Albrecht Dürer, Melencolia I, 1514 — Source. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/336228
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Melencolia I has garnered many readings, but central to most of them are the limits of geometry to describe 

both the world and artistic self-understanding. Surrounded by accouterments borrowed from the traditional 

allegory of geometry as a woman engaged in acts of measurement, a truncated rhombohedron looms 

enigmatically in the middle distance, dividing the foreground from a placid sea that vanishes into the horizon, 

ostensibly the type of natural territory the figure purports to measure.9 After Dürer, many of the allegorical 

staples made famous by Melencolia I would remain in iconographic circulation in similar works by Virgil 

Solis, Abraham Bloemaert, Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione, and Hans Sebald Beham (1500–1550), whose 

own Melancholia (1539) is replete with a sphere, workshop tools, and the acquiescent expression on the face 

of the burly figure as she distractedly toys with a compass. Nevertheless, with the exception of the imitative 

copy of Melencolia I (1602) by the Antwerp-based artist Johannes Wierix (1549–1615), the corpus 

irregulatum from the 1514 original was always conspicuously avoided. 

 

Hans Sebald Beham, Melancholia, 1539 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective#fn9
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/416563
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The visual history of polyhedra is littered with false starts, poignant failures, and allegories unable to convey 

the weight of their subject matter. Polyhedra appeared in more or less proficient varieties, but artists overall 

became steadily acquainted with the solids without having to know the specifics of Euclid. That this 

familiarity would be beholden to technologies of their reproduction and thus to questions of representation 

signified a stark departure from eons of learning and thinking in the classical mold. Whereas Euclid trafficked 

in the absolute precision born from abstract and idealized quantities, the impetus to visualize mathematical 

concepts for general consumption had the counterintuitive impact of opening up geometrical-cum-theological 

reasoning to the peculiarities of aesthetics — to the condition of a line, to the quality of a print, and above all 

to the exercise of perspective and judgment. While these tensions had always been present in the “speculative 

sciences”, the gap between geometry as text and as image had not heretofore been plumbed by artists, 

certainly not by artists of the caliber of Leonardo and Dürer, not to speak of de’ Barbari and Neufchâtel. The 

strangeness of confronting the solids in vivid three dimensions, not as diagrams but as fully realized objects, 

cannot be underestimated. Distilling philosophical concepts to the level of tangible things consolidated 

models of thinking based upon the demand to witness what could no longer be taken for granted. Hereafter, 

human perception would continue to intervene in what had once been the “divine nature” of geometry. 

This essay has been excerpted and adapted from The Polyhedrists: Art and Geometry in the Long Sixteenth 

Century by Noam Andrews ©2022 Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

1.  

Public Domain Works 

• Euclid’s Elements 

Erhard Ratdolt1482 

o Library of Congress 

TEXTS 

• De Divina Proportione 

Luca Pacioli1509 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• Perspectiua corporum regularium 

Wenzel Jamnitzer1568 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2021667076/
https://archive.org/details/de-divina-proportione/page/n5/mode/2up
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o The Getty 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• The Polyhedrists: Art and Geometry in the Long Sixteenth Century 

By Noam Andrews 

Noam Andrews unfolds a history of the relationship between art and geometry in early modern Europe, told 

largely through a collective of ground-breaking artisan-artists (among them, Luca Pacioli, Albrecht Dürer, 

Wenzel Jamnitzer, and Lorentz Stöer) and by detailed analysis of a rich visual panoply of their work, 

featuring paintings, prints, decorative arts, cabinetry, and lavishly illustrated treatises. 

More Info and Buy 

 

https://rosettaapp.getty.edu/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE297805
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• The Persistence of Melancholia in Arts and Culture 

Edited by Andrea Bubenik 

This book explores the history and continuing relevance of melancholia as an amorphous but richly 

suggestive theme in literature, music, and visual culture, as well as philosophy and the history of ideas. 

Inspired by Albrecht Dürer’s engraving Melencolia I (1514) ― the first visual representation of artistic 

melancholy ― this volume brings together contributions by scholars from a variety of disciplines. 

More Info and Buy 

 

• Mathematics and Art: A Cultural History 
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By Lynn Gamwell 

Mathematicians and artists have long been on a quest to understand the physical world they see before them 

and the abstract objects they know by thought alone. Taking readers on a tour of the practice of mathematics 

and the philosophical ideas that drive the discipline, Lynn Gamwell points out the important ways 

mathematical concepts have been expressed by artists. 

More Info and Buy 

 

The Public Domain Review receives a small percentage commission from sales made via the links to 

Bookshop.org (10%) and Amazon (4.5%). Thanks for supporting the project! For more recommended books, 

see all our “Further Reading” books, and browse our dedicated Bookshop.org stores for US and UK readers 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective 

  

https://publicdomainreview.org/further-reading
https://bookshop.org/shop/pdr-foa-bookshop
https://uk.bookshop.org/shop/pdr-bookshop
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/polyhedral-perspective
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Grief Struck Me Speechless. Learning a New Language Helped Me Open Up 

An impulsive decision to take Spanish classes became a turning point after the deaths of loved ones 

BY SHAWN HITCHINS 

ILLUSTRATION BY CELINA GALLARDOUpdated 15:18, Apr. 7, 2022 | Published 13:56, Apr. 7, 

2022 

 

FOR THE FIRST TIME in over a year, I felt like a normal human being. I sat at one of four desks 

pushed together in a square learning formation with my notebook open, pencil sharpened, and a 

variety of coloured pens. During the summer weeks, the numbers in our Toronto class had dwindled to 

seven people cramming the fundamentals of a new language. 

https://thewalrus.ca/author/shawn-hitchins/
https://thewalrus.ca/author/celina-gallardo/
https://walrus-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/img/Hitchins_SpanishClasses_1800.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 615  january 2023 

 

106 

Never miss stories like this one. Sign up for our weekly newsletter: 

 

 By checking this box I consent to the use of my information for emails from The Walrus.* 

Submit 

I remember one of my classmates, a parole officer, holding us accountable with eye rolls for incomplete 

homework and unexplained truancy. My practice partner was a man in his late fifties who lived by the 

tenets of Jimmy Buffett. There was also a plainclothes priest, a lawyer, and two businesspeople whom I 

found interchangeable. I was the creative one. Together, we looked nothing like the vibrant, clean-cut 

models in the subway ads for the Spanish Centre. We knew very little of one another’s backstories 

apart from our career archetypes, and this anonymity was the key ingredient to my learning 

experience. 

As our time together ticked down, I feared any last-minute attempts by my classmates to bond. I 

thought, Please don’t ask me a personal question in English. 

Yes, I was the writer and the comedian, but I was also emotionally frail and barely holding myself 

together. I’d experienced a mid-life unravelling timed with two back-to-back sudden deaths. My 

common-law ex-husband, Matt, died due to injuries sustained in an apartment fire, and five months 

later, my lover and would-be fiancé, David, died by suicide. In both tragedies, I was central to their 

end-of-life moments and the aftermath of death work that followed. Both left me reeling from the 

impact. I was in the trenches of adulthood, going from hospital to funeral home to memorial, 

navigating not only my grief and trauma but the responses of others. 

I wore the social stain of grief. I felt that my sorrow was visible to everyone, that I was as physically 

identifiable as an engineering student dyed purple during frosh week. I felt a constant pressure to 

explain the invisible dunce cap of sadness that I wore. But my deeply visceral experience was 

incommunicable, its overwhelming entirety not a tip-of-the-teeth anecdote but a swollen tongue sliding 

back against my windpipe. I couldn’t find the words. 

In Spanish, I couldn’t speak to the complexity of my traumas or the horrors I’d witnessed. I couldn’t 

get into the ambiguity of my queer relationships. I couldn’t confess that I felt like I was running for my 

life and at every turn lurked death and catastrophe. I couldn’t explain the panic of answering phone 

calls, of opening emails or even envelopes; or why I stopped driving; or why I craved cigarettes even 

though I’d never smoked before. I couldn’t express that I would fall asleep in my bed in Toronto and 

wake up disoriented and panicked, thinking I was in Montreal, New York, San Francisco, Saint John, 

Los Angeles, or any of the places I’d recently travelled to. That I felt ripped open and susceptible, my 

body a field of landmines. In Spanish, I didn’t know the words: ashes, suicide, life-support, trauma, 

or survivor’s guilt. 
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Unable to weave between different tenses, I confronted my present reality. To the questions: What is 

your career? Are you married? Do you have a pet? I would answer: “Soy escritor. No, soy soltero. Si, 

yo tengo una gata.” Speaking of my pet, I couldn’t explain how the beloved cat had come back into my 

custody when Matt died. I was forced to speak small, to relearn the basics, and by investigating a new 

language, I remembered how to learn. I practised the core skillset for adapting, for navigating change, 

in preparation to build a life of meaning without my loved ones. 

• Why Do We See Dead People? 

• How to Plan Your Death with the Love of Your Life 

• Why We Find It So Hard to Describe Grief 

IN JUNE 2019, two months after David took his own life, I sat crumpled in my family doctor’s office. I 

was experiencing episodic flashbacks, looping back in time to particularly intense moments. I could 

feel, hear, smell, and taste memories rehappening to me. Without warning, I was transported back to 

Oakland, California, in a heated lovers’ spat with David hours before he ended his life, or to a 

Sunnybrook Hospital room with Matt as he took his last breath. I hadn’t told my doctor that I’d 

smashed the front end of my carshare while doing errands or that I’d had a mid-air meltdown while 

flying home from David’s memorial. Both embarrassments had resulted from involuntary time travel, 

my term for being yanked backward to relive the worst moments of my life. It didn’t matter if I was 

idling at a red light, cruising 35,000 feet above Colorado, or sipping a coffee. 

The intensity of my grief was measured by how slowly I experienced time. As the world clipped by at its 

unforgiving pace, I felt like I was on the side of the road, watching. I couldn’t safely merge and join the 

flow of everyday demands. There were no on-ramps, and the sense of hopelessness was exhausting. 

While inhabiting this space, the curtain between memories and the present moment could retract 

immediately. A beep, a whiff of sandalwood, or the shock of a bus rolling over a city pothole would 

cause numbing in my lips, a burning patch on my left ribs, and tingling on my right wrist. These were 

the evocative cues and sensations that reopened my unresolved trauma. 

“Are you going to kill yourself?” my doctor gently asked. 

“No,” I said, honestly, before disintegrating into tears. “But am I losing my mind?” 

Artists romanticize mental illness. It’s how we stay mindful of the margins we traverse, how we prepare 

for the consequences of trading stability for creativity. But, in all my what-ifs, I had never imagined 

that I would begin to lose my sense of self, my relationship to both time and words. I thought I’d 

suffered a mild stroke. I couldn’t remember the names of everyday objects, and I lost entire volumes of 

my vocabulary. The feeling of being speechless is one of asphyxiation, of being buried alive. I became a 

comedian without timing, a writer without words to describe my hellscape. 

Grief is a master mimic. Memory loss, which can feel like aphasia (speech loss caused by something like 

a traumatic brain injury), can be the limbic system, or “lizard brain,” in survival mode. Sadness, which 

https://thewalrus.ca/why-do-we-see-dead-people/
https://thewalrus.ca/death-how-to-plan-your-death-with-the-love-of-your-life/
https://thewalrus.ca/why-we-find-it-so-hard-to-describe-grief/
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can feel like depression, could just be stress. Flashbacks, which we culturally clock as PTSD, may 

resolve with therapy before becoming a chronic disorder. It takes time—months, even years—for your 

brain to adjust to a new normal and for professionals to discern what is heartbreak and what is a 

diagnosable disorder. 

My doctor and I were delicately laying the groundwork in case of future urgent care. I was already 

working with a therapist weekly and managing minute-by-minute. Still, statistically, as with many who 

have experienced spousal death, I knew I was at increased risk of having a reason to be admitted to an 

emergency room or having a chronic illness diagnosed following my bereavement. A short 

questionnaire labelled me as having “adjustment issues.” This result came with a prescription bottle of 

clonazepam, a benzodiazepine used to manage acute panic disorders. I understood I was in precarious 

territory as I signed a pharmaceutical risk and liability waiver. 

While travelling home from the pharmacy, I saw the ads for the Spanish Centre (the high-key staged 

classroom photos that have decorated Toronto’s subway cars for years). I stared at the models in the 

picture, clad in colourful sweaters and cotton-twill pants, and wanted to feel their mid-learning 

laughter. But it was the benzos rattling in my pocket and the dread of dependency that moved me to 

take action, any positive step forward. I interrupted my commute, got off at Yonge and Bloor, and 

marched toward the nearby school. I handed over my credit card to the receptionist and declared, “I 

need to learn Spanish!” 

Though I didn’t know it at the time, my impulsive decision to enrol would lead to a makeshift 

rehabilitation program for both my language and memory functions. Two days later, I dragged my 

grieving, time-travelling ass out of bed to make the class’s 9:30 a.m. start time. 

BY JULY, I had settled into part-time student life, carving out study time and labelling objects in my 

apartment with translated nouns. I found a temporary structure, a reason to get out of bed, and a place 

to be social. 

Thanks to la profesora, our upbeat teacher, I remember us becoming a cohesive group that could count 

to 100, describe our outfits, and ask for the bill at an imaginary restaurant. I was not the star student; I 

was downright terrible—even with fifty cue cards of conjugated regular and irregular verbs laid out in 

front of me. I struggled with shaping the simple n sound and without fail substituted on the 

nasal en sound gleaned from an Ontario education in French. But I found myself falling in love with 

Spanish and its directness. I loved the permission to exaggerate with rolling r’s, enunciate using 

Cheshire Cat grins, and invert punctuation to add emphasis at the beginning of a question or 

exclamation. I even made a list of random words that felt like magic to 

speak: inodoro (toilet), quieres (you want), julio (July), trabajo (work). The roughly translated 

worksheet phrase un hombre solamente italiano (a man who is only Italian) became a running joke in 

our group. “¡Yo quiero un hombre solamente italiano!” was my go-to reply when I didn’t know how to 

answer during drill rounds. 

By connecting “uno, dos, tres,” to “one, two, three” and “rojo, amarillo, azul” to “red, yellow, blue,” I 

reinforced my English foundation. A 2008 case study by University of California, Los Angeles academic 

Monika Połczyńska-Fiszer focused on second-language acquisition as a method for rehabilitation 
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following a traumatic brain injury. As Połczyńska-Fiszer explained, “Learning a foreign language is a 

highly complex cognitive linguistic process which relies heavily upon nearly all cognitive functions, 

especially linguistic skills, executive functions and motivation, working memory, episodic memory and 

semantic memory.” As the burden to communicate what happened to me eased, my brain fog 

dissipated and my sorrow coagulated. 

I found myself laughing in a group of strangers struggling to share the most superficial details of our 

lives, like the colours of our clothes or hair, our favourite TV shows or foods. Halfway through my 

experience, I realized that everyone in the class was probably faking it, which was okay: sometimes 

faking it is an essential learning strategy. Outside the classroom, I was gifted a temporary identity—I 

could fake it with friends or colleagues, who didn’t have to tiptoe around my unexpected Spanish-

learning adventure. We had something to talk about other than my grief, and I could regulate death 

and dying away from the forefront of my living relationships. 

During the last of our twelve sessions, we reviewed the key learnings of beginner-level Spanish while 

snacking on bran muffins made by the parole officer. A rapid-fire series of questions and lagging 

answers met with cheers, groans, and forehead slaps proved a wholesome and fibre-filled way to wrap 

up our time together. 

“Okay, Shawn,” said la profesora, holding up a particleboard analog clock. “¿Qué hora es?” 

I read the face of the well-worn teaching aid: the tiny hand hovered between three and four, and the 

large hand dangled at six. Obviously, it was 3:30. To tell the time is a pedestrian task until you have to 

do it in a language you’ve just learned, remembering the rules for communicating quarter-past, half-

past, quarter-to. Even though we had spent weeks drilling the rules of time, I looked to my classmates 

in a panic. They nodded back with can-do encouragement. 

“Son las tres y media,” I answered, nodding my head between each word. 

“¡Si!” la profesora exclaimed with genuine enthusiasm. “¡Son las tres y media!” 

As a comedian struggling with interruptive flashbacks, the humour of being drilled on the time and 

date did not go unnoticed. The beauty of attempting to learn a new language is that you discover 

unexpected, somewhat romantic footholds to ground you in the unknown. For instance, the difference 

between when to say “good morning,” “good evening,” or “good night” is an embodied decision. 

Spanish squeezes every second of daylight to delineate between tardes (afternoon) and noche (night). 

There is much cheekiness in greeting “buenas noches” instead of “buenos días” to someone stumbling 

home to bed in the early morning light. In this way, time feels immediate, almost emotional. 

As we said goodbye, I recall la profesora packing her teaching materials, slipping our sealed feedback 

sheets into a manilla envelope, and balancing two muffins on top of her belongings. “Para mis hijos,” 

she explained. I smiled, learning she had kids—two, I assumed based on the muffin count—and because 

I understood what she had said without having to mentally translate it into English. 
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It was an awkward, understated farewell, with no promises to keep in touch as we filed out into the 

hallway—a perfect ending for me. Learning Spanish wasn’t a panacea but the first step in my long 

recovery. Even as my flashbacks deepened and my therapy sessions doubled, a curiosity to explore 

language grew inside me. I needed to reestablish where my physical self ended and the outside world 

began; I needed to study a patchwork of languages and begin to speak from that centred place. 

Learning a new language, even badly, gave me a new and gentler relationship to time, language, and 

myself. 

“Okay, chicos!” la profesora called out. “¡Mañana, mañana!” 

“¡Mañana, mañana!” we responded. 

If you or someone you know is having a suicide crisis, please call the Canada Suicide Prevention Service 

(1-833-456-4566), which offers 24/7 support. There is also Kids Help Phone (1-800-668-6868), the First 

Nations and Inuit Hope for Wellness Help Line (1-855-242-3310), and 1-866-APPELLE (for Quebec 

residents). 

SHAWN HITCHINS 

Shawn Hitchins is an award-winning entertainer and the author of A Brief History of Oversharing. His 

new book is The Light Streamed Beneath It: A Memoir of Grief and Celebration. 

CELINA GALLARDO 

Celina Gallardo is a designer at The Walrus. 

FUND THE JOURNALISM WE NEED NOW 

We need you now more than ever. In turbulent times, it is crucial that reliable media remains available 

to everyone. That is why we depend on your support to keep our journalism accessible and 

independent. From vaccine misinformation to political polarization, the challenges our society is facing 

today are too important for half-truths. 

 

At The Walrus, the future of journalism is funded by engaged citizens like you. Together, we can 

preserve the integrity of Canadian media and ensure that our democracy thrives. Will you join us? 

 

https://thewalrus.ca/author/shawn-hitchins/
https://thewalrus.ca/author/celina-gallardo/
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With thanks, 

Jennifer Hollett 

Executive Director, The Walrus 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://thewalrus.ca/grief-struck-me-speechless-learning-a-new-language-helped-me-open-up/  
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Shadow 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the Shadow: 

Psalm of David. 

YE who read are still among the living; but I who write shall have long since gone my way into the region of 

shadows. For indeed strange things shall happen, and secret things be known, and many centuries shall pass 

away, ere these memorials be seen of men. And, when seen, there will be some to disbelieve, and some to 

doubt, and yet a few who will find much to ponder upon in the characters here graven with a stylus of iron. 

The year had been a year of terror, and of feelings more intense than terror for which there is no name upon 

the earth. For many prodigies and signs had taken place, and far and wide, over sea and land, the black wings 

of the Pestilence were spread abroad. To those, nevertheless, cunning in the stars, it was not unknown that the 

heavens wore an aspect of ill; and to me, the Greek Oinos, among others, it was evident that now had arrived 

the alternation of that seven hundred and ninety-fourth year when, at the entrance of Aries, the planet Jupiter 

is conjoined with the red ring of the terrible Saturnus. The peculiar spirit of the skies, if I mistake not greatly, 

made itself manifest, not only in the physical orb of the earth, but in the souls, imaginations, and meditations 

of mankind. 

Over some flasks of the red Chian wine, within the walls of a noble hall, in a dim city called Ptolemais, we 

sat, at night, a company of seven. And to our chamber there was no entrance save by a lofty door of brass: and 

the door was fashioned by the artisan Corinnos, and, being of rare workmanship, was fastened from within. 

Black draperies, likewise, in the gloomy room, shut out from our view the moon, the lurid stars, and the 

peopleless streets- but the boding and the memory of Evil they would not be so excluded. There were things 

around us and about of which I can render no distinct account- things material and spiritual- heaviness in the 

atmosphere- a sense of suffocation- anxiety- and, above all, that terrible state of existence which the nervous 

experience when the senses are keenly living and awake, and meanwhile the powers of thought lie dormant. A 

dead weight hung upon us. It hung upon our limbs- upon the household furniture- upon the goblets from 

which we drank; and all things were depressed, and borne down thereby- all things save only the flames of the 

seven lamps which illumined our revel. Uprearing themselves in tall slender lines of light, they thus remained 

burning all pallid and motionless; and in the mirror which their lustre formed upon the round table of ebony at 

which we sat, each of us there assembled beheld the pallor of his own countenance, and the unquiet glare in 

the downcast eyes of his companions. Yet we laughed and were merry in our proper way- which was 

hysterical; and sang the songs of Anacreon- which are madness; and drank deeply- although the purple wine 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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reminded us of blood. For there was yet another tenant of our chamber in the person of young Zoilus. Dead, 

and at full length he lay, enshrouded; the genius and the demon of the scene. Alas! he bore no portion in our 

mirth, save that his countenance, distorted with the plague, and his eyes, in which Death had but half 

extinguished the fire of the pestilence, seemed to take such interest in our merriment as the dead may haply 

take in the merriment of those who are to die. But although I, Oinos, felt that the eyes of the departed were 

upon me, still I forced myself not to perceive the bitterness of their expression, and gazing down steadily into 

the depths of the ebony mirror, sang with a loud and sonorous voice the songs of the son of Teios. But 

gradually my songs they ceased, and their echoes, rolling afar off among the sable draperies of the chamber, 

became weak, and undistinguishable, and so faded away. And lo! from among those sable draperies where the 

sounds of the song departed, there came forth a dark and undefined shadow- a shadow such as the moon, 

when low in heaven, might fashion from the figure of a man: but it was the shadow neither of man nor of 

God, nor of any familiar thing. And quivering awhile among the draperies of the room, it at length rested in 

full view upon the surface of the door of brass. But the shadow was vague, and formless, and indefinite, and 

was the shadow neither of man nor of God- neither God of Greece, nor God of Chaldaea, nor any Egyptian 

God. And the shadow rested upon the brazen doorway, and under the arch of the entablature of the door, and 

moved not, nor spoke any word, but there became stationary and remained. And the door whereupon the 

shadow rested was, if I remember aright, over against the feet of the young Zoilus enshrouded. But we, the 

seven there assembled, having seen the shadow as it came out from among the draperies, dared not steadily 

behold it, but cast down our eyes, and gazed continually into the depths of the mirror of ebony. And at length 

I, Oinos, speaking some low words, demanded of the shadow its dwelling and its appellation. And the shadow 

answered, "I am SHADOW, and my dwelling is near to the Catacombs of Ptolemais, and hard by those dim 

plains of Helusion which border upon the foul Charonian canal." And then did we, the seven, start from our 

seats in horror, and stand trembling, and shuddering, and aghast, for the tones in the voice of the shadow were 

not the tones of any one being, but of a multitude of beings, and, varying in their cadences from syllable to 

syllable fell duskly upon our ears in the well-remembered and familiar accents of many thousand departed 

friends. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/shadow  
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Bird enzyme points toward novel therapies 

Scientists incorporate 'noncanonical' pathway to enable cells to make own drugs 

Thank the crested ibis for a clue that could someday help human bodies make their own drugs. The rare bird 

is the only one known to naturally produce an enzyme able to generate an amino acid that is 

"noncanonical," that is, one not among the 20 necessary to encode most proteins.  

Rice University chemists used a rare genetic pathway to metabolically engineer cells that serve as drug 

factories to make thrombin inhibitors that break up blood clots. The study began with a bioinformatic survey 

that found the key in a crested ibis. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/bird-enzyme-points-toward-novel-therapies?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fnews.rice.edu%2Fnews%2F2022%2Fbirds-enzyme-points-toward-novel-therapies&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fbird-enzyme-points-toward-novel-therapies%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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Rice University chemist, Han Xiao, theoretical physicist, Peter Wolynes, and their colleagues have shown that 

the amino acid sulfotyrosine, or sTyr, a mutant of the standard amino acid tyrosine, is a key building block to 

program living cells that express therapeutic proteins. This discovery could potentially allow cells to serve as 

sensors that monitor their environments and respond with necessary treatments.  

The study, which appears in Nature Communications, was supported in part by the U.S. National Science 

Foundation. It produced the first mammalian cells that synthesize sTyr. 

"In nature, most species are made with 20 canonical building blocks," Xiao said. "If you want to add an 

additional building block, you need to think about how to make it. Through this new strategy to modify 

proteins, we can totally change a protein's structure and its function." 

Xiao enlisted Wolynes, co-director of the Center for Theoretical Biological Physics, one of 10 Physics 

Frontiers Centers established by NSF. The Wolynes team employed an artificial intelligence program that 

predicts proteins structures. Comparing genome databases, they found the sulfotransferase 1C1 enzyme, 

which catalyzes the generation of sTyr in the ibis. 

"The ibis is the only species doing this, which was discovered by a sequence similarity search of genomic 

information," Xiao said. The researchers expect to use the combination of bioinformatics and computationally 

enhanced screening to produce a library of biosynthesized noncanonical amino acids.  

"This work is a nice example of the type of interdisciplinary research that’s a critical component of NSF's 

Physics Frontier Centers program," said James Shank, a program director in NSF's Division of Physics. 

Research areas 

Directorate for Mathematical and Physical Sciences (MPS) 

Division of Physics (MPS/PHY) 

Image credit & caption 

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nature.com%2Farticles%2Fs41467-022-33111-4&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fbird-enzyme-points-toward-novel-therapies%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=2019745&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=2019745&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fctbp.rice.edu%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fbird-enzyme-points-toward-novel-therapies%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/mps
https://beta.nsf.gov/mps/phy
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Researchers find enzyme in the crested ibis that points toward therapies for humans. 

Credit: Danielinblue, CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/bird-enzyme-points-toward-novel-

therapies?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery  

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/bird-enzyme-points-toward-novel-therapies?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/bird-enzyme-points-toward-novel-therapies?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Musicians Katie Crutchfield, aka Waxahatchee, and Kevin Morby have spent more than a decade sojourning 

through a real and mythical geography in their songs and on endless tours. Now in a new season of life and a 

new home, each with a recent milestone album and undoubtedly more ahead, the couple has found that, away 

from the noisy East and West Coast scenes, they hear their true selves best in the quiet spot they’ve plotted in 

the middle of the map. 

Story by Hannah Hayes | Photos by Brinson + Banks 

 

October 11, 2022 

8 

As Katie Crutchfield eases her Jeep inside the garage, there’s a nostalgic tone to the overhead door 

opener as the grinding chain strains to hoist the folding panels — a suburban equivalent to car wheels 

on a gravel road. Through the windshield, a shelf lined with old paint cans appears; Crutchfield’s longtime 

boyfriend, Kevin Morby, hops out the passenger-side door next to a small mountain of cardboard boxes 

bound for a recycling trip someday. The open garage frames indie rock’s reigning power couple in a much 

different scene (albeit a delightfully boring one) compared with those their fans know: Crutchfield looking 

skyward like a periwinkle birthday candle atop a cupcake-colored pickup truck on her “Saint Cloud” album 

cover, or Morby in a 24-karat fringed jacket on “Jimmy Kimmel Live!”. But here on this quiet, tidy street in 

Overland Park outside Kansas City, Kansas, they’re just Katie and Kev, plus their massive potted bird of 

paradise named Bertha and some carpenter ants (“We’re going to figure that out,” says Crutchfield, 

apologizing for the tiny piles of sawdust). 

Bertha lives in the kitchen next to a wall of windows where sunlight shines kelly green through her 

tremendous veined leaves, contrasting against an adjacent framed print of a Nehi orange soda bottle sitting on 

a jet black car hood by Memphis photographer William Eggleston. Crutchfield and Morby moved into this 

slant-roofed, atomic ranch-style house in Morby’s hometown earlier this year. It’s a quick drive from their 

previous home, where they invited thousands into their living room and backyard shed via Instagram Live for 

“weekly rodeos” in 2020 when neither could tour. In these intimate, egalitarian sessions, they mixed original 

songs with covers from heroes like Bob Dylan and Tom Petty (“You don’t know how it feels to be me … in 

quarantine,” joked Morby) and beamed-in other musician pals. The rodeos became cathartic fireside chats for 

loyal followers, but the screen time also introduced them to a new, truly captive, audience. “The amount of 

people who've written us or come up to us in public to say how helpful those were to them, it’s kind of 

astounding,” Morby says. 
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But before the rodeos, for more than a decade, he and Crutchfield had respectively risen from their scene-kid 

origins and grueling tertiary market touring to attain unlikely careers as genre-panoramic artists in a music 

industry still keen to pigeonhole, especially performers from the South. Under the name Waxahatchee, 

Birmingham-born Crutchfield grew a cult following with her crystalline coyote-whoop of a voice and post-

rock-imbued, incisive songs written in the darker valleys of love. Her acclaimed 2020-released record, the 

luminous “Saint Cloud,” steered into a different sound and light, influenced by the classic country and singer-

songwriters she grew up hearing (e.g., the holy trinity of Dolly Parton, Emmylou Harris, and Linda Ronstadt), 

a shift to sobriety and the reliable relationship she’s established with Morby today. In a brighter, less cluttered 

space, Crutchfield revealed the knock-you-over force of her lyrics, leading critics to compare her to giants 

like Lucinda Williams, even Bruce Springsteen. Morby’s latest, “This Is a Photograph,” sits seventh in his 

notably prolific catalog. Written mostly in Memphis, it doubles as a sonic family album, his parents and sister 

appearing as characters throughout. While his father was recovering from a scary collapse at the dinner table 

in January of 2020, Morby flipped through old snapshots and found a picture of his dad at the same age he is 

now, 34, which inspired the title track. The album has met similarly glowing praise and media attention, 

including a sprawling feature for The New York Times where Morby stands in Raphaelite rhapsody outside a 

Memphis AutoZone in one of the photos. 

 

But when the work for each of those records, just-completed and in-progress, hung precarious in the 

pandemic, the rodeo house served as a refuge for them as much as the viewers. After much of the time 

they’ve been together spent apart on the road or performing logistical gymnastics to see each other, the couple 
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nestled into the stillness. “We did a lot of projects in the pandemic. It was really fun,” Crutchfield says. “I 

painted the cabinets. We had the garden. We bought some furniture. Before, it felt like that house was just a 

landing pad and such a mess. We really made it nice.” 

 

On one of their neighborhood walks, an activity they’ve kept up with when they’re both home from touring or 

recording, the couple formed a joint fascination with a nearby midcentury modern house that looked like a 

mini-biodome. Morby noticed a sign in the yard saying, “Follow us on Instagram, the Campbell Dome 

House,” and soon enough the owners invited them over. One of them happened to be the daughter of the 

home’s builder, Bob Campbell, and she told them about the other midcentury modern homes that dot Kansas 

City. Crutchfield, with wide, geeking-out eyes, explains how they learned about Don Drummond, a 

pioneering builder in the late ’40s to mid-’60s. “He built all these houses in Kansas City that were Palm 

Springs- or Frank Lloyd Wright-inspired.” She and Morby had tossed around the notion of moving to 

Memphis or Austin after two years cooped up. “Just letting the universe guide us,” Morby says of their house 

hunting process. But within three months of the dome meeting, the cosmos revealed their very own 

Drummond just a few miles away. 

Some familiar background pieces from the rodeos sit or hang in new places here. The banana-yellow Dusen 

Dusen throw pillow sits on a turquoise sectional in the den lit by egress windows dressed with a pothos vine. 

Their collection of art reshuffled throughout the rooms, like the framed illustration of Townes Van Zandt 

facing diagonal from a Dyson cordless vacuum propped in the corner of Crutchfield’s office. “This is my little 

zone,” she says. “One guitar and one piano and I have everything I need.” The hall between the office and 

guest bedroom displays their “wall of dead rockers,” original artworks by revered musicians’ musicians 

Daniel Johnston, Blaze Foley, and David Berman.  

Back in the kitchen, where a sleek steel vent hood hangs over six gas burners, Crutchfield recalls a recent 

meal where they made simple, satiating steaks on the stove top. With her hand resting on the onyx 

countertops, she cranes back, long raven tendrils falling backwards, and throws her voice back toward the 

den.  

“Gosh, Kev, what have we made lately?” 

“Elote!” he hollers. 

“Yes, he’s made elote like four times this week. We can’t get enough,” she confirms.  
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A millennial-Jetsonian moment indicative of the life they’ve made by design.  
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Consider the geography, real and imagined, covered across their catalogs and the places they’ve been, apart 

and together, and a Yoknapatawpha County-esque map unfolds. The headwaters of their careers beginning on 

rivers, Morby on the Harlem River, a waterway that runs between Manhattan and the Bronx and namesake of 

his first album; Crutchfield on the Waxahatchee, a tributary that runs by her family’s cabin in the bucolic hills 

south of Birmingham, more precisely Chilton County, famous for its peaches. In between the oceans crossed, 

venue stops, and countless roads traced, they mark a litany of landmarks: Ruby Falls; Paris; Baltimore; St. 

Cloud, Florida; Castle Rock, Kansas; Savannah, Georgia; Alabama’s Coosa River; Barcelona. Then there’s 

Bittersweet, Tennessee; Chapel of Pines; the Little Los Angeles; and Piss River fitting beside, under, and 

above an anthropomorphized topography of mountain peaks, city streets, velvet highways, apartment 

buildings, valleys, and hedonistic sugar beaches. 

“I just can't not mention places,” says Morby. “They're in the work because I feel moved to put them there. 

Destinations have always been so a part of my work, and I just get so inspired by them.” 

“I think it's intentional and it isn't at the same time,” Crutchfield says of the places noted in her songs. “I think 

about my favorite songwriters, someone like Lucinda Williams. I feel like she’s really good at evoking 

emotions by really putting you in her head space. Finding ways to describe that place, and name that place, 

carries out the intention of the whole song.”  

In an introduction to a conversation between her and Williams for Interview magazine in April 2020, 

Crutchfield wrote: “As a fellow musician, a woman from Alabama, a lover of poetry and literature, a believer 

in the dark, effervescent magic of the deep South, Lucinda Williams’ songs mean everything to me.” Her 

influence rings clear on Crutchfield’s song “Arkadelphia,” reminiscent of Williams’ “Car Wheels on a Gravel 

Road,” an understated masterpiece in Southern scene setting. Crutchfield paints a rural road in the opening 

lines:  

I lose my grip, I drive out far 

Past fireworks at the old trailer park 

And folding chairs, American flags 

Selling tomatoes at five bucks a bag 

Coincidentally, before Interstate 22 finally hooked into Birmingham’s downtown in 2016, Arkadelphia Road 

served the ambling stretch of Highway 78 that led to Memphis, the city that sparked both “Saint Cloud” and 

“This Is a Photograph.” Crutchfield conjured the melody for her lead single from the album “Fire” as she and 

Morby barreled across West Memphis back toward Kansas City — the first time she had pulled a song’s 

pieces from the sky without the aid of a guitar or piano. The words she wrote down became a love letter to her 

newly sober self. “If I could love you unconditionally, I could iron out the edges of the darkest sky.” 
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Morby fell in love with Memphis during these visits with Crutchfield, who had a more familiar kinship with 

the city from occasional weekend trips with her family when they would stay at The Peabody, one of the 

South’s famous historic hotels, known for its daily march of mallard ducks from the elevator to the lobby’s 

travertine, flower-festooned fountain. She took him there for the first time impromptu during the holidays in 

2018 as a midway pit stop between her parents’ house in Birmingham and his in Overland Park. Both relished 

the ambiance, old-school fancy with a bit of kitsch and a 30-foot-tall Christmas tree towering over the 

mezzanine. They made many returns to Memphis, one for Crutchfield’s birthday, another to see a Grizzlies 

NBA game. Crutchfield’s sister and her then-fiance Mike Krol had planned to wed in Los Angeles, where 

they live, but a pandemic-driven shift of plans had Morby officiating their much smaller ceremony at Sun 

Studio at the “altar of rock ’n’ roll.” With the world seeming unsteady but a little less bleak in October 2020, 

Morby went back to The Peabody, his window to the past, and set up shop in Room 409 to finish “This Is a 

Photograph.” 

“For me it was a little like Kevin McCallister lost in New York at the Plaza Hotel, but this weird Southern 

version of the Plaza,” says Morby. “Because it was so low vacancy during the pandemic, and I was staying 

there for like a couple of weeks, they upgraded me to this huge suite. It was kind of hilarious.” 
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On the grand but desolate downstairs level, Morby befriended a few bartenders but kept his distance for fear 

of catching or spreading the virus. “I always think about how there's that player piano and it felt like this 

ghost piano playing to a lobby of no one,” he recalls. Upstairs, in his unexpectedly Eloise-ian 

accommodations, Morby spread out his gear and confronted his own ruminations about aging and death by 

communing with more Memphis ghosts: Big Star’s Chris Bell, who died in a car accident at the age of 27 and 

never saw his band’s massive impact; the legendary soul singer Otis Redding, whose own death at 26 in a 

plane crash heralded the demise of hit machine Stax Records; the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and his 

incorruptible room in the Lorraine Motel, where he was assassinated on its balcony just shy of his 40th 

birthday; James Lee Lindsey Jr., aka Jay Reatard, who buoyed the city’s punk scene by way of homegrown 

label Goner Records before he died at 29; and singer-songwriter Jeff Buckley, the angelic voice behind the 

better known version of Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah,” who was swept into the Mississippi River’s mighty 

current at 30. Morby recorded the lapping of water against the banks where Buckley swam out near Beale 

Street for the song “A Coat of Butterflies” — the texture of the river in high relief against the swell of a harp. 

While critics have called the song the tired descriptor “lush,” it seems more accurate to call it (and the album) 

fully saturated, like those iconic dye-transfer images by color photography pioneer Eggleston. 

“[Eggleston is] one of those people that once I discovered him I was like, ‘Oh, this is that guy,’” says Morby, 

who became so enthralled with his work that two posters of his photographs hang in their living room. “He 

took this album cover and this album cover. He wrote the rule book to capturing a certain feeling in that part 

of the South. It's like every feeling I had being there, he took a photo for that feeling.” 

While walking around Memphis, Morby carried his Pentax PC35AF camera with him, snapping his own still 

lifes of the city, which later became an exhibition staged at the Ace Hotel in Brooklyn — “This Is a 

Photograph of Memphis.”  

Crutchfield and Morby credit having the time, resources, even just the mental clarity to have these 

experiences in Memphis all back to their decision to set down roots in Kansas City. It was a move precipitated 

by a piece of wisdom handed down through a grapevine of musicians that, years ago, hit Morby while sitting 

in the living room of Deerhunter frontman Bradford Cox’s in Atlanta. Looking around at his roommate-less 

house, Morby's head started to spin.  

“I lived in the two most expensive cities in America at the brokest time in my life,” says Morby. “Very 

quickly I was like, ‘How did you buy this house?’ Brad said, ‘I'll tell you the same thing Kim Deal [of Pixies 

and The Breeders] told me: The moment you get any money from music, buy a house wherever you can buy a 

house.’ So I literally took that advice. Years later, when we're on tour in Australia, I saw Kim and told her 

that I bought a house in Kansas City. She was like, ‘D.J. Brakebone from X told me to do that because he 

couldn't buy a house in LA.’ He had told her, ‘You live in Dayton, just buy a house in Dayton.’” 

“Buy a house in Dayton,” Crutchfield repeats like a mantra. 
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“I’ve told this story too many fucking times,” admits Morby. “But it’s a crucial one.” 
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Somehow in 2022, with the average rent in New York City climbing northwards of $5,000 a month, the idea 

that an artist of his or Crutchfield’s notoriety could thrive outside it or Los Angeles — let alone in a modest 

midsize city in the middle of the country — remains baffling for many in their industry orbit and the writers 

who cover them. (Both admit mild exhaustion with explaining how they do to those who still can’t fathom it.) 

But after the living room talk, Morby thought more about musicians he admired: Will Oldham (Bonnie 

“Prince” Billy) in Louisville, David Berman in Nashville, Justin Vernon in Eau Claire, Angel Olsen in 

Asheville, Conor Oberst in Omaha, John Darnielle in Durham. He realized buying a house in Overland Park, 

the suburb where he grew up on the Kansas side of Kansas City seemingly straight out of a ’90s family 

sitcom, might not be that novel an idea after all. It might just be the secret sauce. 

“I think a lot of people wouldn't quite understand the desire to want to move back to a place like Kansas City, 

or be open to it,” says Morby. “But our love of middle America and the South is a huge part of it and 

understanding those places. I mean, there are the Lou Reeds or Patti Smiths that are so synonymous with a 

place like New York.”  

Crutchfield picks up his line of thought: “But, at our core, at our essence, that's not who we are. We are 

people from small cities in the middle of the country. As soon as we started to tap into that, I feel like it paid 

off creatively.” 

“The complexity and the beauty of these places, I think a lot of people who haven't lived in them or spent time 

in them, are naive to that, which feels frustrating,” says Morby. “Some people weirdly fear the middle of the 

country, especially post-Trump, or have the wrong idea of it.” 

“It’s more inspiring to be in places that are less tapped into,” says Crutchfield. 

“Rather than the bright lights of New York or the way the ocean looks in southern California, there is 

something in the middle of the country where you lean into the silence and lean into the whisper of it; it's a 

big payoff,” he says.  

“Yeah, we're searching for treasure out here,” she says. 

“Like a thrift store,” Morby adds.  
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At first, Morby didn’t even live in the house he bought in 2015, instead renting it out to a friend while touring 

the country. But the next year, he, like so many other Americans, started to reassess his values after the 

presidential election. 

“Trump was coming into power and I felt some sense of responsibility to return to the middle of the country,” 

he says, a sentiment Crutchfield echoes.  

“I felt a responsibility to take myself out of a liberal bubble that I was existing in socially, and come back to a 

place where my vote would matter more,” Morby explains. “To be on the ground politically.” 

“When Kevin was moving back to KC, when we first got together, and I was thinking about moving back to 

Birmingham, that was even a weird parallel,” says Crutchfield. “We both had this strong desire to have a 

landing pad that felt calmer and more comfortable and less charged. I felt like I was getting to a point in my 

career where I did not need to be in the mix or participating super-heavily in a scene. I actually felt like that 

was starting to hold me back and distracting from making records I wanted to make. I needed a clean slate.” 

Less than a year later, Crutchfield woke up one morning in Barcelona after playing the Primavera Sound 

festival and made another monumental life decision: She was done drinking, for good. Unlike some of her 

artistic contemporaries, there were no close calls or interventions, no incident to hang a press release on. 

Perhaps just emblematic of her generation, Crutchfield had seriously reevaluated the role alcohol played in 

her life and concluded it was drowning out her inner voice, one that spoke clearly to her about who she 

wanted to be as a person and artist. Back home, she leaned into the quiet of Kansas, turning the crash pad into 

a sanctuary on the plains where she wrote what would become “Saint Cloud” while keeping what she calls 

“banker’s hours.” 

“It was like a working theory in my head,” says Crutchfield. “If we can work on stuff in Kansas City and 

make the sacrifice of being away from bigger cities and our friends there, I do think it'll pay off. Then I put 

out ‘Saint Cloud,’ which is very much written in the midst of living here. And then when he put out ‘This Is a 

Photograph,’ we both had the same experience of, ‘Oh, I think this is working.’ I think this is the right place 

for us to turn off all the outside noise and really focus on being in the thick of our work.” 

“I could have never made this record in Los Angeles,” says Morby. 
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When asked to tell the story of how they met, Crutchfield and Morby volley the start like a tennis ball.  

“There’s a little bit of debate,” she says. 

“There’s one of two places. Oh wait, three,” he says.  

“We think we've at least narrowed it down that it was in the year 2012, right?” 

“We should just Google this.” 
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Although the location remains uncertain, the circumstances of their first encounter was a merchandise sale 

gone bad at a show where Crutchfield and her twin sister, Allison, playing with their band Swearin,’ had 

opened for The Babies, the group Morby fronted with Cassie Ramone (later of Vivian Girls).  

“We had a contentious interaction,” says Crutchfield, explaining with a mischievous grin that she stole a sale 

from Morby when she told a fan Swearin’ T-shirts were only $10 instead of the $15 The Babies were 

charging.  

“It was a real, real sham,” says Morby with feigned indignation.  

But later, when talking about their families and the oddly similar paths of their lives before they started a 

romantic relationship, Morby tenderly recollects that it was indeed a photograph that introduced him to 

Crutchfield’s existence. 

“You know what's funny, one of the first times I ever heard of Waxahatchee, I saw a photo,” he says. “This is 

when I would've been living in New York, and I feel like at that time it was so cool to be in New York. That 

was the popular music hub and everyone's press photo would be a similar thing of standing on a rooftop with 

the city behind you or down on the streets — the concrete of New York. Then I saw this photo of you with 

your dog in a field. And I remember thinking, ‘I feel like I would get along with this person. I really relate to 

that photo. Wherever this person is from feels like where I'm from.’” 

The photo was a promotional shot for Crutchfield’s 2013 album “Cerulean Salt” taken in Birmingham’s 

Brother Bryan Park, named after James Alexander Bryan, a progressive, Princeton-educated pastor who 

moved to the city in 1888 and often came home without his coat after giving it to someone in need. (The 

French hermit St. Cloud did something similar, albeit around 540 AD, by surrendering his royal robes for 

coarse garments.) Crutchfield used the park’s name in her song “Brother Bryan” detailing the suspended 

animation she and her sister felt after their friend Tripp’s death from an overdose, and how the park is where 

she thinks of him most. His mother had found a piece of writing after he passed away that expressed how he 

wanted the Crutchfield sisters to dress up like bluebirds and sing Bob Dylan’s “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door” 

at his funeral. They obliged the latter part of the request, and Crutchfield soon after added the ballad to her 

lineup on a subsequent tour, one which happened to be with Morby.  

“When we really first talked and connected was at a venue called the EKKO in Utrecht, Netherlands, where 

Waxahatchee opened for The Babies. She covered ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’ and we talked afterwards,” 

Morby remembers. “One of my best friends had also passed away from an overdose. I'm also a huge Bob 

Dylan fan.” 
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“There’s a weird parallel there,” says Crutchfield.  

“My life and Katie’s are just so parallel in so many different, bizarre ways,” Morby echoes.  
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While many musicians from the South or middle America have movie-rights-worthy backstories as the 

children of itinerant preachers or, conversely, the children of show business parents, Morby and Crutchfield 

are each the product of much more widely relatable circumstances: two middle-class nuclear families who 

didn’t outlaw secular music or discourage their progeny from playing it, but also never saw the present day 

coming.  

“Probably what my parents expected was for me to go to University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa, be in a 

sorority, and meet my soulmate who was in a fraternity,” says Crutchfield. “And then get married and start 

having babies and maybe not even work. It's kind of what they assumed, not even that's what they wanted. I 

bet that was a really interesting experience for my parents to be like, ‘How did this happen?’” 

“I've had the exact same trajectory because I played sports as a kid, and I grew up in Texas, Oklahoma, and 

Kansas. I think my parents were like, ‘Oh, Kevin will play baseball in college and he'll meet his soulmate 

there. And she'll probably be a cheerleader,’” says Morby. “And then the same thing. How the hell did this 

happen?” 

“Neither of us had siblings that played music. Our parents don't play music,” says Crutchfield. “That was 

another thing we related over. We didn’t really have examples around.” 

What their parents did provide was the foundation for a dogged work ethic. A middle school Crutchfield 

picked up a guitar and taught herself how to play (“YouTube didn’t exist yet. I didn’t know how to tune it or 

change strings. It was just so much slower.”). After dropping out of high school and earning his G.E.D., 18-

year-old Morby rode a train to New York City. He may have landed in the right place at the right time as a 

scene coalesced around the late aughts in New York City, specifically Brooklyn, but he made the most of it 

playing with Woods in addition to The Babies. His first solo album, “Harlem River,” came out the same year 

he moved camp to Los Angeles in 2013, and he’s released an album nearly every year since, a pace 

simultaneously envied and dreaded by other musicians. As Morby moved east to west, Crutchfield flew from 

the South up north. First, she mined for songs and a following with her sister as P.S. Eliot in Birmingham’s 

long-closed Cave 9, right off Brother Bryan Park. It was the kind of DIY venue that if mentioned in the right 

city bar still inspires the unfurling of shirt sleeves and pulling of pant hems to reveal commemorative tattoos; 

but on the other side of the coin, it was a challenging, if not downright hostile, environment for young women 

sharing their art. She homed in on her own sound as Waxahatchee while stationed in Philadelphia, albeit 

constantly on tour, at one point with one of the city’s favorite sons, Kurt Vile. 
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“Honestly, I think a huge part of why we relate to each other is because we grew up in places that had touring 

bands and cool cultural things coming through, but it still seemed very far away. It seemed a little 

unattainable,” says Morby. “So we both were led to these DIY scenes and came up in these punk scenes. But 

we also loved Saddle Creek Records and The Strokes. All these bands that seemed bigger than God. We were 

like, maybe we could do our own little version of that.” 

“There was access to some culture where we grew up, but I think the lack of total access was almost a little bit 

of a point of pride,” says Crutchfield. “We had to really work for cool stuff. When we were both living in 

these big hubs, Kevin and I both connected over ‘Yeah, it took a lot for us to get here.’” 

“I heard this interview one time with the actor Jeff Daniels, who lives near Ann Arbor. And he was like, 'I 

have a Midwesterner's work ethic,'" says Morby. “I really think that's a thing. I have watched my parents, 

from the moment I was born to this day, even past retirement for them, still hold down jobs. I just feel like I 

constantly have to be working. Touring is where I think that Jeff Daniels work ethic kicks in. For me, this is 

the equivalent of watching my dad and mom going to a 9-to-5 every day."  

“I just love making music so much,” says Crutchfield. “I know a lot of people have a tortured relationship 

with it, and I’ve certainly been there … but nothing makes us happier than working on music. Just pure love 

of the game.” 

“It’s like breathing,” says Morby.  

While the two would sporadically see each other backstage at festivals and shows from time to time after 

2012, it was the 2017 tour where they set off on the road as solidified solo artists when more of those 

connections crystallized. Even the covers of the albums they were promoting on that cycle mirrored each 

other, both referencing the esoteric portrait photographer Francesca Woodman, known for her haunting, 

kinetic images in black and white.  

“It's all really beautiful to look back at, because I didn't identify myself as a country singer at all then. I was 

just singing my songs how I always sang them, but stripped down,” says Crutchfield. “Kevin saw this thing 

way before it even happened. That led me to explore other sounds and make a record that was a reflection of 

that. With Kevin's music, how he saw me is exactly how I saw him, but reverse. Kevin's this indie folk guy, 

[not just punk]. It’s not my scene at all, but when he made ‘Singing Saw,’ that's what made me want to do the 

tour, like, ‘Oh, that guy Kevin Morby, who I've kind of known forever. He's doing really cool stuff right 

now.’” 
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Crutchfield confesses the last thing she thought would happen at the end of that tour would be her dating 

Morby, but they both had turn signals on toward the exit ramp of their respective relationships and found 

themselves talking often as the show dates ticked by. At the end of the tour, each newly single, they began to 

see each other in a new light, too. Without the ideal conditions to start dating, they set up an experiment in 

Austin where Crutchfield was ending a tour and each had an escape hatch to pull if necessary. They went 

swimming in Barton Springs, ate barbecue in Lockhart, and met each other’s pals — packing in cute, crushy 

activities while time was on their side. They even visited the grave of Townes Van Zandt, one of 

Crutchfield’s biggest influences, together.  

“We weirdly gave it all these tests,” says Morby. “It was a very rock ’n’ roll romance started on the road.” 

It would be annoying if Crutchfield and Morby played self-deprecating or dismissive of their union having its 

very own fan base, but both acknowledge that its “sweet” listeners are invested in that part of their storyline, 

albeit a smidge unnerving. Deadpan, they theorize what would happen if they broke up with the weathered 

practicality of two people who know the spotlight’s fickle swivel.  

“When we've gone through rough patches where I'm like, ‘What if we broke up? All the fans!’ But people's 

attention spans are like this,” Morby says, snapping his fingers. “It's basically that Courtney Barnett song, 

‘Nobody Really Cares if You Don’t Go to the Party.’”  

“They might be sad for a week, and then they’d get over it,” says Crutchfield.  

“‘Damn … anyway,’ as they're scrolling on their phone.” 

Still, since the first streamable melding of their voices on “Farewell Transmission,” a cover of a Jason Molina 

track from his Songs: Ohia project, they’ve been placed in the wouldn’t-it-be-dreamy category of creative 

couples a la a Greta Gerwig and Noah Baumbach live-love-work situation. Type either of their names into 

Google and “Are Katie Crutchfield and Kevin Morby still together?” appears along with adjacently aimed 

questions. So do pictures of them lounging in bed together in the rumples of a peach and powder blue striped 

comforter (yes, it’s Dusen Dusen, too) or standing in their garden during lockdown — Morby in a hooded 

white terry bathrobe, Crutchfield in an oversize denim shirt over a striped crop top and green shorts, and a 

charcoal grill in the background. More deeply relatable scenes, yet effortlessly cool enough to inspire long-

term relationship fantasies. So does their domestic bliss juxtaposed with their cadre of famous friends and 

fans from Tim Heidecker to Bowen Yang to the HAIM sisters. 
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 “I feel really fortunate that Kevin and I have such an easy, healthy relationship. I think if we didn't, having 

our relationship seen [in an idealized way] would be hard,” says Crutchfield. “My favorite is when we're out 

and we've gotten into some little scuff and someone recognizes us. I’m like, ‘That’s so funny. Kevin and I 

were pissed at each other and of course someone comes up.’” 

“People constantly ask us if we'll do a record together,” says Morby. “We like to keep it super low pressure. 

We only collaborate if it feels natural. Maybe we will make a record someday. But why throw that pressure 

into a relationship?”  

 “It's fun though because it feels like our fans are always really excited if the other shows up and it's kind of 

this question mark, ‘Is the other one going to come?’” says Crutchfield.  
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Their joint live appearances might be unpredictable, but each of them has written the other more permanently 

into their songs on the albums they’ve made since becoming a couple whether it’s a melody the other helped 

improve or a direct address. Morby’s first song about Crutchfield, “Congratulations” on 2019’s “Oh My 

God,” uses “baby” as a stand-in for her name, but there’s no confusion as to who he’s singing about on “This 

Is a Photograph’s” “Stop Before I Cry.” In that song, Morby sings, “I know I’m not perfect, just like I know 

you are wild,” maybe an idiomatic response to Crutchfield’s line “When you’re missing me, oh, what do you 

see? Something wild that you think you’ll never be?” on “Saint Cloud’s” “Can’t Do Much,” which 

Crutchfield wrote about Morby about six months into dating. He starts off the story of how he found out the 

song was about him while Crutchfield’s eyes dart toward the ceiling as she plants the bouquet of wildflowers 

tattooed on her forearm between her knees, clasping her hands awaiting a remaining twinge of 

embarrassment. 

“Katie had these lyrics that were lying on the ground,” he says. “I picked them up and started to read them out 

loud, there was that line, ‘Love you till the day I die.’ I was like, ‘Love you till the day I die?’ Then Katie 

snatched them away from me and you were like, ‘Don't read my lyrics!’ And I was like, ‘Wow, you're going 

to love me until you die?’ And you were like, ‘This isn't about you!’ And I was like, ‘Well, who is it about?’” 

“Yes, it’s about him,” says Crutchfield with a grin. “It was just a little too ripe for him to read.” 

“I think [being in each other’s songs] is amazing,” says Morby. “It’s like a statue. The love is in there 

forever.” 

“I do think that there are little Easter eggs that are completely unplanned and unintentional that show up in 

our songs because we're making stuff so physically close to each other,” says Crutchfield. “It's sort of 

impossible for it to not feel like there's this Venn diagram.”  

But before anyone thinks that life as a musical couple is all writing love songs longhand, leaning in close over 

a shared microphone, or driving vintage pickup trucks through the other’s music video (OK, one more mushy 

moment: “I feel like there’s shared inflections on both of our parts,” says Morby. “Sometimes even on stage, 

I'm like, ‘Oh, I'm dancing like Katie,’ or, ‘I'm making singing faces like Katie,’”) there’s the far less sexy 

side, too. Managers, labels, numbers all come home, too. 

“We talk about [business] constantly,” says Morby.  

“All day, every day,” says Crutchfield.  
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“I've dated people who aren't in the music industry, and it's 80% frustrating and 20% nice knowing ‘They 

don't have any idea what any of this means,’” says Morby. “But with Katie, it's 80/20 the other way. I'm so 

glad this person gets it. I don't have to break down to them what a publicist does.” 

“We don’t have to pause to explain all the ins and outs,” says Crutchfield. 

“At the end of the day, what we’re doing is such a funny, unique thing,” he says. “So to be understood is 

really nice.” 

“I feel like I really depend on Kevin's opinion on a lot of things,” she says. “It's a part of my greater compass 

as far as driving my own career goes.” 
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During the pandemic, the term “turbo romance” entered the upside-down lexicon of 2020, used to describe 

couples who had started dating either soon before or at the start of lockdown. Forcing the bulb of a long-term 

prospect and testing it in the terrarium of isolation, some unions took root, others withered. For Crutchfield 

and Morby, they were already used to the concept of concentrating months of typical first dates into a few 

days or a week of round-the-clock time spent together on the road. But quarantine felt almost like starting 

over for them.  

“I feel like most people are land animals and know how to figure things out on land,” says Morby. “It’s like 

Katie and I are sea creatures of something on tour. That’s home for us. Being here at this home took more 

getting used to.” 

“Yeah, like, how do I just exist around this person? Not in motion,” says Crutchfield. “I almost think as a 

touring musician, you're scared of being home a lot of the time. You crave it so much when you're exhausted 

on the road, but it's such a big transition. It’s really nice to look at it now and say, ‘Wow, we actually did that 

really well.’” 

With a microphone garlanded in red roses and a candy store of flouncy frocks like Loretta Lynn at the 

Instagram Ole Opry (DÔEN and Selkie in frequent rotation), Crutchfield finally set off on the “St. Cloud” 

tour just a little over a year after releasing the album — swaying in a blue dress, turning the crowd into a big 

mess as Morby sings in another line from “Stop Before I Cry.” 

“Those first shows we played, that was pure magic,” she says.  

Playing catch-up from the year she lost, the tour hasn’t ever really ended, a run that led her to open for her 

hero, Williams, this past August. “Perhaps the best night of my life,” she captioned a photo of the two 

backstage. But the highs of getting back to business have also been met with separation anxiety and chronic 

low-grade chaos. 

“Leaving was never that hard before, but when you were leaving me [for that tour], there was some relief of, 

‘We just spent two years in a house together, this is probably good.’ And, at the same time, I was like, ‘Oh, 

there goes my limb, my right arm.’” 

“I do remember you visiting me once in the middle of that tour, and getting back together was so desperate,” 

says Crutchfield. “We were like, ‘Oh my God, I have to see you’ in a way that we usually aren't.” 
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“Right now, we're just on psycho runs where our schedules aren't lining up,” says Morby.  

“We didn’t stagger things this year very well at all, and that has led us to realize that we need to,” says 

Crutchfield.  
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Despite the weariness in their voices, those homegrown work ethics have them announcing a new project or 

press item or show seemingly every week. There’s Plains, the band Crutchfield formed with singer-songwriter 

Jess Williams, which dropped a high desert dream video shot in Marfa, Texas, for their first single and a list 

of tour dates hot on its heels. Together they released two covers (Guided by Voices and Broadcast) on 

Bandcamp to support abortion rights in Kansas after the fall of Roe v. Wade. A nail-biter for most, Crutchfield 

felt the air of possibility in her adopted state, heralding the overwhelming vote in favor of choice. “Kansas is 

kind of magical that way,” she said. And of course there was the Kansas City Royals game in July where 

Morby threw out the first pitch after fans lobbied for him on Twitter. His headshot glowed underneath the 

golden crowned megatron while he threw out an impressive lob (he did play pitcher on his high school 

baseball team) to the lion-costumed mascot, Sluggerrr.  

But when their paths cross back at home, Crutchfield and Morby have a rhythm to return to — one they 

intentionally keep the beat with now. They’ve held on to the rodeo house, now Morby’s studio where he 

clocks in nearly every day, while Crutchfield goes to work around the corner from their bedroom.  

“Going to the other house for me is a big thing,” says Morby. “I'm a huge proponent of, ‘See you in the 

morning, and I'll see you later on. I got to miss you a little bit.’ I also love going to this other place that feels 

like, ‘OK, I'm here alone, and I can sing a silly lyric off the top of my head.’” 

“I can confirm that, if I may, Kevin's the type of artist that needs to have a lot of chaotic mess around,” says 

Crutchfield. “He needs to be a tornado in the house, in order to be his truest artist self. I need to do every 

single chore on the list. That’s what my craziness looks like.” 

“Those are healthy distractions,” Morby says.  

“Yeah, I feel like before we were here, my idea of my own creative process was a little more tortured,” she 

says. “A little ‘Oh, it's all a distraction, and it's all keeping me from doing the thing,’ Now I'm way more 

zoomed out. It all matters. I need to do all of that stuff. It's all brewing while I'm doing it. All of those little 

isms support the bigger picture.” 

“Having security from this house kind of gave me keys to the world,” says Morby, who, like Crutchfield, is 

content to have these domestic distractions instead of the big city’s endless options every night. “I'm on the 

research floor and I can really live inside the work.” 

“I used to need so much space from the world, so much privacy to do it,” she says. “As we've been together 

longer and as I've grown to trust Kevin and respect him as an artist, I'm able to write with him on the 
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periphery, in a way where we get involved in each other's writing in the midst of it now more than I would've 

ever thought.” 

In between strums during the last song on “This Is a Photograph,” Morby sings, “When I was a little boy, I 

wanted to live and breathe inside a song.” In this snapshot of their lives, with the paint cans, the massive 

houseplant, the little piles of sawdust left behind by busy carpenter ants, he and Crutchfield seem to be doing 

just that. 

 

Hannah Hayes is Deputy Editor and Producer at The Bitter Southerner. Previously, she was a lead editor at 

Wildsam Field Guides, where she produced 10 books about American cities, regions, and road trips and, 

prior to that, was Travel + Culture Editor at Southern Living. She lives in New Orleans. 

David Walter Banks and Kendrick Brinson met and fell in love with photography and storytelling at the 

same time and place in photojournalism class in college, eventually falling in love with each other two years 

later. They began their professional careers as community photojournalists in the South, then expanding to 

national magazines, and eventually joining forces to create moment- and color-driven work as a team for 

some of the world's leading advertising agencies and editorial publications. Their bylines can often be seen 

under their documentary and portraiture images in The New York Times and National Geographic. Together, 

their clients range from Fortune Magazine to Apple and Red Bull. They recently relocated from Los Angeles 

— where they still have a crew and return to work often — back to their roots in the South, where they live in 

Atlanta in a 1916 bungalow with their pack of animals, Tux, Tia, and Rex, and a big vegetable garden. 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/to-live-breathe-inside-a-song-katie-crutchfield-waxahatchie-kevin-

morby?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=10%2F11%20-

%20Tue%20%28Katie%20%26%20Kevin%29%20%2801GEM0X5M3DW3V7643JQRVFNV7%29&_kx=b

-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 
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“Mother Will Be Pleased”: How It Feels to Be Run Over (1900) 

How It Feels to Be Run Over, directed by Cecil Hepworth (Hepworth Manufacturing: 1900). 

From their beginning, movies have been fascinated with motion and its termination — the play between stasis 

and animation that is inherent to how we perceive the rapid transit of still images across a screen. Nearly a 

century before David Cronenberg’s adaptation of J. G. Ballard’s Crash (1973), a novel in which characters 

yearn for “the ecstasies of head-on collisions”, Cecil Hepworth’s How It Feels to Be Run Over found pleasure 

in blunt force trauma. In this minute-long film, a stationary camera, placed on the edge of a dirt road, records 

the approach of a horse-drawn cart, which passes safely out of the frame. Through the dust kicked up by 

hooves and wheels comes a motor car, driven by Hepworth, veering wildly toward us. As this automobile 

collides with the camera, the screen cuts to black and hand-written text flashes almost imperceptibly before 

our eyes: “?!!!? ! Oh! Mother will be pleased”. 

 

Frames from the final moments of Cecil Hepworth's How It Feels to Be Run Over (1900). 

One of the earliest uses of intertitles, Hepworth’s film belongs to a genre of fin-de-siècle accident pictures, 

which includes his own Explosion of a Motor Car (1900), Walter R. Booth’s An Extraordinary Cab 

Accident (1903), and the Lumière brothers’ infamous L’arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ciotat (1896), the 

screening of which has been apocryphally associated with audience members fleeing the theater to avoid 

being crushed by the train coming toward them. This is heavy subject matter, leavened only in Looney 

Tunesish universes where victims recover with comic elasticity. As such, it is tempting to read these 

“crashes” as weighted with allegorical gravity: the shocking arrival of cinema as a new media form. “When 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41371524
https://archive.org/details/silent-explosion-of-a-motor-car
https://archive.org/details/silent-an-extraordinary-cab-accident
https://archive.org/details/silent-an-extraordinary-cab-accident
https://archive.org/details/11-arrival-of-a-train-at-la-ciotat
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we watch this film”, writes Richard Howells in reference to How It Feels to Be Run Over, “we are at the same 

time watching the cinema discover its potential to communicate in new ways.” And yet, the invocation of the 

personal in this film, both through its affective title (how it feels) and by the attempt to represent something 

like interiority with the closing intertitles, trains our gaze not on history, but on something closer to narrative: 

the way endings can ripple backward through plots — whether cinematic or biographical — to lend them 

consistency. 

Witnessing a narrowly avoided transport accident in the same decade as Hepworth’s film, James Joyce asked 

his brother: “Do you see that man who has just skipped out of the way of the tram? Consider, if he had been 

run over, how significant every act of his would at once become.” Watching How It Feels to Be Run Over is 

to spend a minute in suspension as we await the title’s significance. We learn less about how it feels to be 

crushed by heavy machinery, more about the conventions of cinematic sensation itself. Like the catharsis 

promised by tragedy, we can explore the perverse thrill of a virtual car crash from the safe remove of our sofa. 

We barely have time to feel anything, only a flurry of question and exclamation marks before consciousness 

cuts to black. Of greater accessibility here is the way that “death” provides a sense of formal closure, lending 

significance, as Joyce describes, to “inciting incidents”. Mother told us to stay out of the road. If she is 

pleased, it is because she knew how this story would end. 

Strangely, in a suppression that Sigmund Freud might enjoy, the version of How It Feels to Be Run 

Over above omits the frames containing “Mother”. An alternative version is available on YouTube. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/how-it-feels-to-be-run-over 

  

https://books.google.fi/books?id=eOaLDwAAQBAJ&pg=PT297
https://books.google.fi/books?id=fE9mkomQHEQC&pg=PR16
https://books.google.fi/books?id=fE9mkomQHEQC&pg=PR16
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DAxuOygjr_0
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/how-it-feels-to-be-run-over
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Vigdis Hjorth: The Unclassifiable Master 

By Makenna Goodman 

•  

 

The author of over twenty books, Vigdis Hjorth is an eminent literary figure in Norway — if a Norwegian 

hasn’t read Hjorth, they know who she is. Only four have been translated into English, all by Charlotte 

Barslund, but they have likewise left a lasting impression on Anglophone readers. Her novel Will and 

Testament, for instance, explored the cover-up and denial of child abuse within a family that nearly matches 

Hjorth’s own. It was longlisted for the National Book Award for Translated Literature in 2019 and inspired 

debate, in both Norway and abroad, about the ethics of “reality literature.” 

Is Mother Dead, Hjorth’s latest novel to be translated into English, tells the story of a painter named Johanna 

who is consumed by the desire to communicate with her aging mother, from whom she is estranged. Hjorth 

traverses Johanna’s emotional exile, the ruthless censorship within her family’s stories, and the language of 

art, in which the narrator takes solace. As with all of Hjorth’s work, there’s an undercurrent of existentialism. 

Midway through the novel, Johanna asks: “Do I confront my deepest self?” This question is a perfect 

https://astra-mag.com/contributors/makenna-goodman
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/10/07/the-norwegian-novel-that-divided-a-family-and-captivated-a-country
https://www.versobooks.com/books/4045-is-mother-dead
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description of the experience of reading any of Hjorth’s books: in witnessing a Hjorth narrator reckon with 

their innermost being, readers are enjoined to scrutinize their own hearts. 

This is not to suggest Hjorth’s novels are exercises in mere navel-gazing. Quite the opposite — they reveal 

self-reflexivity as a political orientation. While conducting this interview, Hjorth was at the airport on tour for 

an even newer book just released in Norway about, in her words, “how all revolutions, personal as well as 

social, start long before the actual events.” With assistance from Barslund as translator, I asked Hjorth 

about Is Mother Dead, her prolific output, and the political project of her art. I started with Søren 

Kierkegaard. 

You have cited Søren Kierkegaard, the father of existentialism, as a major inspiration for your work. I think 

your writing embodies Kierkegaard’s philosophy on a deeply energetic level — it forces us to reckon with 

ourselves, just as Kierkegaard has us reckon with the alienation of consciousness. Your rhythm, repetitions, 

and pacing demand we dwell with the thoughts that spiral in your narrators’ minds. Can you speak about your 

writing in the context of Kierkegaard’s philosophy?  

At the age of nineteen, I began my studies at the University of Oslo and Kierkegaard’s Philosophical 

Fragments was on my required reading list. I read it without understanding a word, but I had a vague feeling 

that I was in the presence of something important, what Freud calls “the navel of the dream,” which opens a 

channel to the unknown and mysterious. What Freud, along with Kierkegaard, believed is that there are 

pathways to knowledge about life and the human condition to be found outside science, laboratories, and 

statistics. Some years later when I was going through a major crisis and was on my way to New York, I 

packed my Kierkegaard and read about different life stages. I understood, in the transatlantic twilight, that I 

was a middle-class, bourgeois woman, married to a middle-class, bourgeois man, that I had given birth to 

three middle-class, bourgeois children, and that I had to get a divorce. Something I set about on my return. So 

reading Kierkegaard really can change your life! 

The most important thing for me is Kierkegaard’s insistence that being a totally ordinary human being is an 

enormous task and a declaration of faith from above, and that when you are lucky enough to be given this one 

life on earth as a human being, then you need to live it with complete sincerity and full responsibility. He 

writes somewhere that many people live in the basement even though there is plenty of room on the top floors 

where the view is broad and you can sense infinity. 

I try — with Kierkegaard’s help — to climb from the basement to the top! As do many of my protagonists. 

Your characters often grapple with the cruelty of neoliberal society. Alma, your narrator in A House in 

Norway, embodies the hypocrisies of “well-meaning” elites. Bergljot from Will and Testament reckons with 

secrets of abuse within her privileged family. Ellinor from Long Live the Post Horn!, a communications 

consultant, is tasked with storytelling as a device to save the local postal service — or, really, to pretend to 

save it, in the face of its inevitable demise. In a global context that is rife with xenophobic, classist anxiety, 

can you talk about the political project that fuels your work? Is your writing a response to the failures of 

civilization to exist justly? 

To quote Berthold Brecht, who wrote this after the dropping of the nuclear bombs toward the end of World 

War II: 
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Will it be written on the last blackboard 

the one that is broken and has no readers: 

The planet is dying 

killed by those it sustained. 

We invented capitalism. 

Then we became proficient at physics. 

And invented mutual destruction. 

The nuclear bomb has become a threat once more, but even if it isn’t dropped, then we appear to have 

invented another kind of mutual destruction — the climate crisis. And those of us who have the chance to do 

something about it, don’t, and those who already suffer the most in our unfair world, are the same people who 

will continue to suffer the most. We know this and yet we carry on. I know this, and yet I carry on. Right now 

I’m at the airport in Oslo about to fly to a literary festival in Røros. The problems of the international 

community are also my personal problems, but seeing as I’m unable to improve myself, I’m in no position to 

lecture the authorities. We/I get as angry with ourselves/myself as we/I do with the politicians. And so it is 

that otherwise well-informed, resourceful people end up suffering from profound self-loathing that stops them 

from taking action. But, to cite both Kierkegaard and Wittgenstein, you can — because the individual has 

agency — change your perspective. That is what great poetry does to us. 

To quote the Chinese poet Du Fu: 

The woman next door to you is a thief. 

She still steals vegetables from your garden. 

She is obviously still a widow — children grow slowly, 

And, as you know, the war has made the poor poorer. 

I don’t think she should be so scared of you when she steals. 

I think your new fence is far too high. 

I read it and I gain a fresh perspective and I’m inspired to act where I can: I’m working on tearing down my 

fence. 

But — it is a challenge. 
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Of all of your books so far in English, Is Mother Dead explores nature most directly. There are so many 

stunning passages in which the narrator, Johanna, describes the woods around her cabin, the flowers that grow 

along the lanes, the ridges of hillside against the skyline, the way the light looks and feels, the mushrooms on 

the forest floor. I can’t help but think of “mother,” in some ways, as mother earth, and the question, “is 

mother dead” as directed toward our ongoing ecological crisis.  

That thought hadn’t occurred to me, but you may well have a point. Johanna’s relationship to nature probably 

resembles mine. And Johanna’s relationship to her family does indeed resemble mine. However, I haven’t 

previously considered that Johanna, or indeed I, view nature as a substitute mother. 

Most people have a complex and ambivalent relationship to their mother, including people who are close to 

their mothers. The point, however, is that Johanna’s relationship with nature isn’t ambivalent. It is essentially 

a calm and stable relationship. Which is why it is safe. I view nature as a place of peace and serenity precisely 

because it isn’t human. Because everything human is restless, unstable. 

Can you speak about your process? 

It is tricky to describe the writing process, because it is so complex — thoughts and reflections inextricably 

linked to a rhythm, a kind of linguistic music at sentence level and at paragraph and chapter level. The novel 

as a whole can be regarded as a piece of reflecting, linguistic music, and when I write there is often a strong 

connection between my head and my hands, and yes, sometimes the rest of my body, which — during certain 

passages — might sway with it. It is in other words, terribly complex — and wonderful for the most part. 

But how do you begin?  

I always start with an ethical or political dilemma that is personal to me. Then I explore it through writing a 

novel. I think of my novels as explorations. But I would never examine a personal dilemma if I thought it was 

unique to me. It is because I think I share this dilemma with many other people that I regard it as worthy of a 

novel. Then I look for a main character and her — and it usually is a her, but I have written about male 

protagonists — situation, and then it works itself out along the way, as the Danes say.  

Who are your literary forebears and which contemporary writers excite you? 

The Norwegian author Dag Solstad is a major inspiration, both in terms of themes, style and humor. As is 

Brecht, his poetry and plays are driven by ideas, his clever, thought-provoking conceits. And Thomas 

Bernhard’s manic, often furious yet tender prose. The Danish author Tove Ditlevsen’s frankness and 

fearlessness — nothing is too trivial to be examined. Among philosophers I’m fond of both Sigmund Freud 

and Carl Jung, not because I necessarily agree with their theories, but because they write well, especially 

Freud. But my overarching inspiration is, as previously mentioned, Søren Kierkegaard. Precisely because he 

doesn’t devise ideologies but articulates his thoughts as he writes. His writing is incredibly stimulating. 

When did you start writing, at what age? 

I submitted my first poem to the Norwegian newspaper, Dagbladet, when I was ten years old. It went like this: 
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Who am I? 

My eyes or my nose? 

My mouth, perhaps all of my face. 

Maybe it’s something I can’t change? 

My legs or possibly my toes? 

Or how about my brain? 

After all, everything has a name, and all names have meaning 

Except the word I which sits alone. 

I wonder what that word means? 

Many of your narrators share a similar status of scapegoat, or, psychoanalytically speaking, the “identified 

patient.”  Can you speak about this idea of scapegoating? At times your work feels like a testimony — a way 

of making things right.  

Unfortunately, writing can’t fix the past — but it is healing to articulate complex feelings and it can also be 

healing to read them, to see expressed something you sensed vaguely within yourself. That is the gift of 

literature. When it comes to the black sheep of the family, most families have a kind of official family 

narrative: in our family we celebrate Christmas like this, we celebrate Easter like this. If one family member 

doesn’t share this often very attractive family narrative, they will discover that there is an element of 

discomfort at their very presence. And so this person will often retreat. They don’t have to be frozen out; the 

rest of the family can in subtle ways induce shame in them, fear, force them to look downward, withdraw. 

 

Your narrator in Is Mother Dead, Johanna, is an artist who has been exiled from her family for (supposedly) 

exposing family trauma in her work. At one point she reflects on a moment in her childhood, perhaps the most 

intimate experience with her now estranged mother, where she draws a portrait of her mother while her father 

and sister are out skiing. She says, looking back on it later: “I thought I was drawing Mum, but I was drawing 

myself, I thought I was studying Mum, but I was studying myself, so had I ultimately not got close to Mum or 

Mum’s world with my pencils but only my own?” And then, later, she says: “The relationship of a work of art 

to reality is uninteresting, the work’s relationship to the truth is crucial; the true value of the work doesn’t lie 

in its relationship to a so-called reality, but in its effect on the observer.” How has your relationship to “truth” 

evolved?  

In the meeting of art and philosophy. Which constantly questions every so-called truth. 

Besides, I think that Johanna expresses the relationship between art and truth very well in the quote above. 
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Johanna reflects on Carl Jung, who writes that man’s task is to develop consciousness. Then, several pages 

later, she says: “But what if the challenge is to reconcile yourself with the unresolved?” This sentence 

absolutely took my breath away. And it brings up something endemic to the literary industry in the U.S., the 

desire for resolution. What if we aren’t supposed to ever know the meaning behind a work?  

I think that being able to pose a question clearly can be just as elucidating, decisive and liberating as 

providing an answer. And I believe that many of my books are more a case of articulating a question than 

providing clear answers to life’s inevitable conundrums — besides, are there ultimately any definitive 

answers to be found?  

  

Makenna Goodman is the author of the novel THE SHAME. 

Charlotte Barslund translates Scandinavian literature. 
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